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The Gardaí at Tipperary Town Garda Station are investigating the disappearance of local man Bobby Ryan, who was reported missing on Friday, the 3rd June 2011.

Bobby Ryan is 52 years of age. He is described as 14st, 5′2″, bald with hazel eyes. When last seen he was wearing a navy polo T-shirt, navy tracksuit bottoms, navy jumper and white runners. He was well known in the area, he drove a truck for a local quarry and worked as a DJ in the area, known as Mr Moonlight.

Bobby Ryan’s family are very concerned for his safety as he has not contacted family or friends since Friday morning, the 3rd June 2011.

From www.garda.ie, Missing Persons section
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Prologue
August 2010: The ballroom of romance

Mary Lowry was sitting on one of the high stools dotted along the bar inside the Times Hotel ballroom. It was Sunday night, the most popular night of the week in the Tipperary town venue, and the crowds had been spilling on to the maple-sprung dancefloor since eight o’clock. As Mary sipped a glass of white wine, giggling and chatting to her friend Eileen, the music from the live band on the stage boomed loudly in the background. The two women had picked a quiet spot at the bar, where they could relax in their own company, but, even though they had tried to avoid attracting attention, Mary caught the eye of a nearby stranger.

Bobby Ryan had spotted her from his regular seat, the one he always occupied at the edge of the dancefloor beside his friend Dave. As Bobby stood up and made his way towards the striking, slender woman with the brunette hair, his trademark smile instantly lit up the room.

‘Will you dance with me?’ he asked.

‘I will,’ said Mary, smiling back at him and jumping excitedly from her seat.

She glanced at Eileen, her friend of more than twenty years, who could sense the instant chemistry between the two. Eileen smiled back at her, giving Mary a knowing glance as she headed towards the dancefloor, arm in arm with Bobby Ryan.

Eileen remained at the bar, listening to the music and minding the drinks, and she watched as Bobby led Mary around the floor, happy to see her friend having a good time. She and Mary had been for a Chinese meal in the Crystal Palace restaurant earlier and Mary, who was mad into music and dancing, had wanted to come to the Times Hotel, a local spot renowned for having good live bands.

Eileen was on a mission to make sure her friend had a good time that evening. It was long overdue. Mary’s husband had died almost three years before, leaving her widowed at forty-one and raising three young children alone. She had been left devastated by his loss and hadn’t been the same since. The two women had a shared history. Like Mary’s late husband, Martin, Eileen’s husband, Arthur, was a dairy farmer. Martin and Arthur had grown up together, each taking on the family farm from his father and trying to make a living out of the land for their own families. The two men were great friends and, as a consequence, so were their wives.

Eileen had supported Mary through the darkest time in her life after Martin died and could see that her friend needed a boost.

So, on that balmy August night, the two women had put on their glad rags, dusted off their dancing shoes, and made their way to the Times Hotel to enjoy themselves. And as Bobby and Mary laughed and danced, Eileen could see something she hadn’t seen in a long time. Mary Lowry, a grief-struck woman who had been numb and lost since the death of her husband, had come alive again in the arms of this stranger.

‘They seemed to have really connected,’ Eileen said about that night. ‘They were very, very happy and seemed buzzing after the dancing together.’

When Mary returned to the bar with Bobby and introduced him, Eileen watched as her friend and her new admirer chatted passionately about their shared love of music. They liked the same bands, enjoyed dancing at the same venues and had the same favourite dance, the jive. It was clear they had much in common.

For all the joy of seeing Mary so happy, Eileen was wary. She didn’t know anything about Bobby Ryan, what kind of man he was or how he might treat her friend. While all three of them talked at the bar, Eileen quietly told Bobby that after what Mary had been through these past three years, she wanted to make sure her friend was in safe hands. She asked him if his intentions were good and if he would look after Mary because she needed a refuge and minding, not someone who would crush her heart and up and leave when it suited him. Mary, who could hear what Eileen was saying, laughed off her friend’s protective words of advice for Bobby.

As it turned out, Eileen had no need to worry about Bobby Ryan. He was as kind-natured as they come, a gentleman who had never intentionally hurt anyone in his life. Although none of them could have known it then, if any warning needed to be given, it should have been for him to be careful about what he was getting himself into.

But that night, as he swept around the room with Mary in his arms, Bobby was blissfully unaware of all that was to come. They were locked in a close embrace, himself and Mary, feet and hearts leaping as they followed the rhythm of the music, his hand firm on the small of her back, her face glowing with the dance and the sense of anticipation.

It was a warm summer’s night in 2010, a night when two people from two very different worlds fatefully collided: the night Mary Lowry met Mr Moonlight.
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1. Keeping it in the family

The Lowry family farm sits perched on top of a lush green hill on the outskirts of Tipperary town, with panoramic views over the wooded ridge of Slievenamuck, a landscape of rolling pasture encircled by the stark beauty of the Galtee Mountains. The farm at Fawnagowan (Fán an Ghabhann in Irish, roughly translated as ‘wandering blacksmith’) came down through the Lowry family to John Lowry. His father, Martin, had farmed the land before him and the Lowry name was among the founding members of the Tipperary Co-Operative Creamery in 1908. After Martin passed, John took on the holding of about fifty acres and worked hard to turn it into a sustainable family business.

Dairy farming was the traditional livelihood for the family, but it was also part of their identity, a family dynasty that had been in existence for generations. John and his wife, Rita, farmed the land while raising eight children: Martin, Jimmy, Johnny, Denis (who died as a baby), Mary, Ann, Catherine and Imelda. They were a tightknit family, hardworking, respectable and devoted to their children. The brothers and sisters looked out for each other, with Martin, the eldest boy, taking particular care of Imelda, the youngest girl and baby of the house. She in turn looked up to him, particularly in later years when he began to excel in GAA circles.

It was Martin who inherited the farm and, with it, his father’s lifestyle. He added a further thirteen acres to the holding by acquiring land in nearby Bansha to expand the operation. Rita could rest assured that the family legacy was in safe hands. Martin was a natural farmer, with a passion and vision for what the farm could be. Like his father before him, he made a good match, bringing home Mary Quigley and introducing her to his life at Fawnagowan. The farmland there is rich and fertile, an enviable bit of land that returns a good living to those who farm it well. Of course, good land like that can be a blessing and a curse in rural areas, where ties to the land can sow the seeds of quiet, bitter jealousies and life-long resentments. As Martin and his new wife settled into their stewardship of the farm, Rita no doubt hoped it would be a blessing for them, as it had been for her and John. With God’s will, it would prove a blessing for the new Mrs Lowry.

Mary Quigley was born on 25 May 1966. Her father, Michael, had a very small fifteen-acre farm in Inchadrinagh, Newport, County Tipperary, and he also worked as a builder’s labourer. Her mother, Annie, a proud housewife, also came from a farming background. The couple had four children: two boys, Pat and Eddie; and two girls, Margaret and Mary.

Mary was the third-born, and after attending secondary school in Newport, she got a job doing reception duties and some bookkeeping with a meat company on the Ballysimon Road in Limerick. It was a family-run business, employing about fifty people and Mary worked there for about fourteen years. She had also had other jobs, working in a co-op and with another large meat processor, and eventually she took a job as a teller in the credit union in Tipperary town.

Mary, or Giddy Mary as she came to be known because of her flighty and impulsive personality, loved dancing. She was in her early twenties when she met her future husband in the Golden Thatch disco in Emly, County Tipperary. She was introduced to Martin Lowry, a young farmer from just outside Tipperary town, by a woman she worked with, and a courtship ensued. After that meeting in the Golden Thatch, which took place around 1986/87, they began to see each other regularly and quickly became, and stayed, best friends.

Martin, according to those who knew him, was ‘absolutely smitten’ with Mary. They were opposites in many ways: he was shy and quiet, while Mary was a ‘live wire’ who was full of energy. Although she was outgoing and vivacious, she led a fairly sheltered life in Newport and never ventured far from home. She had a typical rural upbringing, playing camogie from a young age and going to Mass every week. Mary’s family were very religious, and she too had great faith. Described by those who knew her as having ‘a heart of gold’, she became the kind of person people confided in.

‘She was a confidante to many over the years,’ said one friend. ‘You could go to Mary with your problems and trust that she would never break a confidence. She was always very giving with her time.’

She was also the kind of person who people tended to ‘attach themselves to’. When Mary was in the room, others wanted to be in her company.

‘She wouldn’t be a private person,’ said the friend. ‘She would put herself out there and get involved in whatever was happening, whether it was something in the community or a bit of craic at the bar. She has a very big personality.’

For Martin, his was a life of farming and football. From an early age he was passionately involved in Gaelic games. While hurling was his preferred sport, an eye injury sustained when he was young forced him to concentrate his efforts on Gaelic football. He won West and County minor football medals with his local Arravale Rovers Club and was described as an ‘outstanding player’ in his day. In the club’s centenary year, 1985, he played left cornerback on the Arravale Rovers team that won the West Senior football final and was on the panel when the club won the County Senior Football title.

Mary’s older brother Eddie, to whom she is very close, met Martin at GAA matches before he was finally invited to pay a visit to the Quigley family home. Martin was soon part of the family, and Eddie became very fond of the man in Mary’s life. The way was clear for the young couple, who were mad about each other. Three or four years later, Mary and Martin decided to get engaged and she started to put money away in the credit union. Choosing to get married was not a big romantic gesture, Martin did not get down on one knee, and there was no grand announcement. But that was Martin, pragmatic, low-key and down to earth.

For Mary and Martin, their life together was to be one of rural idyll, albeit rising to the challenges of running a profitable farm. Martin had inherited the farm prior to his father’s passing in December 1993, and before he and Mary got married they decided to build an extension on to the existing Lowry family home. Mary got a loan from the credit union and they built on a kitchen, sitting room and bedroom, leaving the original part of the house for Martin’s mother, Rita, to continue living in. The young couple took one bedroom from her side of the house, with her permission.

In 1995, they married in Mary’s home parish in Newport and held their wedding reception in the nearby Dundrum House Hotel. They moved on to the farm at Fawnagowan, where they took another room and bedroom from the original house. Although Rita was effectively living in a separate part of the house, Mary found herself living under the close scrutiny of her mother-in-law in those early years of marriage. As she had always done, Rita served up Martin’s dinner every night, now adding his new bride to the table. As Martin and Mary’s children were born, she was on hand to help Mary out as much as she could.

Their eldest child, Tommy, was born in September 1997, the middle son, Jack, followed almost two years to the day later in September 1999, and their youngest, Micheál, was born in the run-up to Christmas 2003. Mary and Martin only had three bedrooms on their side of the house, so Tommy took a room on his nana’s side of the house. The three generations rubbed along side by side, a happy family.

Martin, a dedicated father and husband, was also keen to make his mark in agricultural circles. He joined the Irish Farming Association’s (IFA) Tipperary town branch and in 2002 he held the joint roles of chairman and registrar. During his time in office, membership of the branch was said to be at an ‘all-time high’ due to Martin’s popularity among fellow farmers. In 2002 he also won the IFA/FBD Scholarship Tour award for South Tipperary and joined forty-nine others in an investigative tour of the Baltic farming states of Latvia and Lithuania. During his time abroad he learned about pioneering farming techniques he could implement at home. At that time, Mary was working full-time in the local credit union, but she soon turned homemaker as their family grew. The children were her job and Martin ran the farm.

The close family circle included Martin’s sister Imelda, who had married Pat Quirke, a local dairy farmer who lived close by at Breanshamore, known locally as Breansha, about six miles from Fawnagowan. Martin performed the duty of best man for Pat when he and Imelda married in September 1995 in St Michael’s Church in Tipperary town. The reception was held in the Aherlow House Hotel, just above Pat’s farm in Breansha, the same venue where Dolores O’Riordan of The Cranberries had celebrated her wedding the year before.

Martin and Pat had much in common. Just like Martin, his friend and brother-in-law, Pat had inherited the family land when his father signed it over to him before his death. Also like Martin, Pat was ambitious for his holding and his own standing in the agricultural community. But while Pat was concerned with one-upmanship when it came to his livelihood, Martin, say friends, ‘would never have asked another man how many acres he had, or how many cows were in his herd. Those things weren’t important to him.’

As their farms were located so near to each other, the two farmers pooled their resources. They bought the best farming equipment, which they owned jointly. They shared knowledge, sought out the newest technologies and ideas and helped each other out on the land as and when needed. It was a good friendship and partnership.

Their wives, Mary and Imelda, were in each other’s company often, but were different in many ways. Imelda held the power in the friendship and was considered the ‘tougher’ and more dominant of the two. They were both into keeping fit and played tennis together at the local Rosanna Tennis Club. Mary, who was extremely sporty, saw her involvement as more of a social pastime, while Imelda became known for being fiercely competitive on the court.

When they were pregnant, the two women went swimming together, their matching bumps protruding from their slim frames. Both women kept themselves well turned out and cared about their appearance, attending the same local hairdresser, where, for a time, they had the same style of dark-haired bob dyed and cut. Imelda was said to be the more ‘glam’ of the two. She liked the finer things in life and would splash out on designer brands and high-end must-haves.

‘Imelda likes her style,’ said one local. She was slightly more aloof and guarded than Mary, who was described as more ‘free-spirited’ than her sister-in-law.

With three sons each, the two women had much in common when it came to the demands of motherhood. Their boys, through family tradition, were absorbed in all things GAA from a very young age. Imelda and Mary settled into their roles as GAA mums, ferrying their boys to training and cheering them on from the sidelines. Mary’s boys followed in their father’s footsteps, playing junior hurling and football for Arravale Rovers, while Imelda’s boys lined out for their local team, Lattin–Cullen. There was a playful rivalry between the families, but the close bond they shared ensured they always supported each other.

Martin and Imelda had always been close as brother and sister, and now their spouses added to that enjoyment, sharing a friendship that was important to all of them. They were involved in each other’s lives through friendship as well as family ties, and their close bond made life easier and better for everyone.

As can often happen, just when things seem to be coming together nicely, life can deal a hard blow. In 2005, two years after their youngest child was born, Martin began to suffer from a pain in his knee. He reckoned an old footballing injury was the cause and did his best to get on with things, in spite of the nagging ache. After a year and a half of pain, however, which was showing no sign of going away, in 2007 he went to his doctor to get it checked out. The family was shattered by the diagnosis he received: cancer. Martin had osteosarcoma, a type of bone cancer that often shows up first in the bones around the knee.

Over the course of the following difficult months, Mary was by his side, attending his medical appointments in Dublin and looking after him at home. The trips were daunting for Mary, who had rarely been out of the county and didn’t have the confidence to drive into a big city on her own. She was nervous about travelling on the train, so when he could, her brother Eddie took her to see Martin in the Mater Hospital in Dublin city centre.

They hired extra help on the farm and Mary herself started to help with the daily milking. As the prognosis worsened and the cancer spread to his lungs, the family had to come to terms with the possibility that big, strong Martin Lowry might not win this fight. Although he was in great pain, those who knew him say his concern was never for himself, only for his family and friends. Despite his illness, he insisted on attending the juvenile games his sons were involved in at Arravale Rovers, right up until his death.

As he became weaker, Mary nursed him at home with the help of nurses from the local hospice. Martin passed away at home in his beloved Fawnagowan, on 23 September 2007. He was just forty-three years of age, a man who should have had a long life ahead of him. Mary was a widow at forty-one, with three heartbroken children who were aged just ten, eight and three and a half years old. Her mother-in-law, Rita, was still living next door, and the whole family was united in a terrible grief for the son, husband and father they had lost.

Hundreds came to pay their respects at the Lowry farm in the sad days after Martin’s death. Mary was surrounded by her own family, but Martin’s sister Imelda, although dealing with her own devastation over the loss, supported Mary and the boys as the initial grief took hold. At the funeral, the Arravale Rovers Club provided a guard of honour from St Michael’s Parish Church to the adjacent graveyard, where Martin was laid to rest alongside his father, John. In the In memoriam card given to friends and loved ones shortly after his death, the image of Martin shows him smiling and squinting at the camera. The backdrop to the headshot was a photograph of the farm at Fawnagowan, with dairy cows grazing in the green fields. On the back, a short tribute carried the following lines:


A Tribute to Martin

A dearest son, brother, brother-in-law, nephew, cousin, uncle, godfather, husband & wonderful Daddy and friend,

I know you would not want any fuss but you deserved to be fussed about.

A man who was born to be a farmer, father and friend,

A shy smile with plenty of time for everyone, always there to lend a hand & always there to see the good in everyone and everything,

Even through your pain and suffering you still managed a smile.

Our family circle is broken but we know you are helping us through with God beside you lending a hand,

We always love and miss you.



Despite his ailing health as he succumbed to the ravages of cancer, Martin’s thoughts were for the future of his young family. Just one month before he died, he made his will, leaving everything to his wife so that she had the means to take care of their children. There were a life insurance policy, a substantial investment portfolio and, of course, the family farm at Fawnagowan, which was a very valuable asset.

The farm, which had been meticulously maintained by Martin, was located in the Golden Vale, an area of premium-quality agricultural land that is unrivalled anywhere else in Ireland. Stretching across north Munster from east Tipperary to west Limerick and through north County Cork, the rich soil in the area is free draining and among only 3 per cent of its type in the country. However, the real value of Fawnagowan lay deep below its fertile soil. Locals in Tipperary talk of a sheet of land that stretches from Tipperary town all the way to Cahir, about thirteen miles away. Once the rich topsoil is stripped back, all that can be seen is gravel – a quarryman’s dream. The Lowry farm sits on a section of this gravel-rich sheet.

There were already two quarries next to the farm, one belonging to the O’Dwyers and the other owned by the Kinnanes.

At the height of the ‘Celtic Tiger’ economic boom, when land with quarrying potential drew big money, Fawnagowan had been valued at just under €3 million. In spite of this, even after Martin died there were never any plans to sell it. It was still Rita’s home, and home to Mary and her three boys, who might later choose to follow in their father’s footsteps and farm the land themselves. So, for now, Mary had to take up the burden of working the farm as best she could, even though running a farm was the last thing she wanted to do.

She probably wasn’t aware of it then, amid her grief and the burden of trying to keep hearth and home together, but her role as farm owner put her in a new position. She was now, thanks to Martin’s careful planning, a wealthy widow. From the outside, she would have seemed a very good catch – the farm, the assets, the money. Mary Lowry was sitting on some of the finest farming ground in Tipperary. It’s likely she didn’t realize that this made her vulnerable, but it did.

Fortunately for Mary, her husband’s partner in farming, his brother-in-law, Pat Quirke, was there to offer much-needed help. He had made a promise to the dying Martin Lowry that he would be there for his family, to help them in the dark times that would come after his death. Now that that had come to pass, Pat stepped up to keep that promise.

Pat offered to rent sixty-three acres of Martin’s land and also to assist Mary with some of the financial investments her husband had made when he was alive. He and Martin were both in a local farming discussion group called the Tipperary Discussion Group and had shared off-farm investments, of which Pat had detailed knowledge. He tried to bridge the gap left by Martin, making himself useful at every turn. He became a daily presence on the farm, always there to give advice. He was the rock Mary leaned on during this most difficult period of her life.

Almost three years after Martin Lowry’s death, Mary walked into the Times Hotel ballroom with her friend, Eileen.

Back in those days, Sunday night in the Times was a mecca for patrons of the social dancing scene in Tipperary town. John Buckley, the man selling the tickets at the door, knew the big names that would draw a crowd – The Indians, Robert Mizzell and Jimmy Buckley, to name a few. It wasn’t the most glamorous of places, but countless marriages were sealed and an equal number of hearts were broken inside its walls.

The ballroom had an old-world feel, with its step-down dancefloor and decorative ceiling. There was a long corridor on the way into the venue, where the raised stage at the top of the main room was the focal point of the evening’s entertainment. John sold the tickets at the entrance, greeting his regulars by their first names as they piled in through the door. The women, mostly middle-aged, wore tight miniskirts and high heels, and the men came clad in a variety of checked shirts and faded denims. It wasn’t like the dancehalls of old, where all the men would be on one side and the women on the other. The tables were mixed, men and women, young and old, separated and married.

John could always spot an unknown face and would tell the ladies who were new to the scene to sit up at the bar. That way, he would tell them, a man could walk up to the counter under the guise of buying a drink rather than running the risk of walking across the floor, getting turned down and having to walk back red-faced. John had the measure of his crowd and knew exactly how to make the evening hum.

Bobby Ryan was one of the regulars at the Times. He had taken up social dancing after his marriage ended in 2005, mastering the jive and the waltz after considerable effort. He mixed well with the crowd. He was the kind of man who could walk into a room full of strangers and engage with them with ease. He was also a man of modest means. He often lived pay cheque to pay cheque, rented a small house and spent little on grand personal possessions. He worked as often and as hard as he could. His main job was as a truck driver for the local Killough Quarry, but his other source of income was as a part-time DJ, going by the stage name Mr Moonlight. It was the music that was his real passion in life.

At the time he met Mary Lowry, Bobby was working as a quarry driver and also had a regular Saturday night slot in Fox’s, a famed pub on the Main Street in Cashel owned by the former Tipperary hurler Pat Fox.

‘Saturday night was Bobby’s night,’ a colleague from Fox’s recalled. ‘He would come in with all his old-school CDs and set up near the back. He played all the eighties classics and would take requests from the punters in between songs. He was a great man for getting the crowd going and the craic would be great. Everyone just loved him, he was full of craic, never in bad form.’

As well as DJing in Fox’s, he played at birthday parties and other functions, ferrying around his beloved DJ equipment, his ‘disco kit’ as he called it, in his silver Citroën van. It had his moniker, ‘Mr Moonlight’, emblazoned across the windscreen and he kept it immaculately clean, inside and out.

When Bobby turned up at the Times for his usual Sunday night dance on an August evening in 2010, he spotted a woman he’d never seen before sitting on a bar stool. He made his way over to her and asked her to dance. A delighted Mary Lowry readily accepted.

‘We got on like a house on fire,’ she would later say.

Mary told Bobby that she was on the hunt for tickets to the All-Ireland hurling final on 5 September, so her boys could see Tipperary play Kilkenny. He offered to help her with the tickets and they exchanged mobile phone numbers.

It was a chance encounter, but it was the moment when the cloud of grief that had engulfed her finally lifted. In Bobby Ryan, a man with a carefree, happy-go-lucky attitude to life, Mary Lowry saw a chance of happiness once again. Bobby was approaching fifty-two, almost eight years older than her, but he had the mind and spirit of a teenager. He loved life and he loved dancing and so did Mary. He was a breath of fresh air in a world that had felt stagnant for so long.

They were from very different backgrounds, Mary Lowry and Bobby Ryan. She was a wealthy, land-owning widow with three young children and he was a modest truck driver with few responsibilities. She played tennis and volunteered for charity work, he played music and lived for the moment. But Mary had a wild streak – a giddy personality and an untameable spirit. Fate, a shared love of dancing and an undeniable spark drew her to Bobby Ryan.

As her friend Eileen minded their drinks and watched her friend dancing, she smiled to see Mary laughing once again. She and Bobby cut a dash around the floor. It wasn’t going to come as a surprise when the two started to see each other regularly.

After that evening in the Times Hotel, it was a few months before Eileen saw the couple again. Bobby was DJing in Fox’s pub and Mary asked Eileen to accompany her to see him. She went along as a show of support, glad to see that life was moving on for her friend. Some time after that, on St Patrick’s Day 2011, she met them in the Ballyglass Hotel.

‘Mary seemed very joyous and Bobby as well,’ she would later recall. ‘They seemed very, very happy.’

One of the difficult things about a new relationship in later life is the number of people it can affect. Where there are children, even adult children, they are sure to have an opinion on their parent’s choice of partner. Mary and Bobby had families to consider, which meant they had to tread carefully and respectfully.

The Ryan family weren’t terribly enthusiastic about their father’s new girlfriend. Bobby’s only son, Robert, didn’t think the relationship was serious in the beginning and didn’t read much into it. His father had had girlfriends in the past and he didn’t think this one would last long. It was a bit of dancing and a bit of fun, that was all.

Bobby was very close to his daughter, Michelle. It was during one of her father’s DJ sessions that Michelle first met Mary. She would later say that on that particular night in Cashel, Mary was watching her father like a hawk. It was so intense that Michelle spoke to Mary, advising her that if she was the sensitive type, she wasn’t the woman for her father, because he wasn’t shy. Mary laughed it off.

While others may have doubted them, Mary and Bobby were sure of each other. Everything about the relationship suited Mary. Bobby could call to her house during the week. He might stay over, or he might not, there was never a big plan. It was an easy-going and flexible arrangement that worked perfectly for them.

Mary was mad about Bobby and eager to introduce him to her in-laws when the time came. For any young widow, the thought of introducing a new boyfriend to her husband’s family is daunting. For Mary, there were added pressures. The Lowry family had long since established themselves as one of the most well-respected families in Tipperary town, both in farming circles and through the GAA. Rita, a native of Ballygarvan in County Cork, had moved to the town in 1948 to work in the post office. She was the woman who founded the Sean Treacy Camogie Club. She played in the Munster final for Tipperary when they defeated her native Cork in 1952. She was a close friend of Christy Ring, one of Ireland’s greatest ever hurlers. She maintained a scrapbook dedicated to Ring’s life, as well as amassing a huge collection of GAA photos and news clippings. Down through the years her home in Fawnagowan became a shrine to hurling through her love of the game. Her three boys, Jimmy, Johnny and Martin, played football and hurling for Tipperary at various grades.

The Lowry name carried with it great honour and pride, but it was also a name that had to be upheld and protected. If there was ever a problem within the family, that’s where the problem stayed. They were close-knit, guarded and intensely private. There was an unspoken understanding that no one brought disrepute on the family in word or deed. So how would they react to the news that Mary was in love with Bobby Ryan?

The family had rallied around Mary and her sons after Martin’s death, knowing how much she had loved Martin and how devastated she was by his loss. Even though she was now the owner of Fawnagowan, it remained as it always had been: the home place for all the Lowry siblings. All of Martin’s brothers and sisters continued to visit Rita frequently, so the farm still felt like home, and Mary didn’t want to disrupt that.

Given that Rita lived next door, Mary was conscious that the appearance of Bobby around the farm, a strange man in Rita’s eyes, may have given her mother-in-law cause for unease. So, on the nights he stayed over, Bobby always parked the van in the farmyard, where Rita couldn’t see it from her window. He and Mary were careful to be discreet at all times. But Rita Lowry, who Bobby once told a friend had mistaken him for a gardener, was a woman of the world, and Mary knew she would quickly figure out what was going on.

When she felt the time was right, Mary went to Rita and told her that she was seeing someone. It was a mark of respect to her mother-in-law to give her the news in person.

‘There was no problem,’ Mary would later say. ‘She received it well.’

Mary might have been nervous of having that conversation with Rita, but Rita was delighted for her daughter-in-law. She knew the heartache that Mary had suffered after Martin’s death and she was big-hearted enough to be happy for Mary’s new-found happiness. It was Rita who told Johnny and Mary, two of Martin’s siblings, about Mary’s new relationship. They were both happy for her, with Johnny calling her and Mary sending her a text, wishing her well.

News of Mary’s relationship with a part-time DJ from Cashel filtered out to the rest of the extended Lowry family soon afterwards. Then, in February 2011, Aoife Lowry, the daughter of Martin’s brother Jimmy, held a party to celebrate her eighteenth birthday. Invitations were issued, and Mary and Bobby were invited together as a couple.

Mary was reluctant to go initially, but then realized that the event presented an opportunity to introduce Bobby to her in-laws face to face. She went to the party, which was held in Jimmy White’s pub in Bohertrime, with Bobby, her sister, Margaret, and her brother-in-law, John. Jimmy Lowry met Bobby at the party and briefly spoke to him after they were introduced. Like his siblings, he was happy for his sister-in-law.

By that stage, Mary’s three boys had also met Bobby. She had introduced them to him after Christmas 2010. In those early days, Jack, who was eleven at the time, felt uncomfortable. He thought Bobby was taking over his father’s role and responded in the way a child would, by slagging him off for being bald. But when he realized that his mother was very happy, he soon changed his mind. Bobby was kind to the boys. He took them away on trips, on one occasion to Tramore in County Waterford, where he brought them on carnival rides and into arcades. Later on, their mother’s boyfriend also went with Mary to buy a ‘field car’ – a 1987 Toyota Corolla for Tommy to learn how to drive.

Everything seemed to be falling into place for Mary. In Bobby Ryan, she had got a new lease of life and, perhaps, an unexpected chance to be happy again. Now that their relationship was out in the open, she could relax and enjoy being together with Bobby. She had been honest with everyone – her children, her own family and the Lowry clan. The road ahead was cleared of obstacles, and she could finally enjoy her happiness.

The Ballyglass Hotel, located just outside Tipperary town in five acres of lush green gardens close to the beautiful Glen of Aherlow, was Pat and Imelda Quirke’s local. Their home and adjacent farm, a modest holding of sixty-seven acres, were just a few miles away, in Breanshamore. Imelda’s family were regular patrons too. Her mother, Rita, played cards there every Thursday night, and Imelda’s brothers, Jimmy and Johnny, were also known to frequent the hotel. The Ballyglass is a small, family-run hotel in a nineteenth-century house and its private dining room, the Coach House, was often booked by the Lowrys as they celebrated special occasions down through the years. The dining room was small and intimate, with a homely interior that provided the perfect backdrop for their close-knit gatherings.

One Sunday at the beginning of December 2010, Rita, her sons and daughters, and all their children came together for dinner. Mary Lowry was there too, enjoying the company and the chat, when someone made a passing remark about where she had been the night before: ‘Did you have a good time in Cashel last night, Mary?’ It was a throwaway line, lost on most around the table, but someone in earshot was paying very close attention to this conversation.

As Mary was questioned about her night out, Pat Quirke strained to hear her answers. He maintained a careful poise, hiding the effect of Mary’s words on him. Inside, he was seething with rage. In the middle of this family gathering, there was a dark secret that had to be protected at all costs. No one present was aware of it, but it took an effort of willpower for Pat Quirke to stay in his seat and carry on as normal, talking to his wife and her family.

He watched as Mary chatted happily about Bobby Ryan. He knew, of course, that she was friendly with Bobby, but he had passed it off as a social relationship, a dancing buddy for those nights out in places like the Times Hotel. But here was Mary being asked about Bobby as if he was a fixture in her life, as if he was important, as if people who knew Mary saw him as her boyfriend. Worse still, he hadn’t a clue about where she’d been last night – why hadn’t she told him?

Mary Lowry’s brother-in-law listened hard and took it all in. The chat and clatter of cutlery rattled on around him, but for Pat Quirke there was only the voice of Mary Lowry, as she talked animatedly about going out with Bobby Ryan. Everyone else present seemed delighted for her, but Pat wasn’t. Mary Lowry was his lover, the woman with whom he was having a passionate affair, and here she was giggling about another man. What the hell was going on?
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2. Land, sex and money

Patrick James Quirke was born on 22 November 1968 in Tipperary. His mother, Eileen, was a housewife and his father, Patrick, or PJ as he was known, was a farmer with a modest sixty-seven-acre holding about 3.5 miles from Tipperary town. The farm sat below the Aherlow woods and the entrance to the Glen of Aherlow, about five miles from the Lowry farm at Fawnagowan. Eileen was the quintessential farmer’s wife. Her interests included home baking and knitting and she was heavily involved in the local Mount Bruis Guild of the Irish Countrywomen’s Association (ICA). She ran a strict home regime, had a great flare for homemaking and was extremely proud of her respected standing in the community. Her father, John Dore, was a detective garda in Tipperary garda station. He died in 1972 when Pat was just four years old.

The couple had four daughters and Pat, their only son. The five children received an equal primary education, attending Mount Bruis National School near the family home in Breansha, but it was clear from the start that only one would inherit the family farm. As the sole male heir, Pat was to lead a very different life from that of his four sisters.

‘Pat was very entitled, and I think that goes back to what happened when he was young,’ said a former close friend. ‘His father took a stroke when he was in secondary school and could no longer man the farm. Pat’s four sisters were at boarding school. Pat was kept at home and they all went to university. Pat always had it that people had it easy compared to him. It was a case of poor Pat, woe is me.’

Pat received his farming certificate in 1989 and officially took over the lands at Breanshamore in 1993 while his father was still living. Around that time he was dating Imelda Lowry, one of the four sisters at Fawnagowan. Imelda, like Pat’s mother, was active in the ICA. She was quiet, well brought up and had a keen interest in farming because of her own background. They were childhood sweethearts whose romance blossomed in their mid-teens through Macra na Feirme, a voluntary rural youth organization of which they were both members. Pat was seen as a bit of a loner, who never really socialized, and Imelda quickly became his closest friend.

‘All they knew was each other,’ said one local farmer. ‘They were the type who sat outside the disco eating ice creams while everyone else was inside dancing.’

The couple married on 2 September 1995 and Imelda’s brother Martin, who was seeing Mary Lowry at the time, was Pat’s best man. The two families were delighted with the match.

After they got married, Pat and Imelda – Imelda worked as a sales rep in car finance for Woodchester Finance – built a house on the land at Breansha and tried to borrow as little money as they possibly could. They took out a small mortgage, and saw the property appreciate greatly in value, mostly due to the property boom of the 1990s. Meanwhile, Pat’s mother remained in the old, run-down family farmhouse on the same land – the same sort of shared living arrangement that Imelda’s mother, Rita, would enjoy over at Fawnagowan.

While his sisters pursued careers in teaching and banking, Pat devoted himself to the land and the farm. His neighbours described him as a ‘gruff, cool character’ who they believed considered himself to be a cut above the rest.

‘He would barely lift his head to you, never mind talk to you,’ said one.

The feeling was that his easy acquisition of the farm and lands gave him a sense of entitlement that spilled over into the rest of his life, that he was the ‘gentleman-farmer’, the landowner, the man at the head of the table, and he expected to be well treated because of this.

‘His father was the same, dour,’ one of his neighbours remarked. ‘Pat was a very cool character, not friendly at all in fact. He would have kept to himself over the years, apart from his involvement in the farming community. He wouldn’t have been a man for the pub, just the farm and his family, that was pretty much it.’

Pat took his role as farm owner and manager very seriously, always looking for a way to increase the revenue generated by his business. He had a number of farm workers who helped him over the years and the feeling was that Pat spent much of his time in the office, his time consumed with the myriad of investments he was involved in. Off the farm, he was a consummate networker and prided himself on his reputation and his ability to turn every situation to his advantage.

‘Pat used to always say that if you had an idea that you wanted to get through, that you would have your groundwork done initially,’ said a former friend. ‘He would say you had to have an established level of support before you put a proposal on the table. Make what you like of that, whether Pat would be pressing the flesh or whatever.’

Talking to the people of Breanshamore, the feeling is that Pat was the type of person who was always working to an agenda, who had an ulterior motive tucked up his sleeve. Country people tend to be very wary of anyone who seems to have a public face and a private face. They value straightforward honesty in all dealings, and particularly in business and farming matters. There was a general belief that Pat Quirke was not a man who dealt in straightforward honesty.

In December 1997, Pat’s father passed away. Imelda gave birth to their first child, a boy they named Liam, in June 1998. A year later, in 1999, Pat and a friend set up the Tipperary Discussion Group and asked Leonie Foster, a New Zealand dairy consultant, to facilitate it. Martin Lowry was also a member of the group.

‘Pat was one of the main founders,’ a former member of the group recalled. ‘He introduced rules, that was typical Pat, all about control. Any farmer who missed three meetings would be thrown out. People who had the best of reasons for missing a meeting were put out and it caused serious division. It would be up to the chairman’s discretion, if a fella came along with his excuses, and of course Pat was chairman for the first two years. He was very controlling. He was always agitating, always wanting things his way.’

Together with Imelda, Pat vied for a position in the upper echelons of the farming world. Theirs was a marriage of equals. Pat was in constant competition with his neighbours, obsessed with getting more land and more cows. Imelda, say those who know her, held the same steely ambition to have a farm that was bigger and better than everyone else’s.

Speaking at the Positive Farmers Conference at the South Court Hotel in Limerick some years later, in January 2005, Pat said that the formation of this discussion group ‘heralded the start of a huge personal development phase’ in his life. He told the audience how he and Imelda had decided that they needed a financial plan for retirement, and how this in turn led them into the world of financial investments. He put it very simply: ‘We had to make more money.’

In an attempt to achieve this goal, in 2000 Imelda and Pat attended a two-day introductory course on the topic of shares. Run by a well-known dairy farmer, Mike Murphy, and an agri-business consultant, Lynaire Ryan, among others, the course ran over two days and was described as an ‘introduction to investments’. The course wasn’t billed as expert guidance, but simply as a general overview to allow attendees to gain some insight and then go off and learn more.

One farmer who also attended the course said it was ‘basic stuff. In terms of a legitimate qualification for anything, it was literally just an explanation. How you set up a share account, how you get information, that sort of thing. It wouldn’t remotely equip somebody to go off and invest heavily. Not remotely qualified to advise others what to do with their money.’

Upon completion of the two-day introductory course, Pat dived straight in and started purchasing shares. Around the same time, he and Imelda bought three buy-to-let houses in the Tipperary area, two in Cashel and one in Tipperary town. This gave them a rental income separate from the farm income. Their plan was being put into practice, with an eye to their future. Alongside this, Pat worked to establish himself within agricultural circles, both in Ireland and abroad. By 2001 he was chairman of the IFA Dairy Committee in South Tipperary and also a member of the advisory committee of Tipperary Co-op Creamery. He was also now a father of two as his second son, Alan, was born in February 2001.
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