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was not conducted with a jury.  Oliver 
– who hoped to run the 200 metres for 
Britain in the Paralympics – devel-
oped health problems after suffering 
meningitis as a baby. 

He was taken to Bristol Children’s 
Hospital in late 2015 following a mild 
epileptic seizure. His family say 

doctors mistook his autism 
symptoms for a psychotic 

episode and gave him olanzapine for 
the first time. Paula, also mum to 
Adam, 26, and Heather, 23, said: “The 
reaction was so severe – he was biting 
his skin, sweating, shuffling. Oliver 
started hallucinating. It was horrific. 
We demanded it was stopped. I saw  
him nearly die of meningitis but what 
I observed that day was far worse.” 

Paula and Tom claim the drug 
caused Oliver, briefly, 

to have 30 seizures a 
day – despite the 
fact he typically had 
just two per month. 

“His reaction to 
the drug was filed in 
his notes and a 
consultant psychia-
trist concluded there 

was “no clear evidence” he suffered 
from psychosis. But when Oliver went 
back to hospital in May 2016, after 
more seizures, he was given the antip-
sychotic drug haloperidol. 

Heartbreakingly, he was restrained 
by medics while clutching his mum. 

Paula said: “He had his arms around 
me to hug me. Staff jumped on to him 
and restrained him and threw him on 
a beanbag. We were shocked, fright-
ened. It was a very aggressive reaction, 
like they were in attack mode.” 

Oliver was taken to hospital one 
final time in October, 2016, after a 
seizure. Choking back tears, Paula 
said: “I took my son to hospital with a 
mild seizure and he ended up dead. 

“He told me he’d only go if they 
didn’t give him drugs. He said ‘They 
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We had to turn 
detective after 
we suspected 
NHS cover-up 
on son’s death

grieving couple reveal two    year battle for truth
A GRIEVING mum and dad turned 
detective to expose what they 
believe is an NHS cover-up over 
their teenage son’s death.

Tom and Paula McGowan claim a 
report into the death of mildly autistic 
Oliver, 18, was altered.

He died after an allergic reaction to 
anti-psychotic drugs they say he 
should never have been given. The 
parents say they repeatedly told staff 
about his allergy.

But they say he was given the drugs 
three times. They watched in horror 
as Oliver – a high-achieving pupil and 
school prefect – deteriorated rapidly.

He suffered hallucinations, endured 
dozens of seizures and was, they 
allege, restrained aggressively by NHS 
staff “in attack mode”.

The couple say they applied for 
paperwork via the Freedom of Infor-
mation Act after authorities failed to 
take responsibiity. 

They uncovered a draft report 
which originally questioned why 
Oliver was wrongly given the drugs.

Tom said: “This looks like a cover-
up. The final report has been watered 
down because it seems no one wants 
to question the system.” 

The Sunday Mirror has seen initial 
findings of an NHS probe in which 
one question asks: “Was the death, on 
balance, potentially avoidable?”

CAtAStRopHIC
A box below is ticked “Yes”. But in 

the published version the same box is 
blank and key passages are changed.

Teacher Paula, 53, and Air Force 
squadron leader Tom, 50, now want a 
fresh inquest into Oliver’s death, 
taking in their new evidence.

Paula said: “As he lay dying, we 
made a promise to Oliver this would 
never happen to anyone else.” 

Oliver, who also suffered from 
epilepsy and mild cerebral palsy, 
endured “catastrophic” brain damage 
after being given olanzapine while 
being treated for a seizure. 

The drug is usually used to treat 
schizophrenia and bipolar disorder.

His parents say they had repeatedly 
begged doctors not to give it to him. 

At an inquest, the coroner did not 
blame medics. But a Learning Disa-
bilities Mortality Review (LeDeR) was 
ordered and conducted by the local 
Clinical Commissioning Group.

An early draft of its report said: “It 
remains unclear exactly how this 
clinical decision was arrived at or the 
underpinning rationale. The family 
did not feel listened to, despite their 
efforts to have theirs and Oliver’s 
wishes heard and understood.”

Documents show the report was 
edited four times before its release. 
The above passages were altered and 
conclusions of the final version are 
different from the original. The 
final report reads: “The coroner 
found the death unavoidable 
and actions taken by the clin-
ical team were reasonable.” 

In a rare move, NHS 
England has stepped in to 
probe the investigation 
process. Paula said it 
was “astounding” how 
different the two 
reports are and she 
questioned why 
the first inquest 

Paula and Tom made 
a pledge to dying son

Docs gave him drugs three 
times even though we kept 
warning about his allergy  
paula mcgowan  grieving mother of 18-year-old oliver 
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mess with my brain, don’t give them to 
me’. I promised they wouldn’t and got the 
documents to show he was allergic.” 

Oliver was placed in a coma at Bristol’s 
Southmead Hospital to allow doctors to 
run tests. Within days, he developed 
double pneumonia and sepsis.

Paula added: “Oliver was looking blue 
and puffed up. The doctors were saying, 
‘It’s fine, it’s the lighting’. He was having 
seizures, jerking off the bed. Something 
was going badly wrong in his brain.” 

Oliver’s parents learned he had again 
been given olanzapine, despite being 
unconscious. Doctors later said it was to 
“prevent behavioural disturbance” when 
he came round. 

Paula said: “We’d done everything to 
stop this but they still gave him the drug.” 

Five days later, Paula and Tom were 

told Oliver needed an op on his severely 
swollen brain. Tom said: “He’d had a 
strong allergic reaction to the drugs, like 
we’d predicted. We felt shock and disbe-
lief, it was like being punched in the face.”

Scans later showed “catastrophic and 
irreversible brain damage”. Oliver’s life 
support was switched off and he survived 
four days before dying on November 11. 

Paula said: “We talked to him and 
played his favourite James Arthur 
song, Don’t Let Go. His body was so 
strong, I kept stroking his head, 
hoping he’d wake up.” 

At an inquest last year, assistant 
coroner Dr Peter Harrowing said the 
drug was a “significant contributory 
factor” in Oliver’s death but concluded 
medics could not have predicted his 
“very rare” reaction to it. Oliver was 

buried near his childhood home and his 
parents commissioned a stained glass 
headstone with five poppies – to repre-
sent each family member and the fact he 
died on Armistice Day. 

The McGowans now live in Australia 
but are campaigning for NHS staff to be 
trained to understand behavioural effects 
of conditions like autism. Paula said: 
“We’ll never get over his death,  it’s like a 

light has gone out. We want to make sure 
it doesn’t happen to another family.”

Health officials expressed sadness at 
Oliver’s death and pledged to continue 
improving care. The CGC declined to 
comment on why the two final reports 
differed, but said: “We are grateful to his 
family for working with us.”

North Bristol NHS Trust said: “As the 
coroner concluded, the treatment was 

properly prescribed and Oliver sadly 
suffered a rare side effect that could 
not have been predicted.”

University Hospitals Bristol NHS 
Foundation Trust added: “We fully 
recognise the importance and value  
LeDeR reviews have in improving care.”

geraldine.mckelvie@trinitymirror.com
■■For more information on Oliver’s 

case, visit olivermcgowan.org
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Oliver with brother Adam and sister 
Heather in treasured family photo

Oliver was brain damaged 
by drug given by medics

Stricken Oliver after allergic reaction

tragedy  Oliver, 18, died at Southmead Hospital 

FLaSHPOINt  Riot police 

Cop grenade 
‘maims vest 
demo victim’
By KareN rOCKett
A DEMONSTRATOR had 
his hand blown off by a 
police grenade during 
fresh rioting in Paris, it was 
believed last night.

The man was filmed 
slumped on the pavement 
screaming as blood 
pumped from his wrist.

The horrific scene came 
as “yellow vest” protesters 
clashed with cops on the 
streets of the French 
capital for the 13th 
weekend in a row.

According to reports the 
man had snatched up a 
stun grenade fired into the 
crowd and was attempting 
to throw it back when it 
went off.

Police also used tear gas 
and water cannons as the 
mob broke windows and 
threw bricks and planks. 

Officers blamed “extrem-
ists intent on violence”.

OVERSEAS house buyers 
face a Stamp Duty “fine”.

Foreigners who have not 
been here for six months 
will pay an extra one per 
cent under Treasury plans.

The money raised will 
help tackle rough sleeping.

PM Theresa May said: “It 
cannot be right that it is as 
easy for individuals who 
don’t live in the UK, and 
don’t pay taxes here, to buy 
homes as hard-working 
British residents.”

Research says foreign 
buyers help push up prices, 
especially in London.

House ‘fines’ 
on foreigners
By NIgeL NeLSON 
Political Editor

LABOUR’S general secre-
tary has rejected MP Tom 
Watson’s call to suspend a 
constituency party for 
“bullying” its MP.

Jennie Formby said there 
was “no constitutional 
basis” to act against a bid 
to oust Liverpool Waver-
tree’s Luciana Berger using 
no confidence motions 
later withdrawn.

But she added Labour 
“should stand in solidarity” 
with prominent Jeremy 
Corbyn critic Ms Berger as 
“she continues to experi-
ence appalling abuse”.

Party bullies 
rap rejected
By KareN rOCKett


