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Introduction

IT IS WITH SOME TREPIDATION THAT I, A SCOTSMAN – AND A Presbyterian at that – have ventured to write this book; but, quite simply, it is something which I have always wanted to do.

When I was a small boy we had an Irish maid. To Kitty Murray, who hailed from County Monaghan, I owe a debt of half a century not only for teaching me to write the monastic uncials and showing me some of the differences between Irish and Scottish Gaelic, but also for kindling my interest in the Laughing Boy. She herself had no first-hand knowledge of Michael Collins, having been born after his death, but her father had personally known both the Big Fellow and General O’Duffy, and the fund of anecdotes concerning them were passed down in the best oral tradition from father to daughter and thence to this impressionable little boy. I have no doubt that many of Kitty’s tales presented a highly romanticised view of her idol, but they stuck with me. I read everything I could find about him, and this drew me inexorably into the study of Irish history. At Glasgow University I took twentieth-century Irish history as my special subject, and wrote my thesis on Michael Collins and the Treaty period.

This is actually my sixth book on an Irish topic. The others dealt with aspects of Irish philately and postal history – harmless enough, one might suppose, but politics are very closely intermingled even in these matters, and I have to admit that, although I approached these projects without bias and wrote in as objective and even-handed a manner as I could, I nevertheless attracted a certain measure of controversy.

In The Story of Eire and her Stamps (1968), for example, I referred to an unusual essay or trial for the series of stamps issued by the Free State in December 1922. This was a design, by an unidentified artist, for a threepenny stamp, featuring a profile of a moustached Michael Collins wearing a trilby hat, based on a Hogan press photograph of November 1921, at the time when he and Arthur Griffith were negotiating the Treaty in London. This design was rejected of course, but I added a comment that it was a matter for regret that no Irish stamp had ever commemorated the Big Fellow. I added the pious hope that the fiftieth anniversary of his death (in 1972) would not be allowed to pass unmarked. This book was widely reviewed in the Irish press, but the oddest review was that published in The Cork Examiner which, ignoring the rest of the text, commented at length on the author’s percipience in recognising the true worth of Michael Collins, and launched an attack on the Irish government for having treated the memory of the great national hero so shabbily. It was not until 1990 and the centenary of Michael’s birth that this wrong was finally righted, and a 32p stamp bearing the portrait of General Michael Collins was released. Even today, more than three-quarters of a century after his untimely death, Michael Collins is regarded in many parts of Ireland and beyond as ‘a hot pratie’, as a government official put it to me in Dublin recently. One need only study the correspondence columns of Irish newspapers on both sides of the Irish Sea in recent years (since the notion of making a biographical film was first mooted in 1987, for example) to realise the heat and passion, both for and against, which the name of Michael Collins still engenders.

Although this has been, for me, very much a labour of love, I have tried to let the facts speak for themselves. In the pantheon of great heroes of all time Michael Collins must stand high; he is arguably one of the truly great figures of this century, and certainly no other Irish leader, North or South, comes anywhere close. His violent death two months before his thirty-second birthday robbed Ireland of the one man who might have brought the civil war to a speedy conclusion and might even have nipped partition in the bud and spared the generations then unborn from the suffering and anguish of more recent times.

In writing this book I have had the help of many people, not only in Ireland itself, but also in Britain and, farther afield, in Canada, the United States and Australia. Some of them, like the former Black and Tan whom I met in Lanarkshire many years ago and who was haunted for the rest of his life by the memories of terrible deeds in Ireland, prefer to remain anonymous. Others, such as the crofter in the Isle of Barra who many years ago gave me a grim account of the dark doings of Major Percival and hoped that one day I would expose him, I would name if I could but I regret that at this remove in time I cannot recall their names. For this I give my profound and humble apology. I am, however, indebted to the following individuals: Freddy Anderson, John Barrington, Mrs C.M. Bayliss, Clive Brookes, Pat Carolan, Denis Cromie, Felix M. Cronin, the late Fred Dixon, Carmel Gunning, the late H.G. Leslie Fletcher, Philomena Hartford, John Holman, Tommy Killoran, John Lahiffe, Robson Lowe, Hugh Macdonald, Joe McPeak, Vera Neary and her sons Liam and Kevin, Frank O’Hara, Pat O’Hara, Liam O’Rinn, Maurice O’Shea, Maurice Shepperton, Michael Sheridan, Susan Smith, Alun Southwood, Hugh Taylor and Kenneth Tierney.

For unstinted assistance with my researches over many years as well as for permission to reproduce illustrations and copyright material I am also grateful to the staff of the Mitchell Library, Glasgow, and the Library of the University of Glasgow; Shepherds Bush Library, London; the British Library, London; the Scottish National Library, Edinburgh; Trinity College Library and the National Library of Ireland, Dublin; the Public Record Office of Ireland; the National Museum of Ireland; the Hugh Lane Municipal Gallery, Dublin; the Kilmainham Restoration Committee, Dublin; the Office of Public Works, Dublin; Post Office Archives, Mount Pleasant; An Post, Dublin; and the Hammersmith and Fulham Borough Archives, West London.
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Prologue


Know, that I would accounted be

True brother of a company

That sang, to sweeten Ireland’s wrong.

WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS, To Ireland in the Coming Times



THERE WAS A SHARP FROST THAT THURSDAY MORNING, 16 JANUARY 1916. The sea was calm, and as dawn broke, the night mists cleared to an exceptionally bright day. The passengers who had dozed fitfully in the main cabin were stirring; some were already out on the foredeck for their first glimpse of land. Among them was a man in his mid-twenties, his keen grey eyes shaded by the brim of his new peaked cap. Although clad in a belted tweed overcoat, he shivered slightly as a sough of wind swept across the bows.

Above average height – five foot eleven, in fact – he was powerfully built and somehow gave the impression of being much taller than he really was. He had a broad face, a jovial peasant’s face, framed by tousled dark brown hair and divided by a long, finely chiselled nose above a generous mouth. His most distinctive feature was his eyes, deep-set and wide apart. Even in repose, there was a genial, good-natured twinkle in them. When he laughed, which was often, they gave his face a crinkly effect; when he was angry, they flashed with fire and struck terror in the beholder, but within seconds they would dance and twinkle good-humouredly again. He had a frank expression and a steady, penetrating gaze which those who had something to hide would find extremely disconcerting; but most people who ever met him would fall immediately under his spell. The extremely mobile features betrayed exceptional nervous energy. Animated was a word often applied to him, yet it failed to do justice to the deep emotional, intellectual and spiritual feelings that gave him his zest for life, his restless energy for action.

An immediate impression of Michael up to this time was of someone younger than his years; boyish charm is an attribute that recurs frequently in contemporary descriptions of him. Yet there was something else, hinted at by the set of his lower jaw. It bespoke the quiet thoroughness, the passion for neatness and order, the astonishing attention to detail in all his work, the mastery of all aspects of any problem he ever tackled. In the years to come this resoluteness would give way to ruthlessness; his features would fill out, his jowls become heavier, and the eyes acquire a diamantine glitter. But the broad smile, the boyish grin, the infectious laugh would never leave him.

Ten years living and working in London had subtly refined his brogue, but in passion or anger or boisterous good spirits the thin veneer of the metropolis would vanish and he would revert to the thick sounds of West Cork. This burly, barrel-chested young man possessed a deep voice, described variously as gruff or gravelly, a bear-growl of a voice; yet it could become soft and husky when occasion demanded. It was a voice that readily betrayed the fire, the passion or the emotion of the speaker. He had the true Celtic temperament, a man who was easily moved to tears, but with the inner strength not to mind showing his feelings.

For all his height and bulk, he moved with the grace of a ballet dancer. He held himself erect and strode purposefully, with a jaunty, slightly swaggering air. He had one mannerism, a toss of the head to shake back the mop of hair that fell across his brow.

What set him apart from the majority of the other steerage passengers, grimy-faced and crumpled of clothing after a night carousing on deck or huddled on the hard wooden benches, was his appearance: not just the cap, overcoat and grey suit which still possessed the smell of brand-newness, but the pink cheeks and closely shaven chin above the starched collar and the clean white shirt. Even in the cramped conditions of this ship, his fastidiousness ensured that he had performed his ablutions with accustomed care.

Anyone who gave him a second glance that morning would have taken him for what he was – a good-looking young Irishman, a shop assistant or an office worker perhaps. Bystanders might reflect wryly that he was one of those well set-up young fellows who, faced with conscription into the British armed forces, had suddenly rediscovered their Irishness and were bolting back to the Emerald Isle to avoid the draft.

It had, in fact, been ten years since this young man had left his birthplace in the far south-west of Ireland. A strapping teenager, insouciant, precocious and with the worldly wisdom of someone who had never been farther than Clonakilty before, he had boarded the Dublin train, apprehensive yet eagerly looking forward to this great adventure. Wearing his new serge suit, the unaccustomed roughness of his first long trousers chafing his calves, and carrying a small, cheap suitcase containing a change of linen and his favourite books, he had taken the mail-steamer to Holyhead and the train to London, a world away from West Cork. Amid the jumble of unfamiliar sounds and sights that crowded in on him during his first twenty-four hours away from home, he would remember the kindliness of fellow passengers, the agricultural labourers and the navvies, often boys not much older than himself, forced by sheer necessity to uproot themselves and seek work in a foreign land. He himself might possess a diploma setting out his scholastic attainments as well as the precious certificate of fitness issued by the Civil Service Commission and the all-important letter that assured him of a relatively well-paid job, but he did not feel superior to these others. They were drawn together by the common denominator of harsh reality. Ireland could not support them, and so they must leave the land they loved and make their living elsewhere.

Now, he could not help contrasting the fellow travellers who had befriended him on that fateful journey ten years ago with the motley crowd today. The predominant colour was khaki; the deck was thronged with soldiers going home on furlough, laden down with webbing equipment, rifles and bayonets, with the mud of Flanders still staining their tunics. A few of them had been pacing up and down the deck all night, peering constantly into the murk for the tell-tale signs of enemy submarines, to the irritation or amusement of their comrades. Such fears were by no means groundless; two years later a U-boat would torpedo the mail-steamer Leinster, with the loss of more than 450 passengers and crew. But most of the soldiers who sprawled in the gangways and huddled on the benches were dead to the world and past caring. Most of them were only going on leave, a brief respite before the next Big Push; but a few lucky ones were bound for a posting in Ireland, a cushy billet if ever there was one. Far from the appalling carnage of the Western Front, remote even from the Zeppelin air-raids on England, Ireland was a haven of tranquillity.

Occasionally one of the soldiers would eye the fine-looking youth with scarcely veiled hostility, as if to say ‘Why are you not in uniform?’, but others regarded him more tolerantly: ‘Ah well, ye’re well out of it!’ In the wee small hours, he had even broached the bottle of Jameson’s in his coat pocket and passed it round a couple of the Tommies from an English county regiment. ‘Drink up, me lads,’ he thought grimly. ‘Soon I may be fighting you.’

Now, as the first long rays of the wintry sun eased the morning chill, the ship entered Dublin Bay and approached the line of quays stretching along the North Wall. The young man gazed intently at the panorama spread before him. Beyond the forest of masts lay the wharves – how tawdry and seedy it all looked – and the grey-blue haze from a thousand chimneys through which he discerned the steeples of the many churches and the two cathedrals. Near at hand he made out the distinctive shape of the Customs House, and beyond, in the city centre, the Four Courts, the Bank of Ireland, the Mansion House and the Palladian outline of Trinity College. And there, crouched on a ridge above the Liffey, was the menacing bulk of the Castle, the hated symbol of seven centuries of English domination.

The generous mouth tightened dourly at this sight.


CHAPTER 1

Boyhood, 1890–1906


A great host with whom it is not fortunate to contend, the battle-trooped host of the O Coileain.

OLD IRISH SAYING



THE COLLINSES IN THE WEST OF COUNTY CORK ARE DESCENDED from the O Coileain, lords of Ui Conaill Gabhra from time immemorial. Long before William the Conqueror set foot on the sister island, the O Coileain were famed for their ferocious warrior skills. The Conqueror’s great-grandson, Henry II, received the grant of Ireland from Pope Adrian IV on condition that he brought law and order to the Irish Church and State. The genuineness of the Papal Bull Laudabiliter setting forth this shady deal is open to question; but the Irish, a devout race, swallowed the mandate from His Holiness and meekly submitted. The immediate occasion for the Anglo-Norman invasion, in 1170, was ostensibly the restoration of Dermot McMurrough, King of Leinster, who had been ejected four years previously. When Dermot conveniently died and was replaced by the Norman magnate FitzGilbert, the Irish rose in revolt under Rory O’Connor, King of Connacht. King Henry himself then crossed over to Ireland on 17 October 1171, a date that would later be engraved on the mind of every Irishman. The conquest of Ireland was sudden and all-embracing; the petty kings were replaced by Norman barons and the rigours of feudalism imposed. In one of the many uprisings of that fateful decade the O Coileain were expelled from their lands in County Limerick (today Upper and Lower Connelloe). A small remnant managed to cling on to Claoghlas in the far south-west of the county till the late-eighteenth century when they were dispossessed by the Fitzgeralds. Meanwhile, the main body of the clan migrated southwards, almost as far as they could possibly go, to West Cork, one of the remotest and poorest areas in the far south-west of Ireland.

Not far from Galley Head, the promontory that separates the bays of Clonakilty and Rosscarbery, lies the straggle of cottages and farmhouses at the crossroads known as Sam’s Cross (after a notorious highwayman, Sam Wallace). Near this hamlet, nestling in the hills midway between the two market towns, is the tiny farm of Woodfield, ninety acres in extent, which had been tenanted by the Collins family for generations. At the crossroads itself stands the Four Alls tavern which, for many years, was kept by Jeremiah Collins (and is today run by his grandson, Maurice) and still has its curious signboard inscribed ‘I Rule All, I Fight for All, I Pray for All, but I Pay for All’, captions to pictures of a king, a pikeman, a priest and a farmer respectively. In a cottage across the road was born Mary Anne O’ Brien in 1855. She was scarcely out of her teens when she married one of the Collins brothers who tenanted Woodfield.

Woodfield was not untypical of the farms in this part of Ireland, with its small, stony fields on the long slope of a windswept hillside. Subdivision over the centuries had reduced it by the early-nineteenth century to a few scattered acres providing little more than subsistence farming. It was occupied by four brothers, Maurice, Thomas, Patrick and Michael John Collins.1 They could not afford to marry, and for years they struggled, four ageing bachelors, to make a go of the farm. Somehow they weathered the Great Hunger of the 1840s and the upheavals of the Young Ireland rebellion in 1848, and were swept up in the temperance crusade of Father Mathew the following year, unreservedly accepting the supposition that strong drink was a weapon of the English squirearchy to keep the Irish docile.

In 1850 Pat and Tom, now in their fifties, had a brush with a couple of squireens who were trampling through their crops in pursuit of a fox. The Collins brothers were extremely fortunate not to be ejected from their tenancy, but for manhandling the huntsmen and driving them off their fields, Pat and Tom spent a year in Cork Gaol. Once a month Michael mounted his garron and made the fatiguing journey, through Timoleague and Bandon, to the county town twenty miles away to the north-east, bringing pathetic comfort to his gentle elder brothers whose uncharacteristic eruption had cost them so dear.

These monthly journeys to and from Cork turned Michael’s soul to iron. In the very year that Pat and Tom were convicted, an association demanding the Three Fs – Fair rent, Free sale and Fixity of tenure – was formed with the avowed intention of extinguishing landlordism altogether. Out of this association would evolve the Land League in 1879 which would eventually achieve these aims, but along the way there would be constant heartache and numerous setbacks as the Land Leaguers battled against the vested interests of the landowning classes. In the end, it would take a worldwide depression in agriculture combined with three wretched harvests in a row (1877–79) before the Westminster parliament passed the great Land Act of 188J. The youngest of the Collins brothers chafed at the seeming lack of progress towards justice for the tenantry and sought other solutions.

Michael Collins was a fervent admirer of a Rosscarbery man, Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa, who tried to give fresh impetus to Irish nationalism by founding the Phoenix National and Literary Society. The authorities viewed this as yet another subversive organisation and, in the wake of the 1848 uprising, it was suppressed. The Phoenix was reborn, however, a decade later. On St Patrick’s Day 1858, James Stephens and Thomas Clarke Luby founded a secret society known as the Irish Republican Brotherhood, recruiting former Phoenix members with the help of money raised in America from survivors of the 1848 rising. In America the movement came to be known as the Fenians (after the heroic Fianna of Irish mythology) but in Ireland itself it was usually known by its initials. Despite being condemned by the Catholic Church as a secret society whose members were bound by oath, the IRB grew steadily, though its achievements were quixotic rather than real – an abortive invasion of Canada (1867), the rescue of political prisoners from a convict settlement in Western Australia (1876) and the invention of the submarine (1881), designed by John Holland to bring down the mighty Royal Navy.

What role, if any, Michael John Collins played in this secret brotherhood is unknown. By 1875, at the age of sixty, the youngest of the four brothers took a bride forty years his junior. Mary Anne seems to have provided a much-needed woman’s touch to the spartan bachelor farmhouse. Michael now had a warm house and a woman to love. Early in 1877 their first child, Margaret, was born, to be followed at more or less eighteen-month intervals by John (Johnny), Johanna (Hannie), Mary, Helena, Patrick and Kathleen (Katie). The children’s names were chosen according to the strict formula of the period: Margaret was named in honour of Michael John’s mother; Johanna after Mary Anne’s mother, and the third daughter after Mary Anne herself. Similarly, John was named after Michael’s father, Patrick after his uncle, and the third son, the last of the eight children, would be named Michael, after his father.2

Raising a family in old age must have left Michael John little time for politics. The 1880s were a decade in which the Invincibles of the IRB turned to more extreme action: the murder of Lord Frederick Cavendish, Chief Secretary for Ireland, and his assistant Thomas Burke in Dublin’s Phoenix Park on 6 May 1882, was the prelude to a bombing campaign in the heart of the enemy’s capital which began the following year and climaxed on 24 January 1885 with the simultaneous dynamiting of the House of Commons, the Tower of London and Westminster Hall. The explosions had little effect, however, and the IRB soon sank back into lethargy. The limited attainment of political objectives, mainly through the Land League founded by Michael Davitt in 1879, and the Home Rule party led by Charles Stuart Parnell, seemed to promise independence gradually by constitutional means, although it tended to polarise Ireland along sectarian lines. By 1890 the collaboration between the Liberal party led by Gladstone and the Home Rule party seemed about to bear fruit, when it was destroyed by a divorce. When Captain O’ Shea, an Irish MP, divorced his wife Kitty and cited Parnell as co-respondent, the Catholic hierarchy called for the latter’s resignation. Parnell refused and his party was violently split down the middle.

The O’ Shea–Parnell scandal was coming to a head when Mary Anne was far advanced in her eighth and last pregnancy, complicated by a bad fall in which she saved the baby she was carrying but broke her ankle. The fracture was inexpertly set, leaving her with a bad limp for the rest of her days, but she struggled on with her chores. One autumn evening she milked her cows as usual, then did a large baking and attended to other household duties before retiring to her bed where, early on the morning of Thursday, 16 October, she gave birth to her third son. Later that day, Father Peter Hill having been summoned from Rosscarbery, the newborn infant was solemnly baptised. The parish register shows that he was christened Michael, although he went through a phase in childhood where he assumed a middle name, James (after his mother’s father), and sometimes signed his name ‘M.J. Collins’, but he dropped this affectation as he got older.

Mary Anne was only thirty-five, but three years had elapsed since Katie had been born. The baby’s father was now seventy-five, but his powers, both physical and intellectual, were undiminished by the passing of the years, and he would retain the appearance and vigour of a man half his age right up until his death in March 1897. The baby who bore his name became the favourite child of Michael’s last years. Young Michael, in turn, was very close to his elderly father and when he was very young would accompany him everywhere and in his own childish way try to help about the farm.

Life at Woodfield in the 1890s must have been idyllic. Mary Anne doted on her youngest, and the boy’s sisters adored him unreservedly; ‘We thought he had been invented for our special edification,’ commented Hannie Collins many years later.3 Little Michael grew up in a close, loving environment. It would not have been surprising had all this love and attention turned his head, but he seems to have gained the positive benefit of self-assurance without the negative quality of becoming self-centred. His earliest memories were of his parents and his sisters, of cuddling up to his mother as she milked the cows and softly crooned the Irish ballads which she had learned from her grandmother. It was Michael’s earliest exposure to the Irish language; years later he would regret that he had not had the opportunity to speak it as a native.

Old Michael John appears to have been a rather austere, forbidding figure, awkward and reserved with his older children; but young Michael’s perception of him was quite different. In extreme old age Michael opened out to his last-born, whom he regaled with the myths and legends of old, as well as exciting deeds and tragic tales from Ireland’s history. Running like a golden thread through this oral education was the rank injustice of the antiquated system of landholding. Some day this must be put right, and the land restored to the people who actually tilled the soil. In fact, the Land Purchase Act of 1885 made it practicable for tenants to buy their farms. The landlord would receive eighteen times the annual rental from the government, and the tenant would repay this sum over forty-nine years. Later legislation would accelerate the process by providing generous bonuses (up to an eighth of the purchase price). Taking advantage of this concession Johnny Collins would eventually undertake the purchase of Woodfield in 1903. By 1921, two-thirds of the land in Ireland had passed from the old landowning class to the tenantry under voluntary transactions of this kind, and one of the first acts of the Free State administration was to complete the process.

Although the worst excesses and injustice of the old land system had been mitigated by the time Michael was a little boy, the collective folk memory was sharply etched with bitter memories. As late as 1886, when Johnny was nine, he had been the terror-stricken witness of an eviction, watching the local stalwarts of the Royal Irish Constabulary manhandling the tall gallows contraption used to batter down the mud walls of a cotter’s cabin before the thatch was torched, as the evicted family huddled shivering on a frozen November afternoon and watched their house go up in flames. Johnny never forgot the look of sullen, impotent rage on the face of the cotter. Shortly before Michael was born, an old man was forcibly evicted as he lay on his deathbed. On that occasion one of his sons was goaded into attacking the land-agent with a pitchfork, putting a tine through the man’s eye. What became of the assailant is not recorded, but apparently there were no evictions in that area thereafter.

All this was before young Michael’s time, but he himself had a memory of ‘factor’s snash’ that would remain with him till the end of his life. On the very day he himself was killed he reminisced about an incident when he was no more than five. His father was ill at the time, and for some reason it fell to the boy to pay the rent of £4 6s 8d. On his way to the land-agent’s office in Rosscarbery, Michael chanced to see, in a shop window, a football priced at a shilling. Oh, how he longed for that football, and he quickened his step in the hope that the agent would reward him for prompt payment by giving him a shilling discount, as was sometimes the case. But the man took the full amount, snapping nastily, ‘Tell your father he’s a fool to trust such a small lad with so much money.’ Right there and then, Michael vowed that there would be no land-agents in Ireland if he ever had his way.

In March 1897 the old man died. Michael was with him at the end and often recalled his last words: ‘I shall not see Ireland free, but in my children’s time it will come, please God.’

In adulthood Michael’s memory of his father’s appearance became hazy, but he had an instant recall of the old man’s precepts, and frequently peppered his speeches and his conversation with his sayings. Testimony as to the character of the father is abundant: unflinching honesty, a rather dour integrity and a rigid set of moral principles were tempered by the essential humanity of the man. Tender feelings for those worse off than himself extended to the beasts of the field; even the rooks who nested in the trees around the little farmhouse were left unmolested. A concern for others would be an outstanding characteristic of Michael Collins to the end of his life, and it is idle to speculate that some of the worst excesses of the civil war, perpetrated after his death, might have been avoided.

There are also many anecdotes that illustrate his total absence of fear, even as a very small child. These stories, however, probably reflect the attitudes of the raconteur rather than revealing the truth about Michael; for an absence of fear is a dangerous quality and this, indeed, may have been ultimately his undoing. Certainly the story told by his brother Johnny, of the toddler wandering off and subsequently being found asleep amid the straw on the floor of the stall housing a vicious stallion that only old Michael John could control, suggests foolhardiness born of ignorance. Astonishingly, little Michael was found curled up, fast asleep, between the animal’s hooves. Another story tells how his sisters had taken him up to the loft above the living quarters, and how he fell through the trapdoor to the kitchen floor below, unscathed; but that smacks of the miraculous, rather than proving any point about Michael’s bravery or fortitude.

More important was the influence of the old man on the development of the boy’s intellect. Time and again, one sees examples of the tendency among the higher classes of society to decry the peasantry as little removed from the beasts of the field; yet there is abundant evidence in all peasant societies of the great store set upon education. This may not be an education in the formal sense of school, college or university, but it is education in its purest form, the education that springs from within. Old Michael John, born in the year of Waterloo, had grown up in an era when the Catholic peasantry was subject to harsh penal laws and social restrictions which extended to education among other things. It was left to the peasantry to redress the balance as best it could, through the system of hedge-schools, often conducted (as the name implies) in the open air.

Despite pitifully limited resources, the itinerant hedge-schoolmasters imparted an enthusiasm for learning which encouraged men and women, young and old, to carry on the process on their own. Literacy was the key to this self-education and the system, despite its primitive nature, produced an incredible number of fine scholars. Michael John had received what little formal education he possessed from Diarmuid O Suilleabhain, a cousin on his mother’s side, who inculcated a love of languages. As a result, Michael had a good grounding in English and French as well as classical Irish, and then went on to acquire a deep knowledge of Latin and Greek, besides the more abstruse aspects of pure mathematics. In addition to the many skills required of the small peasant farmer, who must needs turn his hand to ploughing and thatching and all aspects of animal husbandry, Michael John was adept at carpentry and cabinetmaking, fashioning his own furniture and constructing the doors and windows of his farmhouse or the mangers and stalls for the cattle and horses. An old man who had such a wealth of experience and an extraordinary range of skills and accomplishments, both practical and cerebral, must have been a source of wonderment to an impressionable boy. Many of Michael John’s anecdotes concerning the epic struggles of Ninety-Eight (the year in which his elder brother Patrick had been born) had the ring of truth underscored by the fact that he had got them from the lips of Diarmuid O Suilleabhain himself, and he, it was well known locally, had been ‘out’ in that historic year and had fought shoulder to shoulder with Wolfe Tone himself. It is hardly surprising that young Michael should develop such a keen sense of history, and a consciousness of his people’s role in it.

Michael developed into a sturdy lad, big for his age but also precocious beyond his years. From earliest childhood he had related easily to his much older brothers and sisters, to his mother and above all to his father who treated him as an equal and never spoke down to him. To this may be attributed his independent spirit; his father had taught him well, at an early age, to think for himself, to question everything. This extended into the field of religion. The Collinses were devout, but this did not necessarily mean that everything about their faith was accepted unquestioningly. There is abundant evidence to suggest that Michael, in the middle period of his life, took religious observance rather lightly, but in the last three years of his life he came back to his faith and in the stressful period of the Truce and the Treaty, as well as in the civil war that followed, he often found solace in the Mass and the Rosary.

Having learned to read and write at his father’s knee, Michael was sent off to the neighbourhood school at the tender age of four and a half. The nearest establishment was the National School at Lisavaird, about two miles from the farm. Opened in 1887, it served this little community for many years but is now used as a shed for J.J. Hurley’s farm machinery business. This was a one-teacher school, catering for pupils of all ages from five to twelve. What had been so ably begun by old Michael was continued by Denis Lyons, one of those truly exceptional schoolmasters whose influence on their students lasts a lifetime. Apart from his skills as a pedagogue, Lyons had a genius for motivating his youthful charges. Ironically, the National School system had been established by the government with the express purpose of eradicating any sense of Irish nationalism from the children, and undermining any subversive notions that they might have imbibed with their mothers’ milk. Denis Lyons, however, was a seasoned veteran of the IRB who managed to conceal his Fenian sympathies from the authorities while promoting his belief in physical force, if need be, to achieve the aims of an independent Ireland. It is hard to believe that Lyons, who sailed so close to the political wind, was not detected by the board of education; but perhaps the authorities chose to turn a blind eye rather than lose a teacher of his outstanding calibre.

At any rate Michael benefited from both the fundamentals of a sound education and the subtle extracurricular activities. Many years later (in Frongoch detention camp) Michael shed some light on this. ‘In Denis Lyons, especially his manner, although seemingly hiding what meant most to him, was this pride of Irishness which has always meant most to me.’4

Another powerful influence on the young boy was James Santry. With Lyons, he was Michael’s first tutor:


capable of – because of their personalities alone – infusing into me a pride of the Irish race. Other men may have helped me along the searching path to a political goal. I may have worked hard myself in the long search, nevertheless, Denis Lyons and James Santry remain to me as my first stalwarts.5



Santry was the village blacksmith. Symbolically, his smithy was close to the school, and it was the boy’s father who brought him in contact with a man who had been his longtime comrade in the IRB. A born story-teller, Santry would often have the lad spellbound with his yarns, made all the more vivid because his father before him had forged on that very anvil the pikes which armed the insurgents in the uprisings of 1848 and 1867, while he could proudly claim that his grandfather had fought at Shannonvale in the rising of 1798.

Interestingly, Michael’s respect for Lyons was reciprocated. There is yet extant a school report in the schoolmaster’s neat handwriting, dating from 1901 when Michael was about eleven years of age:


Exceptionally intelligent in observation and at figures. A certain restlessness in temperament. Character: Good. Able and willing to adjust himself to all circumstances. A good reader. Displays more than a normal interest in things appertaining to the welfare of his country. A youthful, but nevertheless striking, interest in politics. Coupled with the above is a determination to become an engineer. A good sportsman, though often temperamental.6



The comments on politics and engineering were bracketed with a further shrewd observation, ‘Either one of these could possibly become finalised at maturity.’ It was an assessment that would secure Michael a coveted place at the higher-grade school in Clonakilty.

After old Michael’s death, Mary Anne decided that the old farmhouse was too cramped for her large family now reaching adulthood. With remarkable singlemindedness and organisational ability – traits inherited in no small measure by her youngest son – she set about having a new house erected alongside the old, and superintended every detail down to the landscaping of a flower garden, regarded at the time as an unnecessary extravagance. The family moved in at Christmas 1900. In the new, more spacious scheme of things, Michael now had his own bedroom, with a fine window that looked north towards the hills and wooded glens of Knockfeen. The room was very sparsely furnished, from choice, the boy’s only concession to ornament being a rather sombre poem entitled ‘Moonlight in my Prison Cell’ which he framed himself with passe-partout. His sole luxury was a little bookcase containing an amazingly catholic range of reading matter. To be sure, there were books about his great heroes, Wolfe Tone and Robert Emmett, martyrs of the risings of 1798 and 1803 respectively, the writings of Thomas Davis (read again and again and leaving an indelible mark on Michael’s own political philosophy), the essays and poetry of the Sullivan brothers including ‘God Save Ireland’ which became the Fenian anthem, the patriotic novels of Banim and Kickham, O’Donovan Rossa’s autobiographical Prison Life, and many others with a strong political theme. But alongside them were the novels of Scott, Dickens and Thackeray as well as Shakespeare’s plays and the poems of Thomas Moore.

With Katie, the sister closest to him in years, Michael read The Mill on the Floss and once said to her, ‘We’re like Tom and Maggie Tulliver.’ Katie riposted that he could never be cruel like Tom, but Michael blurted out, after a hesitant pause, ‘I could be worse.’ This seemingly casual remark remained sharply etched in his sister’s mind. Years later, when the horrible deeds on both sides in the civil war were made known, she would ponder on Michael’s words. Did he, perhaps, have some premonition of the ruthlessness which, though devoid of cruelty, circumstances would force on him? If so, she took some comfort from the fact that he died when he did, before the worst excesses were perpetrated and tarnished the reputation of his contemporaries.

At the turn of the century this very close-knit family began to drift apart. First to go was Hannie, who secured a clerical post in the Post Office Savings Bank in London in March 1899.7 This was inevitable, for Woodfield could not provide work for everyone, and it was always assumed that some at least – the brighter, more energetic and more restless – would some day go forth into the world. Oddly enough, only one was drawn by that powerful magnet, America; in 1902 Patrick departed for the New World, never to return. When Helena left home to become a novitiate in an English convent, her last sight of home was Michael running along the road after the horse and trap, waving frantically until he was swallowed up in the dusty haze. Johnny would remain to work the farm, and suffer grievously during the Troubles when the Black and Tans burned down the farmhouse as a reprisal against Woodfield’s most notorious son. Until the late-1980s the house that Mary Anne erected with so much care was a grassy ruin, a stark reminder of these terrible times. As the centenary of the birth of Michael Collins approached, however, the ruins were tidied up and gardens laid out to form the Michael Collins Memorial Centre, inaugurated in October 1990.

Margaret married Patrick O’Driscoll, proprietor and chief reporter of the Clonakilty newspaper. In due course they would give Michael board and lodging while he continued his studies. During this period the boy got an excellent grounding in the art of concise writing. As part-time cub reporter, he was given plenty of journalistic assignments, covering weddings, social events, football matches and the like. Having to get across the story in a limited number of words would prove an excellent training. The terse, matter-of-factness of local journalism never left him, and would be the hallmark of the reports and directives issued during the years of conflict.

One thing appears to be lacking from Michael’s early boyhood; he seems not to have had any close friends of his own age. After his father died, he preferred his own company, often going for long solitary walks through the beautiful, wild countryside. Sometimes he would carry a book with him, usually Davis, which he read and reread, ruminating over its precepts: education, knowledge, toleration, unity, self-reliance, all fused by love of country. This was the Davis recipe for a sovereign Ireland in which Nationalist and Unionist, Catholic and Protestant would sink their differences and work together for the common good. These were ideals which made a lasting impression on Arthur Griffith, twenty years Michael’s senior and already making a name for himself. And, in turn, Griffith attracted the attention of the precocious schoolboy. In an essay written at the age of twelve, Michael extolled his new-found hero:


In Arthur Griffith there is a mighty force afoot in Ireland. He has none of the wildness of some I could name. Instead there is an abundance of wisdom and an awareness of things which ARE Ireland.8



This is all the more remarkable because, at that time, Griffith’s potential was recognised by very few politicians. The star of John Redmond, leader of the revitalised Irish Parliamentary Party, was then in the ascendant. By 1902, when Michael penned this essay, Griffith had been out of active politics for more than a decade, a victim of the scandal that destroyed the Parnellite faction.

After Parnell’s death in 1891, Griffith turned instead to the cultural renascence of Ireland and threw himself wholeheartedly into the Young Ireland League, the Celtic Literary Society and the Gaelic League which strove to save the native language from extinction. At the turn of the century he founded Cumann na nGaedheal, a federation of patriotic youth clubs of various hues and aims whose common factor was their detestation of the Irish Parliamentary Party led by John Redmond. In the same essay Michael expressed himself trenchantly against the Redmondites as ‘Slaves of England’ and ‘chains around Irish necks’.

There was no point in merely deploring the self-serving policies of the Irish Parliamentary Party; it was necessary to come up with a viable alternative. With such stalwarts as Maud Gonne and W.B. Yeats working for Cumann na nGaedheal, Griffith could call on some of the sharpest intellects of the period in developing his political ideas. Behind Cumann na nGaedheal, moreover, was the IRB which imparted the separatist complexion of the movement. These strands became entwined in 1905 when Griffith formed a new political party whose name in Irish literally meant ‘We Ourselves’, though it is often translated as ‘Ourselves Alone’. The party was Sinn Fein.

While these political developments which would have such long-term repercussions on Ireland were in the making, Michael was attending classes at the National School in Clonakilty (now the West Cork Museum). At Lisavaird Michael had been head and shoulders above his peers; in Clonakilty he faced much stiffer competition, but by the end of his first term he had found his feet and was consistently at the top of his class. Mary Anne, now in her late forties and in poor health, feared for the future of her brilliant but erratic son. ‘I am afraid he will get into mischief,’ she confided in one of her daughters, perhaps with some premonition of the dangerous years ahead. Mary Anne was anxious that Michael should follow in Hannie’s footsteps and pass the all-important Civil Service examination that would give him a job for life and a good pension at the end of his career.

The headteacher, John Crowley, concurred. At the age of fourteen Michael was weaned away from any residual notions he may have had about becoming an engineer and put into Crowley’s special class which he coached relentlessly for the Civil Service examination. There were very few options. With a good pass in the school certificate examinations Michael could hope for little opportunity locally beyond recruitment into the Royal Irish Constabulary (a prospect which he found distasteful). So he gave way to his ailing mother’s wishes and diligently studied for the Civil Service examination, sister Margaret keeping an eye on him. The only break from his studies came on Saturday mornings when he would set off along the winding country road, skirting the Curragh Lough, and down to the gleaming cottages of Sam’s Cross and the welcoming farmhouse beyond.

In 1904 he acquired his first bicycle. Little did he realise, as he cycled along the country lanes exploring the hauntingly beautiful countryside on the south coast, that the day was not far off when he would wage war on the mighty British Empire – from the saddle of a bicycle.

Apart from intellectual pursuits, Michael, who was even then above average height and broad of frame, excelled at all manner of individual sports but had little real aptitude for team games in which his fiery temper often led to a punch-up on the field. He was exceptionally strong and well built, energetic and enjoyed the rudest of health. Among his favourite sports were wrestling, running, jumping and horse-riding. Sean Deasey, a contemporary at Clonakilty, later recalled that his classmate was ‘powerful in figure for his age, and a veritable terror at the sport of wrestling’.9

Katie was the nearest thing to a boon companion at this period, and they would often go for long bike rides together at weekends; but in his last year in school Michael formed a close friendship with Sean Hurley, whose family background was very similar. In the summer vacation they stayed turn about in each other’s homes, wrestling, cycling and working in the fields together. What attracted them to each other was primarily kinship – they were second cousins – but they also had a very similar political outlook. Both boys dreamed passionately of an independent Ireland, but Sean was the more realistic, down-to-earth of the two, whereas Michael’s optimism for the future was unbounded. Years later Sean would recall the day that they cycled past the house occupied by a landlord who had earned a reputation in bygone years for heartlessly turning out his tenants. Michael cried out vehemently, ‘When I’m a man we’ll have him and his kind out of Ireland!’10

Late in 1905 Michael passed the Civil Service examination with flying colours and in due course received notification that he had been appointed to a clerkship in the Second Division at an annual salary of £35.11 He had the choice of several government departments but he opted for the Post Office Savings Bank, where his sister Hannie was already established. He completed the school term at Clonakilty and in July 1906 prepared to leave the little world of West Cork for the excitement and uncertainties of London. Before he left home, he tramped round the lanes and fields that he had known all his life. Now, on these beautiful summer days, he began to see the old familiar places through new eyes. He was leaving, perhaps for ever.


CHAPTER 2

London, 1906–16


You don’t know you’re Irish till you leave Ireland.

TRADITIONAL SAYING



MICHAEL COLLINS WOULD SPEND NINE AND A HALF YEARS, ALMOST a third of his life, living and working in London. Family tradition, followed by all previous biographers, states that throughout that entire period he lodged with Hannie in a furnished flat at 5 Netherwood Road in West Kensington. In fact, Michael and his sister resided at various addresses in West London, and only settled in Netherwood Road in 1914.

Hannie, eleven years older than Michael, had passed the Civil Service Open Competition in March 1899 and three weeks later had been appointed a Clerk Second Class in the Post Office. She went to work as a ledger clerk in the Post Office Savings Bank and retired on 15 April 1940, having given a life of faithful if undistinguished service in which her only promotion, to Higher Clerical Officer, had come in 1928.1 At the turn of the century, on her salary of a pound a week, Hannie had taken a bedsitting-room not far from her place of work, at 6 Minford Gardens in Shepherds Bush. Her landlord, Albert Lawrence, was a master baker who let out rooms to Scots or Irish clerks and shopmen, but the quiet-spoken girl from West Cork was his favourite and he kept a fatherly eye on her. Hannie, touchingly, always addressed him as ‘father’, a habit which Michael easily acquired when he came to London as a Boy Clerk in July 1906. When she got word that her youngest brother was coming to work alongside her, she had asked Lawrence if he could find a room for him. The elderly baker took to the boy immediately, ‘for he was always jolly and sincere’.2

In 1908 Lawrence moved to Coleherne Terrace, South Kensington, where he opened a bakery on the ground floor and let rooms above. Hannie and Michael moved with him: ‘Don’t think we’re going to leave you, Father,’ said Michael. Lawrence also recalled that ‘There were some fine political arguments in my house. I had an Englishman and a Scotsman as well as other Irishmen living with me, and they would talk politics nineteen to the dozen.’ This cosy arrangement continued until Lawrence retired and sold his business in 1913.

Hannie and Michael then moved to a flat at 28 Princes Road, Notting Hill. Eight years later, in Dublin, Michael met Sir William Darling, then on the staff of the British administration in Dublin Castle. They discussed books at great length and discovered a mutual interest in the novels of G.K. Chesterton. It transpired that Michael’s favourite was The Napoleon of Notting Hill, Darling concluding that the young Irishman was ‘almost fanatically attached to it’, as he recorded in his memoirs, So It Looks to Me, published in 1952. Early in 1914, however, Michael and his sister returned to Shepherds Bush, renting a substantial flat – two bedrooms, a sitting-room, kitchen and bathroom – on the upper floor of 5 Netherwood Road. The landlords, Willison Brothers, had a dairy on the ground floor. Next door, Henry Brough ran a pharmacy and sub post office.3

For fifteen years in the 1970s and 1980s the London Irish community tried to persuade the Greater London Council to erect a plaque to Michael’s memory. Michael O’Halloran, MP for Islington North, had first raised the matter in the 1970s, and latterly Ken Livingstone gave the campaign his backing, but it was not until 1986, when Labour gained control of Hammersmith Borough Council, that the dream became a reality. It was planned to get the newly appointed Irish ambassador to unveil the plaque in April 1987 but due to damage to the terracotta plaque in transit from a pottery in the north of England, it was not until 10 July that it was unveiled by Clive Soley. The plaque, mounted high on the wall, bears a facsimile of Michael’s signature with his birth and death dates below. The original idea of including the inscription ‘Irish Nationalist and Soldier’ was dropped, and no indication is given on the plaque of who Michael Collins was, other than saying that he resided there in 1914–15. The ceremony was followed by an evening of Irish song and poetry in Shepherds Bush Public Library under the appropriate title of ‘The Laughing Boy’.4

The flat latterly occupied by Hannie and Michael was in a typical yellow-brick terraced house; apart from some stucco ornament including mascarons on the window arches, it was no different from countless others thrown up at the end of the nineteenth century to accommodate the vast army of artisans, shop-workers and clerks employed in the metropolis, and nowadays divided into bedsits. The rooms at Minford Gardens and Coleherne Terrace would have been very similar. In his first year in the Savings Bank Michael’s salary of fifteen shillings a week barely covered the rent and his living expenses, though in 1907 Hannie’s salary was raised to £75 per annum. On the basis that two can live as cheaply as one, brother and sister pooled their meagre resources. Inevitably most of the domestic chores fell on Hannie but, devoted to her clever kid brother, she never complained.

Early each morning they would leave their lodgings and walk round the corner into Blythe Road, at the far end of which stood the vast red-brick pile of the Post Office Savings Bank. Shortly after Hannie had come to London, this department of the Post Office, which had grown a hundredfold since its inception in 1861, was moved from the City to a site in West Kensington adjoining Olympia. On the very spot where Michael and scores of other clerks laboured daily on the ten million accounts and deposits totalling £200,000,000, a few years previously Buffalo Bill and his cowboys had thrilled multitudes by their daily enactment of the rescue of the Deadwood stagecoach from marauding Indians. The Prince of Wales (later King Edward VII) had laid the foundation stone in June 1899 and the Savings Department completed the move by Easter Monday 1903.5

Edwardian London was a melting-pot. Thousands of young men and women flocked into the world’s largest city of the time, not only from every part of the British Isles but, increasingly, from the Continent also and farther afield. Although the ethnic mix was not as exotic as it would become forty years later, it was nevertheless a cultural, linguistic and racial maelstrom. Many of the youngsters rapidly became deracinated and acquired the cosmopolitanism and easy tolerance of the typical Londoner of the period. Apart from the Jewish community, largely confined to the Aldgate district in the East End, the one immigrant group which tended to retain its cultural identity was the Irish. Even there, though, the bonds could weaken. Many a young Irishman, liberated from the claustrophobic constraints of his faith and family, cheerfully abandoned both and assimilated easily, marrying a girl who might herself have migrated from Scotland, Wales or the English provinces. If he did not wish to go to Mass on Sunday morning, there was no father (or mother) figure breathing down his neck. If he wanted to read what, at home, had been condemned as ‘bad books’, he was perfectly free to do so.

On the other hand, there were many young men and women, cast adrift in an alien environment, who clung together tenaciously and reinforced each other’s Irishness. Things which had been taken for granted at home, or ignored altogether, now became important. If Michael had been tempted by the bright lights and the thousands of blandishments to stray and turn his back on his nationality, there was big sister Hannie at his elbow. He joined the Sinn Fein Club in Chancery Lane and it was in London that he even made his first attempt to learn Irish, attending Gaelic League classes for some time. This first essay into the mysteries of the native language seems not to have progressed very far beyond the ability to write his name Miceál O Coileain in Gaelic uncials and to make the happy discovery that so many of the words and phrases that peppered everyday conversation in West Cork were, in fact, Irish.

In April 1907, at the age of fifty-two, Mary Anne died of cancer after a long and painful illness. Her obituary in The West Cork People of 16 April, by ‘one who knew her’ – probably her son-in-law, Pat O’ Driscoll – included a touching little ode extolling her simple, homely hospitality. She remains a rather shadowy figure compared with her husband, yet her influence on Michael was not inconsiderable. It has often been said that the qualities of kindliness and generosity in Michael came from her. Though not as devout as his mother by any stretch of the imagination, her son shared her easy-going, tolerant attitude to those of other faiths. It is highly significant that, on the night Mary Anne died, it was her Protestant neighbours who were at her bedside, and many others came to her funeral. Michael himself abhorred the sectarianism which, since the 1880s, had threatened to weaken the cause of Irish independence; in the all-too-brief period allotted to him as head of state he dealt very firmly with any manifestation of partiality or victimisation along sectarian lines.

Under Hannie’s influence Michael did not kick over the traces, although she must have had some anxious moments. Far worse, in many respects, than the temptations of London life in general were the attitudes and outlook of a certain element in the London Irish community which had abandoned the church for the pub and accompanied heavy drinking with a strident anti-clericalism. P.S. O’Hegarty, who got to know him well in the London period, left a very perceptive pen-picture of the adolescent Michael:


Everybody in Sinn Fein circles knew him, and everybody liked him, but he was not a leader. He had strong individuality, clearly-held opinions, and noticeable maturity even as a boy of seventeen when he made his appearance in Irish circles in London. But his place was rather as the raw material of a leader than as a leader. When he came to London as a mere boy, he fell into spasmodic association with a hard-drinking, hard-living crowd from his own place, and their influence on him was not good. During most of his years in London he was in the ‘blast and bloody’ stage of adolescent evolution, and was regarded as a wild youth with plenty of ability, who was spoiled by his wildness. Not that his wildness was any deeper than the surface. Behind it his mind grew and his ideas enlarged.6



Michael never lost his faith – that was too deeply ingrained in him – but he went through a phase as he approached manhood when he was decidedly hostile to the Catholic Church. On one occasion in 1909 he caused a furore at a Sinn Fein meeting when he delivered a tirade against the priesthood’s role in Irish history, attacking the spineless attitude of the hierarchy and concluding violently, ‘Exterminate them!’7

Despite the advantage of having an elder sister to comfort and guide him, Michael’s immediate feelings on coming to London were homesickness compounded by an immense loneliness. London, with its hustle and bustle and its overwhelming size, was a terrifying prospect for a teenager whose world had hitherto been bounded by Rosscarbery and Clonakilty. ‘Loneliness,’ he once said to Patrick Hodges, ‘can be of two sorts: the delighted loneliness of the traveller in the country; and the desperate loneliness of the stranger to a city.’8 For many weeks he was thoroughly miserable. The news from Woodfield was far from good; after his departure, Mary Anne seemed to lose the will to live, though in truth her decline was due to a malignant tumour, and nine months later she was dead.

Gradually, Michael recovered his equilibrium and found the congenial companionship of Irish boys of his own age. Quite a number, perhaps slightly older, were also employed as clerks at the Savings Bank. In an organisation of this size, with many hundreds of employees, there was an active social life offering a wide range of sporting, intellectual and recreational facilities. Significantly, Michael did not become involved in any of these. Instead, he gravitated towards the distinctive social milieu of the London Irish. Interestingly, Hannie provided a powerful corrective to the more extreme Irish nationalist tendencies. Her Irishness manifested itself mainly through her regular attendance at Mass and Confession; but she worked alongside mainly English girls and in the years before Michael joined her she had made many close friendships with English families. Through her, Michael was drawn into Hannie’s social circle and thus got to know many English people in a relaxed atmosphere. This social experience was to stand him in good stead years later when he was deeply involved in the critical stages of the negotiations with the British government. Then, Michael would lack the awkwardness and the stiffness, perhaps born of a sense of inferiority, that plagued Arthur Griffith. Above all, close contact with the English at work and at home gave Michael a profound understanding of the Ould Enemy.

Nevertheless, he was inexorably drawn into a specific section of the London Irish community. It began within months of his arrival when he came to the notice of a group of Irish businessmen in the capital who devoted their spare time and a great deal of their cash to the welfare of young Irish boys and girls working in the strange city. In particular, they organised the distinctively Irish sports under the banner of the Gaelic Athletic Association which had been formed in 1884. Michael, who had never been all that keen on team games, found himself recruited by the Geraldine Hurling Club, and, never having handled a camánn before, soon took to this Irish brand of shinty with all the zest of a convert. Michael usually played midfield or back. Ned Lynch, who played for a rival team, remembered Michael as ‘an effective though not particularly polished player, a good sportsman as long as the game was fair, but liable to fly into a temper if he suspected foul play’.9

Ever the rugged individualist, Michael tended to dominate his team. Big for his age, tough as nails and loud with it, he polarised the club just as he would the nation. There were those who, even at seventeen, idolised him; just as equally there were those who heartily detested what they regarded as his bullying tactics. In 1908 he put himself forward as candidate for the vice-captaincy of the hurling team. Not surprisingly the election was fiercely contested but Michael won by the narrowest of margins. Once he was on the committee, however, he exhibited qualities of organisation and administration, as well as eloquence and persuasiveness in argument that others found hard to resist. A year later he was elected to the London County Board of the Gaelic Athletic Association, and a few months after that he secured the most powerful position in the Geraldines when he became secretary, a post which he retained until he left London six years later.

The secretaryship came to him at a crucial time in the club’s fortunes, when the initial interest in Gaelic games was on the wane, and there was a move to introduce soccer, rugby and cricket. To Michael, this was rank heresy, and he denounced these ‘garrison games’ by which the British sought insidiously to promote ‘the peaceful penetration of Ireland’. What, one wonders, would he have made of Ireland in the 1990s making a name for herself in world football – and with an Englishman, Jack Charlton, as the national team manager! The controversy split the Association, most of whose clubs seceded, leaving the demoralised Geraldines among the rump. In his first half-yearly report to the club Michael lashed out at the dissension in the ranks:


An eventful half-year has followed a somewhat riotous general meeting. Great hopes instead of being fulfilled have been rudely shattered . . . Our internal troubles were saddening, but our efforts in football and hurling were perfectly heartbreaking. In no single contest have our colours been crowned with success . . . In conclusion I can only say that our record for the past half-year leaves no scope for self-congratulation. Signs of decay are unmistakable, and if members are not prepared in the future to act more harmoniously together and more self-sacrificingly generally – the club will soon have faded into an inglorious and well-deserved oblivion.10



The following July it was minuted that ‘The Secretary read his report. It was not flattering to the members.’ As Michael wrote this minute himself, it shows an uncompromising attitude when he believed himself to be right, even if everyone else was wrong. Significantly, this minute concluded on a triumphant, self-congratulatory note: ‘The report was adopted after the exhibition of marked enthusiasm by a few members.’ Already Michael was attracting a band of devotees who would follow him come what may. One of them was his cousin and old schoolfriend, Sean Hurley, who had now followed him to London.

This trait of wanting to have his own way and showing a marked impatience with those who took a contrary view was early evidence of strong will rather than self-will, for in sporting matters as later on in politics Michael sincerely believed that he was working solely for the common good. For this reason he was essentially a realist and a pragmatist, ready to change his mind if he felt that circumstances had altered. This characteristic would be central to his actions a decade later.

As Michael reached his majority, the complexity of his character was clearly evident. Those who knew him in the London years paint a picture of a restless young man, a go-getter, whose dynamism was matched by his personal magnetism. Others remembered him ruefully as ruthless, single-minded, domineering and forceful, a man who did not mince his words or suffer fools lightly. He was a driven man, impelled by some sense of destiny, perhaps – but it is easy to say that
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