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[TWASN'T PERFEGT BUT

Having dodged sniper bullets

aged just three and witnessed

the violence of the Troubles

her entire childhood, this

writer says the GFA should

never be underestimated

F YOU were to ask me

about my childhood, my

automatic response

would be to tell you that

it was nothing out of
the ordinary.

We had a happy family and a
comfortable life, a sentiment that
probably most of my friends
would repeat. But on reflection,
we weren’t like other children. We
were of the generation who were
born during the Troubles.

One of my earliest memories is
being at the top of a road in Stra-
bane, where my mother grew up.
My elder sister and brother were
10 and almost nine, I was three
and we were staying with my
granda due to the unexpected
and slightly early arrival of our
youngest sibling, who was making
his entrance in a hospital 20 min-
utes down the road.

On this warm and overcast
August day we were out for a walk
when shooting broke out — a
sniper was firing at the army and
the army was returning fire.
Granda shouted at us to lie on the
pavement, which we did, but it
started to rain and, me being me,
I stood up and demanded a hat.

Soldiers started shouting and
my poor granda hauled me down
to the ground again, lying almost
on top of me as the firing contin-
ued and I seethed, face down on
the pavement. I can remember
the dark spots of heavy rain and
my rage at alack of suitable attire,
not really understanding what
was going on over my head.

I can only imagine the sheer ter-
ror my poor granda was feeling,
caught up in sniper fire with three
young children. Growing up, it
became a story that went into my
family lore, that I was teased
about by siblings and cousins.

Later on we used to giggle about
the way Granda also called bala-
clavas ‘ballyclabbers’. It really
wasn’t something to laugh at,
given the story he was telling.

One night Granda opened the
door to a gang of men in ‘ballycla-
bbers’. These men, supposedly his
own kind, beat him and tied him
to a chair — no one is too sure if
he was gagged or blindfolded —
and kept him like that in his own
kitchen all night. He was in his
early 70s and after that he sat in
the dark at night, scared to turn
on the lights in case the men in
the ballyclabbers came back.

It was a case of mistaken iden-
tity, with the intended target pos-
sibly a local SDLP councillor who
lived nearby. But he didn’t deserve
to be beaten either, his crime

25 YEARS

probably condemning an act of
terrorism that had been meted
out by the same crew.

Granda’s heart gave way a few
years later when he was sitting in
his chair in the dark.

Those are just a couple of the
stories from my own family — and
we were the lucky ones. There are
S0 many more from my ‘normal’
childhood, when we walked the
streets of Derry talking about
boys and bands while men — in
most cases just a few years older
than us — pointed their loaded
rifles at us.

Violence and terrifying incidents
of some kind were an everyday
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occurrence. Clearing out my fam-
ily home a few years ago, I found a
letter from the boys’ secondary
school where my father taught
(pictured above right).

Sent to the parents of the chil-
dren who went there, it detailed
an event in which soldiers had
struck and badly injured a teacher
who was protecting his pupils on
the school grounds.

Part of it reads: ‘It is not simply
a case of two individuals, who
happen to be teachers and mem-
bers of our staff being assaulted
by a soldier, and one of them
gravely injured having a head
wound requiring eight stitches, a
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fractured skull and other /
symptoms the seriousness of
which are not known yet. |

‘The central issue is very
much larger and very much
more serious than this. It is, /
when your child is in our care
and a soldier or someone else
comes along and orders us
away do we abandon your child
to the intruder? Whoever he is?’

I can only imagine what those
times were like for parents who
were trying to bring up their chil-
dren and allow them to lead ordi-
nary lives amid the chaos of the
regular bomb scares, explosions
and murders.

They let us dander round shops,
take our pocket money up to buy
the latest singles, huddle over one
coffee in the local cafe chatting
for hours and do the things that
teenagers do, while every second
there was the chance that we
might not come back from an
innocent Saturday afternoon.

But then, what choice did peo-
ple have other than to live their
lives as best they could while
chaos, death and violence sur-
rounded them?

My aunt still tells a story of a
bomb that went off as she was
parking her car in the city centre
one evening, the blast so powerful
that it blew the car to the oppo-
site side of the road.

In the momentary stillness that
follows an explosion, she realised
that she wasn’t hurt, turned the
key in the ignition and drove off.
It wasn’t until later that she
started shaking.

Derry became a segregated city
by circumstance, rather than by
design, as one by one our Protes-
tant neighbours moved to the
other side of the river where they
would feel safer.

Except for a couple of older
women who stayed put, and the
ones I met during my brief period
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in the Brownies at the Church of
Ireland hall closest to our house, I
didn’t really know many Protes-
tants but I was brought up to
respect people of all communities
and all faiths. Meetings with other
schools did come very much in the
style of one particular Derry Girls
episode so it’s no wonder the
blackboard from it now has pride
of place in the Ulster Museum.

When I left Derry for university
in Belfast, all of that changed. My
groups became mixed, my friends
were people from all sides and
shades.

Leaving wasn’t that easy as there
was no direct bus route between
the two biggest cities in the North,
meaning the choice was a private
coach that only operated on week-
ends, a 2.5-hour train journey or a
four-hour bus trip.

When we arrived in Belfast, we’d
share a black taxi from the bus
station — these were like mini-
buses and collected the first six
people waiting so you’d often be
sharing with strangers.

These taxis were generally run
by one side of the community or
the other and you were never too
sure whose car you were getting
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into. So if we were asked what bus
we’d come off, we always said Col-
eraine. Or Limavady. Or another
area which didn’t distinguish you,
as our own town was a giveaway.
Depending on whether you said
Derry or Londonderry, people
knew immediately who you were.

There were other little tests
used too by those involved in
random sectarian beatings and
it was always a 50 per cent
chance that what you would say
would be wrong.

Like the time masked men held
a group of students who were
leaving the technical college at
the tip of East Belfast, close to a
Catholic interface and demanded
that they say the letter H.

‘Haitch’ was a giveaway that you
were brought up in the Catholic
education system, ‘Aitch’ meant
you were not. If you knew the
words of the Hail Mary, that was
another giveaway.

Student politics back then was
like a mini version of what was
going on in the outside world. I
wanted to do something to try
and change the way we lived so I
got myself on to the student coun-
cil, on which some of today’s
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Assembly members were my
peers. A couple of years ago, one
of my friends, also involved in the
intricacies of student politics
back then, said of some of those
with the more extreme views,
‘Who handed them the keys when
we weren’t looking?’

But daily, no matter how much
you tried, the murdering and vio-
lence would creep into your life,
sometimes in small ways and at
other times in the worst ways pos-
sible, the daily news a picture of
horror. I do remember at times
despairing after hearing the latest
headlines.

I remember worrying about the
safety of my family, and my blood
still freezes if a firework happens
to go off or a car backfires.

Iregularly wondered why no one
seemed to be doing anything to
try and fix it as life after life
was taken.

Lost Lives is a big thick book,
detailing the people who died
during the Troubles, or at least
most of them, as every now and
then something pops up from the
sewers as a reminder that there’s
still plenty of work to do.

It doesn’t give any details about

o- _f' —

the 50,000 or more people who
were maimed and injured, whose
lives were changed forever, the
victims who felt forgotten about
in the Good Friday Agreement
and who have only been recog-
nised in the last couple of years.
Beyond them there’s another
circle of people whose lives were
taken from them by the insidious
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creep of constant anxiety, the
people who cry behind the closed
doors of their GPs’ surgeries,
those who have spiralled into
addiction due to the stress that
living in a violent society caused,

—

those who couldn’t live with it and
decided it was easier to leave
the world.

It wasn’t an even spread either
— I'd say there are few who will
argue that working class areas on
both sides of the community were
dealt the worst hand and it con-
tinues to be thus as the current
lack of an Assembly allows rot
to set in.

The North has always had real
champions too, people who never
wanted violence, people who
never identified with one side or
another, people who stood up to
the bullies and led by example.

I found my tribe among the
music lovers, who cared little for
the colours of politics and less for
the violence that dogged our
every move.

At the time the Good Friday
Agreement was signed, I was in
London interviewing a rock band
who were big news then. It felt
alien to be watching from a dis-
tance as the speeches were made
at Stormont.

I was working at the time for the
Belfast Telegraph and also a mag-
azine called Blank, which had
been set up by Colin Murray —
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sprouts of sectarianism, sowed
by a minority but boosted by
social media and watered by
criminal elements hiding behind
various flags.

Peace is a fragile thing and it

\ needs to be minded by compro-

-~ mise and respect.

yes, he who currently presides
over the Countdown conundrum
— and Paul McNamee, now
editor of The Big Issue in England
and Wales.

I got myself a ticket to the Yes
concert with Ash and was witness
to that momentous moment, with
Bono sandwiched between David
Trimble and John Hume.

That night was the first moment
it seemed like more than a possi-
bility that the world was going
to change.

On the night of the referendum
itself, Blank Magazine held a con-
cert in an effort to showcase all
that was good about the society
we were living in — the bands, the
music and the possibility that was
in front of us. Keep Ulster Bratish
was the name of the gig, the idea
being that we needed the brats to
take over and sort out the mess
that wasn’t of our making.

No one has quite managed this
yet. The North is still not mixed
the way it should be and there are
those who continue to hold on to
the tropes of yesteryear.

With every month that passes
without an Assembly in the North,
the gaps are being filled by the

Which is why the actions of
people on both sides of the bor-
der matter.

The singing of a sectarian song

4 by a football squad not born when

the GFA was signed; the rhetoric
of a hardline unionist who was
eight in 1998; a supposed quip by
a Dublin-born leader of a political
party who didn’t grow up the way
Idid; the constant yammering on
about an All-Ireland referendum
— all of these tiny things said by
people who have no idea how our
lives were stalked by terror could
chip away and shatter what has
been life-changing for so many.

I've seen varying opinions about
the Good Friday Agreement over
the past few days among my
friends — some saying it handed
power to the wrong people,
others saying that at first they
thought it was a sell-out but
seeing how their child has had a
different life has made them
soften their opinion.

Another holds a similar view to
myself. ‘I really didn’t care about
the detail as long as people
weren’t dying.’

It wasn’t a perfect document
and the North is far from perfect.
The trauma people suffered, the
poverty that sections of society
live in, the segregation of commu-
nities and the education system
— all of these things still need
to be addressed and the list
goes on.

Many of the architects of this
peace have since passed away but
their bravery in moving forward
will forever be remembered by the
people of my generation who
value what they did.

Twenty five years on, this fragile
peace is still a work in progress
but the fact that it exists is still,
to me, nothing short of miracu-
lous. The most important
thing is, like that rock band, it
keeps going. Because if people
disregard what was set out 25
years ago, it won’t be long before
everyone loses.
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VERY week Aoibhinn
Breslin heads off to see
her best friend. When
she arrives, Fred will
seek her out and put
his head next to hers and
the two pals will spend some
quality time together.

During that time, Aoibhinn might
touch Fred’s face or feed him a
carrot, she’ll get on his back and
he’ll help her get what she needs
as she puts her cheek on his brown
back and holds on to his mane. For
Fred is a very special horse, the
best friend of a very special girl.

Aoibhinn was born with a rare
metabolic syndrome called
MTHFR deficiency. It means she is
visually impaired, non verbal, she
has developmental issues and epi-
lepsy, and needs assistance with
much of her everyday life. Fred is
her horse for the equine therapy
she receives in Dublin’s Child-
Vision, where she goes to school.

‘As a result of her condition, Aoi-
bhinn has plenty of challenges,’
says her mum Caitriona, who lives
in Clondalkin with her husband
Simon, Aoibhinn and her sister
Soirse, 11. ‘But in the face of all of
these challenges, Aoibhinn is the
most incredible determined little
person that you could ever meet.”

For Aoibhinn, Fred’s input into
her week has been absolutely life-
changing. ‘She has been having
equine therapy since she was six,’
says Caitriona. ‘When she gets up
on Fred for their therapy, she just
lights up, she comes alive. You’d
want to see her face, it transforms
her world in an instant. She is a
happy little girl anyway but her
whole existence lights up when she
goes out with Fred.

‘Fred is her friend and in Aoib-
hinn’s world she doesn’t really have
many friends. She has family mem-
bers and friends but she doesn’t
have special friends and best
friends like a typical 13-year-old,
someone who is looking forward to
seeing her and waiting for her to
come by. So Fred is delighted to
see her. He is excited, he can’t wait
and she can’t wait. She loves him
and he loves her.’

It’s hard for Caitriona to put
what she sees happening between
the powerful beast, who is around
15 hands high, and her little girl,

. by Maeve
Quigley

who has battled all her life. ‘It’s
incredible,” she says of the interac-
tion. ‘It’s a pure experience of deep
connection between this powerful
animal and this child. She con-
nects with all the horses out there
but Fred is her main guy, who she
is with every week.
‘That whole experi-
ence of what
happens when an
animal and a
human connect
on a deep level
is hard to put
into words. It’s
brought tears
to my eyes
many a time,
just being in
that presence
and that exchange
happening between
the two of them.
‘When Aoibhinn is
with Fred she just has com-
plete autonomy over her experi-
ence with him and he just sees her
in her wholeness. It’s pure love and
acceptance. She communicates
with him and is understood. She
tells him what she wants and he
knows what she wants without
needing the language that would
normally be required. It makes her

‘She
comes alive,
her whole
existence
lights up’

really happy and he’s happy —it is
such a beautiful experience.’

Fred and his work colleagues will
be part of the Positive Strides area
at this year’s Dublin Horse Show,
where people can learn about the
benefits that horses can bring,
from providing equine therapy
solutions, access to riding for those
with additional needs or to those
from marginalised communities.

The Dublin Horse Show will run
from August 18-21 at the RDS and
alongside the show ponies and the
glossy jumpers will be hard work-
ers like Fred, whose kindness

and consideration is mak-

ing life better for so

many families.

Caitriona had heard

about equine ther-

apy before Aoibhinn

was diagnosed. She

had read Rupert

Isaacson’s book

The Horse Boy,

about how horses

had helped his autis-

tic son communicate

with the world. She

followed Isaacson’s

story, hearing him on The

Last Word and on The Late

Late Show but had no idea her

own child would later benefit from
a similar therapy.

‘Aoibhinn wasn’t diagnosed until
she was two years old,” Caitrona, a
yoga teacher, explains. ‘We were
told she would be quadraplegic
and would never walk but she
walked at the age of four. We were
told that she probably would have
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Dueto a very rare syndrome
Aoibhinn Breslin has many
challenges in herlife buther
connection with Fred the horse
transforms thelittle girl’s world

a major malformation on the brain
50 we were expecting the worst.

‘For a child with so many chal-
lenges and so many obstacles to
overcome, who has proved doctors
wrong and has been able to walk,
thinking about the future and edu-
cation for your child is really daunt-
ing. We had no experience of the
world of special needs. We didn’t
know how that would look.

‘So to have somewhere like Child-
Vision and the school she goes to
on the grounds, St Joseph’s School
for the Visually Impaired, provid-
ing the right amount of thera-
peutic intervention is fantas-
tic. Aoibhinn at home needs
assistance with all areas of
her life, feeding, toileting,
she has epilepsy and she
has quite a lot of medical
intervention also.

‘For us, getting to
Child Vision and know-
ing that we have the
right support and we

are getting the best & &
and most appropri- @\
ate help for her is a \
relief. When she is b

in school and when
she is accessing
therapies she is
having an absolute
ball and she is
being so well looked
after. We couldn’t
send Aoibhinn to school
unless there was a team of

Optimistic: Occupational
therapist Audrey Darby
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nurses available because she
requires medication for her epi-
lepsy and she needs that medical
team behind her. ChildVision also
has a multidisciplinary team for
speech and language, physiother-
apy and services like orientational
mobility as well as the transforma-
tional intervention we have had
through equine therapy.

‘It has changed her life. She is
having so much fun — the engage-
ment, the connection and all the
huge benefits she is getting that
she is not even aware of.

‘It is incredible how much she has
developed and how she has grown
as a person. She is able to express
herself through all of the interven-
tion that she has had.’

It’s something Audrey Darby, the
occupational therapy manager
and equine assisted occupational
therapist with ChildVision loves to
see. For a child like Aoibhinn, Fred
not only offers love and connec-
tion but a physical input into the

muscles and tone of the child on
his back as Audrey and the horse
handlers use specialist techniques
to improve sensory and physical
stability. Hippotherapy, to give its
correct term, is complicated but
can help with development issues.

It was Audrey who decided to try
horses at ChildVision after learn-
ing about the therapy by chance
almost 20 years ago.

‘I started from not having had an
equine background and came at it
from a therapeutic medium,’ she
explains. ‘Since then we have
developed the service and I have

studied a lot with other OTs and
with other physios who are using
horses as a therapeutic tool. We
can see the children in the gym on
a ball or we can see them in school
or we can put them on a horse and
use the movement to facilitate the
gain of goals.”

It’s not just about learning to ride
a horse, it’s more about the move-
ment of the horse and the way it
walks, connecting to the child who
may well be lying on its back.

‘It affects your muscle tone,’
Audrey says. ‘If you can get the
child to relax with the movement
then it happens in their body in a
normal way. If they have high tone
or low tone it causes that move-
ment to happen normally. What
this does is it sends signals
to their brain about nor-
mal movement and
the brain then regis-
ters it because 90

‘The

pthen the brain learns it and carries
it on.”

There are no saddles. Children lie
or sit on the horses’ backs sup-
ported by therapists and handlers.
It deals with the child’s proprio-
ceptive and vestibular senses.

‘Proprioceptive sense is the
awareness of your body in space
without having to see it so that you
are aware of the way your body is
moving and it allows you to do
things like get up steps and not
bump into things and negotiate
your environment,’ says Audrey.

“You understand where your body
isinrelation to things around you. If
your proprioceptive sense is not
good you won't easily achieve a calm
alert state, something that comes
naturally to most of us.

‘Then there is the ves-
tibular sense. That’s
the sense of move-
ment, knowing that

L3
er cent of what al a lift with no win-
Eappens in our anlm S Sense dows is moving or

bodies is subcon-
scious. The brain

is open and
acceptable to
recognising

things that are
good for us and
will help develop-
ment. So those path-
ways in the child start

to be trained and that has

a lasting effect over time.

‘If you can work with that person
on a horse and give their brain so
many opportunities to learn nor-
mal movement and normal tone

hen the child 5 ooy
has a good or

bad day’

up or down, it’s
that awareness of
movement. It is a
very powerful one
to stimulate us and
make us more alert
and more engaged.
‘If there is not enough
stimulation of this sense in
children they basically won’t
develop because the job of a child
is to go to a playground and to run
and jump and stimulate that sense
so that it matures so they can be

more regulated and learn to engage
with the world.

‘If you stayed in for two or three
days in a row you would feel like a
caged animal so you need to get
out and you need to move. Chil-
dren with sensory processing diffi-
culties may be averse to vestibular
input and the way they get it on a
horse is very gentle so they are able
to accept it. It helps them develop.’

The horses know how to help a
child, they have emotions abso-
lutely, says Audrey.

‘Fred is incredible because if a
child is upset or unbalanced, he
will just go stoic and quiet,” she
says. ‘He knows we will sort it out
and that this will be ok. He will go
over to children, seek them out
and look to connect with them.
Aoibhinn will stick her fingers up
his nose and he will let her because
he enjoys her.

‘He will stand and wait for her to
come over and he will be there with
her in that moment. She gives him
a carrot and she delights in the
sounds and the little drooly bit.

‘The animals are highly trained
and they are by nature very calm
around children with needs and
yes they definitely sense when the
child is having a good day or a bad
day. They are incredible. Each of
them has their own connection
with people and they enjoy the
work that they do, which is most
important.

‘They are happy coming up to
sessions they are happy to see the
children and be with the children

‘There
isno
disability
when she is
With Md’ and in her wholeness.
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Magical: Aoibhinn with her
pal Fred Pictures: JULIEN BEHAL

and benign around them. They give
us signals all the time that they
enjoy their work, which is lovely.”

Aoibhinn will sometimes sit up
on Fred, or she will lie on her back
with her face to his tail, she might
lie across him on her tummy. Ther-
apists work with her and Fred so
that she can feel normal movement
and so her brain learns to give her
more control over her own body.

‘Her walking has become better
over time and she is more stable
which is really important,” says
Audrey. ‘For her to be able to
manoeuvre and walk in her envi-
ronment is very valuable to her
carer for the longer term and also
for her own sensory input.

‘Fred allows all of that. He allows
her to lie down, he allows us to
bend her legs against resistance to
hold them across his neck. No mat-
ter how many blankets you put on
him, she will move them all — the
hand is under every blanket so she
can touch him. That’s what she
likes. She will wiggle around and
lie draped over Fred all relaxed, lis-
tening to his breathing.

‘It’s just really lovely for her
because there is nowhere else in
her life that she can get that level
of movement and gentle sensory
input on her own terms.”

Caitriona agrees but also says
communicating with Fred through
sounds means Aoibhinn is more
communicative afterwards at
home and she’s also more emotion-
ally settled.

‘For a 13-year-old girl with special
needs who isn’t doing the typical
world of discos and clubs and GAA
and all of the other things that a
child her age has going on in life,
it’s given her a thing,” says Caitri-
ona. ‘Aoibhinn doesn’t have any-
where like that, where she can go
but when she is rocking out to see

Fred every week, she has her
thing and it’s horses. The
horse world makes her
happy and makes us
happy. She loves it
and it is magical.
‘It is helping her
reach her poten-
tial and live a full
and happy life.
There is a deep
connection with
this powerful ani-
mal that he meets
her where she is at

It’s a fantastic, joyful
environment where Aoib-
hinn can express herself and

she is understood.

‘It creates a space for her to be
and her world opens up. There is
no disability when she is with Fred,
it’s just pure ability and pure con-
nection. It is a life beyond her dis-
ability really, a life of potential and
happiness and joy.”

ChildVision is part of the Positive
Strides at the Dublin Horse Show
in an effort to raise awareness
about the work they do and the
work the horses do.

They are hoping to raise €1.6 mil-
lion for a covered arena, where they
can help more children, but the
main thing for the Horse Show is
getting recognition for their
unsung heroes with hooves.

‘In the equine industry it is really
important that the therapeutic
side is acknowledged,” says Audrey.
‘We have a fabulous tradition of
horsemanship in Ireland and this
needs to be acknowledged along-
side it. Our horses are doing an
incredible job.

‘There are horses who are won-
derful for racing for show jumping,
for dressage and all of those other
disciplines. But there is a whole
body of horses doing incredible
work making life-changing differ-
ences for children and I think it is
important that they are acknowl-
edged among all the wonderful
things that the equine industry is
doing in Ireland.’

B THE Dublin Horse Show takes
place at the RDS from August
18-21. See dublinhorseshow.com
for tickets and more details.
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Mechanic

who raped
his ‘friend’
gets 7 years

By Declan Brennan
and Isabel Hayes

A MECHANIC who raped a woman at her
house in a ‘flagrant abuse of their friendship’
has been jailed for seven years.

Mutlu Dalar, 42, was convicted by a Central
Criminal Court jury in January of anally raping the
woman at her home on June 8, 2019. Dalar, of
Dublin Street, Ballyjamesduff, Co. Cavan, had
pleaded not guilty to the offence.

At a previous sentence hearing, defence counsel
John Byrne told Judge Tony Hunt that Dalar
accepts the verdict ‘but does not agree with it’.

The court heard that the woman in the case
wanted Dalar to be named but wished to retain
her own anonymity.

On the date of the offence, Dalar, who worked as
a mechanic, telephoned the woman who was a
friend and she invited him to her house for tea.
When he was there he tried to kiss her, but she
told him no as she was with someone else.

After they had tea together, the woman was
walking Dalar out when he grabbed her in the
hallway and pinned her against the banisters. He
then anally raped her. After the rape, he left and
the woman contacted a friend in a distressed
state, the court heard.

Dalar was arrested in July 2019 and claimed that
the sexual activity was consensual. He was charged
and remanded in custody but later released on

‘I feel I just cannot live in
my house any longer’

High Court bail. In her victim impact report, the
woman stated that before the rape she was ‘a bub-
bly friendly person’” who never saw any wrong in
anyone.

‘I was raped in my home by someone who I
thought was my friend,” she said. Since the attack
she had has to take medication to deal with the
effects and with panic attacks. ‘I feel I just cannot
live in my house any longer,” she said.

She said that being questioned about the rape in
court made her feel like she was one who did
something wrong and she got physically sick on
her way home from court.

Sentencing Dalar yesterday, Judge Hunt said his
actions were a ‘flagrant abuse of the sanctity of
[the woman’s] dwelling, a flagrant abuse of their
friendship and a flagrant abuse of the hospitality
she extended to him on this occasion’.

He noted the pain and humiliation suffered by
the woman and that she found the trial difficult.

Judge Hunt handed down an eight-year sentence
and suspended the final year on several conditions,
including that Dalar remain under post-release
supervision for three years and have no contact
with the woman without her permission.

Criminals sent
back to Poland

TEN Polish criminals operating a drug ring
across Dublin have been deported to face
charges in their native country.

Gardai from the Garda Extradition Unit
surrendered nine men and one woman to the
Polish National Police at Baldonnel Aerodrome
in Co. Dublin yesterday.

Sources have told the Irish Daily Mail that
those deported included ‘serious criminal
elements’ in the drug scene in pockets of
inner-city Dublin. While the 10 deportations
represent a success for gardai, officers believe
that there is still a cohort of associates
operating in areas of the capital.

All ten people were detained on foot of
European arrest warrants either yesterday or
on Thursday. The warrants were issued by
Polish authorities for offences including assault,
drug trafficking, theft, fraud, and inciting
prostitution in Poland.
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HERE'’S something that immediately strikes you
when you enter the home of Bryan Murray and Una
Crawford O’Brien. It’s not the fact that it’s warm and
welcoming, with little bowls of daffodils on the
counter, overlooked by a myriad family photos. Nor
is it the wet-nose greeting of their adorable little black
dog Bob, named after Bryan’s character in the hit RTE
soap Fair City, who is snuffling at the sign for the fictional
Hungry Pig cafe that takes pride of place in the garden.

No, it’s that fact that this couple are so much in love, in a way

that’s inspiring.

Una is best known as Renée Phelan in Fair City and it was on the set
in Montrose that the pair first met and became friends, before their
relationship turned into something else.

‘We had both been married before
and I wasn’t looking for anything,
nor was he,” says Una. ‘I think we
met at the right time. One of the
first things that Bryan did for me
was he made me laugh — that was
really nice to come into my life
when it did. If we had met when we
were younger, I think we’d be very
different. We both brought our own
baggage and joy and sorrow and
happiness to the relationship.’

They’ve been together for 15
years but look like they could have
met yesterday. Una giggles at
Bryan’s cheeky jokes and he rests
his head on hers when they cosy
up to get a photograph taken. It’s
hard to believe that four years ago,
life threw them a curveball that
neither expected. Now 73, Bryan
received a diagnosis that most
people would dread and is now liv-
ing with Alzheimer’s.

‘I knew there was something
wrong for a while,” he says. ‘Before
it all happened I was able to pick
up a script and learn one page
after the other and know it all off
by heart. It was just done, it was
just part of me. Then suddenly it
started to kind of go out like the
tide, it just went away. We had this
conversation, you and I, together
then,” he says to Una.

Bryan insists that at that stage
he wasn't frightened, but was more
concerned.

‘It was more to do with the fact,
how is this going to affect me now
and the job that I adore?’

Una, who is still in her 60s, could
tell there was something wrong

‘Every part has
a new opening

and a new door
to go through’

with the man she loves dearly but
in the beginning, he was in denial.
After the initial doctor’s appoint-
ment, he was told he had a mild
cognitive impairment.

‘He didn’t hear the word Alzhe-
imer’s at all at the beginning,” Una
says. ‘So to him it was just mild.
He would say, “Everybody my
age is getting this,” which isn’t
the case.’

They could have kept his diagno-
sis a secret — as many people try
to when faced with such a seismic
life change — but instead they
decided not to, and it has been to
Bryan’s benefit.

He is still working as Bob Charles
in Fair City and he is also about to
star in a new play at the Abbey
Theatre called An Old Song,
Half Forgotten, written especially
for him by leading playwright
Deirdre Kinahan.

‘We were touring the country
with Halcyon Days when Covid
happened, and it was put on hold
and new dates were organised,’
says Una. ‘Then Covid happened
again and new dates were given
again. But this time — it would
have been around April last year
— I realised that Bryan couldn’t
learn his lines, he just couldn’t.
This was a script that he had
known and done already. We had
done it for three weeks in the
Viking so he knew the script, but
couldn’t get to grips with it at all.

‘We had to tell Deirdre Kinahan,

. byMaeve
K24 Quigley

who had written Halcyon Days,
the reason why he was pulling out.
At that stage, Bryan hadn’'t said
publicly that he had Alzheimer’s
so Deirdre was one of the first peo-
ple to hear officially, outside of the
family circle. Her first reaction was,
“I'll write a play for him”. I kind of
thought, did she not hear what I
said? He can’t learn the lines. But
she did and she has written this
play and it is fantastic.’

For An Old Song, Half Forgotten,
Bryan won’t have to learn lines, he
will be reading the part of James
O’Brien, 2 man in a nursing home
who has Alzheimer’s. When a string
quartet comes to visit the nursing
home, the music ignites something
in him.

‘It’s fantastic,” says Una. ‘It’s a
play that Bryan won’t have to
learn, he’ll be reading it. There’s a
young man, Matthew, who will be
playing Bryan’s character as the
young man and he’s also kind of a
guide in the play as well as being
his younger self. It’s fascinating.
There’ll be a string quartet there
as well, with music specially writ-
ten, so it’s very exciting.’

The play begins on April 14 and
runs until May 4. For Bryan, it feels
like a return to his spiritual home.

‘I was a member of the Abbey
Theatre Company from my 21st
birthday, and most of the jobs I did
at the very beginning of my career
were in the Peacock Theatre where
this play will be,” he says. ‘It is one
of the best venues in the whole of
the city of Dublin because of the
closeness that the audience has to
the stage. Dee’s great, she’s a ter-
rific writer. She’s very emotional
writer and she’s great to work with,
S0 it’s exciting.’

Bryan, of course, is a stalwart of
both stage and screen in Ireland
and the UK, best remembered for
his roles as lovable rogue Florrie
Knox in The Irish RM and one of
soap’s most iconic villains, the
absolutely sinister Trevor Jor-
dache in Brookside, who ended
his days under the patio of his
family home.

It’s some achievement for a
working-class boy from Inchicore,
who always wanted to be an actor
but didn’t know how until one of
his electrician pals told him about
an Abbey Theatre open day in a
community centre nearby. It was
the height of the 1960s but so
serious was he that he cut off his
hippie hair, went to the auditions
and the rest is history.

Bryan is full of fun and stories
about his life as an actor, being
coached by the late, great Cyril
Cusack, his friend and supporter
from his early days at the Abbey.

‘I adore the job,” says Bryan. ‘I
love being a different character
because you can find things inside
yourself, every part has a new
opening and a new door to go
through. So you're actually kind of
stepping outside of yourself. It’s a
glorious achievement. It’s kind of
spiritual and spooky.’

The thought of all that being
taken away was one of the things
that persuaded Bryan to talk
about his diagnosis publicly. It
took a couple of years, Una says,
for him to come to terms with it
but it was Edel Carey, a specialist
Alzheimer’s nurse from the
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That’s the claim from Fair City
star Bryan Murray, who says

his partner on and off-screen
is thereason he’s coping so well

with an Alzheimeér’s diagnosis

LivDem course, who encouraged
him to tell people.

‘The more Bryan thought about
it, the more he thought, well, if I
can come out and say to people, “I
have dementia”, and they see me
working, they’ll realise it’s not the
end of the world,” says Una. ‘Which
it’s not. It will be four years in May
since he was diagnosed. He’s still
working. He’s still in Fair City, he’s
doing this play and we’re doing
another later this year.’

Bryan is endlessly positive. It’s
always been in his nature, he says,
to be upbeat and look on the bright
side and he felt it was his duty to
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have been very good about work-
ing around us, and they’ve been
more understanding as well,” says
Una. ‘The Fair City team have been
amazing and they have facilitated
him in every way they could — a
script hidden underneath paper or
anewspaper, or the lines up on the
wall. The last time we were in, we
were doing scenes outdoors, and
he had an earpiece in and our
floor manager Aoife was feeding
him the lines.”

Una is just as passionate as Bryan
about her job as an actor. She’s
slim and sparky, but admits that
she carries the burden of worry.

‘My life has changed,” she says,
thoughtfully. ‘I now have to remem-
ber for both of us because he has
no short-term memory. That can
be very stressful, trying to remem-
ber everything. I have lists. We have
a blackboard in the kitchen, we
have a whiteboard upstairs with
events written on it, a calendar
there. So I have to remember
everything for both of us.
Because first thing in the
morning he will say, “What’s
happening today, where are
we going?” I'm like his PA.”

‘Pain in the a**e,” says Bryan,
quick as lightning and Una bats
him away, laughing.

Una also would appear to worry
for both of them too though. Her
grown-up sons and her sister are a
great support as they live nearby
and Bryan’s daughters and son are

Solid
support:
Una and
Bryan are
dealing
with his
diagnosis

in constant contact. ‘I worry all the
time,” Una admits. ‘I worry for the
future. My mother had dementia, my
grandmother had dementia. I'm wor-
ried I'll get it and what happens then?
So I can’t think too far ahead. I try to
live in the moment, because there is
no point in thinking about what the
future will bring.”

She has received help from the
Alzheimer’s Society and Edel Carey,
who also saw the need for support for
carers and family members who had
__little to help on an ongoing basis.

‘She started this group and we
go every second week,’ says
Una. ‘It’s one and a half, two
hours but it helps you realise
that you are not on your
A own. It’s wonderful to have
that support. I'm not a
good person for asking for
help, I find it very diffi-
cult. So sometimes you
just feel very much on
your own.”
Sure, she says, there
are moments when she
feels down but it is
important to make sure

everything is as good

as it can be. Around 32

years ago, Una lost her

only daughter Sorcha
to a cot death at just

17 weeks and though
there were times she
felt like giving up, she
had to keep going for
her son, Tim, then
four, and baby Fionn,
who followed later.

It’s something she

and Bryan have often
talked about. When they
first met, they talked
and talked and talked,
she says. Romance came

alot later.
¥ ‘When you are faced
|y with serious things like
y that, you realise you could
give up, you could fold but
you keep going and find a
way out of it and around it

‘I now have
to remember

everything for
both of us’

and that’s what I am doing again.

Irealise that I am stronger than I
thought in the face of things so I
just keep going.’

For a couple who clearly mean

so much to each other, there’s no
other choice than to make every
day as good as it can be.
‘This woman is a dynamo,’
Bryan says. ‘The whole business
with Alzheimer’s, her support of
me, is beyond belief. I mean, truly
beyond belief. If it wasn’t for Una
being around, I wouldn’t be like
the way I am now. I love her to
bits. She’s fantastic.’

It has been four years since his

diagnosis but Bryan only wants to
show the positive side of what is
happening. He’s not afraid.
‘At 73, you know, you're not only
in the half-time of the play of life,
you’re in the finale. We just have to
go along with it. There’s nothing
else that we can do, but I have no
intention of dying any time soon.
You just have to make the best of
what you can when you have it.
That seems like a silly thing to say
but that’s the way it is. I wouldn’t
change it. I've loved every single
thing that’s happened in my life, I
have few regrets. I've no intention of
falling off the stage yet.’

He pauses and looks lovingly at his
partner, whose sparkling blue eyes
are fixed on him, smiling across the
& kitchen table and says: ‘As long as
Una Crawford O’Brien is around, I'll
J . be fine.”

@ W AN Old Song, Half Forgotten will
= Dbe at the Abbey Theatre, Peacock
~ Stage, Dublin from April 14 to
May 6. For details and tickets see
abbeytheatre.ie or call 01 878 7222




