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Garda stations close  and fear takes over

By Catherine    
Fegan 
chief correspondent

JOHN Murphy’s beat-up work van 
tears into the square in Brosna, Co. 
Kerry. He parks outside the aban-
doned garda station and descends 
from the driver’s seat, his muddy 
boots dragging on the ground as he 
walks. He goes to the van’s back 
door, where his tools and equip-
ment lie inside, and carefully locks 
the contents securely. In the deso-
late car park next to the graveyard, 
his is the only vehicle.

Along the main street, where the 
sherbet-painted homes rise up  
the hill until they meet the square, 
curtains are drawn on every win-
dow and an eerie stillness lingers.

‘You could sit here all day long 
and not see one person,’ says Mr 
Murphy, 69. ‘All the houses are 
locked up. Every single one. 

‘All the old people inside them 
don’t come out. They are locked up 
from morning until night, scared to 
death to answer the door.’ 

Brosna is a hilltop village of 1,200 
people in rural north Kerry. It is 
located in a region known as Sliabh 
Luachra, a mountainous, rush-filled 
upland that straddles the border 
area of Cork, Kerry and Limerick. 

It is surrounded by forestry and 
dense woodland, adding to its iso-
lated, vulnerable feel.

In 2012, after 140 years with its 
own barracks, Brosna’s garda sta-
tion closed for good. The effects 
were immediate. On the same day 
the garda lantern was removed, an 
elderly Brosna pensioner was 
robbed of a substantial amount of 
cash while at Mass. She had been 
saving for some time.

Like hundreds of other communi-
ties that saw their stations close, 
many in rural areas, the town  
suffered at the hands of the then 
Justice Minister Alan Shatter’s cuts 
to garda resources.

Almost overnight, Brosna found 
itself in an area with very little 
garda presence. The neighbouring 
parish of Mountcollins in west Lim-
erick does not have a garda station, 
nor does nearby Rockchapel in Co. 
Cork and the nearest district head-
quarters in Listowel is over 25km 
away. Three years on, the fallout 
has been devastating.

‘We are at our wits’ end,’ said Mr 
Murphy, who has lived in Brosna 
all his life.

‘I have a dumper that I have to 
move about every month. If it was 
spotted in one place for too long, it 

would be gone. They would disman-
tle it. That’s the carry-on we are up 
against. There is no deterrent here 
whatsoever, no garda station, no 
guards and no law. This is bandit 
country now.’

On a regular basis, John, a builder 
who once ran a supermarket in the 
village, sees people calling to 
houses and offering to paint sheds, 
sell carpets or tar driveways in a 
bid to ‘case’ properties before a 
break-in.

‘My young girl was going up the 
road one day and someone stopped 
her and asked her directions to a 
particular person’s house,’ he says. 
‘He said he was selling turf. 

‘She came down and told her 
mother and they got into the car 
and went to check. Once they saw 
our car coming, they went down 
the road at 150 miles an hour. 

‘It turned out they had robbed a 
house somewhere else. The (vic-
tim’s) son put up cameras and three 
days later they were back. They 
came all the way from Wexford. We 
got the number plate and sussed 
out who it was.’

After dark, the miscreants have 
the run of the village. Timmy 
O’Sullivan, 72, says anti-social 
behaviour in the form of young 
drivers doing ‘donuts’ at the cross-
roads in the middle of the night has 
left residents feeling helpless.

‘There was nothing we could do,’ 
he says. ‘No one even reported it 
because the guards don’t have the 
manpower to come out and deal 
with it. You would need at least 
three squad cars to converge on 
these guys. Then ordinary locals 
are afraid to approach them, so 
they can do what they want. But 
then other people will take matters 
into their own hands.’

Like many rural dwellers, Timmy 
says residents in Brosna have 
armed themselves in a bid to defend 
themselves against crime. 

‘There are several weapons in 
houses in the parish,’ he says. ‘I 
know that for sure. And people 
have recently stated that if needs 
be they won’t hesitate to use them. 

‘In a village not too far from us 
there were a few young lads in one 
car consistently doing these donuts. 
A man living close by decided he 
had had enough and took a double-
barrel shotgun, aimed and fired 
straight at the windscreen. No one 
was hurt. They never came back 
again. That’s the state we are in. 

As criminals run amok in 
rural areas, the elderly are 
living in terror and people 
are increasingly arming 
themselves. But what they 
are really crying out for is 
the return of local gardaí

‘There is no deterrent. These fel-
las are running amok.’

Brosna is typical of rural parishes 
throughout the country. Locals 
must report whatever crime has 
befallen them to gardaí at Knock-
nagoshel, almost 10 miles away. 
Many complain that response times 
to such calls are unsatisfactory.

This is the inevitable consequence 
of a government policy which has 
seen the closing and downgrading 
of provincial garda stations in 
order to concentrate the available 
manpower and resources on the 
fight against crime and disorder in 
the bigger cities. 

This strategy may have seemed 
prudent initially, given the scale of 
policing problems in some metro-
politan areas and the perceived 
decline in the rural population. But 
it was a recklessly short-sighted 
plan which has borne bitter fruit. 

Parts of rural Ireland are fast 
becoming even more lawless than 
their urban counterparts. 

In Doon, Co. Limerick, residents 
have been subjected to a tidal wave 
of yobbery and wanton vandalism 
for over a year.

Like Brosna, the community lost 
its station in 2012. Since then, most 
of the crime committed in and 
around the village has been of the 
standard, money-making variety – 
break-ins, thefts, pilfering and so 
on. Arson has also featured promi-
nently on the rap sheet. 

The gravity and frequency of the 
offences committed have intensi-

fied in recent months and locals 
are alarmed by the increasing 
audacity of the crimes. 

The incident which caused most 
revulsion was the death of 62-year-
old John O’Donoghue in August. He 
collapsed and died in his driveway 
after returning to find intruders in 
his house. 

Parish priest Fr Tony Ryan admin-
istered the last rights at the scene.

‘John’s death rocked the commu-
nity,’ he says. ‘Sadly, we are too 

well aware of rural crime in Doon 
and surrounding areas in recent 
times and its fallout and devastat-
ing results and effects. There is 
anxiety, distress and fear. 

‘Take our elderly, their peace of 
mind is shattered, many no longer 
sleep at night. They are living in a 
constant state of anxiety. Every 
dog that barks, every car that 
passes late at night poses questions 
and they are stressed out with 
worry. It isn’t right.’

A list of incidents that have 
occurred in the parish in recent 
months includes the torching of 
three hay sheds, a break-in at the 
newly opened school, a tourist who 
had his motorbike stolen and count-
less other burglaries. Two months 
ago, Fr Ryan’s bicycle was stolen 
from outside the church.

‘There is a direct correlation with 
the station closing and everything 
that has happened since,’ says Fr 
Ryan. ‘We had a guard living here 
then. Everybody knew him and he 
knew everybody. He had his finger 
on the pulse. People could go to him 
with information and he would 
keep an eye out. 

‘There is no deterrent 
here, no garda station’

‘Locals will take matters 
into their own hands’

AFRAID: John 
Murphy outside 
Brosna garda 
station, which 
was closed  
down in 2012
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‘No one feels safe and it isn’t 
right. We have come from an Ire-
land where you could safely leave 
your door open, where a garda 
presence in every village gave a 
sense of security – we knew that if 
anything was amiss the local guard 
was near at hand and was dealing 
with the situation.’

In Doon, locals feel that the  
winding down of rural policing 
threatens to undermine the region’s 
biggest attraction, its quality of 
life — or at least the knowledge 
that there is a police presence 
somewhere within the general 
vicinity, not 20 miles away as the 
crow flies. 

Farmer David Thompson, 75, has 
been burgled three times in the 
course of the past two years and 
says people in rural Ireland are 
‘shaking with fear’.

‘There is one particular group 
going around,’ he says. ‘They take a 
different route through the village 
each time. They have a system 
where they put tags on the houses 
– a neighbour of mine had tags put 
on her gate. 

‘Her husband is working out of 

the country, she is away at work all 
day and comes home alone. There 
were two marks put on her gate. 
They use the plastic ring from a 
milk carton, they are different col-
ours, green, red and blue. 

‘There were two on her gate, one 
to say that she was away during the 
day and the other to say she was a 
female living on her own. She is 
petrified.’

David has long campaigned on a 
series of rural issues and was 
closely associated with the fight to 
prevent Doon’s garda station clos-
ing three years ago. He believes 
that its loss has left the community 
vulnerable to crime.

‘The biggest problem is that if 

you call the guards they have no 
one to send out,’ he says.

‘There are no guards. I asked 
them myself about pushing to get 
more squad cars and I was told, 
“Sorry, there are no drivers.” 

‘In Doon, there is a brand new 
school full of children who never 
see a guard. And when it gets 
raided, who comes? No one. 

‘We are defenceless and there are 
no guards there to help us. What 
are we to do, sit up all night with  
a shotgun?’

Across the country, stories of fear 
and abandonment are echoed in 
locations where stations were shut. 
In April 2012, the garda lantern 
was taken down from the station in 

the small Co. Leitrim village of 
Drumkeeran, breaking a link that 
has lasted for generations and  
leaving the local people with a 
deepening sense of isolation.

‘We are on our own out here,’ says 
local postmistress and Fianna Fáil 
councillor Mary Bohan. ‘At the 
time (of the closure) there was a 
sergeant and two gardaí stationed 
in our area and we were assured 
that they would remain serving 
this area. 

‘But they are now stationed out of 
Drumshanbo and, through no fault 
of their own, we no longer have the 
same garda presence. You could 
ring Drumshanbo and you wouldn’t 
get any response, so people would 
resort to Manorhamilton. The prob-
lem there is that despite what sen-
ior gardaí say, they do not have the 
resources either.’

Drumkeeran lies at the foot of 
Corry Mountain, just north of 
Lough Allen. The remote village 
has a population of about 500, with 

most residents in their older  
years. In recent times, the number 
of burglaries in the area has been 
‘unprecedented’.

‘It is extremely isolated out here,’ 
says Mary. ‘Last year, on one day in 
particular, there were three houses 
hit. It happened in broad daylight 
on the same rural road. 

‘Two houses were empty, the 
other lady had gone shopping. That 
was the one day.’

On another occasion, a woman out 
trimming her garden was caught 
unawares when a thief entered her 
back door and stole her handbag, 
which was full of money that she 
had just taken from the bank.

‘I don’t think people realise how 
devastating this is,’ says Mary. ‘I 
have gone to a house to see an eld-
erly person who had been robbed. 

‘Everything was taken down, the 
mattress was cut open to check for 
money, all their private papers – 
deeds for their land, bank state-
ments, bills, all rifled through. 
Everything just strewn through 
the place.’

Shortly after the station closed, 
Mary received a letter from a lady 
in her 80s, detailing how she locks 
herself and her dog in a room each 
night and leaves ‘a few pound’ on 
the kitchen table in the hope that 
any potential thieves will take the 
money and leave her alone.

‘I was left completely speechless 

by the letter,’ says Mary. ‘People 
are really living in fear and it isn’t 
just the elderly — young families, 
single parents, they are all afraid. 
It isn’t right, we need more 
resources to deal with this. 

‘The perpetrators are not afraid 
of anyone. There was one house 
where the couple had died, but the 
family had kept the home. There 
were many items of sentimental 
value in the house and when it  
was broken into, it was totally 
destroyed. 

‘Their grand-daughter was a 
guard and they were very proud of 
her, they had a framed picture of 
her on the mantle. They (the intrud-
ers) took it out, broke the frame 
and stuck it on the front door after 
they destroyed the place. 

‘It was as much as to say, “Now 
guard, there you are.” That will tell 
you what they think of the gardaí 
and the law.’

To locals, the masterminds behind 
the reign of terror appear unstop-
pable. They have managed to get 
away with their rampage of intimi-
dation simply because of the hope-
lessly inadequate level of policing 
in the area. Efforts to fortify homes 
with additional security, for those 
who can afford it, also appear to 
have little effect.

‘Burglar alarms don’t seem to 
make a difference,’ says parish 
priest Fr Gerry Alwill.

‘In one case, they tore it off the 
wall, threw it into the sink and 
poured water on it. Everyone is 
frightened, people are wondering, 
what can we do? There is frustra-
tion that no one can do anything 
and the fear of, will it happen to 
me? Elderly people would voice 
their fears to me. You feel so help-
less, what can you do but just be 
there as a local support? At the end 
of the day, these people are pretty 
helpless against the kind of raids 
that are happening.’

Left unchecked, there is a fear 
that the growth in rural crime will 
only continue. Locals in the various 
rural locations across the country 
warn that the small-time trouble-
makers running amok today, with-
out fear of apprehension by the 
authorities, will become tomor-
row’s career criminals. 

‘The real issue is manpower,’ says 
Fr Alwill. ‘When do any of us really 
see a garda car going along the 
back roads of the parish? You need 
a guard out there, in the locality, 
and until you have that idea of a 
local garda on the beat things will 
not change. We need gardaí out 
there in the community, known to 
the community and who know the 
community. Otherwise no one will 
ever feel safe.’

‘We need gardaí out 
there in the community’

gone: Garda 
Tony Horgan on 

the day Brosna’s 
station closed

‘shaking with fear’: David Thompson on his farm in Doon, Co. Limerick
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view from the gallery wife’s stress,
dignity... and
finally tears

Our spade was missing all summer

t
HE routine is always 
the same. The pros-
ecution calls a name, 
and the witness 
emerges and makes 
his or her way to the 

front of the courtroom. 
It is a well-worn path, a route 

that runs in front of the accused 
bench, across the eyeline of Gra-
ham Dwyer, and eventually into 
the box. Occasionally those two 
sets of eyes meet, accompanied 
by an acknowledging nod, even a 
smile.

Yesterday was different. For the 
first time during a trial that has 
seen so many witnesses take the 
stand, there was a dramatic 
change to the routine.

Shortly after 2pm, Seán Guerin 
SC, for the prosecution, called: 
‘Gemma Dwyer.’ It took a minute 
or two for the small blonde wom-
an to rise from her seat next to 
several gardaí.

Two, including Detective Ser-
geant Peter Woods, rose too, gen-
tly holding her arm and leading 
her through the dense crowd. Her 
face was pale and gaunt, her thin 
frame dressed in a navy dress 
with three-quarter length sleeves. 
Her head was bowed and her 
walk like that of a frail woman.  

Her face bore the expression of 
a frightened child, and she was 
gently ushered into a diverted 
path, behind rather than in front 
of her husband. Her chair was 
sitting at an angle to the accused 
bench, but as she lowered herself 
into it, Gemma Dwyer manoeu-
vred it until her back was com-
pletely facing her husband.

It was a dramatic entrance that 
seemed lost on Graham Dwyer. 
From the second his wife’s name 
was called, he appeared to enter 
into a trance-like state – staring 
straight ahead, never flinching.

m
 
 
rS Dwyer, by contrast, 
was quivering. Her 
short blonde hair was 
separated by a middle 
parting and the right 

side was hanging down over her 
face, shielding her from view.

‘You are the wife of the accused 
man, Graham Dwyer?’ asked Mr 
Guerin. ‘I am,’ she whispered.

‘You met him when?’ asked Mr 
Guerin. ‘When we were both stu-
dents of architecture in Bolton 
Street,’ she said.

Her voice was barely audible. In 
her effort to keep her head bowed, 
the microphone in front was 
unable to pick up her replies.

‘Can I just ask that you speak 
directly into the microphone,’ 
asked Mr Guerin.

On the other side of the room, 
the jury sat solemn-faced, hang-
ing on every word. The room was 
hot and stuffy, mainly due to the 
large numbers at the back.

The doors to Court 13 had 
opened just before 11am and the 
crowds who had been queuing 
outside swarmed in to claim pre-
cious seats and standing spots. It 
seemed almost as though people 
had known this was the day Gem-
ma Dwyer, architect wife of the 
accused, would take the stand.  

They listened in silence to the 
story of Gemma and Graham – of 
their meeting at college, their 
romance and eventual marriage.

‘You had two children?’ asked 

Mr Guerin. ‘Yes, that’s correct,’ 
replied Mrs Dwyer, visibly upset 
by the mention of her children.

‘Could I ask you to write down 
their names and date of birth on 
a piece of paper, please.’

Gemma Dwyer’s hands were 
shaking as she began to jot down 
the details, passing the page to 
the clerk, who gave it to Justice 
Tony Hunt. From there it went 
to Mr Guerin and defence coun-
sel remy Farrell.

There was a stillness in court as 
the note was then passed from 
jury member to jury member. 
Gemma Dwyer, who was wiping 
her eyes with a tissue, appeared 
increasingly distressed.

Just a few yards away from her 
right sat her greying, 42-year-old 
husband, bent over his A4 note-
book, filled with handwriting in 
blue ink. Throughout the testi-
mony, which lasted almost 60 
minutes, he barely moved. Some 
believed he glanced up at least 
once at his wife, others weren’t 
so sure he lifted his head. 

Only when the prosecution 
questioned his wife about a Por-
she he once owned did his 
detached manner seem to falter.

‘He called it his baby,’ said Mrs 
Dwyer, unaware that a crimson 
flush was spreading across her 
husband’s face. He was support-
ed in court by his father Seán, 
who, on more than one occasion, 
seemed moved by the emotion 
attached to his daughter-in-law’s 
testimony. As she recalled their 
daily routine as a family, her voice 
began to break.

‘Graham left earliest in the 
morning?’ asked Mr Guerin. ‘Yes 
that’s correct,’ she whispered.

Throughout her evidence, it 
was the normal routine of their 
life together that seemed to trig-
ger the most upset. Fighting 
back tears, Mrs Dwyer told the 
court she stayed in Holles Street 
one night after the birth of their 
daughter and had a lot of family 
visiting over the following days.

‘It was a wonderful time, the 
birth of a child,’ she said wistfully.

Later, it was a screenshot of her 
husband, taken in their first 

home, that caused her to weep. 
‘That’s Gulistan cottages in 

rathmines,’ she said, placing her 
hands over her face.

By now, several members of 
the jury were leaning forward, 
concern on their faces. As Mrs 
Dwyer sipped her way through a 
glass of water, a court clerk 
discreetly gestured for a refill.

U
 
 
LTIMATELY, it was the 
recital of a letter she 
received from her hus-
band last year, that dealt 
the shattering blow. ‘Do 

not believe the gardaí?’ read Mr 
Guerin. ‘They actually have no 
evidence, except my name and 
someone else’s phone number in 
that awful girl’s diary. I do know 
her, yes, and was helping her. And 
I wasn’t totally honest with you.’

Gemma Dwyer was weeping. 
As she rocked herself gently back 
and forward in her chair, she 
listened quietly to the last few 
excerpts until finally it was over.

Her cross-examination, though 
brief, demonstrated another 
side. In a well-spoken, precise 
and firm manner she insisted 
that a spade shown to her by 
gardaí was the one that went 
missing from her garden. 

‘To coin a phrase... a spade is a 
spade,’ said Mr Farrell, for the 
defence.

‘Yea, Oscar Wilde,’ she replied 
nonchalantly.

At 3.04pm Gemma Dwyer 
stepped out of the witness box. 

Like a wounded animal on its 
last legs, she barely lifted her 
head as she moved. She again 
walked around the back of where 
her husband sat, stumbling close 
to the wall.

Eventually, she reached the 
spot where several officers had 
tunnelled a route through the 
crowd, strategically shielding her 
from the pitiful stares.

‘Take her to the family room,’ 
said one.

Shattered and stunned, Gem-
ma Dwyer disappeared through 
the door.

Hands shaking: Gemma Dwyer Court sketch: Graham Dwyer

her children to visit her parents in Sligo, 
and that Mr Dwyer had joined them at 
the end of their trip.

She said she knew her husband 
had enjoyed a ‘lads’ night’ in the house 
with his old school friends while she was 
in Sligo.

And she confirmed that he would go on 
camping holidays with his father and 
brothers in the early autumn.

For her husband’s 40th birthday in 
September 2012, she said she had 
arranged dinner at a restaurant in Ban-
don. She said she remembered him 
attending an oral hearing at An Bord 
Pleanála, but said she could not recall 
the date of this.

She said that in May 2012, expensive 
repairs to Mr Dwyer’s silver Audi had 
‘caused a lot of upset’.

Mrs Dwyer agreed that she would send 
Christmas and birthday cards to her sis-
ter-in-law, Mandy.

She said she had initially written the 
address incorrectly, as Oak Lawn, Cleri-
han, Co. Tipperary, but that Mandy had 
given her the correct address and she 
had amended her address book entry. 

The only phone number she knew her 
husband had was 087 210 0407, with a  
HTC handset, which was his work phone, 
the court heard.

Niall Nugent, sales director with Ames 
True Templar, gave evidence on when 
the two spades were manufactured. 

Mr Nugent said his company was a  
global manufacturer of ‘non-powered 
gardening tools’ and revealed it had 
made the two spades that were relevant 
to the case.

He said the spade that was found in Mr 
Dwyer’s home in September 2013 had 
been made in February 2013. 

Mr Nugent said the date was stamped 
on the tool during manufacture in China, 
but pointed out that it would not have 
been sold until some weeks later. 

He said it was harder to put a date on 
the spade found in Killakee but explained 
that that model was in production from 
1998 and 2009.

Under cross-examination, Mr Farrell 
joked that he didn’t know the correct 
word for an expert on spades was, and 
suggested it could be ‘spadeology’.

helen.bruce@dailymail.ie

confirmed there were always 
computers in the family home.

She said there was her husband’s 
own laptop, and computers he was 
allowed to bring home from his office 
to continue working at home. 

She said he was ‘just fantastic’ with 
computers, adding: ‘He could do 
anything with them.’

Mrs Dwyer said her husband had 

set up his laptop so they could both 
log on separately.

Mr Guerin asked: ‘You never had 
any cause to look at your husband’s 
profile or use his section?’

‘No,’ Mrs Dwyer replied.
She confirmed that electronic 

storage devices would often have 

been in the house, explaining that her 
husband would use them to back up 
his three-dimensional graphics.

Asked if Mr Dwyer had any identify-
ing marks on his body, she said he 
had a tattoo on his left shoulder, 
dating from his student days before 
they met.

‘It’s a symbol from the Book of Kells, 
about the size of the palm of my hand. 
It was on the old Irish half penny.

Mrs Dwyer said she knew her 
husband’s architects’ practice had 
links with Poland, and that he trav-
elled there regularly.

She said he usually wore a black 
polo neck and jacket for work.

She confirmed that he had owned a 
Northface jacket.

She said that he had, prior to flying 
model aeroplanes, had an interest 
in cycling and mountain biking, 
and that he would meet to do this at 
the Hellfire Club in the Dublin 
mountains.

He travelled to 
Poland regularly

Also an 
architect: 

Gemma 
Dwyer
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Can I forgive the man who murdered my son?
every summer in Mullaghmore — and 20 
years ago moved here permanently. ‘On 
the day it happened we were about 
200m stern of Shadow,’ recalls Richard. 
‘I was actually looking at Shadow when 
there was a loud bang, a puff of smoke 
and a shower of little bits of timber. The 
boat was gone.’

According to Detective Garda Eddie 
MacHale, in reports at the time, Paul 
Maxwell had been standing right over 
the engine. Lord Mountbatten is  
believed to have drowned after being 
blown into the water. The third casualty 
that day was Nicholas Knatchbull. His 
twin brother Timothy lay floating in the 
water, scorched and deafened, with his 
lungs filling with blood, until the Wood-
Martin’s pulled him to safety.

‘Most of people on the boat were blown 
to the right-hand side,’ says Richard. 
‘But there was one head on the left hand 
side and we went towards that. 

‘At first we thought it was a football. 
Elizabeth grabbed him by the hair and 
we pulled him, with some difficulty, on 
to the boat.’

The couple, who had set out that day 
to check their lobster pots, saved 14-

year-old Timothy’s life. ‘He was semi-
conscious,’ says Elizabeth. ‘I remember 
he said to me, “I’m so cold,” so we 
wrapped him up in our bathing towels 
to try and keep him warm. We lay him 
down on the floorboards and headed 
back to the harbour, 

‘It was a journey that took about 15 
minutes to come back, the engine 
wasn’t running properly that day. It 
seemed to take a lifetime.’

Meanwhile, amid the chaos at the  
harbour, Paul Maxwell’s body arrived on 
Gus Mulligan’s boat, where it was dis-
covered by Paul’s distraught father, 
John Maxwell.

‘A friend of mine had picked up Paul’s 
body,’ says John. ‘He was obviously in 
shock as well. I went over and he was 
lying in the boat, on the deck. I still re-
member the detail... It was horrible. He 
was dead. There was no way he was 
alive. So I sat and cried for a long while. 
I was angry, I was very angry actually. 
When I arrived back in the harbour and 
they took Paul’s body out I just lost the 
head. I was roaring and shouting all 
over the place. Then, all of a sudden, it 
just left me, in a flash. I have never felt 
that angry before or since.’

The dead and injured were laid out in 
front of the local hotel before the ambu-
lances arrived. Lady Brabourne died in 
Sligo General Hospital the following 
day. Patrica Brabourne came round in 
intensive care, her son Timothy along-
side her. She was told her other son 
hadn’t survived. The family dog, Twiga, 
also perished.

‘I don’t remember a great deal about 
what happened after,’ recalls John  
Maxwell. ‘I had to tell the family, which 
was difficult. The loss was devastating. 
For a time it seemed like a dream, like it 
had never happened. I never forget it.  
It never leaves you actually. You just 
learn to cope. 

‘We had a lot of support from friends.  
I hadn’t realised that before in my life, 
but if something like that happens you 
feel the regard and love that other peo-
ple have for you that is very meaningful. 
It helped me a lot to get over it.’

IRA man Thomas McMahon from 
south Armagh served 19 years for plant-
ing the bomb on the boat. He was  
released under the Good Friday Agree-
ment in 1998. His alleged accomplice 
Francis McGirl — who died in a tractor 
accident in 1995 — was acquitted. 

Reports at the time spoke of a third 
accomplice, never caught, believed to 
have detonated the bomb. 

‘Thomas McMahon and Francis  
McGirl — those are two names I will 
never forget,’ John says. ‘I made an  

family pleasure boat, which was packed 
with 50lb of gelignite, was blown to 
smithereens. The bomb was detonated 
from shore by the IRA. 

The explosion killed four — including 
the 79-year-old Mountbatten and his 
14-year-old grandson Nicholas — and 
seriously injured three others. 

Hours later, the IRA blew up 18 British 
soldiers at Warrenpoint in Co. Down, 
heralding the day a propaganda and 
military success. For those who lost 
loved ones, however, a day that began 
as a picture-perfect idyll became the 
darkest day of their lives.

‘It was a beautiful summer’s day,’  
recalls Paul Maxwell’s father John. ‘The 
sun was shining, there were no clouds in 
the sky. I knew Paul was out on the boat 
and I knew the route they took every 
day when they went out. 

‘I was sitting at the back of the cot-
tage sunbathing when I heard this God 
almighty explosion. I said, “That’s got 
to be where that boat is.” I just knew. I 
had heard explosions in Enniskillen 
with the Troubles so I knew that sound. 
I just knew it had to be the boat. It was 
the most horrible feeling.’

John, now 78, and first wife, Mary, 
spent their summer holidays with their 
three teenage children, Donna, Paul 
and Lisa, at the family’s holiday cottage 
at Mullaghmore. It was there that Paul 
got a job on Lord Mountbatten’s boat. 

‘He was very fond of the sea,’ says 
John. ‘I took him out on the sea a lot 
when he was young, particularly around 
Mullaghmore. He used to go out around 
the harbour with local boatmaker  
Rodney Lomax. It was Rodney who rec-
ommended him to Lord Mountbatten. 
He had only started but he was really 
loving it. He thought, “Wow this is  
a fantastic opportunity.”’

The night before the ill-fated fishing 
trip on August 27, Libyan-trained IRA 
bomb maker Thomas McMahon slipped 
aboard Lord Mountbatten’s unguarded 
29-foot cruiser. Shielded by the dark-
ness, he fitted a radio-controlled bomb 
under the engine. As it detonated, the 
explosion filled the sky with a shower of 

emerald-green splinters. Not far from 
the shoreline off Mullaghmore head, the 
sea became streaked with blood.

‘As soon as I heard it go off I jumped 
into my car and drove around the head-
land to where I thought it was,’ says 
John. ‘All I could see were bits of wood 
floating about. 

‘The sea was all churned up where the 
boat had sunk. You could see exactly 
where it happened. I thought, “Nobody 
could have survived that”. 

‘I then went round to the harbour and 
got a friend of mine who I knew very 
well to bring me out in his boat to see 
what the story was. Of course, when  
I got round there, there was nothing. 
But lots of boats had appeared at that 
stage. They had heard the explosion. 
There was a flotilla of boats searching 
the water. But there was nothing except 
bodies recovered.’

One of the boats belonged to Richard 
Wood-Martin and his wife Elizabeth. 
The couple, now in their 80s, live in a 
cottage overlooking Donegal Bay. Origi-
nally farmers from Sligo, they spent 

A 
GOTHIC stone building,  
standing remote and solitary, 
dominates the landscape near 
the cliff edge overlooking the  
Atlantic. Silhouetted against 
the shady valleys of the Benbul-

ben skyline, Classiebawn Castle, with 
its fairytale turrets and melancholy 
beauty, rises up like a kneeling giant.

Far below, in the bucolic village of Mullaghmore, 
the sun sparkles across the rippling waters of 
Donegal Bay like stardust. Fishing boats, laden 
with brightly-coloured lobster pots, bob and 

chime inside the 19th-century stone harbour 
walls. Even without knowing of the events which 
took place 36 years ago, this is an atmospheric, 
eerie place. 

It is a warm, sun-drenched afternoon under the 
shadow of the Dartry Mountains — a day much 
like the one at Mullaghmore harbour on August 

27, l979. On that day, an old fishing boat called 
Shadow V, painted in Mountbatten green, 
puttered out through the harbour and into the 
bay. At the helm was Earl Mountbatten of Burma, 
godson to Britain’s Queen Victoria, great uncle to 
the Prince of Wales, the last Viceroy of India and 
former Supreme Allied Commander during the 
Second World War. 

He was joined by his twin grandsons, Timothy 
and Nicolas Knatchbull, their parents John and 
Patricia Brabourne, their grandmother the  
Dowager Lady Brabourne and local boat boy,  
15-year-old Paul Maxwell.

Fifteen minutes after they had set off, only  
a couple of hundred yards out into the bay, the 

‘I sat and cried  
for a long while,  

I was very angry’

‘There was  
nothing except 

bodies recovered’
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stay each summer and was regarded 
as one of their own. The family would 
arrive by ferry to Dublin and decamp 
northwest to Classiebawn Castle, 
usually for the entire month of Au-
gust. He was a regular sight shrimp-
ing off the harbour bridge with his 
grandchildren, dressed in corduroy 
trousers and a tatty pullover.

The manor house provided employ-
ment to many, including housekeeper 
Philomena Barry and her son  
Pat, now 63, who started working as 
a waiter there in 1965. 

‘It was our Camelot,’ he recalls, 
clutching an autographed book he 
was given by Mountbatten. ‘Another 
life. I served at formal occasions, but 
also at breakfast, lunch and dinner.  
I did all the parties as well. They took 
me in and treated me like family. 

‘They were quite ordinary and down 
to earth. Sometimes they would take 
me out on the boat. Those are good 
memories, fishing and sightseeing. 
They liked Inishmurray, an ancient 
monastic island a few miles off the 
coast. They would take picnics and 
go swimming.’

Outside of the summer, Pat was  
invited to Broadlands to work, where 
Prince Charles was a regular visitor.

‘I was at Broadlands for three 
years,’ he says. ‘I met Prince Charles 
there when he was a young man. He 
was very warm and down to earth. 
He had a very close relationship with 
Lord Mountbatten, there was a spe-
cial connection there. Prince Charles 
could never visit him here for security 
reasons. This visit [of Prince Charles 
and Camilla] will be very emotional 
for him, a sad journey in a way, but 
one that might help to heal.’

In Mullaghmore, the appalling legacy 
of what happened on that dark day in 
August 1979 is far from forgotten. 
The tragedy had a profound effect  
on Pat personally, and others who 
witnessed it. ‘I was shattered,’ he 

says. ‘I was numb... I couldn’t believe 
he was gone. You felt like you were 
part of a family and that family had 
been ripped apart. A dark cloud hung 
over Mullaghmore for many years af-
ter. Personally I would have really 
preferred to be out of the place. It 
just didn’t seem beautiful any more 
to me. I still feel like that. I will never 
forget them, the family. That attach-
ment will always be there.’

Prince Charles and Camilla will this 
week become the first members of 
the royal family to visit Mullaghmore 
since the attack. It will be a deeply 
personal pilgrimage — one to signal  
a new era in Anglo-Irish relations.

In the village on Thursday, where 
English and German accents mingled 
among those of holidaymakers closer 
to home, preparations were being 
made for the historic visit. Helicopters 
hovered overhead, gardaí patrolled the 
harbour and council workers tended 
to the public greenery.

On the main road leading into the 
village, Rodney Lomax’s wife Trudy 
stood outside the boat yard that car-
ries his name. Mr Lomax, who looked 
after Shadow V and got Paul Maxwell 
a job on Mounbtatten’s boat, died of 
heart failure just before Christmas.

‘Its an emotional time for me,’ she 
says. ‘I wish Rodney had been here to 
see this.’

Outside the entrance lodge of 
Classiebawn Castle, workers were 
busy cleaning the inscribed initials of 
the castle’s most distinguished 
former resident. The Mountbatten 
‘M of B’ still adorns the entrance gate 
to the castle. 

The crest bears the ancient French 
motto Honi soit qui mal y pense —
Evil be to him who evil thinks.

attempt, through an intermediary,  
a priest, to meet Thomas McMahon. 
I knew it would be taking a chance. 

‘If there was any kind of remorse, 
hopefully I could have seen it. That in 
a strange kind of way would have 
helped me. But if it had been the  
other way, and he showed no  
remorse, it would have set me back 
further. But it never happened.’

In memory of his son, John became 
a champion for integrated schooling 
in Northern Ireland. 

He established the Erne Integrated 
Primary School in Enniskillen and 
believes that educating children from 
different backgrounds under the same 
roof can eliminate sectarianism. Work-
ing towards peace and reconciliation 

through education has helped him 
cope with his loss, but can he forgive 
the men who caused it?

‘I’ve been asked do I forgive him 
before,’ he says. ‘A lot depends on 
what he [McMahon] would say to me 
if I met him, which is something  
I would still consider doing. But the 
response would have to be right. In  
a kind of way it’s a selfish thing, to 
make things easier in my own mind.’

Thirty-six years on, the only memo-
rial in Mullaghmore is a simple green 
cross overlooking the stretch of sea 
where the attack took place. 

John still has a holiday home in the 
village, but his visits are often filled 
with memories of that day. ‘Some 
days I go there and it’s fine,’ he  

the Mountbattens in 1975 — on the 
proviso that they kept it each August 
— and bought it outright in 1992.

Tunney died five years ago, but his 
partner Caroline Devine still lives 
there, and has preserved it as  
a shrine, allowing the Mountbatten 
family to visit whenever they want. 
An intriguing tomb of a world gone 
by, the old records, board games and 
books are kept just as they were in 
1979. Sadly, it is closed to the public.

‘Everything remains exactly as it 
was the morning Lord Mountbatten 
left,’ she says.

Locals still refer to it as ‘Mountbat-
ten’s castle’. Many still grieve the 
death of the man they called Lord 
Louis, who came with his family to 

says. ‘Other days it’s not and I get in 
the car and drive home again. It just 
depends. It’s very difficult to ascer-
tain in advance what you are going  
to feel. Going around the headland is 
quite difficult. You can see where  
it happened, where my first view of 
looking over and seeing all the wood 
scattered was. It’s a horrific flash-
back to have. I have never been out 
on a boat there since. It would be too 
difficult for me.’

The imposing Classiebawn, built by 
Lord Palmerston and inherited 
through Mountbatten’s wife, Edwina 
Ashley, remains occupied. Hugh  
Tunney, a butcher’s apprentice who 
became one of the country’s leading 
businessmen, leased the house from 

Loss: John 
Maxwell with  
a picture of his 
tragic son Paul

John Maxwell’s son  
Paul was killed by the 
bomb that blew up Lord 
Mountbatten. Now, as 
Prince Charles returns 
to the scene, John is torn 
by the question no father 
should ever have to face 

Can I forgive the man who murdered my son?

‘It felt like my 
family had been 

ripped apart’

Influence: Lord Mountbatten was a great-uncle of Prince Charles Grief: Pat Barry, left, with his brother John, worked for Mountbatten


