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Preface
In writing this book, I have had the chance to look back at my life and contact many people from my past. It has been a painful experience at times, for them as well as for me. Even the good times are sad because of what has happened to me. But I would say to people, don’t feel any pity for me. I have achieved more in my life so far than a lot of people with ten times my opportunities. I had a rough upbringing and an insecure life. I am insecure to this day. I was reared in a children’s home and then fostered out before ending my childhood in another children’s home. From the age of 11, I have been looking for my father, a man I never knew. Then, just when I was beginning to face my future as an adult, I had a car accident that left me paralysed. I have learned the hard way the value of life and this book describes what I have achieved, against the odds. I want my life to be an inspirational story for people who think they have been abandoned by their families and by life itself at times. I never had money in my life to help me achieve things. All I had was willpower and I have plenty of that. Willpower is like love; the more I use it, the more I have. It doesn’t matter if I am paralysed. Willpower, like love, makes no distinction.
I have always said, “You can’t choose your family, but you can choose your friends” and I am proud of the friends who have stood by me. I am proud to call them my friends. To protect the innocent, I have changed the names of most of the people I met before my accident in 1998.
Sr. Paula, who reared me in St Joseph’s Babies Home in Belfast until I was six years old, has been like a mother to me all my life. Any sense of justice and honesty that I have comes from Sr. Paula and the care she took of me as a child and again as a young adult. I thank Sr. Paula for her support all my life.
The Byrne family in Cookstown took me in when I had nothing and nobody. They have continued to support me with advice and friendship. I always feel welcome in their home. If I could choose a family of my own, I would choose the Byrne family. I couldn’t hope for a better one.
The Magill family in Cookstown sheltered me when I was a frightened child. They tried to protect me and they believed me when no one else would. I will never forget them for doing that.
Feargal Logan, of Logan and Corry Solicitors in Omagh, has been a loyal friend in the years before and since my accident. I still rely on Feargal for his good advice and support. People say to me he’s only doing his job, but Feargal has gone out of his way for me on many occasions. I am grateful to Feargal, his wife Eileen and their young family.
I would like to thank my accountants McAleer, Mullan and Jackson in Omagh for their good business advice. I always say they charge me enough for it! But in the long run, they help me to manage my finances and make the right decisions. Quinn Direct has also offered me excellent support over the years. Without a family to rely on to help me make important decisions in life, I am grateful to these companies for their continued professional guidance and personal support. Thanks are also due to Collie McGurk, the architect who helped me to design my first home and Rodney Stewart, who maintains my computer systems. Rodney’s electronic gadgets help me to live independently in my own home.
Beaumont Hospital in Dublin, the National Rehabilitation Centre in Dun Laoghaire, the Musgrave Park Hospital in Belfast, and St John’s Hospital in Sligo, worked hard to restore my health and gave me back the will to live. I am grateful for their care and attention. I am especially grateful to Dr John McCann at the Musgrave Park Hospital who taught me that being paralysed doesn’t mean that life has ended.
I met literally hundreds of carers and residents at the nursing homes where I stayed as I completed my medical rehabilitation. There are too many to mention here, but they know who they are. Some stand out. The night staff at the nursing home I stayed at in Magherafelt was fantastic. Michelle Brown and her partner Paul have continued to stay in touch with me long after I moved into my own home. Karen Mitchell took leave from her nursing home job to come with me to Lourdes. I befriended the late Mrs. Bertha McCready while she was a nursing home resident. Her son, Gilbert McCready, and his wife, Mae, continue to visit me at home. Helen Dawson looked after me at weekends for several years and I have a lot of appreciation for her. Paula O’Neill has also become a good friend to me. Helen and Paula are two women who didn’t know me before my accident, but who made the effort to get to know me. A lot of women in Ireland don’t know what to say to a man in a wheelchair. Helen and Paula are not among them and they are good friends to me. I am grateful to the carers and residents of the nursing homes who looked after me and cheered me up as I completed my medical rehabilitation.
There is a team of carers who look after me in my own home. They are loyal and dedicated and they are always there when I need them. Special thanks are due to Bernie Boyle, Pat Jordan, Linda Little and Clare Monaghan, who visit me every day. They have to put up with a lot of cheeky chat from me. I might not always show it, but I am truly grateful to them for their care of me. Clare introduced me to her friend Cora McLaughlin and I would sometimes go for a coffee with Cora. She has been a good friend to me for a couple of years now. I play Westlife songs for Clare and Cora: “Unbreakable” for Clare and “Obvious” for Cora.
Thanks are due to all of the newsprint and television media who took an interest in my story. They only know about the car accident and how I cope with that. This book goes a lot deeper.
I am proud of my association with the Roadsafe Roadshow and the Youth Justice Agency. I am proud to have been able to give something back and I thank all the people I have worked with on road safety down the years, especially those who are suffering as victims of road carnage.
Tom and Ann McGucken are regular visitors to my home and I have a good friendship with them since my accident. My former neighbours in Mullabeg have been very helpful to me in remembering aspects of my childhood when I lived among them. My current neighbours, particularly the Kellys and the Beatties, have been supportive and welcoming.
My uncle Joseph and his wife and family have hosted my mother for Christmas every year. I thank them for that. Joseph is the only member of my mother’s family who I see regularly and he has been supportive of me and my mother recently as we have tried to resolve the issue of my paternity. That was a very big thing for Joseph and my mother. I am truly grateful to both of them for seeing it through.
Katarzyna, or Kate as I knew her, was the first live in carer I employed to look after me at home. Kate gave me the hope that I could have a more normal life. It was a pleasure to know Kate and to meet her sister Agnes when she came to stay for a holiday. I am grateful to Bogdana for caring for me and for introducing me to Eva, who is a very special friend to me. Eva has kept the dream alive of one day having a family of my own to love and support and I thank her for that. Eva has also helped me to become a bit more independent and she trusted me to share in her life for more than a year when she lived with me in my home. Eva, it was the best year I have spent in my time on a wheelchair.
I would like to thank Martin McKenna who brings my medication from the chemist in Kilrea. Mary and Seana McKenna have been good friends and always have time to spend with me. Shauna McTeague from Purely Hair comes and does my hair for me at home and I would like to thank her for keeping me looking so good.
Brian McGovern knew me as a party animal in Sligo and he didn’t forget me when my party days looked like they were over for good. I thank Brian for his continued friendship. When I was walking, I worked with Pat Hagan and Colin Darcy in Sligo, carrying coal. We had good times together and I thank Pat and Colin for their support.
I would like to thank Andrea O’Donnell for helping me to write this book. I don’t have the movement in my fingers to hold a pen, or to type for long stretches of time. Andrea gave me a bloody Dictaphone and a list of hard questions for me to think about. From my answers, interviews with friends and family and the information in my files, the book came together. I would also like to thank Lena Ferguson for introducing me to Andrea.
I dedicate this book to all my friends, past, present and future.
Is this some kind of a joke?
One evening in late October 1998, I was involved in a two-car crash near the town of Castlebar in Co. Mayo that left me paralysed. I was in my early twenties at the time. I can hear you thinking, “Same old story. Boy racer heading out on a Saturday night in his souped-up Subaru, music blasting out, driving like a maniac, no respect for the road, showing off for his friends.” But it was not like that at all. In fact, I have never driven a car in my life. I never will now.
It was months before I found out what happened that night. After the crash, I remember nothing. I don’t remember being taken to hospital in Castlebar. I don’t remember the phone call my friends made to Sr. Paula, the nun who brought me up. They told her that I might not make it. I don’t remember being transferred to Beaumont Hospital in Dublin, where I had surgery and was in a coma for about six weeks. I don’t remember the visitors who came to see me in Dublin, believing they had come to say goodbye. There were times in Dublin when my eyes opened and my arm stretched out as if to greet people, but those were reflexes. I don’t remember any visitors at all. It is cold comfort to the families, but if my experience is anything to go by, crash victims who die at the scene feel no pain. I felt no pain.
A few years ago, the parents of Michelle McDaid, a young girl who was killed in a car accident, came to see me. They had watched me on a TV show talking about road safety. They wanted to hear it for themselves that Michelle would have felt nothing. They have tortured themselves with thoughts of their young daughter dying in agony. More recently, the parents and sister of young Caoimhe Kerr came to see me. Their daughter and sister died in a crash. She was their angel and they can’t bear the thought of losing her in such a tragic way. I told both families that I felt nothing; I have no memories of the accident; I have no memories of pain. I was a young lad heading home from my work with hardly a care. I hope that my experience gives those families peace of mind.
Since I can’t remember the six weeks after the accident, I have relied on friends and family to fill in the blanks during that period of my life that was barely life at all. Not everyone could be trusted to do that for me. Some family members in particular had their own reasons for keeping me in the dark. It was the habit of a lifetime for them and they couldn’t break it, even in the most extreme of circumstances.
The first thing I remember is wakening in a hospital bed. I couldn’t move and I was thinking to myself “Where am I at?” My eyes blinked and I tried to see where I was. There were Christmas cards and some decorations by my bed. “How could it be Christmas?” I said to myself, for I was sure it wasn’t even Halloween. I was aware of other people nearby in hospital beds. I was aware of the lighting, the smell, and the sounds of an institution, which unfortunately I knew far too well. I said to myself, “Somebody is playing a prank on me. Is this some kind of a joke?” I felt like I had a massive hangover more than anything else. It was as if I had a feed of drink in me and someone had tied me down in the bed. I felt like saying, “Very funny, lads, now get me out of here”, but I couldn’t get my thoughts and my words to work together. I was lying in an awkward position and I couldn’t seem to right myself; I was stiff and my throat was dry. I had a choking sensation as I tried to catch my breath. I couldn’t move my head to look around me and that was what started to scare me. “Where am I at?” I tried to say the words, but I couldn’t speak them. It sounded like I was whistling. Something was blocking my voice. It was like in a nightmare, when you try to scream for help but no sound comes out of your gaping mouth and nobody hears you. I could feel a rising sense of terror and panic. There was nobody at my bedside to comfort me. There was nobody there to say, “Thank God. Philip, you’re alive and awake. Thank God!” That was nothing new in my life; I have always had to face my fears and terrors alone. Luckily for me, this time there was a nurse nearby who was able to talk to me and calm me down a bit.
I got the shock of my life when I was told I was in a rehabilitation centre in Dun Laoghaire, south of Dublin. I didn’t even know what a rehabilitation centre was at that time. But I learned I had broken my neck in a car accident. I think I was told at that point about the extent of my injuries, and the likely outcome, but I just didn’t hear the words. Like someone who was told they had a terminal illness, I couldn’t take the information in. I was in shock. I heard nothing after the first sentence. My body and my brain rebelled against what the doctors were telling me. A broken neck? That would heal, wouldn’t it? I wasn’t dead, so I would get better, right? I was hooked up to a ventilator, which was why I couldn’t get my words out. The ventilator was breathing for me and making my voice sound like a whistle. In the back of my mind, I was still expecting one of my friends to jump out and tell me it was all a joke and I’d fallen for it, like a big eejit. But it was no joke. I really had no idea at that time just how ill I had been, how lucky I was to be alive and what a miracle my life was. My life is a miracle to this day.
Once I regained consciousness, I had a lot to learn. I discovered I had been in a coma. I learned that of six people in the two crashed cars, everyone except me had walked away uninjured. One of those things nobody can explain, like a bullet with your name on it. I was told about all the people who had kept watch at my bedside while my life was held in the balance. These included family members I had not seen in years, and had no wish to see. I would love to have been a fly on the wall watching my friends from Sligo and Castlebar meeting my relations from Cookstown for the first time. You see, when I made a fresh start in life in Sligo in the mid-1990s, I told people I had no family. I told them Sr. Paula had reared me in a children’s home. It is true; Sr. Paula reared me in St Joseph’s children’s home in Belfast until I was fostered at six years old. It was Sr. Paula I turned to when my life was falling apart at the age of 20. Sr. Paula hoped and prayed my accident would help me to reconcile with my family. Her prayers are unanswered to this day. Plenty of times I asked myself, “What use is it to me to even know my relations?” Maybe some day I will have an answer to that question, but at the minute, I wouldn’t even call them my family.
Dublin and Dun Laoghaire were very far away from home and it was a big strain on my friends and relations to spend time with me, especially when I couldn’t communicate with them at all for those first six weeks. Sr. Paula told me that my eyes opened now and again. She recalled me staring at my cousin Cathal as if I were searching for something familiar to hold on to while I made the journey from death’s door back to life. Everyone thought I would die. Some said their goodbyes and went home to wait for the bad news they were sure would come. One of my best friends, Maurice Byrne, couldn’t speak when he saw me. He saw the tubes connecting me to all sorts of machines, the metal braces that held me rigid in the bed, and the scar on my face that was prominent because I was so deathly pale. Maurice had known me since I was 11 years old and we have had some laughs together. Up until my accident, we were both strangers to sickness of any kind. We were two young men in the prime of our lives. Maurice felt he couldn’t face me again in this life, as sick as I was. He went home expecting the worst. “Don’t go,” he said to my friend Tom Magill, “Don’t go down and see Philly. He’s that bad looking and I don’t think he’s going to make it. Don’t put yourself through it.” Maurice thought he would never get my image out of his head, and if I died, he would only remember me as a man in a coma strapped into a bed and hooked up to a life support machine. It was not the image of me he wanted to remember.
But I have been a fighter all my life and I fought my way back. I sometimes wonder why I fought so hard. The life I returned to is very different from the one I had made for myself in the few happy months before the crash. I was taken off my feet just when I felt I had landed on my feet, with a good job and a good life in Castlebar.
In the rehabilitation centre in Dun Laoghaire, slowly, I realised how serious my injuries were and how helpless I had become. I was brought up the rough way and I have never been a man to feel pity for myself. Pity is no use to me. Through all the setbacks in my life, I have always managed to find a way to pick myself up and get on with it. But this was different. By the time I regained consciousness, I weighed just seven and a half stone. I needed help with feeding and I had to take a funny kind of drink that was disgusting but was supposed to build up my strength. I needed the ventilator to breathe for me. I needed nursing staff to turn me in bed, to clean and shave me, to dress me, to fetch and carry for me. It was a lot to get used to and it was very hard. It still is. In my body, I felt like a baby again, but in my mind, I was still an independent young man. I am sorry to say that I fought the nurses at times. It was hard for them to strike the right balance. I wanted to be treated as a normal person, but I was paralysed and I could do literally nothing for myself. If I got the feeling that the nurses were treating me like an invalid, I made life difficult for them by refusing to cooperate. Most of the time I did my best, but sometimes I just got skundered with all the adjustments and changes I had to cope with. I lashed out at whoever was there, and usually it was the nurses.
Maurice Byrne’s parents and his sister, Clare, came down from Cookstown to visit me in Dun Laoghaire. They were directed to a ward full of patients recovering from all types of terrible injury. They described the atmosphere in Dun Laoghaire as morbid and they were embarrassed to stare at the patients as they scanned all the beds looking for me. They thought they had come to the wrong place. They went to leave the ward and Clare turned round for one last look. That was when she saw me. A couple of nurses moved away from my bed and Clare saw a failed looking, skinny chap lifting his arm up in greeting. I had a bed close to the door of the ward and I liked to see all the comings and goings. “There he is, there’s Philip,” Clare said to her parents. “It couldn’t be,” they said. I was nothing like the tall, cheeky young man, full of life they had known before. They got a terrible shock at the sight of me. They had heard I was conscious and making a recovery. Nothing could have prepared them for this. They said that my eyes were dead, as if a light had been switched off inside my head. They wondered at first if I might have been brain damaged in the accident. That was the rumour going round back home. But once they sat down with me and we started to talk, they realised it was the same old Philip, keen to hear all their news and to share a joke. The Byrnes went home asking themselves the question I had not got round to asking myself: “What kind of a recovery is Philip going to make?” They were not hopeful. In those early days, the Byrnes found it hard to imagine how I would cope with the life I was facing. The Philip they knew would rather be dead than live like that.
The Byrnes might have been shocked at the sight of me, but it was nothing compared to the shocks I was getting on a daily basis. I started to become more aware of all the things that had to be done for me and what my future life would be like. I had a quick look under the bedclothes and nearly fainted when I saw a tube coming out of my penis, taking out urine and putting it into a bag hanging down the side of my bed. These days, I have a supra-pubic catheter, which drains urine directly from my bladder through a tube inserted in my abdomen. It has given me back some of my dignity. But in the early days, I did not have that relief. I had worked as a volunteer in nursing homes for the elderly and in hospitals in my past life. I knew what was going on, but I couldn’t understand why I needed a catheter. I had not fully understood the extent of my paralysis. Whenever I saw a nurse coming towards me with a bucket, I said to myself, “I don’t like the look of this”. It usually meant the nurse was coming to clear out my bowels. Every time, I tried to push the nurse and the bucket away but I had no power to do that. All I could do was put up with it and cry my eyes out. I felt so degraded, so exposed and uncomfortable. Not for the first time in my life, I felt like dirt. To this day, even though I know everything there is to know about catheters and enemas, the removal of waste from my body is still the most degrading aspect of my disability. I will never get used to it. I will never be able to accept the fact that someone has to empty my catheter and clean my backside. I am embarrassed by myself all the time. Maybe if I was 90 years of age, I might expect to rely on other people for my personal care, but not as a young man in the prime of my life. What can I do about it? Nothing. Not a damn thing. I just set my jaw and let my carers get on with it.
It wasn’t all doom and gloom in Dun Laoghaire though. I will always remember Christmas Eve, 1998. I wasn’t long out of the coma when I had a visit from two beautiful girls, Orla and Diane. They were relatives of the Byrnes in Cookstown, and they were living in Dublin. I remember I had a notion of one of them, but I won’t say which one! They brought me my favourite beer, Budweiser. I was as delighted as a child waiting for Santa. Orla called one of the nurses over.
“We have brought Philip a present”, she said, “Would it be okay if we gave it to him?”
“Of course it would,” said the nurse, “What is it?”
“It’s beer. Budweiser. It’s Philip’s favourite,” the girls said.
“Well, alright,” said the nurse. “But not too much now Philip. We don’t want you flying. You know you’re on a lot of medication.”
“You’re the boss,” I said, “Cheers and a happy Christmas to you.”
As a teenager, I tattooed the word “Bud” on my arm. That was how much I liked Budweiser. Let me tell you, it was the best beer of all time and it was the only festive thing about Christmas 1998 for me. Those two girls treated me like a normal person. It was the first time that had happened since my accident, and I appreciated it. What was every other 21-year-old in Ireland doing on Christmas Eve? Having a beer with friends, just like me. From that moment, even though I had very little idea of what lay ahead, I thought to myself, “I want a normal life, where I am treated as Philip and not some disabled statistic.” A good part of my life since the accident has been taken up with building that normal life for myself. It is a lifelong project and the biggest test of my determination.
One of my most constant visitors through the months of illness and rehabilitation was my girlfriend, Rachel Desmond. She travelled regularly from Castlebar and Sligo to be with me, staying in a bed and breakfast near whichever hospital I was at. Her mother came with her too sometimes, and so did friends from McDonalds where I worked, and from Sligo. Rachel was a beautiful girl and I remember meeting her for the first time in Sligo and being too shy to ask her out. I spent weeks acting the goat with her before I plucked up the courage. I am glad I did. Rachel was full of life and I enjoyed being with her. I felt comfortable with her and we had a great time when we were together. I often wonder if we would be married now, if things had been different. We both made the move from Sligo to Castlebar in the early summer of 1998 to work in a new McDonalds restaurant, where I was Customer Service Manager. We had lots of friends, and although we were falling in love, we still spent time doing our own thing. For me, that was playing football, beers with the lads, clubbing at the weekends, or heading up to Dublin for a concert, normal stuff I would give anything to be able to do again.
I was also looking out for good business ideas. The day after the accident, I was due to take over a car wash business in Castlebar. I had already printed up the leaflets and distributed them around the town. I was going to operate the car wash during the day and work in McDonalds in the evenings. I even sent a leaflet to Sr. Paula, although I knew she had no car, just to let her know that wee Philip from the children’s home was making a life for himself and settling down. I have never been afraid of hard work, or dirty work. Maurice Byrne’s father, Danny Byrne, always said to me, “There’s money in dirt,” and I was keen to prove that saying right. I had worked for Danny Byrne in his petrol station back in Cookstown. Washing cars was one of my many specialities, as Danny could tell you! If things had been different, what would I be doing now? Running a successful business, providing for my wife and children, giving them the love and support I never had growing up. That is what I would have hoped for. It is still my dream today.
Lying in a hospital bed in Dun Laoghaire, the car wash business was the last thing on my mind. I realised I had escaped death but I was facing a life sentence. People looked at me a bit funny when I said I would walk again. The doctors said I was paralysed for life, but I thought I could prove them wrong. I have always struggled against people who told me what I could and could not achieve in life. In my experience, they were just putting barriers in my way to give themselves a quiet life. I saw it as my job to knock those barriers over and achieve what I wanted to achieve. But maybe this time the doctors were right. I just couldn’t accept it at first.
For a long time, the details of the accident were kept from me. The funny thing was, I never asked what exactly happened on the road that night. Maybe somewhere in the back of my mind, I knew. In any case, my friends decided it would be better for my recovery if they waited until I had built up my strength before telling me about the accident. When I was eventually told, I understood why they had waited. It was my solicitor, Feargal Logan, who explained to me what happened. Feargal has always been a good friend to me and I trusted him. There were not too many men I would have trusted, but I knew that Feargal would never do anything wrong by me. I had no doubt that what he said was true. I had very mixed feelings when I learned that Rachel, my girlfriend, was driving the car at the time of the accident. She had picked me and a colleague up from work at McDonalds in Castlebar, and was driving us home. I was in the back of the car, because my colleague was getting dropped off first. There were no rear seat belts fitted. Rachel made a right turn into the path of an oncoming car. On impact, I was thrown 40 feet through the windscreen.
Rachel was devastated about what had happened. She carried the guilt of what she had done all the times she came to visit me and stay with me in hospital. She agreed with my friends not to talk to me about the accident itself, and that was a terrible burden for her. I often think to myself, what a strain it must have been on Rachel. At first, when I was told, I just accepted it as one of those things. I told myself it was not Rachel’s fault, she certainly didn’t mean to cripple me. It was an accident. But at the end of the day, it was her fault. She was driving, she did something careless, and I was the one who suffered for it. She walked away from that car to phone an ambulance and I would never walk again. It seemed so unfair. Over the months of my rehabilitation, I struggled with love for Rachel and the thought that if it wasn’t for her, I wouldn’t be in this terrible mess. I was grateful she spent so much time with me in hospital, but I admit I started to resent her. I was sometimes very short with her when she came to visit me. I remembered the life we had before the accident and the hopes I had for a future life together. In that dream life, I was a man, a husband, a father, a provider. I would work hard for my family. I would sit down in the evenings and talk things over with my wife. We would make plans together. We would support each other. We would get a babysitter and go out dancing now and again. We would celebrate birthdays and anniversaries together. We would take holidays. Maybe, in time, we would take a trip North to visit my relations. That was the kind of life I imagined for myself. There was no place in it for a man taken off his feet or a woman devoting her life to his care. That was no part of my plan. The gap between my dream life and my reality was too wide. I looked at myself at that time, helpless in a hospital bed, and I had no respect for myself. I thought of myself as a useless, dirty bastard. With those feelings taking over my mind, how could anyone stand to be with me? I couldn’t imagine a beautiful young girl like Rachel having to do everything for me. I genuinely didn’t want Rachel to waste her life on me. I was so full of disgust with myself, I couldn’t see that she might choose to be with me. I thought no one in their right mind would want to make their life with me.
My own feelings on the matter were not helped by family members who implied that Rachel was only with me because she expected me to come into insurance money. That’s what type of family I have. They told me that during the time I was in a coma, Rachel was wearing an engagement ring when she visited me. They said she wouldn’t let them near my bedside. Other people have told me it was my uncle Francis who wouldn’t let anyone near me, including Rachel. Uncle Francis fostered me when I was 6 years old. I never had a happy day in his home. He is the last person I would have wanted to keep a vigil at my bedside. I don’t know what really happened during the time I was in a coma. I was not engaged to Rachel, I know that much, although I like to think we would have got engaged one day if I had not had the accident. If Rachel was protective of me, I am not surprised. She was one of the people who believed I had no family. She was one of the people who knew Sr. Paula as my family. After all, it was Rachel who contacted Sr. Paula from the hospital in Castlebar to tell her about the accident. Sr. Paula contacted my family.
In the end, about a year and a half after the accident, I broke off our relationship; I had to let Rachel go. We both had to move on. The life I would have liked to have with Rachel was no longer possible. But I didn’t want her to miss out because of me. Rachel had to have the chance to make a new life, meet somebody else, get married and raise a family. I realised we both had to get on with our lives. Our relationship was not going to be healthy if she felt guilty and I felt resentful. It has taken a long time, but I forgive Rachel and I forgive myself. It was, after all, just an accident. It changed the course of both our lives, but nobody died. Life was not over for either of us. I revisited the scene of the accident that changed everything for us. I had to see for myself that stretch of road where I lay dying. It was a very strange feeling to see cars speeding over the spot where my broken body was flung. It was like watching a ghost. I sat in my wheelchair at the side of the road and cried. I thought of the happy times I had spent with Rachel in Castlebar and Sligo. Those happy times ended with a crash. I wouldn’t like to be in Rachel’s position but I wish her every happiness in the world. Rachel got married a few years ago and she had a baby. I sincerely wish her young family all the best in life. I have no regrets about meeting that beautiful girl and spending time with her. If I have to live with the consequences of the accident, then so does Rachel in her own way.
By the time Rachel and I split up, I was getting stronger in myself and making plans for my future. I had regained some of my confidence and self-respect. But back in the National Rehabilitation Centre in Dun Laoghaire, five months after the accident, I still wasn’t sure if I had a future or what way it would be. It was time to come off the ventilator. It was time to learn how to breathe again on my own. It was time to get to know my body again. I was hoisted out of my bed into a manual wheelchair and taken for physiotherapy. I hated that manual wheelchair. I hated having to rely on a nurse to push it. There was one nurse in particular who pushed the wheelchair too fast. I don’t know if it was a flashback from the accident, but the feeling of being out of control scared the wits out of me. That nurse was an ignorant fucker and if I could have decked him, I would have. But that was the old Philip. The new Philip didn’t have the strength to swat a fly. In physiotherapy, they taught me how to breathe again and speak again. My left vocal cord is paralysed. Sometimes I sound like a boy whose voice is breaking and then my real voice kicks in. I suffer from frequent chest and lung infections, and I had to learn how to cough again and how to manage the build-up of mucus. If you think about it, a good cough starts in the pit of your stomach. You take a deep breath and feel your ribs and diaphragm moving; you cough and you can feel it right through your body. You can. I can only remember that feeling. In Dun Laoghaire, when I couldn’t manage to cough myself, I often had to have suction tubes inserted to remove fluid. It was not a pleasant experience. It was not anywhere near as satisfying as a good cough. I had to learn how to exercise my body, both the parts I can move, and the parts I can’t. I had to learn how to examine my skin for any signs of a pressure sore developing. For paralysed people pressure sores, or bedsores, are dangerous. They can become infected if they are not recognised and treated early. Spots, burns, friction, bruises, cuts, even a touch of sunburn are all part of everyday life for most people, but for me they are danger signs. For a start, I can’t feel them so I have to look for them. One time, when I was living in a nursing home, I had a sore at the base of my spine that ate away my flesh into the bone. That took a long time to heal. I had to lie on my front in hospital for six weeks waiting for my skin to heal. Learning and re-learning basic skills was like being a child again in many ways. The main difference is that when I was a child everything was new. But now that I am paralysed, everything is a reminder of how much I have lost.
When I got my first automatic wheelchair in Dun Laoghaire, I felt like I was the cool kid on the ward; it was deadly. Most of all, I liked being in control of where I went around the hospital. I didn’t have to call for a nurse and then wait until someone was free to take me for a spin. I am not a holy man, and I would not describe myself as a good Catholic, but I spent a lot of time alone in the chapel in Dun Laoghaire. I was wondering what to do next in a life that had already had lots of turning points, lots of crossroads, lots of bad decisions, most of them taken on my behalf. I was determined to do things my way, and if I made mistakes, so be it. Danny Byrne has always said to me “Philip, you will learn from your mistakes,” and he was right. The quiet of the chapel gave me time and space to think. It was good to get away from the wards and away from the nurses and the visitors. Everyone had the best of intentions, but I was getting fed up with people telling me what to do and how to live. I knew it was time to start making some decisions for myself.
As soon as I was fit enough, I asked to be transferred from Dun Laoghaire to the North of Ireland. I had a feeling that I wanted to go “home”, although in fact I had no home to go to there. In any case, in the state I was in, I would have to spend a lot more time in rehabilitation and nursing homes. Dun Laoghaire was so over-crowded that I think the staff were delighted I was moving on. Having made the decision to go home, I was becoming more aware of how little I could do for myself and how alone I was in the world. Now that it was clear I would live, the people who had visited me in hospital had to get back to their normal lives. I started to get depressed about the future, and to wonder if I had any kind of a future. It was very hard to pass the time on a wheelchair. It was impossible to be glad I was alive all of the time. I got bored and frustrated and depressed. I have always seen life as a journey, and I took it one step at a time. But when I was taken off me feet, it felt like a journey cut short. At the start, there were times when I honestly thought I would walk again. I still thought I could prove the doctors wrong. My legs were moving and I took it as a sign that life was returning to them. What I didn’t realise was that the movements in my legs were involuntary spasms. The cut off nerve endings were trying to send messages back to my brain. I think amputees go through something similar, and chickens whose necks have been wrung. It would be many months before I understood I would never walk again. It would take even longer for me to accept it. To this day I take medication to control the spasms in my legs and body.
By the time I was transferred to the Musgrave Park Hospital in Belfast, I was probably at my lowest. I was very uncooperative and bad-tempered. I was in Belfast to complete my medical rehabilitation and I just didn’t want to know. I was with Sr. Paula, the nun who brought me up for the first six years of my life. I still consider Sr. Paula to be like a mother to me. She remembers that I was depressed in Belfast, and refused point blank to cooperate with the nurses. I always hated being told what to do, and the fact that I was virtually helpless in a Belfast hospital just made me even more stubborn. Sr. Paula came to visit me one day and found me lying in bed, unwashed and unshaved.
“Philip, are you not well?” she asked me, her voice full of concern. I grunted back at her. A nurse came by.
“Are you ready to get up now Philip? You could go with Sister to the cafeteria for a coffee,” she said.
“No!” I shouted at her, “I’m not getting up. Stop asking me.” Then the tea trolley came round.
“Tea or coffee Philip? And yourself, Sister? If yous are quick, you’ll get the chocolate biscuits today.” The nurses and care assistants at Musgrave Park were always so cheerful, but I was having none of it. I turned my face to the wall. Sr. Paula got me a coffee but it stood on the table, untouched.
“Philip, what is it?” Sr. Paula asked me. But I wouldn’t answer her. I felt like I was on strike. I felt like all the other patients in Musgrave were doing what the nurses and doctors told them, but they were not getting any better. They were just becoming institutionalised. I definitely did not want that to happen to me. I suppose I thought that if I refused to do what I was told, then I wouldn’t turn into a vegetable. I meant no disrespect to the other patients, but that is how I felt at the time. I wouldn’t let the nurses get me up. I refused to eat or drink. I wouldn’t get shaved. I wouldn’t discuss what I was feeling. Nothing. I just shut down. Sr. Paula was trying to encourage me, but she knew I could just as easily send her away with a flea in her ear. She really wanted to help me and to be there for me, as she has always been. For Sr. Paula, the fact that I was alive was a blessing from God. For me, well, I was beginning to wonder about that.
Then Dr. John McCann, who was treating me at Musgrave Park, came to see me. He spoke very bluntly to me. He told me I was paralysed from the chest down, I would never walk again, and that I would need 24-hour nursing care for the rest of my life. He said to me, “Philip, you can decide either to lie there in that bed and do nothing, or you can decide to cooperate with the people who are trying to help you make the best of what you have got. It is your choice. It is up to you.” Dr. McCann left me then and Sr. Paula started to cry. I think for the first time she realised the kind of life I was facing. The doctor’s words and the nun’s tears got to me.
“That’s it,” I said, “I am not happy with this. What a completely ignorant man that doctor is.”
“Now Philip, really, he is trying to help ...” Sr. Paula always sees the good in every situation. It must be part of a nun’s job description. I interrupted her.
“Imagine leaving you in tears like that. How could he do something like that to a nun?” I was ashamed of my behaviour and it was good for me to disguise my shame with concern for Sr. Paula.
We called the nurse, and I got myself ready to be hoisted up out of the bed to start the final phase of rehabilitation in Belfast. It wasn’t easy for Dr. McCann to speak to me so bluntly, but I was grateful he did. At that stage, the last thing I needed was a softy-voiced doctor filling me with false hope. Dr. McCann told me the bare truth in a way that got through to me. He also told me that how I managed my disability was mostly down to me and to my attitude. In every hospital and nursing home I have stayed at, I have seen people who are so much worse off than me in every way. I get down in the dumps at times, but I hope I am never guilty of too much self-pity. I hope I will always remember to be grateful for what I have. One thing I never forget is my gratitude I was not brain damaged in the accident. During the time I was in a coma in Dublin, that was on everyone’s mind. Thank God it didn’t happen. There was one poor girl I met in Dun Laoghaire. She had been in an accident but she was walking and didn’t appear to have any disability. When she spoke, I realised she was brain damaged. No two words that came out of her mouth made sense. They were all scrambled up. She couldn’t put her thoughts into words at all. She couldn’t communicate with anybody. At least that didn’t happen to me. I still had my brain, thank God.
At the Musgrave Park Hospital, I finally came to terms with my paralysis. As I got stronger and healthier in myself, I was better able to accept the bad news about my medical condition. I didn’t just break my neck in the accident, my spinal cord was severed. The spinal cord is like a tube running from the back of your head to the base of your back. It is like a motorway for communication between the brain and the body, with directions at every junction. The spinal cord is very fragile and it is protected by the bones in the neck and spine. The outcome for someone with a spinal cord injury depends on exactly where the injury is. As soon as the doctors know where the cord is damaged, they know what level of disability the patient will have. Each section of the spinal cord is responsible for the different actions and movements the body makes. My injury is a C6/C7 injury. That means my spinal cord is severed between the sixth and seventh cervical vertebrae. These are the small bones in the neck and there are eight pairs of them in total. The bit of the spinal cord that is protected by the first five pairs of cervical vertebrae is okay for me. That is why I am able to breathe on my own. But below the site of my injury, no signals can pass between my spinal cord and my brain. They can’t jump across the severed cord. All of the functions of my body that are controlled by sections of the spinal cord below the sixth and seventh cervical vertebrae are gone. So, the messages that should pass between my brain and my bladder letting me know that I need to use the bathroom, can’t get through. The signals that would make me get up and walk to the bathroom, can’t get through. All of these signals travel through the unbroken spinal cord and a normal, healthy 20-year-old wouldn’t even give them a second thought. In my case, communication is broken. There is always hope that there will be a breakthrough in the treatment of spinal cord injuries. For the moment medical equipment, such as wheelchairs, hoists and catheters, is the only way for me to manage the broken relationship between my brain and my body.
But believe me when I say I am one of the lucky ones. First, I am alive. Second, I did not suffer brain damage. Third, there is lots of stuff I can do on my own. I can breathe; I can move my head and facial muscles; I can still have a laugh and joke about. I have movement in my neck and shoulders; I can move my arms and I have limited movement of my hands and some of my fingers. I can operate my electric wheelchair, which is fitted with a control like a joystick. I can make phone calls and send text messages. I can change channels on the TV. I can’t write, but I can record my thoughts and ideas on a voice recorder and have them typed up. I can’t make my own tea, but I can hold and drink from a lidded, two-handled cup, like a child’s beaker. I have just learned how to put toothpaste on my toothbrush, and I can use a toothbrush to clean my teeth. I can’t put shampoo on my hair, but I can wash my hair if somebody puts shampoo on it for me. These might seem like small achievements, and I couldn’t do any of them when I was hospitalised. But they are massive achievements to me. They help to make me more independent and in control of my life. They make me feel normal.
I look after myself too, probably better than most men my age. I have a healthy diet and a stable weight. A lot of people in my situation put on weight. They eat to relieve the boredom of sitting in a wheelchair. I have never had a big appetite and I am glad about that now. Carrying extra weight adds to the health problems that paralysed people face. I don’t overdo it on caffeine or dairy products, which can cause blockage problems in my supra-pubic catheter. I exercise to build up the strength in my upper body and to keep my leg muscles toned. I don’t smoke any more, although I am addicted to nicotine gum. I hardly have any opportunity to drink, but the few times I do get out to the pub, I make sure I enjoy myself! I am tuned into my general health and immunity. A common cold could mean hospital for me, so I am careful about getting close to infection. I ask visitors to stay away if they think they have a bug.
Even though I consider myself to be one of the lucky ones, I have lost count of the number of people who say to me, “Philip, you’ve got over your accident.” I say to them, “Yes, I have got over my accident, but I am still learning to live with it.” By the time I left Musgrave Park Hospital in Belfast, I had got over the medical aspects of my accident. My broken ribs had healed as much as they could. My broken neck had stabilised. The cut on my face has left a scar, but it is not disfiguring. My nickname, when I was walking, was SPFP, which stands for Sexy Pretty Face Philip. No scar can change that; I still have my good looks! But learning to live with the accident will take the rest of my life.
Even though my medical condition was stable, I was still in bad shape after I left the Musgrave Park Hospital. I had less mobility than I have now, and I wouldn’t have been capable at that time of leading any kind of an independent life. The next part of my rehabilitation was to go and live in a nursing home, where I would get the 24-hour nursing care I needed. Ireland is a small country with a small population. Despite the troubles, frequent road crashes, industrial injuries, and genetic disorders, there are not enough people with my level of disability to justify the cost of a specialist unit for young disabled people. That is what the politicians tell us. But how many disabled people do you need in order to provide a decent service? The lack of service for disabled people in this country is a disgrace. The only option for me was to live in nursing homes specialising in the care of the elderly.
Now, I did voluntary work in nursing homes in the past, and I have a good relationship with elderly people. I have a lot of respect for them and the hardships they faced in their lives. I have always made the effort to be friendly with elderly people. But, as a young man getting used to life in a wheelchair, I couldn’t recommend living in a nursing home for elderly people. The fact is, no matter how disabled you are, the needs of a young person are different from those of a 90 year old. I have lived in children’s homes and I know how hard it is to provide the right kind of care. I know how it feels when you are not sure if the care you are getting is what you need. I knew this as a child and I was discovering it again as a young, disabled adult. If I hadn’t taken matters into my own hands, I could have been spending the rest of my life in a nursing home for the elderly. I hate to think how I would have turned out if that had happened. I am sure I would not be here today.
I lived in nursing homes for nearly five years, both North and South of the Irish border. That is a hell of a long time. It is a wonder I am not institutionalised, but I moved around a lot so maybe that kept me from going under. At the start, I needed the 24-hour nursing care the homes provided. I was still getting used to life as a paralysed victim of a road traffic accident. At the same time, I was working with Logan and Corry Solicitors on my insurance claim. While that was in progress, I had no choice but to live in a nursing home. I had no home of my own to go to and no family members I would have been comfortable to live with, even if they would have had me. At that time, I was homeless, penniless and paralysed. But hey, I didn’t let that stop me!
I made a lot of friends among the staff and the residents of the nursing homes. I met people I would never have met in my life when I was walking. In one of the nursing homes, in Newtownards, I met members of the police force who had been paralysed in shooting incidents and bombs during the troubles in Northern Ireland. When I was walking, the only time I ever spoke to the police was when I was in trouble. Unfortunately, I was often in trouble growing up. So, it was a new experience for me to meet the police as “equals” in the nursing home. One of them said to me,
“I suppose Philip you would never have talked to me if we both were walking?”
“You’re right there,” I replied, “Although I might have told you to fuck off.” We laughed about it. It is funny how life can turn you and your prejudices upside down, and how paralysis takes away your differences.
Despite the friendships, and some really excellent staff members, I was always very critical of the care I received in nursing homes. Most of these homes were operated in the private sector and I sometimes wondered if they were properly inspected by the health service. There should be spot checks with no notice on all residential nursing homes. The private sector is making a great deal of money out of the health service and they should be kept on their toes. I was charged plenty when I lived in the nursing homes. They said I needed more care than the average resident. That was rubbish in my opinion. I was hospitalised with a pressure sore while I was living in a nursing home. That should never have happened, and if it happened to me with all the so-called “extra” care I was paying for, how many old people end up with pressure sores? I am much better at looking after my skin now, but in the early days I relied on the carers to check my skin for me. They didn’t do a good enough job and they couldn’t control the sore once it took hold. That was why I ended up in hospital, with all the additional costs to the health service. I feel very strongly that people who have paid their taxes all their lives deserve the best of care and a good quality of life if they eventually have to live in nursing homes. To me, it doesn’t matter what age you are, you do not want to sit in a chair staring at four walls all day long. You do not want to have to share shower facilities and toilet facilities. You want to be able to attract the attention of a nurse when you need one, not when one happens to be passing by. These nursing homes spend a lot of time filling in forms and making notes on everything you do. But most of the time, what the residents need is just some human contact. There was one day in a nursing home in the North when I came across a very old lady in some distress. In my condition, I couldn’t help her but she was calling for a nurse. No-one came.
“Shout out the name ‘Gerry Adams’,” I told her, “Shout it out at the top of your voice.”
“Gerry Adams!” she cried, and I don’t think the poor lady had a clue whose name she was calling. “Gerry Adams! Gerry Adams! Gerry Adams!” Within seconds, all the staff on duty were at her side, looking for Gerry Adams.
One thing I did have plenty of in the nursing homes was time. Time to think. Time to get depressed. Time to consider ending my life, which I thought about a lot. Time to ask the million dollar question: “Why me?” I have to admit I have been asking myself that question for most of my life. I have had an insecure life and I never had anyone there to explain “Why?” to me. I had to provide my own answers and most of the time I didn’t have the experience to give myself the kind of solid advice I needed. It was very hard to pass the time sitting on a wheelchair. It would have been dead easy to become institutionalised and just live my life to the beat of the nursing home routines. I tuned in to shift changes, getting up time, shower time, meal times, visiting times, bed time. It never changed. Even when I had a good laugh with staff or residents, there was no variation to the routine. With so little to occupy my time, I was forced to think hard about my future and to examine my life in more detail than I had ever done before. “Why am I here? I asked myself. I believe I am on this earth for a reason. I just needed to work it out.
I moved North to be closer to my idea of home. I didn’t have a family I could rely on, so home for me was about friends. Living with a disability in a nursing home taught me who my friends were. I was able to see clearly who the people were who would stand by me through this latest ordeal in my life. I didn’t blame people for not wanting to face me, for wanting to remember the “old” Philip. It is more of an effort to be my friend now, I know that. I can’t just meet someone in the street and go for a coffee with them or a pint. It all has to be planned in advance; it takes time. People have other things to do, different priorities. I understand that. It makes me grateful for the friends I still have who accept me as Philip. They say to me, “You’re the same Philly, just in a wheelchair.” It is easier now that I live in my own home. I can invite people to come and see me. But back in the nursing homes, there was a routine and both me and my visitors had to follow it.
By moving North, I also faced the Donaghy clan for the first time in years. Having been reared in children’s homes and fostered by my uncle Francis and his family, I have opinions on family life that maybe not a lot of people share. But then, no-one has been in my situation. Children’s homes and foster homes are not an experience I would wish on anybody. But they were my experience and they have an influence on me to this day, both good and bad. They play a big part in how I see myself and how I feel about myself.
Being paralysed in a car wreck was not my only accident. From the little I know about my mother’s life and the circumstances of my birth, I’d say I was an accident from the very start. I didn’t ask to be paralysed in a car wreck. It was something that happened to me through no fault of mine and because someone else was careless. I didn’t ask to be born. It too was something that happened to me through no fault of mine and because someone else was careless. I have been trying to find out exactly how I came to be on this earth for more than 20 years. I think there were a lot of people back then, when I was a baby, who couldn’t have cared less about me. There were a lot of people who thought it best to forget about me. I would like them to know what their carelessness has cost. I would like them to know the kind of life I have had as a forgotten child. I would like them to understand all the things I have lost out on because nobody gave a damn about me. People say, “Poor Philip. He has lost out on so much because of his accident.” That’s true, but I would also say that I have lost out because I was never loved as a child.
In writing this book, I have started to lift the corner of the carpet and to see all the crap that has been swept under it for more years than I have been on this earth. It is about time I aired that old carpet and swept away the dirt.
Setting the bunny rabbits free
I was born a few weeks early by Caesarean section at the Daisy Hill Hospital in Newry. I weighed 6lb 11oz. Two weeks after my birth, I was still referred to as “Baby Donaghy” in the hospital reports, even though my mother gave me the name “Philip”. I don’t know who gave me my middle name, “Kevin”. I don’t know for sure, but I think it was about seven or eight years before my mother saw me again. I believe I was taken from her shortly after I was born and transferred to Craigavon Hospital where I was treated for breathing problems. My mother got to hold me for a few minutes, but she never got to care for me in the first days of my life. That early disconnection between mother and son has continued between us to the present day. There are many reasons for it and they have made our relationship difficult at the best of times, and impossible at the worst. It is hard for us to have a connection with each other when the most basic of relationships between a mother and her child was not allowed to develop. People say, “Oh, but back in that time things were different. Your mother couldn’t have looked after you; she wasn’t fit to do it.” They talk about my birth as if it was 100 years ago and not 30. What I say to those people is, “Was my mother even given the chance to care for me? Did anyone consult her in the matter? Did anyone offer to support her? Did anyone explain to her what would happen to me?” Nobody has answered those questions, and my mother gets very distressed when I ask her about it. I think she was made to feel ashamed of herself and her pregnancy, and I am probably a reminder of that shame. I look around the town now and I see lots of single mothers. They have the support of their families in many cases and the support of social services. Their position in life may not be perfect but at least they are given the chance to rear their own children. My mother did not have that chance.
Grace Donaghy, my mother, doesn’t want to be involved in the writing of this book and I respect her decision. But one thing I have noticed, she talks about herself at the time when I was born as if she were talking about someone she hardly knows. She’ll say something like “I don’t know anything about Philip’s mother,” or “How would I know if his mother sent him to a home?” So much time has passed that Grace hardly recognises the woman she was. I wouldn’t be surprised if she has tried to block the memories altogether. I think it is sad for both of us that we don’t really count for much in each other’s lives. We have lost out on so much and we don’t see our mother and son relationship as one of the most important relationships there is.
By the time I was given a clean bill of health as an infant, my mother was gone. She went home first and then back to the psychiatric hospital in Co Tyrone where she has been an in-patient for most of her adult life. I was taken by a social worker to St Joseph’s Babies Home in Belfast. I lived there for the first six years of my life. At that time, St Joseph’s Babies Home was a Down and Connor diocesan home run by the Nazareth nuns. It was where unwanted babies were sent and cared for before they were adopted out by Catholic families. There is a long history of unwanted babies in Ireland. In the old days, they came to St Joseph’s from all over the country. It used to be the policy to send babies far away from their birth place. This made it harder for a child to trace the natural family, and easier to cover up any scandals. There was a lot of shame to deal with at that time. Families didn’t want to know about the babies born to unmarried mothers. The mothers were expected to give their babies up and to forget they ever had them. Some mothers managed to do that. They went on to marry and have legitimate children. Their unwanted babies were never spoken of. There were some families too who wanted to forget about the orphaned children of their brothers and sisters. They gave them over to children’s homes. Some were adopted and others were not. In most cases, family groups were split up and sometimes the family connection was never re-established. Now and again, a baby would come to St Joseph’s and it would not get adopted. Babies over the age of three had very little chance of making it into a new family at that time. They were taken out of St Joseph’s and placed in the Nazareth Lodge children’s home. If the children had problems growing up, they were sent to training schools. Training schools were harsh places, usually in the middle of nowhere. There are not too many success stories coming out of the training schools of Ireland. Over time, attitudes have changed. There is a lot more tolerance for single mothers now and support for abandoned and neglected children. There are fewer children available for adoption now. But when I was born, I think my family was still stuck in the old days of shame. It is hard to imagine that Ireland was so backward in the late twentieth century, but I am living proof of it.
Most babies who came to St Joseph’s when I was there stayed for a very short time while the paperwork from their natural mother and the adoptive parents was sorted out. St Joseph’s was like a holding centre. A neutral place where babies were cared for but mothers were excluded from. At that time, they didn’t worry as much about checking the background of the adoptive families as they do now. Usually local doctors and local clergy worked with the nuns and the families to process the babies through the Catholic Family Welfare Society. Social services were not often directly involved. I don’t think it would happen like that today. I arrived at St Joseph’s with another baby boy. The other baby left with his new parents shortly afterwards. Very few adopted babies made contact with the nuns in later life. They were at St. Joseph’s for such a short time, there was no special bond or relationship with anyone there. The nuns knew from the start that I would not be leaving them any time soon. I was the responsibility of social services. There was no doctor and no priest paving the way to a new family for me. When I arrived, I had nothing, not even my own nappies. The social worker who placed me in the care of the nuns wrote:
“The relatives have been prevailed upon to provide a dozen new nappies. I will be up in Belfast on Tuesday and will leave these nappies in with you at St. Josephs. I am sorry I cannot get them to you sooner.
“The baby’s birth has been registered, and I will forward the birth certificate to you as soon as I get it. There is some doubt as to where the original certificate is, and I may well have to obtain a copy certificate from Newry.”
I don’t know about the nappies, but my original birth certificate never turned up. Paperwork gets lost all the time, but I do not believe that my birth certificate was lost. I believe it was deliberately withheld by members of my family. My missing birth certificate has affected the direction my life has taken ever since I discovered, at the age of 11, that my father was “Unknown”. It is often said you come into this world with nothing. In my case, it seems I had less than nothing. No nappies, no mother to care for me when I was born, and no father.
I have always wondered why I was never adopted as a child. Not knowing my real parents, I have always wished I had parents who were strangers, and who would love me because I am Philip and because they chose me from all the babies at St Josephs. Even if they changed my family name, they would love me because I am Philip, and because I am in this world. It is only recently I have discovered I was never going to be adopted. I managed to get my records from the years I spent at St Joseph’s and it nearly broke my heart to read them. I was so alone in the world from the day I was born. There were three reasons why adoption was not for me. First, my mother either could not, or would not, give her consent for me to be adopted. For all I know, she was never even asked. Social services were responsible for me from the moment I was born and I do not believe my mother had any say in the matter. Second, my mother was a long-term patient in a psychiatric hospital. Her illness has followed me all my life, like a bad smell. The funny thing is, nobody can tell me what it is she suffers from. I am fed up hearing that Grace “loses the head”. What does that mean? Don’t we all lose the head from time to time? Even so, whatever Grace’s illness is, it has tainted me. Third, since no-one had admitted to knowing who my father was, he was assumed to be another psychiatric patient. The way people thought at that time, there was no way the child of two mad people was going to be put up for adoption. The child was bound to be mad himself. No-one challenged this opinion, not once. In the children’s home, it worked in my favour in a way because my development was regularly checked and plans were made to give me any extra help I needed to catch up with other children my age. But once I left the children’s home and all the time I was growing up, I can remember people in my family saying, “It’s only Philip, sure Philip’s like his mother, mad in the head.” It is a terrible thing to carry around with you all your life. Pretty soon, you start to believe it yourself.
Next to a real family, St Joseph’s Babies Home was a great place to be reared in. It was a big red brick building in the grounds of the Nazareth House on the Ravenhill Road in Belfast. It is closed down now and scheduled for demolition, but the Nazareth Village is still there caring for elderly people. I don’t have too many memories of St Joseph’s, but the ones I have are all happy and I was well looked after. I revisited St Joseph’s when I was about 15, when I was trying to find out more about my natural parents. But the visit didn’t add anything to my memories. I am told I was a favourite with the nuns, because, unlike the other babies, they had time to get to know me. They got very attached to me. Long after I had left, there were still framed photographs of me in St Joseph’s and the nuns still talked about me and laughed at the things I got up to. In fact, I met a social worker much later in my life who had done a placement at St Joseph’s after I left. She remembered the photographs and the way the nuns talked about me. She felt she already knew me when she met me for the first time. Some might say I was spoiled at St Josephs, but I don’t think children ever remember being spoiled. I certainly don’t.
As time went on, there were fewer unwanted babies for St Joseph’s to care for. There were more older children and family groups from troubled homes, and I joined these children in the Nazareth Lodge children’s home on the same site as St Joseph’s. The other children were my friends and I had plenty of company. I didn’t worry about who everybody was. It didn’t matter to me if these children were my brothers and sisters, or my cousins, or strangers. They were all my friends, and the ladies in veils and blue skirts were all our mothers. Nobody that I can remember made us feel unwanted or like wee bastards. We were all just accepted and cared for as children and there was no difference made among us. The Nazareth nuns did a fantastic job. There are so many stories now of abuse in the homes run by the Catholic clergy. The notorious Fr. Brendan Smyth was a visitor at Nazareth Lodge children’s home. I never experienced any abuse. Far from it. I felt I had the run of the place and could always be found playing and messing about with the other children; or running wildly down the wide corridors, shouting and laughing at the top of my voice. I was a bit of a show-off. I had a big personality as a young child and no inhibitions. I enjoyed life and I was as noisy and carefree as any child could be. Maybe the nuns would have preferred a quieter child, but they never said so. In my personal opinion, I don’t think the innocent nuns and priests get enough recognition for the fantastic work they do with abandoned children and the elderly, the unwanted people in our society. All the attention is on the abusers, and in my experience, they are a minority. They might do a lot of damage, but they shouldn’t take away from the good work the rest of the nuns and priests do. If I have any sense of right and wrong in this world, if I have any sense of justice, if I am ever generous or kind, I learned those things at St Joseph’s Babies Home and I learned them from the nuns, especially Sr. Paula.
Come to think of it, as a child, I had no idea what nuns were – all these women running round in their navy blue skirts and veils, saying “Sister this” and “Sister that”. I thought they were all my funny looking sisters and mothers. Sr. Paula was like a mother to me. I asked her if I called her “Mummy”, but she told me no, I called her “Sister”, like everyone else. Sr. Paula got me up and dressed in the mornings; she took me to nursery school; she listened to all my jokes and stories; she scolded me when I was bold and she comforted me when I was sick or sad. I remember going to the chapel with Sr. Paula and she nudged me to put my pennies in the collection basket when it went round. I didn’t want to let my money go, and I can imagine that I fought Sr. Paula over the pennies. Some would say I am still the same way about my money!
The nuns, and Sr. Paula in particular, were the constant figures in my early life. Unlike a real mother, I never saw Sr. Paula in her bathrobe, or dressed up to go out for the evening. She was always dressed the same in her nun’s habit. I have no other image of her in my mind. She is a tiny lady and to me her appearance has not changed. A few years ago, I was at a road safety event in Dublin called “Slow Down Boys” and Sr. Paula came with me. We stayed in a hotel and during the night, I rang for a glass of water. Sr. Paula brought it to me, and I didn’t recognise her. It was the first time I had ever seen her without her nun’s veil and I got the shock of my life. “Holy hell Sr. Paula,” I said to her “Jesus, your hair’s all white!” Sr. Paula gave me a drink and told me to mind my language. She would still try to tell me what to do at times, and I would still resist her. Sr. Paula has stood by me through all the trials of my life. She has always been there for me when I am troubled in myself, even though she would be the first to admit that at times she had no idea what to do with me! Sr. Paula knows me as a mother would. She knows me better than my real mother does. I owe Sr. Paula a great deal and I have a lot of respect for her. When I was told, clearly and bluntly, I would never walk again, Sr. Paula was there. She has always been there. Just like a real mother. I hope in my own way I can give back to Sr. Paula some of the care and attention she has given me throughout my life. If she were ever to need anything, all she has to do is ask.
Like any family, the nuns in St Joseph’s would work out what was best for the children they cared for. They discussed our education and our progress. They worked on our behaviour and discipline problems. They gave all the children a good Catholic basis in life.
I had a weakness for toothpaste at St Joseph’s and was regularly told off for taking great squirts of the stuff at all times of the day and night. I suppose if there had been packets of biscuits lying about, I would have taken them instead, but there weren’t. There was only toothpaste. The nuns would tell me all the time that toothpaste was not for eating, but I didn’t listen to them. I remember too there were a couple of rabbit hutches full of bunnies for us to play with and look after. I loved those bunnies. I used to open the doors of the hutches and let the rabbits run free. The nuns would be running after them down the corridors, skirts and veils flying, screaming for the rabbits to get back in their hutches, and telling me I was a holy terror. I would laugh, secretly hoping the rabbits would never get caught. Sr. Paula still teases me about this.
At that time, although social services were responsible for me, they had very little involvement in my day-to-day care. I did not have a relationship with anyone in social services, and there was nobody like Sr. Paula there. Occasionally, social services called for a review of my progress but apart from that, they had very little to do with me. The nuns celebrated our birthdays with us, and our Christmases, and they made it all as happy as they could. At Christmas time, when I was two years old, social services wrote to the nuns.
“I now enclose a cheque for £6, being Philip’s Christmas allowance. I am sorry that it is not possible for one of our Social Workers to take Philip to buy a Christmas present, but unfortunately with our present level of staffing and the numbers of children in residential care scattered over the province, this is just an impossible task.”
Sr. Paula was “Santa” that year. She would never criticise anybody. She would always try to see the other person’s point of view. But I wonder what she thought when she got the £6 to go and buy me a present. She must have felt some anger and sadness at the thought of a small boy so alone in the world that he had to rely on strangers and public money to give him a happy Christmas. She must have wondered about the boy’s family, leaving him alone year after year, every Christmas and every birthday.
St Joseph’s was not a real family, but I felt happy and secure there. It was probably the only time in my life that I did feel secure. There were big rooms to play in, endless wide corridors. You could make noise there. I was always a bit boisterous, a bit of a showman and a comedian. I haven’t changed much. The nuns might scold you, but I quickly learned how to turn on the charm and they were never cross with me for very long, no matter what I got up to. I am still the same. I enjoy a bit of cheeky chat with my home helps. I like to put a smile on their faces. It helps me to cope with the indignity of 24-hour nursing care. It releases the tension and it helps me to cover up my real feelings. At St Joseph’s, I had no feelings to cover up. I was just myself, charming my way round the nuns and enjoying my young life.
A photograph of me from my time at St Joseph’s shows a small boy with huge eyes, wee short legs and a pudding bowl haircut. I don’t much like the look of the clothes I’m wearing in the photograph, but I don’t suppose the nuns kept up with fashions. Even if they had, there probably wasn’t the money for more than the basic clothes. I have that photograph framed on my sitting room wall now. When people ask me who it is, I say, “That’s the wee bastard in the children’s home”. They take another, longer look. “Are you serious, Philip?” they say, “Who is it? Is it you?” I am not smiling in the photograph, but I look like I am about to burst out laughing.
Because of my mother’s mental health problems, there was a question mark over my development from the earliest days of my life. I was seen regularly by a paediatrician and an educational psychologist while I was at St Joseph’s home. In my very early years, my development was below average. I didn’t hit the milestones as quickly as other children my age. I was slow to walk and to talk, although Sr. Paula remembers that once I got started, I couldn’t stop! I wonder now if my mother’s medication and treatment, both before and during her pregnancy, might have affected my early development. I have no way of knowing. When Grace got pregnant, she was sent away, even though there was a general hospital about a mile from the Willow Hill psychiatric hospital where she lived. My mother spent around six months of her pregnancy at The Good Shepherd Convent in Newry, where she worked in the laundries and waited for me to be born. As I have already said, I was a little bit premature and Grace never had the chance to care for me. She held me for a few minutes when I was born and then I was taken off her. It must have felt like she was never even pregnant. Maybe it would be better for her to think that. It was not the best start for any baby, or any mother. No wonder my development was slow. It has also been said that as I was one of many children at Nazareth Lodge, there was not enough love to go around and make me thrive. I don’t know about that. I know what it feels like to be unloved, and I believe the nuns did their best for me and I believe I was loved when I was there. When you think about it, no children’s home can replace a loving family, no matter how good it is.
When the time came for me to go to primary school, I was assessed by the educational psychologist. She recommended a special school, and added:
“It is really too early to make an accurate forecast especially in this case where development was so delayed in the early stages. I would like to keep Philip’s progress under review as with directive treatment it might be possible to return him to the normal school at a later date.”
My first primary school was Harberton School in Belfast; a small special needs primary school where Sr. Paula thought I would do well.
At around this time, when I was about four, there was talk of fostering me out. Adoption continued to be out of the question for me. Social services became a bit more interested in me at that point. Maybe there was a change of policy on children’s homes or something. Maybe I needed a change of scene. St Joseph’s was in the heart of Belfast and in the early 1980s, although I knew no different, it was not the best environment to grow up in. In any case, the search began for a family who would take on a child who was considered to be mildly mentally handicapped. It was hoped a foster family would keep me at Harberton School as planned, at least until I caught up with other children my age. My friends and business contacts today would be surprised to learn that I was considered mentally handicapped. It was a total shock to me when I found out that was what people thought of me back then.
Several families came forward to foster me, but for one reason or another, they were not selected. Then, an advertisement with a photograph of a laughing child in dungarees was sent to the newspapers and the parish newsletters of the Catholic Church. When I read this advertisement now, it makes me feel like a child for sale or an abandoned dog. But I have to admit, it succeeded in bringing potential foster parents forward, who might not have thought about someone like me. Here is the advertisement in full.
“We are looking for long term foster parents for Philip who is a 4 ½ year old Catholic boy. Philip has lived all of his life in a children’s home as his mother is ill and cannot look after him. He is medium sized for his age with unruly brown hair, a lively nature and a ready smile. Philip is just a little bit slower than average and it is planned that he will go to a special primary school in Belfast where he will get a little extra help, though it is hoped that he may be able to return to a normal school in the future.
“For this reason we would like to find foster parents for Philip either within the South Belfast area or within travelling distance of that part of Belfast. Philip has a slight speech difficulty in that although he can speak quite clearly, his vocabulary is fairly limited and he will need to learn lots of new words and expressions.
“Philip mixes well with the other children in the home and is generous with his belongings. Although he can be high-spirited at times, he poses no particular problems to the staff. He is very secure within the children’s home and, naturally, it will take a considerable time to introduce him to a foster family, and for him to get used to a normal family routine. He is a very pleasant and affectionate child. He will amply repay the affection and attention of foster parents.”
I cried my eyes out when I first read that advertisement just a year ago. I didn’t have a clue that I was advertised in the papers. My friends have said to me that they don’t know how I cope with reading that very short story of my early life. Considering what happened to me after that advertisement was published, I don’t know how I cope either, but I do.
I spent nearly six years at St Joseph’s and up until the time I was fostered, I had one visitor from my natural family on my mother’s side. I don’t remember the occasion at all. I am told I was two years of age. My maternal grandmother came to see me. She was in a wheelchair at the time and her daughter-in-law brought her, my uncle Joseph’s wife. As well as my mother, I have an aunt and four uncles. Some of them were working away in England and North America, but they all came back. They all had children of their own. None of them ever came to see me the whole time I was in St Joseph’s. I don’t know my father’s side of the family, not yet. I have often wondered if my father would have come to see me, if he knew where I was at. I wonder if he ever tried to find me.
It was a surprise to everyone when one of my mother’s brothers, Francis, presented himself, his wife, and his large family as a potential foster family. Did he see my face in the parish newsletter and feel a stab of guilt? If so, guilt for what? Abandoning me? Abandoning my mother? Or did he not want any other family in the parish to have me? Maybe he thought that at six years of age I was half reared, so there would be little work for him to do. I don’t know what his motivation was and he didn’t discuss it with his brothers or sisters. Some of them were told of his decision and some, including my own mother, were not. Nobody in the family was consulted. A child’s natural family is usually seen as the best option for fostering. The child is supposed to get more of a feeling of who he is and where he is from. I can see the reason for that opinion. But in my case, I don’t agree with it at all. My foster family never helped me to find out who I am.
When the child is unwanted by the family from day one, and lies abandoned and forgotten in a children’s home with only one visitor in six years, how can it be a good idea for that family to take over his care? When the child’s mother had to spend her pregnancy in a convent far from home, how can it be a good idea for her family to take on the care of the child they hid away and didn’t want to know? When the child’s family had to be “prevailed upon” to provide a dozen nappies for him when he was born, how could that family be trusted to love and care for the child? I will never understand it. I will never understand why my uncle wanted to foster me in the first place. I will never understand why social services allowed it to happen. Was it too expensive to keep me in a children’s home? My foster parents had a big family of their own and not much money at that time. There were other families in a far better position to take me in and love me, families who could have given me the support social services knew I needed. There was no love in my foster home that I could see. How could there have been any to spare for me? How could it have worked?
Of all the families who were interested in fostering me, one in particular was quite a way through the process. Then my uncle Francis appeared on the scene. I wish to God he had been turned away at the door and the other family had taken me. I recently met a lovely young woman in a shopping centre. She came up to me and said “Philip, you could have been my brother.” It turns out this girl was fostered by the family who were pushed aside when my uncle came along. She is doing well in life and she was very happy in her foster home. I am glad for that family who were able to give a child a solid start in life and a loving home. I am glad they continued to be foster parents to somebody even though they didn’t get me.
When I first met my uncle Francis, aunt Bernadette and cousins, they came to see me at St Josephs. I don’t remember meeting them but I have seen the bit of paper in my files that my uncle submitted for petrol expenses to cover the trips they made to visit me. On the first visit, they didn’t even phone to make an arrangement to see me, they just turned up. I was not told at first they were part of my family, just in case we didn’t get on and it would be difficult for me to accept. But I am told I was delighted with these new people. Remember, I had almost no experience of visitors, so anybody coming to see me was a big change in my routine. The Donaghys made several trips to see me and the files say that the more I got to know them, the better I liked them. I was excited by the visits, and I spent them showing off to my cousins, big time. My favourite TV programme back then was “The Incredible Hulk” and I identified my uncle with the Hulk. He was a big man then, a farmer, with thick black hair and glasses. He had a loud and booming voice. I was sort of afraid of him, but in that excited way, like at Halloween when children want to be terrified. I had practically no experience of men at that time. My uncle was as different as you could get from the wee, soft-voiced nuns of Nazareth Lodge. I was running round him and ducking out of his reach shouting “Hey Speccy, you’re the Incredible Hulk! You’re the Incredible Hulk!” My cousins were quieter than I was, much less excitable, and they didn’t join in the game. That made me even more anxious to entertain them by showing off. One of my cousins thought I was overstepping the mark with my uncle and that he wouldn’t like the way I was behaving. Sr. Paula recalled meeting me not long after my foster placement started and I was as quiet and subdued as my cousins by then. Where did all that life go? Where was the special boy who was the nuns’ favourite? He was long gone by then.
The family visited me a few times at St Joseph’s and then I visited them with my new social worker and Sr. Paula at their home on a farm in Mullabeg, outside Cookstown. Although I was not quite six years old, I was a real city boy, with a Belfast accent. I loved the farm, the fields and animals, the freedom. Everything was different and new to me, and I thought it was brilliant. I had been told by then I might be coming to live with this family and I had been told they were my relations. I had no idea what the words “family” and “relations” meant, but it didn’t matter to me then. It was an exciting adventure for me. Before returning to Belfast, I wanted to know where I would be sleeping when I came to live in Mullabeg. Everyone agreed that this was a good sign.
In early May 1981, I spent a long weekend by myself at Mullabeg with the Donaghys. This was the next step in introducing me to my new family. As the fostering advertisement said, “[Philip] is very secure within the children’s home and, naturally, it will take a considerable time to introduce him to a foster family, and for him to get used to a normal family routine.” After the weekend visit, I was supposed to go back to St Joseph’s and the fostering process would continue for another three months or so, until I was ready to move to Mullabeg permanently. If everyone had stuck to the plan, and if I showed good signs of settling into my new life, I would have been starting primary school in Mullabeg in September 1981. But things weren’t moving fast enough for my uncle Francis. It must have been a right pain for him to drive up and down to Belfast to pick me up and leave me back. He probably didn’t want to spend the summer driving up and down the road. He was a farmer, he would have been busy. Plus, there would have been a lot of security checkpoints at that time and the journey would have been slow, even though it is only about 40 miles each way. I did not return to St Joseph’s as planned in May. My uncle said I was unhappy on the journey back, so he turned the van round and came home. He sent me to the local primary school the next day, and the day after that, he phoned social services and told them what he had done. Because my uncle took the fostering process into his own hands, social services confirmed my placement sooner than was planned. I would say this was the first, and maybe the biggest, mistake social services made in the 18 years they were responsible for my care. Think about it. If that happened today, it would cause a scandal. My uncle Francis broke the agreement he had with my legal guardians by not sending me back to them at the end of the weekend. It doesn’t matter that he was blood related to me. He was a stranger in my life and he had no right to break the timetable for my fostering. He was not reprimanded in any way. Far from it. I was signed over into his care immediately.
With hindsight, the process should not have been speeded up. The checks social services made on the suitability of foster families back then were not as strict as they are now. Plus, since my foster family was part of my natural family, there seemed to be even less reason for concern. Social services wanted this placement to work. They seem to have only wanted to see good things in my uncle and his family. Not only that, there was a change of staff at the local office and I have the feeling that the outgoing social worker wanted to leave a tidy caseload behind. I fell between two social workers. Nobody had a complete overview of the fostering case. There was a lack of communication with my carers at St Joseph’s and I would say that social services couldn’t care less about the work the nuns had done with me. There was also less family support at that time to prepare foster parents and children for what lay ahead. In my case, there was not enough groundwork done. I didn’t understand the existing blood relationship I had with my foster parents. I didn’t know anything about my mother. I didn’t understand what my position would be in the family of my uncle. I wonder if my foster family knew what they were taking on when they decided to foster me? Did my aunt know that the burden of my day-to-day care would fall to her? Did my cousins know who I was and what I had been through already in my life? Was my uncle prepared to open his heart to me as well as his door? Maybe if my foster family had taken more time to think about what they were doing, and why they were doing it, they might have acted differently and left me in the children’s home. There was a good family interested in fostering me, and they were elbowed out of the way when my uncle came forward. The plans that were carefully made for my education fell by the wayside. Not enough time was spent getting to know each other and understand each other. If I was too boisterous, or too slow, or too mad, or too bold, or too difficult, all of these things could have been discovered in time for my uncle to change his mind about fostering me. Or to get help. But he wouldn’t take the time and he is not a man to ask for help. I paid the price for his haste and his stubbornness for nine years. In many ways, I am still paying the price.
From my personal experience, I would say I disagree with family members fostering the unwanted children of their unwanted sisters. I was abandoned by my family. Despite what they may say, I was never loved and I was never wanted by them. A child knows when he is loved. I was an embarrassment to my family from day one and I felt my foster parents were ashamed of me. I still am an embarrassment to them. When I appeared on TV, they would rather I just stayed at home and shut up. Maybe they blamed me for what happened to my mother, I don’t know. But I felt like a bastard in that house before I even knew what a bastard was. I was the living proof of a sister who was hidden away from the world. And when she got pregnant, she was hidden even further away, in a convent. It was many years before people in Mullabeg found out that Grace was my mother. It was all a big secret and a great shame on the family. In my opinion, the foster placement was doomed from the start. It has done more to harm my sense of identity than living among strangers could ever have done. Strangers might have taught me to respect my mother in spite of her illness and not to fear her for it. Strangers might have introduced me to their friends and families instead of putting me out of the room when visitors called. Strangers might have helped me to make contact with my real parents instead of brushing my identity under the carpet. I don’t believe that strangers would have made me feel like a mad bastard all my days the way my foster family did.
After that long weekend in May, I never returned to St Joseph’s to live. Most of my things were still there, and I felt very alone in a strange house. My cousins were very quiet and I missed the noise of the children at the home. The novelty of my foster family quickly wore off and I started to fret. I wondered when the holiday would be over, and when I would be going home to Sr. Paula. When I realised that my foster home was my home, I would lie in bed at night wondering why I was there and why I couldn’t go back to the children’s home. Why me? I used to suck my fingers for comfort in bed at night. Sr. Paula visited a couple of times, I remember, and then she didn’t come back. She was transferred to another Nazareth House. This was always likely to happen, and it was why she was so glad to see me settled with a family before she left. I didn’t understand this at the time. To me it was like being abandoned. Again. My foster parents kept in touch with Sr. Paula, to let her know how I was getting on and to send family snapshots. Sr. Paula believed I was happy because that is what she was told. Happy was a word I no longer understood. Smiling in a family snapshot is not the same thing as being happy.
All the joy had gone out of life for me. I was six years old. All the times I had gone running down the corridors of the children’s home, laughing my head off, were like faraway memories. We didn’t do much joking about in my foster home. There were very few noisy games. There wasn’t the loving interaction between parents and children I see in the families of my friends. I was part of a family in one way, but I never felt sheltered or protected by that family. I was never at ease. I don’t remember ever being kissed or cuddled after I left St Josephs. I don’t remember being spoiled by my other uncles and aunts. I don’t remember playing with their sons and daughters. I was kept away from the extended family. If they came visiting on a Sunday afternoon, I was brought into the room to meet them and then put out again. I wasn’t encouraged to play with my other cousins, or even to talk to them. One cousin remembers me staring at him as if I was dying to talk to him and play with him, but I wouldn’t open my mouth. I left the room when my uncle or aunt told me to, and that was it. Over time, my cousins passed no remark about me. They knew I was there, but that was all they knew. Through no fault of theirs, they got used to ignoring me. They probably were told I was mad like my mother. They never had the chance to get to know me.
It wasn’t long before I started to forget St Josephs. It is good in a way that your memories fade because you can’t live in the past. You have to move on and adapt to the life you are living now. As a child, I found that hard to do. The past was a fading memory. The present was anxious and difficult. I didn’t understand who I was in my uncle’s house. I felt I had nowhere to go and no-one to turn to when I had problems or worries. I felt I didn’t belong anywhere and I think that is where my restlessness and insecurity come from. I had to rely on myself too much and too early. I was confused. People who remember me from the time I was fostered say I looked like a lost boy. That is a good description. I was lost. Most young children have at least one adult who is at the centre of their lives and who can guide them through and make growing up a little bit easier. I had insecurity at the centre of my life. I had to learn from my own experience. It was a hard life and I wouldn’t recommend it, but in some ways it has made me the strong person I am today. It has made me better able to cope with the life I have now. But back in Mullabeg, I didn’t feel like I was coping. I was watching my step and my back all the time.
My so-called family
My foster home was the home my mother was reared in until she was first hospitalised at the age of 19. It is a farm in a place called Mullabeg in the heart of the Mid-Ulster countryside. Slieve Gallion in the Sperrin Mountains rises up behind the farm. I used to love going up the mountain, not for the scenery or the fresh air, but because I could look down at the house and see how small it was from up there. Just four whitewashed walls, and a few outbuildings, that was all. There were dozens of lanes connecting the small communities of isolated farms round about Mullabeg. The roads were narrow and twisting, and they were almost free of traffic at that time. The earth in the fields was red; the hedges were high with grassy verges. There were lakes and a quarry in the distance. As I got to know the area, I quickly learned about the importance of the land and the rights of way through it. I also found plenty of hiding places and boltholes, places I could escape to when I needed to. Every inch of that ground is of value to somebody and I got to know where the safe places were.
My cousins were older than me, except for the youngest daughter, and they were all living at home when I came to stay. I shared a room with my cousin Cathal who was five or six years older than me. I was quite close to him growing up, but I never felt that we were as close as brothers. I never felt that closeness with any of my relations. Cathal was sent to work in England at probably the most vulnerable time in my life. It was a vulnerable time for him too, but I was so wrapped up in my own problems that I didn’t understand what he was going through. I saw plenty, but I thought Cathal was coping with it, being a son of the family. I have never had much to do with the two oldest sons. They were close to their father and very like him. When I arrived at Mullabeg, I played with the younger children. I remember a donkey in the field that I used to like. One of the daughters looked after it. I remember a red tricycle we played on and a dog called Dot. I broke my heart when Dot was shot for worrying sheep. I was told off by my foster mother for putting on a babyish voice when I played with my young cousins. She made fun of me for wanting to play with girls in the first place. I was expected to act like a man from the age of six.
There had been a lot of discussion in Belfast about my education. I was to go to a special needs primary school that would help me to catch up with other children my age. Social services were concerned that the local primary school in Mullabeg would not be able to cope with me. I was not aware of any of this at the time, but I have since learned from my files that my cousins and their parents had all attended the local school. According to the head teacher, none of them had been anything more than average, so I was not likely to stand out in the household as being particularly slow or stupid. I think my foster parents would be surprised to learn their “retarded” nephew was no slower than they were at the same age. They ought to be ashamed of themselves for putting a child down before he even had the chance to prove himself.
Social services came to see me regularly for the next 12 years of my life, until I turned 18 and was free of the care order that had tagged me from birth. In all that time, I never felt close to anyone from the social services. I am sure they were busy and had lots of other people to see, but I think they knew me no better at the end of 12 years than at the beginning. You would think 12 years was enough time to build a trust with somebody. But I never trusted social services, not as far as I could throw them. Towards the end of my time in care, I was very demanding and I gave the social workers a mouthful of abuse whenever I felt they let me down, which was most of the time. I was completely fed up with them by then. I had tried to cooperate, but at the end of the day, they were not interested in me. They were more interested in doing what their bosses told them. I went through more than one social worker for the last few months of the care order, stressing them out one by one. But back when I was fostered as a 6-year-old, I was no trouble at all. I was just a small boy trying to find his way in a new family as best he could. Right or wrong, I have always believed social services were working for my foster parents and not for me. I never saw it as a three-way relationship. Maybe I was too withdrawn and quiet for the social workers. Maybe dealing with the needs of foster children was not their speciality. My uncle and aunt became the main source of information about Philip Donaghy. The boy himself was a nobody. But I am grateful to social services for one thing. They kept very detailed reports and I have relied on their reports to help me with this book. Under the Freedom of Information Act, I have been able to request the files that were kept on me since birth. I don’t remember things the same way as the social workers’. They wrote in their reports hings like, “When I arrived, Philip was in the kitchen enjoying a cup of tea.” What I remember was my uncle or aunt saying “Get yourself in here and be quiet, the social worker is here.” I will leave it to the readers of this book to make up their own minds about where reality sits. I was no saint and I did some stupid things in my time in care. Without strong leadership in my life, I made some bad decisions and acted on them. But I was not a bad person. The nuns in the children’s home taught me right from wrong, and they taught me well. Looking back, it wouldn’t have taken much in the early days to unpick my bad behaviour to see what was behind it. A wee bit of loving care and attention might just have turned my life in a different direction.
Having been reared in a children’s home, I don’t think my foster family or social services realised I would miss it when I left. To them it was probably the worst kind of institution to be reared in. But the children’s home was all I knew and after a few days in Mullabeg, I wondered when I would be going home. Although it was explained to me that Mullabeg was my home now, I didn’t really understand what that meant. I fretted in my bed at night, remembering all the people in St Josephs, my friends, my toys I had left behind. I was already starting to forget things. For comfort, I would lie in the dark remembering, and I would suck on my fingers until I dropped off to sleep. This was a habit I had from a young age, and until I was fostered, it had not seemed to bother anyone. It vexed my uncle Francis and it was probably the first sign of trouble between us. He said sucking my fingers was pushing my teeth out. He was probably right about that, but I wasn’t thinking about my teeth when I sucked my fingers. It was just a habit. The more unhappy and insecure I felt in my foster home, the more I sucked on my fingers at night for comfort, and the angrier my uncle Francis became about it. It was the first of many vicious circles in our relationship. If he had been helped to understand why I was sucking my fingers, the habit might have been broken more easily. Probably the first time I was ever called a liar was over sucking my fingers.
One morning, I came downstairs. uncle Francis was sitting at the kitchen table having his breakfast. He looked hard at me as I came creeping quietly into the kitchen.
“Were you sucking on them fingers?” he asked me.
“No,” I said, too quickly, because I knew it vexed him. Uncle Francis got up from the table and took my chin in his large, calloused hand.
“What’s this then, you wee liar?” What I didn’t realise was that I had a telltale rash at one side of my mouth where drool had gathered as I sucked on my fingers. It was a small lie I told to keep out of trouble, but it was a lie. Later, my uncle took me into the town. He bought me a toy gun and a pair of plastic handcuffs from Wellworths. I thought they were a present. It was the one and only time he took me shopping for toys. That evening at home, he produced a wooden box he had made, about the size of a shoebox. It had a lid and a lock, and there were two holes cut out of the side of it. He told me to put my hands into the holes. Then he put the toy handcuffs on me. He closed and locked the lid of the box, and told me to go to bed. I had to go up the stairs lugging that wooden box with my two hands trapped inside.
“That’ll learn you to suck your fingers,” my uncle said, and he laughed. I had to sleep with that box on top of me. I don’t remember how long I had to wear the box at night. It felt like ages, but it probably was not that long. Sometimes, in the morning, my uncle was gone out to the farm before I wakened and I had to wait until he got back before the box was opened and my hands were freed. I was not able to go to the toilet, have my breakfast, or get dressed until that box was taken off my hands. It didn’t work anyway. The first night I was sent to bed without the box on my hands, I went back to sucking my fingers. Uncle Francis had several other tricks up his sleeve to cure me of my habit. I had manure smeared socks put on my hands, but what finally cured me was being thrown into a cupboard for the night. It was a dark old hot press in the kitchen with a lock on it. I was thrown in there with a quilt and locked in all night. It only happened the once, and I never sucked my fingers after it, but it has left me with a fear of the dark. When I think of being alone in the dark, I remember anxious moments sucking my fingers as a child. Even now, I hate to wake suddenly in the night and feel the darkness all about me as I lie there. It reminds me of that locked cupboard with the child trapped inside.
Life in my uncle’s home was very different to the life I was used to in the children’s home. Sr. Paula has remarked that I was so desperate for a father in my life, that I would have done anything to please my uncle. She was probably right about that. I had no male influence in my life for the first six years, no man who could be a role model for me. Instinctively, I turned to my uncle. Even at the age of six, I wanted to admire and love him. Most of all, I wanted him to love me back. Whatever he asked me to do, I did it to the best of my ability. But it was never good enough. My uncle was not a man who was easily pleased, neither by me, nor by his own sons and daughters. Or anyone else for that matter. Love didn’t come into it. He was not liked, and in a small, rural community where people have to rely on each other, whether they like it or not, it is important to keep good relations with neighbours. You never know when you might need them or when they might need you to do them a good turn. My uncle didn’t give a damn about his neighbours. He laughed at their misfortunes and encouraged his children and me to do the same. I did what I was told, but I was never comfortable with that. I liked my neighbours. I was at school with their children.
From the earliest days, I was expected to pull my weight around the house and the farm. This is not a criticism, because I was a very willing worker, although not a very skilled one. All of my neighbours back then remembered me as a hard worker and a boy who would go out of his way to help them if he could. They remembered me in my white Wellington boots taking sheep over the lanes and up the mountain, or standing by a hedge watching the men at work in the fields, too shy to speak to them. In the country, children were expected to help out on the family’s farm, but some of my neighbours thought I was too young for the amount of work I was expected to do. At six years of age, I had no experience of any kind of work. Not only was I a city boy, but I was used to having everything done for me by the nuns. Compared to my cousins, I was spoiled. But the nuns only did for me what they did for every child they cared for. It was not my fault if I didn’t know my way around the household chores the way my cousins did. But I was desperate to please, and this marked me out as a skivvy on the farm and in the house. I wasn’t able to do any of the important jobs, so I was given a lot of the donkeywork to do. My first chore was to gather sticks for setting the fire in the morning. I also kept the fire supplied with coal and turf. It pleased me whenever I didn’t have to be asked to get the turf. I kept a close eye on that fire. I was a skivvy the entire time I lived at my uncle’s; a whipping boy. I have heard of boys from orphanages in Ireland being hired out to farmers, home boys as they were called, who were treated no better than a dog. That was how I was reared in my foster home, long after the traditional orphanages were closed down. I had a roof over my head and I worked for it. That was all.
The social workers noted in almost every report that when they called at the house to see me, I was out in the yard or on the farm working. I was kept busy. It could be getting fuel for the fire, dipping sheep, feeding calves, or washing my work clothes at the cold tap in the yard. The reports from that time painted a picture of a young boy in his element on the farm. My foster parents told my social workers I liked farm work. In a way I did because it got me out of the house. But it was never my ambition in life to be a farmer. If my social workers could have dressed me up in a powder blue costume and put a crook in my hand, I think they would have. But, in reality, while I was out of the way working, my social workers talked to whichever of my foster parents was in the house. When the time was up, they would be off to write their report. I am not saying that social services never saw me, or never talked to me on my own. But the time available to build a relationship was taken up mainly by discussions with my foster parents and not with me. That made me feel uncomfortable and so I was withdrawn whenever a social worker spoke to me. In a typical conversation I would have given “yes” or “no” answers to any question I was asked. If I ever gave any more than that, social services took it as a sign of progress and happiness and they wrote about it in their reports. I was also warned by my uncle not to tell the social workers anything about the family. My uncle is very secretive, even about his most ordinary, day-to-day business. Social services saw me through the eyes of my foster parents, and when I read their reports, I didn’t like what they were seeing. No wonder I felt I couldn’t trust them. My foster parents had them wrapped around their wee fingers. It was my foster parents who controlled the relationship and the information about me that was passed on to the authorities. In report after report, my foster parents complained about me like I was some kind of faulty machine and they wanted their money back. “Philip tells lies.” “Philip fights with his cousins.” “Philip is immature”. They never said that Philip was a breath of fresh air about the place, or Philip was a great wee worker. They never reported one good or positive thing about having me in their lives.
Another aspect of life that was new and strange for me at that time was physical punishment. I had been told off by the nuns plenty of times at the children’s home. I might have had the odd slap, but if I did, I don’t remember it. I know for certain I had never been hit a slap in violence or in anger. I had never in my life been cursed at. I had never had a man’s voice or hand raised against me until I went to my foster home. My aunt said at the time I appeared to be afraid of men and more fond of women. The only man I knew was my uncle Francis. And she was right, I was afraid of him. I still am in some ways. I don’t employ men to care for me now, even though they would be physically more able than women to do the heavy lifting that is involved. I couldn’t bear the thought of being that vulnerable and exposed in front of a man again. It is a fear that I have my uncle Francis to thank for, through years of rough treatment.
Probably, back in that time, most children I knew would have got the odd slap off their parents. They would have expected it, if they had been caught doing something wrong. At school too, you would have expected a slap by the teachers for acting the goat or fighting in class. Things are different now. Teachers are banned from hitting pupils and my friends don’t hit their kids. They love and support them and rear them as best they can, no matter what they do. If the children need to be punished for something, they know at the end of it there will be no hard feelings and no grudges. Although I have no memory of ever being slapped by the nuns, I think I would have expected a slap for bad behaviour. It was just accepted at the time.
It was a big shock to me to hear my uncle Francis shouting and cursing at his children in the crudest kind of language. He had us down on our knees every night saying the Rosary, but at all other times he was very free with his shouting and cursing around the house and farm. I can tell you, I learned what a hypocrite was very early on in life. People said you could hear the shouting from our house for miles around Mullabeg. The neighbours all heard it, and kept half an ear on it, but what could they do about it? That was how uncle Francis ran his home. It was his business at the end of the day.
Uncle Francis was a big man then, well built and strong. His voice was always loud in my ears, even when he wasn’t angry. Even now, although he is getting older and more frail in his health, that voice remains powerful. Sometimes, from a distance, you couldn’t tell his mood from the sound of his voice, and you had fear in your throat; you hoped he was in good humour as you quickly went through in your mind something you might have done, or failed to do, that would vex him. I was shocked when he turned his anger towards me. I was scared out of my wits and that just made things worse. I was constantly looking for ways to keep out of trouble, and my uncle was constantly catching me out in stupid excuses. Lies, as he called them. It must have made him feel like the big man to get the better of a child of seven or eight years of age. A visitor to the house said to me that I had a way of carrying myself at that time, as if I were a dog expecting to be walloped.
“Did you check on the sheep up the field?” Uncle Francis said to me.
“Yes.” I knew I had forgotten to check them, but I thought I could sneak out and do it and uncle Francis would be none the wiser. But when I went out into the yard, he was waiting for me.
“Where are you off to?” he would say, with a smirk on his face, knowing fine well that he had caught me out.
“Nowhere, just out,” I stammered back at him.
“Get back inside,” he said and I sat all evening fretting about the sheep, hoping they were alright. Sometimes they were, but not always. I was sure to get the blame if they got out of the field or if one of them died. As I say, I would have expected to be punished for doing something wrong. The problem was, half the time I never knew what I was being punished for. I was always trying to guess what way my uncle was thinking and what he wanted from me. He took pleasure in catching me out. When I got hit for something, I would cry. And then I would get hit again for crying and told to stop crying like a baby. If I told a lie to avoid getting into trouble, I would get hit a good few slaps until I told the truth. Then I would get hit again for telling lies. If I was telling the truth, I would get hit for telling lies. So then I would tell a lie to avoid getting hit, and I would get hit again for lying. It was a vicious cycle, I couldn’t get out of it and I could never win. In a very short time, my foster parents were complaining to the social workers that I told lies. The reason for telling lies, to escape punishment, or “chastisement” as it was called in the reports, was never looked into. The form “chastisement” took, slaps that turned into beatings over time, was never looked into. I soon realised whatever way I behaved, it was wrong. No matter what I did, it was not good enough. I used to end up getting told off by the social workers as well as “chastised” by my foster parents for the same thing. And I had no-one to turn to. That is what I remember most about my foster home, the feeling I had no-one to turn to if I was upset or unhappy. I didn’t blame my cousins for turning a blind eye to what was happening to me. They were probably in fear of their father too, and plenty of times I saw them getting the brunt of his anger. They know I did. The only ones I never saw being punished were the two oldest sons. But blood is thicker than water at the end of the day. I think my cousins knew that I was more harshly treated than they were, but I couldn’t turn to them for comfort. I had to rely on myself, and as a young lad I just had no experience of life to comfort myself and tell myself it would all work out fine in the end. If I could just do my best and work hard, it would all work out in the end.
My neighbours and friends in Mullabeg remember me as a nervous boy who wouldn’t say boo to a goose. I was constantly looking over my shoulder, trying to see if I could work out the next job that needed to be done. I jumped out of my skin if people came upon me unexpectedly. Within a year of moving to my foster home, even my youngest cousins had learned to dismiss me with “Ach sure it’s only Philip.” I was very different to the boy in St Josephs who was showing off to impress his cousins. In the reports filed by social services, I was described as a boy who found it difficult to tell fantasy from reality. I couldn’t agree more. When reality makes no sense to you, where else can you go but into your own fantasy world? It is healthy to have somewhere to escape to, even if it is only for a minute. In my fantasy world at that time, I was Philip Donaghy, with a mum and dad who loved me just for being who I was. I had brothers and sisters who loved me as Philip and I loved them too. In some ways I still have that fantasy; that need for unconditional love in my own family.
My uncle Francis used to call me the Mid-Ulster Mail, which was the name of the local newspaper, because of the stories he said I made up, and the gabbing he said I did about family matters. Everyone in the Donaghy household seemed to know by some kind of instinct not to speak about family business outside the four walls of the house. I didn’t have that instinct. What could I have said to people anyway? Outside of school, I didn’t have much of a social life in those early years. Although on the surface and to outsiders it looked like I was accepted as a member of the family, behind closed doors I never felt like one. I always felt like I didn’t belong. I was put out of the room when family matters were discussed. When there were visitors, including social services, I was paraded in front of them like a new puppy and then put out. If a social worker arrived at the house when visitors were there, they had to speak to me and my aunt or uncle in the yard. I once had a meeting with a social worker in a car, parked round the back of the yard. My aunt and uncle didn’t want anyone, even the family, to know I was fostered and had a social worker. I think people assumed my uncle and aunt adopted me out of St Josephs. They did not. According to my files, they considered it at one time, but then came to appreciate the financial assistance fostering provided. To me, that said it all. I was not fostered for love. I was fostered for money. With a big family of their own, a half-grown extra one was cheap to rear, especially when social services paid for anything extra I needed. People say the fostering payments did not amount to very much. I say it was an income that my foster parents would not have had without me and they had to do very little to earn it. It was easy money.
I had lots of other cousins, besides my foster parents’ children, but we were as good as strangers to each other. I knew who they were, and I would have recognised them if I met them, but we had no friendship with each other. It was not encouraged and as children we just accepted that. Today, I could pass people in the street who are my cousins and I wouldn’t know them. A few times in recent years I have met people I think I recognise and I say to them, “I’m Philip Donaghy. Are you my cousin?” More often than not they are. I was in my late teens and living on my own in a flat in Cookstown before I got to know any of my other cousins. I don’t hold any grudge against them for that. They followed the example set by their parents. When I was living out in Mullabeg as a child, I think my other uncles thought I was doing okay. They didn’t give another thought to me. There were tensions between the uncles too, but that was their business, it was not part of my story. My uncle Francis was described by family members as “the big man, back in that time” or “the boss”, even though he was not the eldest son. He seemed to have some sort of hold over his brothers and sisters that I didn’t understand. They kept out of his way, much as I did as a child.
Before I came to live with my uncle Francis on the farm, my grandmother lived there too. My mother, Grace, used to visit at weekends, when she was well enough. She still had her own room there. My grandmother was gone by the time I arrived. She had left her home and was living with another of her sons, leaving uncle Francis and his family alone in the home place. Old Mrs Donaghy was unwell and nearing the end of her life. My mother’s weekend visits stopped altogether when I was fostered. For two years, she was not told her brother had fostered me. It might have been upsetting for Grace, but there was plenty of time to prepare the two of us for finally meeting. There was no preparation done. When we were introduced to each other as mother and son, neither of us knew how to react. Grace treated me the same way as she treated all her nephews and nieces. She gave me no special notice or attention, and I responded in exactly the same way towards her. There was no emotional basis to our relationship. Nothing was done to help us to meet as mother and son for the first time. In fact, I rarely saw Grace, either before or after I found out she was my real mother. But I did start to wonder about my real father.
I remember going with my foster parents to visit Grace at the Willow Hill psychiatric hospital where she lived. It was a big, dark-coloured, stone building. It looked like a castle or even a prison. There were a lot of windows but they were narrow with small panes of glass. From the outside they looked as if they were barred, but they may not have been. They didn’t look like they let in much light. Grace was in a locked up ward at the time when I visited. It was a frightening place for a young boy. I couldn’t tell who were the staff and who were the patients and that’s the truth. They were all bad looking, I mean really bad looking, and they were shouting and roaring at nothing that I could see. My mother, Grace, looked like the most normal person in the room. Although I didn’t see Grace very often while I was fostered by her brother, I was always careful not to say too much and not to upset her in any way. I never called her “Mum” and she never asked me to. From time to time I would speak to her on the telephone, but we had very little to say to each other. My uncle was stingy with his telephone and I had to wait for ages on the end of the line, running up the bill, while a nurse went to find Grace. It meant nothing to me that she was my mother. It meant nothing to her that I was her son.
I have tried to remember some happy times from my childhood in my uncle’s house. I remember playing with my younger cousins and I enjoyed that. But I was told by my foster parents to find boys my own age to play with. So even my happier memories were stained with the thought that I was doing something wrong or something that displeased my foster parents. Maybe my memory of that time has gone sour. I asked my friends and neighbours if they remembered any happy times for me while I lived there. The best anyone came up with was, “A walk up the mountain, away from the house, that would have been a happy time for Philip.”
One of the neighbours said, “Whenever Philip came to our house, we always found it hard to get him to go home in the evenings. He enjoyed the craic and banter. Our boys are about the same age and he liked to knock around with them.” I remember that feeling of wanting to stay in the neighbours’ houses. It was comfortable and relaxed. There was no pressure on anybody. But of course I couldn’t stay. Those were the kind of families I couldn’t have.
I enjoyed my time at Mullabeg primary school. I enjoyed playing my football in the yard of the local pub with other boys. When I got a bit older, I went to a youth club. I played pool and handball. I remember doing a bit of wrecking one Halloween with other boys. We pulled up plants out of people’s gardens and then hid out in the school until we were caught. The neighbours were raging, but that was the whole point. We were the Halloween spirits creating a bit of chaos. Sometimes I had my dinner in a friend’s house. His mother said I had a good appetite but really I just preferred her cooking. My aunt Bernadette used to make a bread pudding with mouldy bread and custard. I hated it. The things I enjoyed were away from my foster home, but most of the time I was at home. Not in the house, but working on the farm. I wasn’t encouraged to have friends outside the family. I didn’t get pocket money. I had no nice clothes or trainers like the neighbours’ children. I never got to see any of the money my foster parents were paid to rear me. Money was always an issue in the house. As soon as they were old enough to earn money, my cousins were expected to contribute to the family budget. There was a teapot in the kitchen for the wages, and there was a lot of pressure on the cousins to keep putting money in there, even though work was hard to find. I didn’t know at the time that my foster parents were paid allowances to rear me. I thought I worked for my keep and reared myself. There was nothing left over for extras. I was always aware that I never had two pence to rub together. It was another thing that made me feel different and excluded. By the time I was 11 or 12, I had two Saturday jobs. I worked in the pig market in Cookstown early in the morning, and then I worked on a market stall selling shoes. I used to have a big Ulster fry for my breakfast between the two jobs. My friend, Tom Magill, worked on the stalls too, selling pictures, and I had a good laugh with him. I had to hitch a lift into Cookstown on a Saturday morning for my work and then back again in the evening. Very often I got no lift and had to walk the seven or eight miles each way. Tom Magill was selling a bicycle at the time, but my uncle wouldn’t lend me the money to buy it. My wages went into the teapot, and I tried to keep a few pounds back for myself if I got any extra. It wasn’t enough to buy the bike, but it was enough to tide me over.
Reading this back to myself it is hard to believe all this happened in the 1980s and 1990s. It could be 100 years ago or more.
In my last year of primary school, I reached a crisis point. Life had been difficult before, and it was only going to get worse. I was 11 years old and I was being confirmed into the Catholic Church. There was a lot of preparation to be done for the ceremony, and it was all managed by the school. One day, the teacher handed me my birth certificate and told me to bring it home. It was in an envelope and I could feel it burning a hole in my pocket. At this stage, five years into my foster placement, I was used to thinking of my uncle and aunt as my parents. Even though I had been told Grace was my mother, it didn’t seem to count for me, as she wasn’t there to look after me. I opened my birth certificate, which was a duplicate as my original certificate was lost when I was born. In the place where it says “Father’s Name”, I read the word “Unknown”. I was very confused. “What could this mean? My father must be somebody. Someone must know who he is. He must have a name.” When I got home, I started to ask questions about who my father was. I was fobbed off with answers like “Sure, what does it matter who your father is?” or “You don’t need to know.” One of my uncles said to me “Forget about it. What you need to be thinking about is trying to get yourself a decent job and work to get yourself a little house around the town.” That was not the advice I wanted or needed at the time. I was 11 years old and I was looking to my family for support and for help in finding out who my father was. I didn’t get it then and it would be more than 20 years before one of my uncles stepped up to help me. My social workers were told that I was asking questions about my father and they note that the family responded “sensitively”. If telling me to forget about my father was the sensitive way to handle it, I would hate to see the insensitive way.
It is hard to explain to people who know where they come from just how much it matters to me to know who my father is. But I will try. On behalf of all the bastards out there, I would like to say we have a right to know our people and our history, on both sides of our family. To all the single mothers who maybe would rather forget who the father of their child is, for the child’s sake, be open and honest about who he is. You don’t have to force a relationship on the child, but you can at least tell the child who the father is. Even if you were drunk and it was a one-night stand, tell the child. If you don’t, if you try to cover it up, I can guarantee it will come back to haunt you and it might even wreck the life of your child. The past will catch up with you. I am the living proof of that. It is not down to you to tell your child to forget about his father. That is the child’s decision. It is your job to support your child through it, whatever he decides to do.
People who know who their father is don’t understand the gap in your life when you wonder, “Do I look like him? Do I have the same personality? Will I do the same kind of work as him? Who are his brothers and sisters? Do I have grandparents? Do I have half brothers and sisters? Would he be able to help me in life or give me advice?” It is like half of yourself is missing, and I feel it even more deeply now that half my body is “missing”. When I was 11, I knew my father and his history were out there somewhere, but I couldn’t reach him. I don’t think I expected to have a loving relationship with my father; after all I didn’t have one with my mother. But just to see a name on the birth certificate would have been some relief to my heart. It would have been something to hold on to when life in my foster home became unbearable to me. I would have liked to think about my real father and wonder where he was. Maybe he never even knew about me. Or maybe he did know about me and didn’t care. If only someone had stepped in at that time and helped me to understand my background, my life might have turned out different. What angers me still is that I have a family who could have helped me but they chose not to. They chose to keep me in the dark and to keep the secret of who my father is from me. They might have been ashamed. But one thing is for certain, they were not thinking about me and about what would be best for me.
It was all weighing very heavy on my mind as I prepared for my confirmation. I was the only child in the school who didn’t know who his father was. At the service in the chapel, the bishop asked me “Who is your father?” I felt humiliated. Maybe I was meant to say, “God is my Father”, but he asked me the question I had been asking myself for weeks, and I answered him truthfully, “I don’t know, Father.” Twenty odd years later, I am still trying to find out the answer to that simple question: “Who is your father?”
When I left Mullabeg primary school, I was very confused about my identity. I had always felt unloved in my foster home. I had never felt like I was part of the family. Now I knew why. I felt the weight of the family’s shame on me. I felt Grace’s disgrace on me. Now I knew what he meant when my uncle called me a wee bastard.
I went to a large secondary school in Cookstown. I was like a small fish in a big pool. Hardly anybody knew me there. It was where I met my best friends Maurice Byrne and Tom Magill. I first saw Maurice with his mother in the uniform shop in Cookstown. Mrs Byrne remembers me as a small boy, smiling over at her and Maurice with mischief in my eyes. My school blazer was too big for me and Maurice’s was too small for him, so we swapped. To this day I remind him that he was always fat. I thought it was great when I ended up in the same class as Maurice. The Byrnes didn’t know me then. I used to take the bus to and from school. I liked school, although I was no scholar. For me, school was freedom. I could be out of the house all day. I didn’t have to look over my shoulder. People took notice of me. It might have been for the wrong reasons at times, but at least I was noticed. I was like a pup off the leash, always joking about and looking for ways to get a laugh. It was easy to melt away into the crowd when I needed to. I am sure I drove the teachers crazy, but there was no real harm in what I was doing. My school reports were mostly not bad. One or two of the teachers definitely had it in for me, but most of them were encouraging enough. Some of the teachers remember me still. I suppose I was easily led as a young schoolboy. I would do or say anything to get a laugh. I suppose I could always be found with the lads who were wrecking and carrying on.
One of our classrooms was a prefab hut and it was stacked on bricks, like a mobile home, to keep it stable. We used to bash the bricks out of place so the building would start to cope when we were messing around inside. We smashed a few windows in that classroom, and then picked out the putty from around the replacement glass while it was still damp. Then we would wind the teacher up until he threw one of us out. The plan was to give the door a good slam on the way out so that all the new glass would fall out of the windows. Yes, I was a pain in the backside, but I wasn’t the only one and every school had a bunch of lads like me and my friends.
There were times I never went to school at all, but got the bus in the morning and hung around Cookstown all day playing pool until it was time to go home. At home time, I would sneak out of a hiding place in the school grounds, jump on the bus, and mess around with my friends on the journey back to Mullabeg. Mrs Byrne used to go to the school to pick up her children and she sometimes saw me in the back of the bus making rude gestures at her out of the window. She was glad she was not my teacher, and she suspected that Maurice was no better than me. She was right about that. Back home, I would change into my work clothes and go out on the farm. I kept out my uncle’s way as much as I could. Looking back, I think my uncle Francis must have felt his grip on me slipping. When I went to the secondary school, I had other role models, and new friends who had nothing to do with my family. My uncle wouldn’t have had a good word to say about any of my friends in Mullabeg, or their parents, who were his neighbours all their lives. If he wasn’t fighting with the neighbours himself, he was blaming me for stirring things up with them. But he didn’t know these new people and he had no influence over them, for good or for bad. When I was at the primary school, it was easy for him to rein me in whenever he liked. But at secondary school I felt different and I could express myself better there, even if it did mean getting on the wrong side of the teachers at times. Sometimes my uncle would keep me at home as a punishment. He knew I liked school so he used it as a privilege that could be taken away whenever he liked. The social workers didn’t even challenge him on this when he told them.
I was growing into my teenage years with all the stress that brings into anyone’s life. My hormones were all over the place. I was still anxious about my real father, although I knew better than to talk about it at home. I was developing my own personality and my own opinions on things. For the first time I was mixing with boys, no better or no worse than me, who were loved by their parents. I would go back to their houses sometimes and sit at the kitchen table listening to the banter between parents and children, the laughter and the jokes. I couldn’t believe it. At home we sat in silence while my uncle ranted on about something or other. We couldn’t wait to leave the dinner table. At night we would kneel down to say the rosary like a bunch of hypocrites. The atmosphere was so tense, I would rather have worked on the farm than spend an evening watching television at home. The odd time we would watch a football match or something on TV, but there was no pleasure in it. I began to want what my friends had, even though I knew I couldn’t have it. I wanted to be in the middle of a loving family more than anything. It is what I have always dreamed of.
It was hard enough for me to find my feet at the big school in Cookstown for the first couple of years. I was small for my age and probably I was immature too. I got picked on by bigger lads. They told me I was born in the dung heap and I wanted to scrap them, but I always lost. Then I had a growth spurt and started to hold my own in fights. After that, I got a lot more respect. I never went looking for trouble at school, but I was often unlucky enough for it to find me. Mostly I just wanted to make people laugh and to hell with the consequences. I never for a minute worried about my education or my future prospects. I had enough worries living from day to day at home. School was just a place to have a laugh.
I rarely did PE at school and my friends couldn’t understand it because they knew I loved football. I didn’t want to change my clothes at school; I didn’t want people looking at me and I didn’t want to talk about it. My friend Tom Magill skipped PE a lot too because he was afraid of the bullies in the changing rooms. It was handy enough there were two of us skipping the class. I just pretended I was afraid of the bullies, the same as Tom. Nothing was ever done about it. It was just accepted that the two of us boys were rarely in the starting line for PE. The truth was, I didn’t want to draw attention to myself in any way. I had got used to the idea by now that I should never talk about my foster family to outsiders. If the PE teacher ever noticed any bruises or marks on my body, what could I have said? It wasn’t worth the risk and it was easier not to take part.
One day, there was a school trip planned and I didn’t turn up. The bus waited and waited and eventually I arrived late at the school. I was hoping the bus would have left already and I just walked past it, as if it wasn’t there. I had no money for that trip but I was too embarrassed to say it. I thought if I was late then the bus would go without me. I had not expected it to wait for me, and then I had to admit that I didn’t have the money to pay for the trip. I stayed behind.
Life at home was getting harder. My uncle did not treat me well between the ages of 12 and 15, when I left my foster home. By the time I reached my teens, I had already been established as slow, retarded, a fantasist and a liar in the eyes of social services because of what my foster parents told them. I never contradicted that opinion because I was too scared. I would have needed a relationship based on trust with social services to even attempt it. The way things were, there was no chance the authorities would believe what I had to say. For years, I said nothing. When I eventually spoke up, it was too late. There was no physical evidence of mistreatment and I was not believed. My uncle spent years making sure that my word was not to be trusted, and he did a very good job of it.
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