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We are closed in, and the key is turned

On our uncertainty; somewhere

A man is killed, or a house burned,

Yet no clear fact to be discerned:

Come build in the empty house of the stare …

We had fed the heart on fantasies,

The heart’s grown brutal from the fare,

More substance in our enmities

Than in our love; oh, honey bees

Come build in the empty house of the stare.

‘The Stare’s Nest by My Window’

W. B. Yeats






PREFACE

In the early twentieth century, after Ireland’s 1916 Rising, British ruthlessness transformed a widespread, though not universal, wish for democratically achieved Home Rule into support for full independence and the violence that seemed the only way of getting it. Only in the north-east were such views in the minority among Irish people. By 1919 Republican politicians had ousted Home Rulers. The Volunteers of 1916 became the Irish Republican Army; a guerrilla war had started that would last three years. It was brutal on both sides, but nothing was more counter-productive than the brutality directed at the civilian population by British irregular forces, the Black and Tans and Auxiliaries. Despite Britain’s military might, the war could not be won. The IRA could not win either; yet could not be defeated. A truce in 1921 led to a Treaty that gave twenty-six counties of Ireland a kind of independence, while six Ulster counties remained in the United Kingdom. The Irish Free State retained the British King as head of state along with other ties to Britain, many of little consequence. The Treaty was signed in London by a group of Irish leaders, including Michael Collins. The president of the would-be Irish state, Éamon de Valera, was not there. When Collins returned, de Valera rejected the Treaty. After losing the Treaty debate in Ireland’s parliament, the Dáil, he and others walked out. They accepted neither partition nor ties to Britain. There were now two parties: pro-Treatyites, forming a government supported by the majority of the population, and anti-Treatyites, who refused to recognise that government. The Civil War followed. It lasted two years and was often as nasty as the war against Britain. Michael Collins became the Free State’s most prominent leader; Éamon de Valera was political leader of the anti-Treaty forces. Bloodshed on the Free State side increased when Michael Collins was ambushed and killed by the IRA. The anti-Treatyites lacked resources and support. They ended the war not by surrendering but by burying their weapons. Anti-Treaty politicians still refused to participate in government. The IRA remained a subversive organisation opposed to the Free State, sometimes violently. But times change. Éamon de Valera wearied of the wilderness. He split with his hardliners and stormed back to the political scene. By 1932 his party, Fianna Fáil, controlled the Dáil; he was leader of the country. He went on to dismantle legislative ties between Ireland and Britain and create an Irish Republic. He used the Treaty as Michael Collins said it would be used: as the freedom to achieve freedom. These events left wounds that were slow to heal. In 1941 the scars were raw, though little spoken of. They play a significant part in this story. They shape the nature of Irish neutrality in the Second World War. If most of these wounds have healed since then, not all have. The scar of partition remains, a hundred years on. The violence that this created, through much of my lifetime, has faded for the most part. But whether it is done is an open question.




PART ONE

THE SHADOW OF
A GUNMAN


I watch the Red Flame fiercer glow,

The tide of War, its ebb and flow,

And see the Nations writhe and strain,

I, who my Freedom strive to gain,

The while I pray, swift fall the blow,

That lays the tyrant England low …

Thine aim be sure, O Germany!

This wish we send thee o’er the sea,

From Shannon fair to lordly Rhine,

The foe that fronts thee, too, is mine,

I would my troops with thine could be,

And thy Revenge, my Victory!

IRA War News, 1940
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UPPER PEMBROKE STREET

Dublin, November 1920

The first man I killed was the easiest. I don’t even know if I killed one man, or two, or maybe none. Joe Leonard was there with me, firing too. The Tommies were a long way off. But between us, one way or another, we killed two. And I wanted to do it. Perhaps I needed to. When we ran that day, we were both laughing. I remember that laughter. I remember a feeling that was close to joy.

I wasn’t there in the Rising. Most of the other Volunteers I knew were. I was too young. My father wouldn’t let me go into Dublin that day in 1916. And when I eventually did get into the city it was all over, bar the shooting. Hope and pride became pride and fury. I felt I had something to make up for when I finally joined the Volunteers. Nobody said I’d to be blooded, but that was in my head. I was young enough to anticipate the thrill of it. I might have said it was all about anger. I might have said it was about the war we had to fight, about what I’d give, including my life, to make Ireland a nation once again. My words were often the stuff of songs. But it was a desire. And like any desire, it gnawed at my heart.

The day we held up the mail van in Dominick Street and robbed the post for Dublin Castle was the first time I knew how excitement and fear could pump together through my veins and make my head as light as air. I wanted more. But no guns were fired that day. Back at the dugout, the Dispensary, we read the headline in the evening paper, ‘Sensational Coup Robbery of Castle Mails’, and congratulatory words came down from Michael Collins himself. In all my pride and elation, I only wished the gun I carried had been used, that we’d taken the lives of some peelers or Tommies along with the posts. It surprised me that the older men didn’t feel the same. They had nothing to say about it. And it irked me that the Quartermaster only applauded us for doing the job and not wasting ammunition.

I was lucky to have a gun. A Mauser automatic, brought back from the war in Europe. When I joined the Volunteers, the Quartermaster tried to take it. Every weapon was needed and I was too young. I stood my ground. If anyone was going to fire the Mauser, it would be me. My temper made him laugh. But I kept the gun. I still hadn’t used it, but it served me well. The fact I was armed took me into the action. The gun never left my pocket but it was a talisman. And it was because of the gun that Dick Phelan spotted me for Intelligence, and Collins himself put me in his Squad. But the itch to use the Mauser was there all the time, stronger than ever.

Wasn’t I a gunman among the gunmen now? And if I was still in my teens, it wouldn’t stop me being as fearless as Mick’s Boys had to be. But what did I do in Intelligence? Sat in a room with a pile of newspapers and a scissors and glue. I cut out every piece and paragraph that mentioned an RIC man or soldier or Auxiliary, whatever it was. And when we intercepted letters, or got hold of bills, even tax returns, I did the same. I pasted on cards. I cross-referenced every transfer, promotion, game of rugby or soccer or cricket, every christening, wedding, funeral, concert, garden party, church fete, holiday, home address. For the higher-ups I searched Who’s Who, for their universities and clubs. Connections, always connections. Who their friends were, who they associated with, where they lived.

But action came. A look-out here, more mail robberies, freeing prisoners – succeeding sometimes, failing more often – then look-out again, on ambush after ambush called off before a shot was fired. There was a bloody shooting war going on somewhere and I was only told not to waste ammunition. Yet the itch kept itching. Maybe to feel I was as hard as the rest. Maybe because blood mattered.

One Sunday morning I was with Joe Leonard, coming from a ceilidh at the Banba Hall, where we’d stayed because of the curfew. We called at Paddy Cullen’s. There was information on two detectives from the Castle. We knew where they’d be. We were meeting more Volunteers. There’d be nine of us. Twice before an attempt on these G men had been called off. This time we’d have them.

There was a dark mood across the city. It was in the air. In Brixton Prison, Terence MacSwiney, the Mayor of Cork, was seventy days into a hunger strike. He would soon be dead. Everyone knew. And everyone knew his death would not go unmarked. If we already grieved, we were ready for what would follow. Something was changing. Killing would matter more now. We were up for that. They were, too. They were waiting, the peelers, Tommies, Auxies, Black and Tans. Two dead G men that day would let them know what they were waiting for.

We were coming to the railway bridges at Ossory Road when a lorry of Tommies passed us. They stopped at the bridge over the Royal Canal. It was an army picket. They were common enough, and you never knew where or when. We were heading straight for it. And we had guns. If you were found with a weapon, you wouldn’t last long. The Tommies mightn’t kill you, but they’d hand you to the Black and Tans who would. We were out of sight, but we could see the Tommies. We took Paddy’s gun and sent him to the bridge. Unarmed, he could pass through and tell the others. But as we watched him, we saw more soldiers, moving towards our hiding place. Joe and I crossed the road and climbed on to the railway. As we walked the tracks we could see the Tommies on the canal bridge and more on the banks. We would not get across. If the job went ahead, it would be without us. But if it did, the soldiers were close to the ambush spot. Very close and a lot of them.

We needed to give the Tommies something else to think about. If we didn’t act, the other Volunteers might walk into them. By now we were at Drumcondra Bridge, looking at the roadblock again, and people being searched as they crossed over the bridge. A bell began to strike eight in the convent along the road. The attack on the G men would happen any time. Joe’s eyes followed mine to the canal and the soldiers. No words were needed. We knelt behind the parapet of the bridge. My Mauser was in my hand. Joe had his revolver. We fired. We fired until every bullet was spent. We didn’t wait for results. We ran to the railway and along the tracks to come up on another road. We stopped at a Volunteer’s house to drop our guns. They’d be stopping people at random now. With no weapons we were safe.

Soon afterwards, walking away from the city all the time, we were close to my home. I hadn’t seen my mother for weeks. If I wasn’t exactly on the run, it was better to sleep at the Dispensary or a safe house. It seemed I wasn’t known yet, but you could never be sure. Sooner or later they found out. My mother asked no questions. She made breakfast. Joe and I ate in silence. Every so often we looked up and grinned, our hearts pumping blood and adrenalin like mad. I didn’t think about the men we’d killed, only that we’d done it. In truth, we didn’t know till later that we’d killed anyone. Yet we felt it, like an article of faith. We were blooded.

By the time the day they call Bloody Sunday came, there had been a lot more killing. I’d seen friends killed. I saw their bodies when the Auxies and the Tans had finished. We gave back what we were given. Sometimes we gave more. We knew, as they knew, that terror was the sharpest way. And I did my share. Killing not so often, but I did the work that staked men out. My scraps of lives on cards were weapons. They set the traps and loaded bait. I didn’t question it. I still don’t. Maybe I can’t. We were an army by then, the Irish Republican Army. We fought as we had to. We fought as they made us. And army is a sacred word. It takes away the sin of killing. The nation gave us absolution. Every nation says it. It was true. It is true still. But you don’t want the truth following you around, watching you in the darkness, snapping at your heels. I cannot leave it behind. But I need it to leave me alone. The truth should be a light, to lighten the path ahead, not a worm in my soul. Not truth with the beauty emptied out of it. Not truth that drains me of who I am.

But that was to come. That was something for time to do.

In the Squad, in the winter of 1920, we knew something big was on the way. Only the men nearest to Mick knew how big. But we felt it. Our work was behind it. All those cards, all the tittle-tattle picked from barroom conversations. We were coming for their people. Not just the RIC or the Tans, but the spies, the G men, the Castle detectives whose houses we had marked, the officers too careless about walking home. We could not guess how many. I did know one target. My target.

Then it was on. As we sat in the Dispensary with a supper of tea and hard-boiled eggs, the orders came. The next day, the Sunday, would be a killing day unlike any other. We were told just what we had to know, but the scale was clear. It would be all over the city. For some of us in the Squad the job was to go in with the Volunteers who would do the shooting and pick up what we could. Papers, notebooks, reports, names and addresses. We would meet the Volunteers at stations, on street corners, and go to our assigned locations, to hotels, homes, boarding houses. This was what Mick had planned. This would truly fuck them.

We greeted the orders with a murmur of excitement. Then we were quieter. Some men drifted out into the evening, to Mass, for a solitary drink. We checked our guns over and over and smoked one cigarette after another. A few half-hearted jokes came out but never found a punchline. We all had the same tightness in our chests and lungs. At the Dispensary, only a few of us slept. We sat round the fire, talking through the night, softly, quietly, about nothing that I can remember.

In the morning we hunched over tea and eggs. Guns were checked again, for something to do that didn’t involve speaking. The only conversation was the repetition of orders, times, addresses, names. We were calm. It was our stock-in-trade. But there was no one not riddled with anxiety. We moved to the door. Across Dublin bells tolled the first Masses. We crossed ourselves. Someone said it was the Feast of the Presentation of Our Lady in the Temple. Whether the words were meant as a sort of prayer, I don’t know, but they intensified the silence. Then someone laughed and said, ‘Sure, with luck she’ll be too busy to watch the sport!’

We split off as we walked into the city, each of us going to meet a group of Volunteers. I peeled away near Merrion Square to the corner of Upper Pembroke Street. Paddy Flanagan was there with half a dozen of the third battalion. I didn’t know them all. The ones I didn’t know were young like me, but without my experience. They were raw, excitable. The way I had been on Drumcondra Bridge. But that wasn’t like this job. In minutes they would look into a man’s face and put a bullet in it. No man who knew how to do that, and I did, could feel excitement.

‘We have the details of their rooms,’ said Paddy. ‘My boys have their instructions. Quick and clean and out. And you’re to get any papers in the house.’

I nodded. Two of the youngest Volunteers laughed, almost giggled.

‘We’re relying on your Rosie, lad.’ Paddy smiled. ‘Let’s go, boys.’

I returned his quiet smile. He wasn’t sure of some of those boys either.

I didn’t find Rosie myself. I don’t know who spotted her, but she was a bright, fast-talking girl from Clondalkin. Someone heard her, in a pub or at a dance or after Mass, or at some wedding or funeral with more drink taken than was good for her. She was a maid in a boarding house in Upper Pembroke Street, and she wasn’t backward gossiping about the English gentlemen who stayed there. Those gents were on our cards, which made Rosie a grand girl to know. And because she had a cousin who’d been at school with my brother, and because I was only a little younger than her, I was sent to get to know her. She was a looker and it was better than clipping newspapers. I had money to take her to tea and a dance and a drink in the kind of place she’d never been. She knew I was a fierce Republican, but so was she in her common-or-garden way. And if I impressed her over cakes at Bewley’s, she wanted to impress me with her knowledge of the English gentlemen at 28 and 29 Upper Pembroke Street. They had the way of military men, she said, officers, though she’d never seen one in a uniform. And they’d odd habits. They didn’t go out in the day, but they were out at night, after curfew. Quiet they were, and great ones for the writing. Forever at their desks, scribbling and filling wastepaper baskets, till paper spilled on the floor. They were hard enough to clean up after.

I don’t know what Rosie made of my interest in her gentlemen. She knew I wanted information, not gossip. When I asked her to bring me the papers she cleared out of their rooms, she was easy with it. She was helping the cause, in the way she saw the cause. I don’t think she saw that ending with gunmen walking into the house. I don’t know if she made that connection. It didn’t matter to me. I got what I wanted on the men we knew were British Intelligence officers. We had their names, real and assumed. We could recognise them by sight. We knew where they went, their contacts, the layout of the house. We knew who slept where. And if on some evenings, I got something else from Rosie, that had nothing to with any of that, well, I only hoped it made her all the keener to deliver up her information.

It was exactly nine o’clock when I mounted the steps of the house in Upper Pembroke Street, with Paddy Flanagan and six Volunteers. The same thing was happening across Dublin. The front door was open. It was always open, as Rosie said. The big hall was empty. Two flights of stairs ascended to two halves of the building. Four of us took one, four the other. When my party reached the first landing, there were two doors. We divided again. A Volunteer knocked at each door. The man with me was older. Timmy Clancy, solid, reliable. No shots had been fired, barely a sound made. The door in front of us opened to show the face of a man pulled out of sleep. He had a gun in his hand, but it was there out of habit. He was expecting nothing. Timmy shot him without hesitation. The man fell back into the room. There was another shot along the landing. A scream. Shouting. Sounds of struggle. More shots, further away. More shouting. Screams of women.

I pushed the door and went in, stepping over the body. My companion looked at the man and shot him again. I stood in semi-darkness with the Mauser. I walked to the desk to pick up papers and notebooks, stuffing them in a briefcase.

‘Come on, you bastard!’ shouted Timmy.

‘I have to see what’s here. Just wait.’

‘Wait be fucked! Let’s get out, quick as we can.’

We came on to the landing. In front of us was the boy who had giggled with excitement in the street, staring at his hand, covered in blood. It was not his. Paddy Flanagan came through the other door. He thrust a wad of papers into my hands.

‘You got him?’ he said quietly. Timmy Clancy shrugged. Paddy shrugged in return, and walked on past the young Volunteer, heading downstairs into the hall.

‘Move!’ he called back.

The boy still gazed at his bloody hand. He was crying.

‘I said, come on, you bugger!’

Paddy turned back and grabbed the boy’s arm, pulling him down the stairs, down to the hall, and out through the front door. I walked down more slowly with Timmy. The shooting had stopped in the other part of the house, but there was shouting and screaming, men and women, incoherent. As we reached the hall a man staggered from an open door close to the other staircase. There was blood on his head, and blood soaked one side of his blue striped pyjamas. He slumped against the wall. As he slid down it his blood smeared the lemon flock wallpaper.

A woman rushed through the same door. She threw herself beside the man. Her dressing gown was stained with blood, though she wasn’t wounded. She tried to pull him up, sobbing and shaking. More blood now, on her hands, on her chest.

‘Just get up. Darling, get up. I’ll get you help.’

Two more shots sounded elsewhere in the house.

‘James, come on! You have to move! We can get out!’

She looked up and saw us for the first time.

‘Help us! Please help us. They shot him … they’re in the house …’

The man was trying to push himself up.

‘They’ll help us, James! You’ll be all right.’

The man coughed. There was blood in his mouth. He was looking at us too. From somewhere, he had found enough strength to step forward. He shook his head slowly. He knew we wouldn’t help. Timmy Clancy took out his revolver.

‘Get away, Daisy! Get away from me now!’

The woman was still holding him.

‘Do as he says,’ said Timmy. ‘Move away from your man.’

She stared, uncomprehending, still holding her husband. Finding another ounce of strength, he pushed her away. She fell and sprawled on the tiled floor. She had stopped sobbing. Timmy nodded at the man with a kind of respect. He fired. Nothing happened. The gun had jammed. Again. Nothing. It was enough.

‘Jesus! Fuck this! Let’s get out!’

‘We’re not done here,’ I said.

‘You want to wait till the Tommies arrive?’

‘Mick wants it finished.’

‘Then let Mick do it. We need to get away and dump the guns.’

He ran out through the front door, into the street. I could have followed. Looking back, it’s unlikely the man would have survived. And I was there to collect intelligence. My instructions were to leave the shooting to the others and get out with what I could. But I didn’t move. Young as I was, I wasn’t just any gunman. I was in Mick Collins’ Squad. If others couldn’t do it right, quick and clean, I could. This man was a killer in his own way. He may not have pulled the trigger himself, but like me he was a collector of all the little things that sent men to their deaths. The woman, his wife, watched me with silent, pleading eyes. She lay on the floor where her husband had pushed her. She seemed beyond speaking, but she opened her mouth to say something. I looked back to the man. I have often wondered what it was she tried to say. It felt no more than a breath, but I think the words ‘Thank you’ were in that breath. She thought it was over. She thought I would go. Her husband knew better. We two understood each other in that instant.

I clutched my briefcase under one arm. My other hand took out the Mauser. I aimed. I pulled the trigger. The man was dead. I put the gun into my coat and left.
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