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GARDAI have been inquiring into the sexual activities of poet Cathal O Searcaigh with young males in Nepal since 2006, according to Interpol correspondence seen by the Sunday Tribune.

Interpol officers in the Nepalese capital Kathmandu were first contacted by gardai in October 2006, following reports made to Irish authorities of improper sexual relationships by O Searcaigh.

In official correspondence, gardai requested Interpol officials in Nepal to confirm whether these "various degrees of sexual activity" would be considered a crime in Nepal.

"Before an investigation would be contemplated here, it is requested from you to advise if such offences as contained in the Criminal Justice Act 1994, also constitute offences in your country, " says the garda document.

The document goes on to say, "Would this be the case, please provide us with a copy of your relevant legislation."

O Searcaigh is described as a prominent Irish citizen and renowned poet by the gardai.

Garda correspondence also says O Searcaigh has "admitted to some activity but not penetration".

Nepalese police say the 2006 garda inquiry related to O Searcaigh's activities with three "young males" aged between 17 and 19 in February 2006 in the town of Pokhera, west of the capital Kathmandu. The garda correspondence also records that various degrees of sexual activity were admitted by the Nepalese.

Under Nepalese law, intercourse between men is illegal and therefore sexual activities excluding penetration would not appear to be a breach of the law there, said Nepalese police authorities.

"There is no law against homosexuality in Nepal, " they said.

However, the garda document says, "This admission of sexual activity with underage young men would constitute a criminal offense under Irish legislation and would therefore merit an investigation."

The garda correspondence also requests Nepalese counterparts to confirm the "ages for legal purposes" and "rape and other forms of child sex abuse" laws in Nepal.

Nepalese police affirmed "the age of consent for sexual activity is 16 years for both males and females" and that Nepal has legislation "against the offence of rape as well as other forms of child sex abuse".

Gardai contacted Nepalese police in February 2008 to request re-confirmation of the same Interpol information and laws surrounding homosexuality, to which Nepalese police replied the laws had not changed.

Police in Kathmandu said they had not received a formal complaint or allegation from within the jurisdiction against O Searcaigh.

In a separate development, a Nepalese government-sponsored children's agency, the Child Welfare Board (CWB), said it is conducting an investigation into O Searcaigh's relationships with young males.

The secretary of the CWB, Gyan Bahadur Lama, said he had "serious concerns at this stage of the investigation".

A separate investigation by the children's NGO Voices Of Children (VOC) is continuing after interviews and treatment of two boys who had sexual activity with O Searcaigh.

The director of VOC, Krisna Thapa, said prosecution in Nepal is difficult. He said Nepal is seen as a safe haven for sex tourism because of weak and inadequate laws and corruption.
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TALE WITH NO HAPPY ENDING
TV REVIEW: 'Pussycat, pussycat, where have you been? I've been to London to visit the queen. Pussycat, pussycat, what did you there? I frightened a little Maoist under her chair.' Hilary Fanin reviews this week's television highlights.

Fairytale of Kathmandu RTÉ1, Tuesday

So riffed Cathal Ó Searcaigh, having inquired of a young Nepalese friend whether there were Maoists in his local village and having received the answer that there were, indeed, many "Maoists" of the little furry long-tailed variety, the kind that scuttle under chairs. Language is tricky, understanding other cultures is tricky, accepting mores and traditions that are not your own is tricky. The politics of desire are extremely tricky.

Fairytale of Kathmandu finally aired on RTÉ this week, allowing the viewing public to see what all the fuss on the airwaves and in the papers has been about these last few weeks. Just on the off-chance that you have had your head firmly lodged in your coal scuttle, let me fill you in on the story so far. Two years ago, film-maker Neasa Ní Chianáin accompanied her friend, Irish-language poet Ó Searcaigh, to Nepal, a place he considered to be his spiritual home, where he took up residence for three months each year in the Buddha Hotel to write his poems and cruise the streets for attractive young men to patronise.

Ní Chianáin's film (which, almost incidentally at this stage, is beautifully shot), follows Ó Searcaigh - along with a bunch of acolytes, his gang, young men he has befriended over the years - as he sojourns in that misty far-off land. Along the way, after trekking in the mountains with the poet and observing him peruse the dusty city streets for bicycles and clothes to gift to his young associates, Ní Chianáin's hitherto sentimentalised portrait of "the guru of the hills" sours into disillusionment. Witnessing the frequency with which Ó Searcaigh invites new "friends" to stay in his room for the night, she begins to suspect that the poet's beneficence comes at a price. Her romantic illusions about her Donegal neighbour are shattered as this idealised artist in his pill-box hat turns out, surprise surprise, to be a sexual being, a man using his power to gratify his own desires.

And bang, the fuse is lit: now, instead of a mellow paean to the poet, dripping with sensitivity and shod by the natural shoe shop, we have a stomping beast of a documentary featuring sexual tourism and exploitation and, in the leading role, an over-indulged, libidinous westerner tripping around the Himalayan foothills with his parasol under his arm, like an archetypal colonialist looking for a little something to sweeten his tea.

Fairytale of Kathmandu is a depressing film on many levels, but primarily because of Ó Searcaigh's desperate self-delusion. The man is incapable, it would seem, of understanding how his actions impinge on those around him and unable to recognise the inequality, the disparity of power, that make the sexual relationships he has with young Nepalese men (all, as the programme admitted, over Nepal's age of consent) so difficult to condone.

"I prefer to give money directly to the boys," he said, with no hint of irony.

A man lauded for his talent, courage and openness about his sexuality, Ó Searcaigh is clearly unable to resist the temptations of omnipotence ("He is like a god to us," smiled one of his friends) and behave with judicious restraint in an impoverished country among vulnerable young people.

But, however distasteful and exploitative Ó Searcaigh's conduct, these are relationships he honestly admitted in the paltry few minutes on film Ní Chianáin allowed him to defend himself, once they were back in Donegal. ("I wanted to talk, but I didn't know how," was Ní Chianáin's fey excuse for not confronting him during their time in Nepal, which goes to the heart of the film's weakness.)

It is also depressing that we are being asked to share in Ní Chianáin's naive shock and distress. Had she thought about it before she boarded the plane, clutching Ó Searcaigh's eloquently revealing volumes of poetry, it might have occurred to her to look at her friend's life (a depressive mother, a repressive society, a first love shattered when the man he loved left him for a woman) and conclude that his complex sexuality wasn't going to be contained by his fez.

I don't condone Ó Searcaigh's actions, and my instinct towards the man and his pompous egotism is not friendly, but I was made uneasy by the film's incautious emotional appeal, and its possible consequences both for Ó Searcaigh and the young men now tainted by his largesse.

In a film that questions the nature of consent, perhaps Ní Chianáin herself has questions to answer (some Nepalese friends of Ó Searcaigh's have expressed anger that their consent for inclusion in this film was never sought, and it has been suggested that others felt coerced into making condemnatory statements after Ó Searcaigh's departure from Nepal). "I searched their faces for answers," Ní Chianáin said of the young Nepalese men at one point in her film, attempting to unravel the complexity of the interactions she had witnessed.

But maybe there is no such thing as an answer in this intricate web of motives and needs, and possibly more care should have been taken before the life and career of this delusional man was thrown on to the smouldering coals of our collective outrage.

Ó Searcaigh confident he will be vindicated [news story]

Poet Cathal Ó Searcaigh, who has been at the centre of controversy over a film portraying his relationships with young men in Nepal, has said he is confident he will be "vindicated".

Ó Searcaigh said his life has suffered because of the screening of the documentary Fairytale of Kathmandu. In a statement to RTÉ's Late Late Show last night, Ó Searchaigh said he had "been deeply wounded by this film but I am confident in the fullness of times I will be vindicated".

The documentary, by filmmaker Neasa Ní Chianáin, was broadcast on RTÉ on Tuesday night. While Ms Ní Chianáin stressed that none of the young men was under 16, the age of consent in Nepal, she has expressed concern at the power disparity in Ó Searcaigh's relationships with teenagers because of his relative wealth and status as westerner. Ó Searcaigh said: "I need time to reconsider my life and to work out a way to come to terms with my situation."

Ó SEARCAIGH NOT ALONE IN HAVING QUESTIONS TO ANSWER

OPINION: Neasa Ní Chianáin's film about the poet suggests she too can be accused of misusing power, writes Dermod Moore .

Neasa Ní Chianáin's film, Fairytale of Kathmandu, is a response to her own disappointment that her hero, Cathal Ó Searcaigh, has feet of clay. She has toppled her once-revered icon from his pedestal, using her documentary to expose and decommission his weapon of mass destruction.

The collateral damage that has been caused, however, is inestimable, leaving chaos and confusion in its wake, and a bitter polarisation. And truth, sadly, has been the first casualty in this war between the two former friends.

Her lamentable failure to enquire closer into the relationships he had with the young men in Kathmandu, while he was still in situ, means that we, as viewers, are not able to answer some crucial questions.

Firstly, roughly what proportion of those men in his coterie has he had sex with? This goes to the heart of his motives for being there in the first place - was he a sex tourist, masquerading as a philanthropist? Or was he, as he and his friends claim passionately, a philanthropist who occasionally had consensual sex?

Secondly, we need to establish whether or not his "legendary" generosity was conditional on having sex with him. Was it generally understood among his friends that "boogie-ing" was how to please him, in order to reap financial reward?

Thirdly, concerning those who did have sex with him, what long-lasting effect did their relationship with him have?

And, lastly, what understanding does Ó Searcaigh have about their motives for having sex, never mind his?

The film purports to answer the third question in its denouement, the series of interviews with the boys. One of them, Nareng, the recipient of the bicycle, whose face and story is one of the most evocative in Fairytale, said sadly about Ó Searcaigh, "he bought myself". Now, Nareng, a 20-year-old college student, confidently denies victimhood, and bravely admits to a continued physical relationship with his "best friend".

In a video recorded a few weeks ago, he protests that, immediately prior to his interview with Ní Chianáin, he was told by Ramesh (the hotel manager whose role in this collective fall from Eden seems to be more than that of a catalyst) that he had left the country, that he was a bad man, and that he never kept in touch with the boys he met. Reeling from the news, feeling that he was "on the edge of a blade", he spoke movingly of how used he felt to Ní Chianáin.

Nareng and others have protested that they signed no release forms, and have withdrawn their consent to participate in the film. They believe Ní Chianáin has betrayed their trust.

Her response: "The film is a biographical picture of one man, and as such release forms of the peripheral subjects would not be expected." The film's central premise, however, is that she encountered the unexpected: the peripheral characters became, dramatically, the central focus of the film, as witnesses.

In such a delicate situation, surely gaining informed consent is vital? Witnesses need protection. Witnesses need to know their rights, including the right not to incriminate themselves, or shame themselves and their families. If they protest afterwards, and withdraw their consent, they must be displaying classic symptoms of denial: abused children often protest that they love their abuser.

When Ó Searcaigh apologised in a statement for offending anyone with his "gay lifestyle and relationships", I imagine he was referring to cruising. Largely alien to women's experience, it is obviously not to Ó Searcaigh, who gave us the phrase ag crúsáil.

Dionysian and transgressive, it is sex outside of relationship, the hunt for mutual pleasure, perhaps even mutual exploitation. A camaraderie and sense of fair play between players in this male "sport" of sex is common, although risk itself is part of the attraction. It is not a "gay" phenomenon, men of all ages and orientations do it, whether partnered or not.

Whether one views this as a sad, lonely, addictive acting out of shame and a desperate flight from the perils of intimacy, or a pleasurable way to enjoy oneself, get one's kicks with no strings attached, and meet new people and make new friends, depends on how we view sex itself.

A man who cruises for sex with consenting adults is not a monster or an abuser per se. He is only accountable to those with whom he has relationships. The network of friends and acquaintances he makes along the way may be no better or worse than any other kind.

If an older man is at the centre of a group such as this, which is often the case, the key question for me is how the young men feel about him.

However, cruising in a poor country as a rich westerner, even one with such a sophisticated culture as Nepal's, throws up all sorts of fraught ethical and emotional questions; not because of the sex, but because of the money, and the power and responsibility attached to it.

"A man doesn't become a hero until he can see the root of his own downfall," said Aristotle. Until Ó Searcaigh understands the boundaries he has transgressed, and there is no sign yet that he does, he will fail to understand the reason his friend became his nemesis, and why she has seemingly spent the last two years engineering his downfall.

This is not to say that he then necessarily has to apologise to anyone, other than those he has hurt. Until the questions posed above are answered, it is impossible for us to evaluate fairly his character as a man, or the effects of his actions.

The core issue in the film is the exercising of power in inappropriate ways to gratify one's own desires.

But it can also be said that Ní Chianáin herself is guilty of the same thing, in the manner in which she has made her accusations. If one points a finger, so vehemently and so publicly, one must brace oneself for a thousand fingers to come pointing back.

Dermod Moore is a columnist with Hot Press
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A LESSON IN DENIAL AND DISINGENUOUSNESS (18/3/08)

The church was despised for moral equivocation and for putting loyalty ahead of honesty. Now those same critics are doing the same in relation to Cathal Ó Searcaigh, writes Fintan O'Toole .
HERE'S THE familiar story. The sexual behaviour of a senior and much respected Irish intellectual becomes a matter of public controversy. He is middle-aged and gay. He has much more power and prestige than those around him.

The allegation is that he has misused that power to make sexual approaches to young men. The young men were above the age of consent, so nothing he did was illegal. But they lived in a culture that was unusually sheltered and many of them had little experience of sex. The older man would, the allegations went, select some of these young men on the basis of their good looks. His offer of favours would be intertwined with an obvious sexual interest.

This man's name is not Cathal Ó Searcaigh. It is Micheál Ledwith. He is the former president of St Patrick's College, Maynooth, where he was professor of dogmatic theology. Before 2003, when the allegations emerged, he was regarded as a distinguished international theologian and a probable future member of the Irish episcopacy.

Although far more serious allegations concerning boys who were below the age of consent were later to be raised, the initial controversy was about his behaviour in the mid-1980s towards young adult seminarians. No one at the time maintained that he had sex, consensual or not, with any of these young men. The perceived problem was that he had misused his power and authority to make vague but inappropriate advances towards students he fancied. When these allegations emerged no one, so far as I can remember, objected that the publicity given to these allegations was fuelled by homophobia. No one defended him on the basis that his supposed behaviour was part of a "gay culture". No one implied that the allegations would not have been made if the man in question had been heterosexual and the young people he approached had been female.

No group of Irish intellectuals wrote to The Irish Times expressing their outrage at the man's treatment and attacking those who had besmirched his reputation. No distinguished senators or artists stood up to defend him and revile his accusers. It seemed clear to everyone that the issue here was power, not sexual orientation. Yet everything that Cathal Ó Searcaigh's supporters have said in his defence actually applied with far more justification to Micheál Ledwith.

In itself, Ledwith's alleged behaviour certainly deserved opprobrium. Older people in positions of authority, of any gender, should not make sexual advances of any kind towards those who are in their care - full stop.

But actually, in Ledwith's case, there really was a discernible element of homophobia. The behaviour initially complained of was not nearly as bad as that of many heterosexual men in positions of power in the academic world at the time. And the complaint to the Irish bishops from six mature students at Maynooth was explicitly about not exploitation, but homosexuality.

As the Ferns Inquiry report subsequently put it, "this concern was definitely more of an anxiety with regard to orientation and propensity rather than with specific sexual activity". When these allegations surfaced in 2003, however, the concern of the intelligentsia was not that Ledwith might have been the victim of anti-gay double standards but, on the contrary, that the bishops had not immediately fired him.

All the sympathy went to the former senior dean of the college, Fr Gerard McGinnity, who had been victimised for raising his concerns about Ledwith. And we don't even have to ask why Ledwith got no sympathy in media and liberal intellectual circles. He was a priest. He was not "one of us".

What saddens me about the whole Cathal Ó Searcaigh affair is the proof that so many distinguished, thoughtful liberal intellectuals have refused to learn the lesson that we took it on ourselves to teach the Catholic Church over recent years. We despised the church for its moral equivocation, for its culture of denial, for putting tribal loyalty ahead of ethical honesty. When we saw the agony of church people at having to give up "one of their own", we thought that "people like us" would never be like that.

We would know, surely, that you don't need moral courage to point out the failings of the other side. You need it for your own side, for people you know and like and believe in. It's precisely when friendship and loyalty are at stake that morality is tempered in the fire.

There would have been something morally bracing in 2003 about a group of poets writing a letter in defence of Micheál Ledwith like the one that appeared in The Irish Times last week in defence of Ó Searcaigh. A claim that the allegations against him were tinged with homophobia would have been a revelation of an uncomfortable reality rather than a distraction from an obvious truth. But, as a defence of someone whose admitted behaviour was so clearly exploitative it would have taught the church, in its worst days, lessons in denial and disingenuousness.
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CONTROVERSY OVER Ó SEARCAIGH FILM

IRISH TIMES LETTERS 19 MARCH 2008

  Madam, - I am increasingly concerned that Cathal Ó Searcaigh is being portrayed as a victim by some of his fellow artists. He is a capable and media-savvy poet who welcomes media attention when it is positive.

      Neasa Ní Chanáin's film Fairytale of Kathmandu did not invent his story; and editing of innocent footage could not create a story as complex as this one. She has made an accurate record of Mr Ó Searcaigh's life in Nepal. If it were otherwise, surely Mr Ó Searcaigh would have taken legal action long ago to stop the film being released.

      In the film there is no mention of the responsibility and trust given to Cathal Ó Searcaigh by his fellow artists in Aosdána, whose work raised €50,000 to support his charity. No legitimate charity has been set up and I, as a modest donor, am very annoyed and disappointed by his dishonesty and lack of empathy towards the people he is supposed to be helping. If there is one positive thing to come out of this, it is that the film was made and we have seen what can happen to poor and desperate young men.

      If Mr Ó Searcaigh wants to redeem himself he could start by re-directing the €50,000 to a legitimate and regulated charity in Nepal, such as Voice of the Children or Wateraid. - Yours, etc,

 EILIS O'CONNELL, Coolyduff, Inniscarra, Co Cork.

 Madam - At what precise moment in the past week or so did artists, literary or otherwise, become purveyors of the moral values we would wish to impart to our children? Robert Ballagh put it well when he referred to Caravaggio and Oscar Wilde and asked whether we should examine their lives too when considering inclusions in the school curriculum.

      Mr Ó Searcaigh's publicised lifestyle lacks, of course, the distance of time required to easily detach it from a view of his writing. Perhaps the issue offers a challenge to educators not only to separate the dancer from the dance, but to distinguish between the expression of homosexuality - which they have a duty, presumably, to present as a human right - and the exploitation of youths - which they have an equal duty, I would suggest, to present as an abuse of human rights.

      They would not be assisted in this quest, regrettably, by the subjects of the story. If exploitation is not defensible by Ó Searcaigh under the banner of freely-expressed sexuality, then neither is appealing to the prurience and latent homophobia of the viewing public under the guise of exposing this exploitation. - Yours, etc,

KIRSTIN SIMPSON, New Road, Inchicore, Dublin 8.

 Madam, - In response to David Rolfe's letter of March 15th, I do not think Aosdána should have to play the role of moral watchdog. Its remit is to support artists. Regardless of whatever opinion one may have of Cathal Ó Searcaigh after viewing Fairytale of Kathmandu, his track record as a poet is a given.

      Where would it all end? Imagine some agency trawling through our collective cultural heritage on our behalf and to purge us of all artists suspected of immoral behaviour. We have moved on from lists of banned books and their ilk. Let's keep it that way. - Yours, etc,

ROBERT DUFFY, Hacketstown, Co Carlow.

Madam, - As a poet and writer who regularly visits schools under the Poetry Ireland Writers-In-Schools scheme, and as someone who is employed as a mentor under that same scheme, I wish to voice a few concerns over the recent debate on Fairytale of Kathmanduand its subject, Cathal Ó Searcaigh.

In recent weeks we've heard calls both for the banning of the documentary and also the repressing of Cathal Ó Searcaigh's poetry. There have also been calls, both public and private, to expel him from Aosdána and also from the Writers-in-Schools list.

The central issue is clear. Mr Ó Searcaigh, by his own admission, had sexual relations with Nepalese youths as young as 16 while engaged in voluntary aid and teaching-work in Nepal. As he is an Irish poet of international standing it is fair to say that he was also playing an ambassadorial role.

There are two fundamental problems here. Firstly, Cathal Ó Searcaigh has gone to the limit of the age of consent, and to me that demonstrates a lack of responsibility at the very least. Secondly, and more crucially, the age of consent for males here in Ireland is 17; to go to another jurisdiction where the age of consent is lower and then to go right to the limit of it can only be seen as sexual tourism. There is no other way of looking at it. Cathal Ó Searcaigh had a duty of responsibility and professionalism towards these young men that he failed to honour. He is an intellectual, a complex thinker, so this should have been obvious to him. It should also be obvious to all the complex thinkers in Aosdána and elsewhere who have run to support him on this matter. This is not an issue of sexual orientation, but a matter of inappropriate transgenerational sexual activity.

There is no appropriate context for behaviour of this nature, and all arguments to the contrary are unconvincing. The Irish literary and artistic community must move forwards with courage. And so must Cathal Ó Searcaigh.

No human being can be denied the chance of redemption, and writers and artists in particular are adept at pulling themselves above even the darkest moments. But first Cathal Ó Searcaigh needs to come forward and account for himself immediately. Statements issued from a distance or read out on the Late Late Showare not enough to address the damage that has been done.

Finally, may I touch on the subject of censorship? Personally and philosophically, no writer would wish to see any other writer removed from Aosdána or the Writers-in-Schools list. Neither would they wish to see his poetry banned or proscribed. Generally, nothing should be done to interfere with an artist's art or an individual's right to earn a living in their chosen profession. But having said that, one must also recognise that art must convince its public and workers must convince their individual employers. The Writers-in-Schools programme functions as an employer of writers and therefore has an added level of responsibility.

Further, if an individual teacher feels morally unable to teach the poetry, or a parent feels his or her child should not be taught it, or if a person does not want to buy or read the poetry, then that is the prerogative of the individual. With freedom comes the responsibility of choice. We have fought long for that and we should keep it. That choice should not be left just to governing bodies. It should be our own individual burden as well.

It may be as unwise to try to censor the poetry as it was morally wrong of certain senators and members of Aosdána to try to censor the documentary. Judgment, one way or the other, rests with all of us; but it cannot be made for us. As individuals we make up the consensus of society and so we must all speak up.

However, nothing ever exists in isolation, including the governing bodies. Although Poetry Ireland or Aosdána might not expel him, they must very clearly and very publicly state a position. Poetry Ireland administers the Writers-in-Schools scheme on behalf of the Arts Council and has signed up to the child protection guidelines, so this issue is very pertinent to it and it cannot remain silent. No one can sit on the fence.

The main onus, however, is with Cathal Ó Searcaigh. He must come forward and offer an account of himself, which is the honourable thing to do and is what he should have done weeks ago, instead of leaving us all here debating his issue and carrying his burden and tearing shreds off each other on his behalf. If he cannot convince us, then no one should have to expel him from Aosdána or any other body, for he should be honourable enough to resign. Only with honour can come the chance for healing. - Yours, etc,

JOHN W. SEXTON,

Poet and Children's Author,

Kenmare,

Co Kerry.

****

Madam, - In the plethora of comment and indignation about Cathal Ó Searcaigh in Nepal, important questions have yet to be answered.

How much money did he raise for his "charity"? How was this money spent - apart from those amounts which the poet told us he prefers to give directly to the boys? - Yours, etc,

AIDAN HARMAN,

Brian Dillon Park,

Cork. (20/3/08)

Madam, - I was puzzled by Fintan O'Toole's comparison between the current Cathal Ó Searcaigh controversy and that concerning Michael Ledwith in 2003. There is in his piece (Opinion, March, 18th), as in much commentary on the issue, a failure to put it in a wider context.

Ledwith was a key member of staff in a seminary run by one of the most powerful institutions in Ireland, and indeed the world: the Catholic Church. He consequently betrayed the trust of the institution as well as the parents of the young men in his care. Furthermore, the Catholic Church's position on homosexuality is well known - that it is evil, a position that Ledwith probably had to inculcate in the seminarians in his trust. Ledwith therefore was not only abusing his institutional position, but contradicting that institution's public position on homosexuality. Despite this he was protected by the church until the story broke and even then the church's own institutional procedures dealt with the matter.

Ó Searcaigh, on the other hand, is part of no such institution whose values he has to uphold and teach, nor does he have the resources or protection it affords. He is a private individual, an Irish-language poet who openly and publicly embraces his homosexuality. This in itself, in the context of Irish society, makes him a vulnerable target, aside from the rights or wrongs of his behaviour. He does not have the institutional procedures of the Church to deal with his case, thus relieving him somewhat of the pressures of media interest, but rather is being subjected alone to the court of public opinion, the nearest we have to a contemporary lynch-mob.

Ireland is a homophobic society. The Catholic Church's aggressively expressed position on homosexuality, reports showing increasing homophobic school bullying, street attacks on gay people, and the heated nature of the controversies over gay marriage and adoption are only some examples of the truth of that statement. Homophobia is therefore the context which frames the Ó Searcaigh case and the inordinate media and public interest in the affair provides, I would venture, further proof of that. That individual commentators do not make express homophobic statements cannot deny this fact. It is Mr O'Toole who is being disingenuous and living in denial by claiming otherwise.

Ó Searcaigh's behaviour in Nepal was quite reprehensible. But can this excuse the highly questionable ethics of the other parties involved? The documentary maker, for betraying her subject's trust and for thrusting the young men involved into a scandal that was not of their making; RTÉ, for shamelessly milking the film for publicity; the media, for their unending hounding of a man who did not, it is important to emphasise, break any law. All of these parties, not just Cathal Ó Searcaigh, should hang their heads in shame.

And what have the young men and boys involved, and their families, gained from it, they being the supposed centre of everyone's concern? Most likely the opprobrium and ostracism of their equally homophobic society, which the recently announced police investigation there suggests. Facile comparisons such as Mr O'Toole's add nothing to resolving any of these moral and ethical contradictions. - Yours, etc,

BARRY CANNON, Park Terrace, Dublin 8.

Madam, - For the coterie of artistic luminaries and aging liberals who have chosen to "protect" Cathal Ó Searcaigh, and indeed Mr Ó Searcaigh's own justifications, there is only one word, "arrogance". - Yours, etc,

M.G. SALTER, Kilmacanogue, Co Wicklow.

27/3/08

Ó SEARCAIGH CLAIMS NEPAL FILM DISTORTED AND UNFAIR

RUADHÁN Mac CORMAIC

THE POET Cathal Ó Searcaigh has strongly criticised his portrayal in the documentary Fairytale of Kathmandu, saying it gave a distorted and unfair impression of his relationships with young Nepalese men.

In his first interview since the film was broadcast on RTÉ earlier this month, Ó Searcaigh told Raidió na Gaeltachta he was deeply upset by the controversy but rejected accusations of exploitation and said the piece gave no sense of the long-standing, affectionate relationships he had with Nepalese friends.

Speaking in Irish, he said: "I was never using these men for sexual gratification . . . I'm in contact with them while I'm in Ireland. There are bank accounts to show that I give them financial support on a continual basis - much more support than when I'm in Nepal," he said.

The poet said he gives about three-quarters of his income to people in Nepal and claimed that, while the film showed him buying a bicycle for one friend, it did not mention that he also bought books and clothes for many people, and paid the hospital bills of sick acquaintances. Some of his friends in Nepal were women, he added.

Presenter Áine Ní Churráin put it to Ó Searcaigh that viewers could see a middle-aged Irishman who was using his money and power to exploit young men. In reply, Ó Searcaigh said this was a biased view that had been sown by the film-makers.

He said: "I'm portrayed as someone devilish and as if there's no goodness in me at all. I don't think that's the sort of person I am. I don't want to boast and put myself forward as a great man. I have my faults just like everyone else, but at the same time I think there is a basic goodness in me that doesn't come across in that portrayal."

Ó Searcaigh has accepted that he had sexual relationships with young men in Nepal, but says these were founded on long-established, affectionate friendships.

Asked about footage showing young men visiting his hotel room in Kathmandu, he said: "The door was open while I was there. People were free to come in. That hotel room was my home for the long periods I spent in Nepal, like my home in Mín a Lea . . . but that's not to say that I was having sex with everyone who came to my room, or that I was sexually assaulting anyone."

He was sharply critical of the film-makers' editing and technique, saying the documentary was made in such a way as to demonise him.

While his contributions were in Irish, the director's personal commentary was in English, which created an "essential imbalance" in that his words were mediated through subtitles while the director spoke directly to the viewer.

He said several innocent scenes were loaded with sinister overtones, and cited as an example an image of him adjusting a Nepalese boy's tie. "It's clear that that picture had only one meaning - that I was grooming these young men so that they would be there for sexual relations. That's a huge betrayal - not only of me but of [ the young man] Narang."

Of those young men who were interviewed for the programme, the poet claimed one individual had subsequently sought and received an assurance from the film-maker that his contribution would not be included.

The poet said the first he became aware of the eventual focus of the documentary was when the film crew visited his home in Donegal to record a final interview. He was exhausted and jet-lagged after a long journey, but out of politeness tried to answer director Neasa Ní Chianáin's questions. "I wasn't given the slightest hint of what was to come," he said.

Ó Searcaigh also said he was surprised the Rape Crisis Centre had been drawn into the controversy. "You'd think I'm a rapist . . . I'm accused of this and that, but that's what happens when you're at the centre of a publicity circus like this," he said.

Remarking that the events of recent weeks would continue to affect his life in the future, Ó Searcaigh said: "It upsets me greatly. But when you're in an abyss, there is always hope. I think a lot these days of Oscar Wilde, who went through this kind of hardship as well in his day and who said 'we are all in the gutter but some of us are looking up at the stars'. This gives me encouragement, to look from the abyss to the stars."

In a statement issued yesterday afternoon, the Rape Crisis Network accused the poet of nit-picking over certain shots in the film while avoiding the main issues.

Fiona Neary, its director, said: "He fails to recognise that having sex with very poor teenagers that you are giving charity to, and who have relatively very little sexual knowledge, is sexual exploitation.

"Citing the age of consent as a defence is very neat but Ó Searcaigh is unable to recognise that he exploited a situation where others were very vulnerable and where he had great power over them."

GAY POET DENIES HE'S A 'STUD PREYING ON INNOCENT YOUTHS'

IRISH INDEPENDENT THURSDAY MARCH 27 2008

By Anita Guidera
CONTROVERSIAL gay poet Cathal O Searcaigh has challenged what he claims are media images of him as some sort of "stud" or "stallion" preying on innocent victims in Nepal.

Breaking his silence following the broadcasting of the documentary 'Fairytale of Kathmandu', an unrepentant Mr O Searcaigh likened himself to Oscar Wilde, whose high-profile homosexual lifestyle led to his imprisonment and exile.

Like Wilde, he too was going through a difficult time but he was optimistic it would pass.

"It gave me hope to think about Wilde who went through a tough time," the poet said.

"Wilde said we are all in the gutter but some of us are looking at stars," the poet added.

But the interview has done little to quell the mounting disquiet about Mr O Searcaigh's exploitation of poor and vulnerable teenagers.

Even his former PR adviser, Liam Gaskin, dismissed his comparisons with Oscar Wilde.

Judas

Mr Gaskin told Newstalk that Mr O Searcaigh had "a Judas complex" and he would have advised him against doing the interview.

"If I was to refer to myself as Oscar Wilde, I would be laughed at, but from Cathal's viewpoint he's a Gaelgeoir, he's a poet and he's a homosexual so he's fairly marginalised -- but Oscar Wilde, it's a bit far-fetched," he said.

Donegal Fine Gael councillor Terrence Slowey called on Mr O Searcaigh to face up to what he had done.

"These boys were very innocent and were not consenting adults. If he apologised for his actions, then we could move on from there," he said, adding that the silence from some of the establishment in Donegal on the matter had been "deafening" and was unhealthy.

Galway-based writer Fred Johnston, who accused O Searcaigh of exploiting his power in Nepal, called on artistic collective Aosdana to break its silence and make a statement "deploring power exploitation and sexual exploitation".

And Aosdana member Mannix Flynn labelled the poet a predator and accused him of breaching clear guidelines for working with vulnerable disadvantaged youths.

"He has been given every opportunity to come out and ask for our forgiveness and admit what he was doing was wrong," he said.

Declaring himself the exploited one, 52-year-old Mr O Searcaigh claimed that the documentary had changed his life utterly, but he denied any wrongdoing committed by him with the teenage boys he had befriended.

"You would think from the papers I was a stud with the terrible stories and rumours that are being levelled against me," he said.

Speaking in Irish to Aine Ni Churrain on Raidio na Gaeltachta, he said that his portrayal in the documentary had been one-sided.

"I'm being portrayed as someone devilish and that I'm no good. I don't think I'm that kind of person," he said.

The defiant poet said that when he was confronted by the filmmaker Neasa Ni Chiannain on his return to Ireland at the end of the film, and admitted having sex with some of the teenage boys he was financially aiding, he was extremely tired and jetlagged.

"I didn't have time to think. I shouldn't have said what I said but I wasn't thinking straight," he said.

HUGGING

He insisted his relationships with the teens were more about hugging and friendship.

"My hotel room is like my home in Nepal. My door is open. They were coming as my friends. It had nothing to do with sex. I didn't sexually attack them. I can't be seen as a sexual tourist," he claimed.

Mr O Searcaigh, who has been visiting Nepal for over a decade, insisted there were bank records to prove that three quarters of his own earnings went to Nepal, even when he was back home in Ireland.

When questioned whether he considered seeking help or sex therapy, he replied that it was for paedophiles and he understood he was not that.

The poet said he had not been surprised at the debate over whether his work should be removed from the Leaving Certificate curriculum.

"When it comes to sex, all reason is lost. It surprises me how people took this and the thoughts they have about the whole thing. I thought that went out in the middle ages that such a thing would surprise them so much," he said.

SUNDAY BUSINESS POST

NI CHIANÁIN MADE PROPOSAL TO FILM Ó SEARCAIGH ‘HAREM’

30 March 2008

By John Burke

Neasa Ní Chianáin suggested making a film which would explore ‘‘the harem of young men’’ befriended by Cathal Ó Searcaigh in a proposal made two years before filming the controversial Fairytale of Kathmandu documentary.

Documents obtained by The Sunday Business Post also show that the filmmaker said the film would focus on ‘‘Cathal Ó Searcaigh, in love’’ and would deal with how the poet tried to exert control over his relationships in Nepal.

They also show the filmmaker spent three weeks in Kathmandu over a year before returning to film Ó Searcaigh’s life in Nepal.

In her initial synopsis, as far back as December 2003,which pre-dated filming by almost two years, the filmmaker said she planned to probe the contradictions and dilemmas that a gay poet from a wealthy Western country faces on his pilgrimages to Nepal.

Describing herself as a ten-year long friend of the poet, Ní Chianáin acknowledged in the submission to the Irish Film Board that Ó Searcaigh chose to give money to the brightest and ‘‘most agile’’ of his young devotees.

Ó Searcaigh has criticised the controversial documentary, which portrayed his relationships with young men in Nepal.

In his first media interview since the controversy broke, the poet told Radio na Gaeltachta last week that his true relationship with the people of Nepal was misrepresented by the film-makers.

He insisted that the way he had been portrayed in the film had deeply affected him and it had led viewers to believe that he was a sex tourist - something he vehemently denied.

Speaking to the Sunday Business Post this weekend, Ní Chianáin said the reference to ‘‘the harem’’ in her proposal did not indicate she was aware from her earlier trip that Ó Searcaigh was engaged in sexual activity with the young men in his company.

‘‘It was something that I think I didn’t see because I didn’t want to see, as an admirer and friend,” she said.

She described the first visit to Nepal earlier that year with the poet as ‘‘a sightseeing trip, where we met for a few hours during the day, and not the same experience when we filmed Fairytales’’.

It also emerged, from the documents released to this newspaper by the Irish Film Board under the Freedom of Information Act, that Ní Chianáin had originally planned to portray Ó Searcaigh’s generosity by funding the education to university level of a young man named Janak, which the filmmaker acknowledged had ‘‘totally changed the young man’s life’’.

This was never broadcast in the final film. Ní Chianáin said this was due to the young man not being available for filming when she was in Nepal in 2005.

5/4/08 IT

Truth behind the fairytale

Ruadhan MacCormac

Accusations that Neasa Ní Chianáin knew more at the outset about Cathal Ó Searcaigh's relationships in Nepal than she revealed in her film 'Fairytale of Kathmandu' have been rejected by the film-maker and the Irish Film Board

In December 2003, the film-maker Neasa Ní Chianáin put the finishing touches to a brief proposal for a feature-length documentary on her neighbour and friend, the poet Cathal Ó Searcaigh.

Under the working title The Punk Angel in Our Midst, a phrase her subject had once used to describe the artist's place in the world, Ní Chianáin sketched for the Irish Film Board's consideration an "intimate pilgrimage" she would take with the poet as he journeyed to his spiritual home in Nepal.

She framed the documentary as a journey - the camera would follow the poet on his treks in the Himalayas and to the sites of water projects he had financed, for instance, but its gaze would also linger over the transformation Ó Searcaigh himself undergoes, as he leaves the West behind and "becomes open, trusting and almost childlike" with the Nepalese.

The reply came two months later, with a commitment from the Irish Film Board to lend the makers €9,000 to develop the project. And so the slow wheels of the film-making cavalcade were set in motion. Over the next four years, the project would be twice renamed. Schedules changed, new funders came aboard and an unexpected 25-minute spin-off film aired on television. By the time the piece got its first showing, at a festival in Amsterdam in November 2007, its evolution had been so thorough that the final cut was unrecognisable from that first earnest pitch four years earlier.

Fairytale of Kathmandu was not the ode Neasa Ní Chianáin says she set out to record. It focused almost exclusively on Ó Searcaigh's relationships with young men, raising questions about exploitation and the power dynamic between a middle-aged westerner and young Nepalese. The finished work turned out to be as inflammatory as its conception was innocuous, it appeared.

But this week, after the release to several newspapers of documents received by the film board from Ní Chianáin's company, Vinegar Hill, questions are being asked about whether the film-maker knew more at the outset about Ó Searcaigh's relationships in Nepal than she has been letting on.

Does this matter? Certainly, the new allegations have little bearing on the film's central thesis: that Ó Searcaigh's sexual relationships with young men, though not illegal, were exploitative due to the disparity of power between them.

But the director's thinking is important, not least because she makes herself the second major character in a confessional-style film, the process by which she gradually loses faith in her idol itself becoming the journey at the heart of the piece. Not to mention that the stakes are high. Cathal Ó Searcaigh has strongly criticised his portrayal in the film as distorted and inaccurate, and has also claimed that he was misled about the film-makers' intentions. Ní Chianáin apparently made her unsettling discoveries during a second six-week stint with the poet in Nepal in late 2006. But how, Ó Searcaigh's supporters have asked, could she have spent six weeks in his company the previous summer, made a 30-minute film and not noticed what he appeared not overly careful to conceal? Neasa Ní Chianáin argues that some recent newspaper reports on her submissions to the film board were unfair and took her words out of context.

She's right. The Punk Angel in Our Midst was no exposé. In the documents, which were provided to The Irish Times by the Irish Film Board, she writes affectionately and reverentially of a man she seems to idealise.

IN THE FOLLOWING passage from the December 2003 document, however, she does describe the "charming young men" who surround Ó Searcaigh as a "harem", a term with clear sexual connotations: "On his way, Ó Searcaigh gathers to himself a harem of charming young men. He breaks bread with them, both the higher and lower castes of Nepalese society. He shares his journeys with them. He clothes and feeds them. He sponsors the education of the bright and agile among them, and he raises funds for their community development schemes."

It was an odd, ill-judged choice of word, and David Rane, the film's producer (and Ní Chianáin's partner) concedes as much. "But it was used in the context of his entourage, and used in quite a poetic sense, describing that he breaks bread with them, he pays for their education, he feeds and clothes them," Rane says.

"Throughout both proposals, there is not a single mention that there may be even the possibility that there was any sexual conduct or misconduct between Cathal and the boys."

In her defence, Ní Chianáin also points out that she had never been to Nepal when she wrote that initial proposal - all her information came from her conversations with the poet and her readings of his work.

In May 2005, Vinegar Hill submitted a second, more detailed document to the film board, elaborating on the summary and setting out the production schedules and distribution plans. By this time, after her first visit to Nepal, Ní Chianáin had refined the pitch around a love story, focusing on Ó Searcaigh's relationship with his long-term lover, a twentysomething named Biraj. The only mention of sex with young men is this: "He even describes experiencing moments of absolute rapture amongst these young men, which have nothing to do with sex."

But what of the allegation that Ní Chianáin cannot have been oblivious to the nature of the poet's relationships after making her first film in Nepal? Ní Chianáin says she had originally intended to accompany the poet to Nepal for a three-month period in winter. But at an early stage, RTÉ expressed an interest in a shorter, 25-minute programme for transmission on Christmas Day, 2005. She agreed to this, and decided to split the filming into two separate shoots - six weeks in winter, another six in summer. The shorter programme would be compiled on the first shoot, but the later feature-length documentary would draw on footage from both trips.

NÍ CHIANÁIN SAYS she didn't stay at the same hotel as Ó Searcaigh the first time round, because she had travelled with her two young children and there wasn't a room big enough for all of them in his hotel. "So I would arrange to shoot whatever we were shooting, then I would say goodbye, I would go back to my hotel, I would be with my family," she says. On the second trip, when her young child was weaned, she finally moved into the Hotel Buddha.

Moreover, the director says she also believed at the beginning that Ó Searcaigh had a boyfriend in Nepal.

For its part, the Irish Film Board stands firmly by Ní Chianáin's account.

"If you read the whole application, you see that it's pretty obvious how much she didn't know going into it. From my point of view, there's no doubt at all," says Simon Perry, the IFB's chief executive.

It was only in mid-2006 that the film board and RTÉ learned that the film was taking a very different turn, Perry says, and at that point an RTÉ executive with experience of investigative reporting was drafted in to help.

BUT WOULD IT not have been wise to agree at that point that the film had to become a hard-edged investigative piece, eschewing oblique hints and "we know that they know" shots of boys staring into the distance in favour of a more direct, confrontational approach, so as to avoid just the sort of charges now being levelled against the film? Perry says that it was the film board and RTÉ that urged Ní Chianáin, after a joint viewing of a cut of the film in December 2006, to make a documentary about the director's own journey. "We felt that was going to be the most clear, the most honest and sincere way to present this material," he says.

"She was nervous about putting herself in the film so centrally . . . [ But] she and David don't have experience of being investigative reporters, it's never been like that. We said, you're in danger of disingenuousness here, if you don't tell the audience directly and honestly what you were going through and what you were discovering exactly as it was happening to you'."

RTÉ this week corroborated the version of events supplied by the film board and Vinegar Hill. In a statement, the broadcaster said the film that started out as "a positive celebration" of the poet's life and work in Nepal only took on a "different complexion" in mid-2006. "RTÉ believed that the story this later programme told was important, and continued to support the evolving project through to completion."
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