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About the Book

‘I have him bitched, balloxed and bewildered, for there’s a system and a science in taking the piss out of a screw and I'm a well-trained man at it.’


So writes Brendan Behan, poet, writer and literary legend, of the episode that coloured his life. Arrested in Liverpool as an agitator for the IRA, he was tried and sent to reform school. He was sixteen years old.
 

The world he entered was brutal and coldly indifferent. Conditions were primitive, and violence simmered just below the surface. Yet Brendan Behan found something more positive than hate in Borstal: friendship, solidarity and healing flashes of kindness. Extraordinarily vivid, fluent, and moving, this is a superb and unforgettable piece of writing. Borstal Boy was adapted into a film in 2000.


About the Author

Brendan Behan was born in Dublin in 1923. A member of the I.R.A., he was sentenced to three years in Borstal in 1939, and to fourteen years by a military court in Dublin in 1942.

He became a dominant literary figure almost overnight with the 1956 production of his play The Quare Fellow, based on his prison experiences. This recognition was reinforced by the success of Borstal Boy and his second play, The Hostage.

Brendan Behan described his recreations in Who’s Who as ‘drinking, talking, and swimming’, but no factual description could do justice to his flamboyant, larger-than-life character. Generally regarded as irreverent and unpredictable if not actually dangerous, there was nonetheless no publicity which ever obscured his marked talents or his great understanding of human nature.

Brendan Behan died in 1964.
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FRIDAY, IN THE evening, the landlady shouted up the stairs:

‘Oh God, oh Jesus, oh Sacred Heart. Boy, there’s two gentlemen to see you.’

I knew by the screeches of her that these gentlemen were not calling to enquire after my health, or to know if I’d had a good trip. I grabbed my suitcase, containing Pot. Chlor, Sulph Ac, gelignite, detonators, electrical and ignition, and the rest of my Sinn Fein conjuror’s outfit, and carried it to the window. Then the gentlemen arrived.

A young one, with a blonde, Herrenvolk head and a BBC accent shouted, ‘I say, greb him, the bestud.’

When I was safely grabbed, the blonde one gave me several punches in the face, though not very damaging ones. An older man, in heavy Lancashire speech, told him to leave me alone, and to stop making a – of himself. . . . There were now two or three others in the room, and this old man was the sergeant and in charge of the raid.

He took some Pot. Chlor and sugar out of the case, put it in the empty fireplace and lit it with a match. It roared into flame and filled the room with smoke. He nodded to me and I nodded back.

Saxonhead and another, a quiet fellow, had me gripped by the arms.

‘Got a gun, Paddy?’ asked the sergeant.

‘If I’d have had a gun you wouldn’t have come through that door so shagging easy.’

He looked at me and sighed, as if I had said nothing, or as if he had not heard me.

‘Turn him over,’ he told the quiet one.

Blondie began to search me with violence.

‘No, not you,’ said the sergeant, ‘Vereker.’

Vereker searched me, quietly, and, even along the seams of my flies, with courtesy.

‘Lift your arms up over your head. Put your leg up. Thank you.’

From an inside pocket he took my money, a forged travel permit, and a letter which happened to be written in Irish.

It was from a boy in Dublin who was sick in bed and wanted me to come and see him. He was a dreary bastard in any language, and I, a good-natured and affectionate boy, found him distressing to meet and embarrassing to avoid. I would have a good excuse for not meeting him for some time to come.

The blonde studied the Gaelic writing over Vereker’s shoulder.

Disgusted, he turned to me and shouted, ‘You facquing bestud, how would you like to see a woman cut in two by a plate-glass window?’

I would have answered him on the same level – Bloody Sunday, when the Black and Tans attacked a football crowd in our street; the massacre at Cork; Balbriggan; Amritsar; the RAF raids on Indian villages. I had them all off, and was expecting something like this. But the sergeant said in a reasonable tone:

‘Well, Paddy, there are people gathered round this house, and I don’t think they mean you any good.’ He laughed a bit. ‘But take no heed of them. We’ll get you to the Assizes all right. Safe and sound.’

Vereker released my arm and went to the window. ‘Uniformed men are making them move along.’

The sergeant told Blondie to let me go.

‘We’ll sit here a while,’ he said, sitting on the side of the bed, grunting. He pointed and I came over and sat beside him.

‘I wish to Christ I was your age, Paddy, I’d have something better to do than throwing bombs around. How old are you?’

‘I’m sixteen, and I’ll be seventeen in February.’

‘So they sent you over here, you silly little twerp, while the big shots are in America, going around spouting and raking in the dollars and living on the fat of the land.’

Sean Russell, Chief of Staff of the IRA, was in the United States.

Vereker offered me a cigarette.

‘Maybe he’d like one of his own. Give him them back. They’ll take them off him soon enough in the Bridewell.’

He lit a pipe and Vereker and I smoked cigarettes. Blondie stood and did not smoke or say anything.

The sergeant pointed his pipe at the case. ‘You’re a silly lot of chaps, going on with this lot. You don’t even know why you’re bloody well doing it. It’s supposed to be about Partition. About the Six Counties. Well, I’ve interviewed a lot of your fellows, and God blind old Reilly if one of them could even name the bloody things. Not all six, they couldn’t. Go on, now, you. The whole six, mind.’

I began. ‘Antrim, Armagh.’

The sergeant counted on his fingers. ‘Right, that’s two you’ve got.’

‘Down, Derry, and Fermanagh and . . .’

‘Right, five you got. Come on, the last one.’

‘Down, Derry, and Fermanagh . . . and . . .’

‘There you are, Paddy, what did I tell you?’ He shook his head triumphantly.

I left out County Tyrone for he was a nice old fellow.

After a while Vereker had another look through the window and said that we could go, that there weren’t so many people outside the house.

The sergeant undid the buttons of my pants, and I held them up with my hands in my pockets, going down the stairs.

Outside, as we got in the car, a few people shouted:

‘String the bastard up. Fughing Irish shit-’ouse.’

It was an Orange district, but I think some of them were Liverpool-Irish, trying to prove their solidarity with the loyal stock.

In the car the sergeant said: ‘That landlady of yours won’t have a window left in her house tonight. They’ll probably give the lodger a kicking and all.’

That was the least of my worries. The landlady was a mean woman from the Midlands. I don’t mean that coming from the Midlands caused her meanness. You’ll get good people from there, or from any airt or part of the world, but if Cockneys or a Siamese are mean or decent, they’ll be mean or decent in a Cockney or a Siamese way.

This landlady was mean and as barren as a bog. Her broken windows would be a judgement on her for the cheap sausages and margarine she poisoned her table with, for she was only generous with things that cost little in cash, locking hall doors at night time and kneeling down to say the Rosary with the lodger and her sister, who always added three Hail Marys for holy purity and the protection of her person and modesty, so that you would think half the men in Liverpool were running after her, panting for a lick of her big buck teeth.

The lodger was a big thick from an adjacent bog. After the prayers for purity he had one of his own: that God would grant unto him strength and perseverance to abstain from all alcoholic drinks and to mortify the appetite, so gross a cause of insult to the most loving heart of Jesus, by partaking, but sparingly even, of innocent liquid refreshments such as tea, lemonade, herb beer, ginger pop, and cocoa.

The lodger had to say this every night, for he was a member of the Sacred Thirst, and went to their meetings on Friday night, directly after leaving the Post Office and putting his money in the Savings Bank. But the landlady told us that it would do us no harm to say it with him.

On the back of the hall door was a picture of the Sacred Heart, saying: ‘God is here. Stand firm.’

‘Yes,’ said the sergeant, ‘I shouldn’t be surprised if they leave that house a wreck.’

I was brought to the CID headquarters in Lime Street. In accordance with instructions, I refused to answer questions. I agreed to make a statement, with a view to propaganda for the cause. It would look well at home, too. I often read speeches from the dock, and thought the better of the brave and defiant men that made them so far from friends or dear ones.

‘My name is Brendan Behan. I came over here to fight for the Irish Workers’ and Small Farmers’ Republic, for a full and free life, for my countrymen, North and South, and for the removal of the baneful influence of British Imperialism from Irish affairs. God save Ireland.’

‘Here, what’s this about small farmers? It’s your statement, Paddy, and you can put what you bloody well like in it, but I never seen a small farmer, Irish or English; they’re all bloody big fellows with bulls’ ’eads on ’em, from eating bloody great feeds and drinking cider.’

The left-wing element in the movement would be delighted, and the others, the craw-thumpers, could not say anything against me, because I was a good Volunteer, captured carrying the struggle to England’s doorstep – but they would be hopping mad at me giving everyone the impression that the IRA was Communistic.

The ‘God Save Ireland’ bit made me feel like the Manchester Martyrs, hanged amidst the exulting cheers of fifty thousand fairplay merchants, and crying out with their last breath:


‘God save Ireland,’ cried the heroes,

‘God save Ireland,’ cry we all;

‘Whether on the scaffold high,

Or the battle field we die,

Sure, what matter when for Ireland dear we fall.’



Blondie took the statement and looked at me with as much savagery as he could muster. I looked back at him, and he looked back to my statement.


Girt around by cruel foes,

Still their courage proudly rose

As they thought of them that loved them far and near,

Of the millions true and brave

O’er the stormy ocean’s wave,

And our friends in Holy Ireland, ever dear. . . .



And all the people at home would say, reading the papers, ‘Ah sure, God help poor Brendan, wasn’t I only talking to him a week ago?’ ‘By Jasus, he was a great lad all the same, and he only sixteen.’

And Shiela would be sorry she did not let me thread her, the night we walked the canal.

Her cousin had been sentenced to fifteen years under an assumed name in England, and she was taking me up to his mother that I might break the news.

Shiela, when I tried her up against a telegraph pole on the canal bank, said that I should be ashamed of myself, and I a Volunteer, and especially at a time like that.

My statement was taken down, and I signed it. Again they asked me questions which I refused to answer.

I was a bit surprised to hear a chief inspector refer to ‘– ing old Roger Casement’. At home Casement was regarded as a Republican saint. Rory, my eldest brother, was named after him.

They gave me tea. Vereker said I was a well-read chap, and told me in a whisper that he himself did the competitions in John O’London’s Weekly.

‘Well, Paddy,’ said the sergeant, ‘we’re taking you to Dale Street lock-up now. It’s not going to be too nice there, but we’ll have you in court Monday morning and you’ll most likely be shifted to Walton in the afternoon. You’ll get a proper bed there, with sheets. Come along, son.’

Dale Street was not so good. The station sergeant was an ignorant class of animal; he took my cigarettes and matches away from me, and told me he hoped I would get twenty years.

The sergeant and Vereker waved good night to me from the day-room, and I caught a last glimpse of them before I was taken along a dark passage and down a stair, where we stopped outside an open door.

A policeman said, ‘This do, Sergeant?’

‘Yes, shove the bastard in there. Hope he chokes during the —ing night.’

I went to the door.

‘Eh, not so fast. Take off them bloody shoes.’

I thought they were going to beat me up, and wanted me barefoot, so that I would be less well able to defend myself.

‘Come on, off with them.’

I bent slowly, my back to the wall, and undid my laces.

‘Come on, look sharp. Don’t keep us here all night, you sloppy Irish mick.’

I removed my shoes and left them at the cell door.

‘Now, off with your jacket; undo your braces and give them to me.’

I gave them to him.

‘You might decide to ’ang yourself in the night. Not that that would be any loss. Now get in that cell and if I ’ear one peep out of you during the night, we’ll come down ’ere and we’ll murder you.’

I went into the cell, holding my trousers up and carrying my jacket, shuffling slowly.

‘Come on, get in there before I have to put my boot in your arsehole.’

They banged the door and went off up the stairs, their keys jangling in the distance. I looked around me. Bare concrete walls and floor. The door was a massive piece of timber and steel. The window was high up in the wall, below ground level and looking on to another wall. A bare electric bulb, over the door, shone through wire grating.

The bed was a wooden bench with a pillow of the same material, but I had three blankets.

I lay down, wrapped myself in the blankets, but the pillow was too much for me. I reversed, putting my feet on the pillow, with my head resting on my jacket. The pillow was too hard for my feet, and it strained my ankles, keeping them there. Then I wanted to use the lavatory. It was in a corner from the door. I stood over it, my bare toes on the cold concrete floor. As I stood, waiting over the lavatory, I heard a church bell peal in the frosty night, in some other part of the city. Cold and lonely it sounded, like the dreariest noise that ever defiled the ear of man. If you could call it a noise. It made misery mark time.

I got back on my bench, coiled myself up, so that my feet avoided the wooden pillow, in some comfort, and realized my doom. Even if I got away with a few years only, on account of my age, it was for ever. It wasn’t even possible that Monday should come, when at least I’d get a walk up the stairs. The clock was not made that would pass the time between now and Monday morning. It was like what we were told about the last day, ‘Time is, time was, time is no more.’ And Jesus Christ, even now, I was only locked up ten minutes.

I put my mind on other things. It was at least and at last permissible to a man in my position.

Then I settled myself more comfortably and wondered if anyone else had done it in the same position. I didn’t like to mention them by name, even in my mind. Some of them had left the cell for the rope or the firing squad. More pleasantly tired, from the exercise, I fell asleep.

Waking, I felt the hardness of my resting-place. I didn’t wonder where I was. I knew that all right. I looked up at the grey light, through the barred windows, and remembered it better. A blunt and numbing pain it is, to wake up in a cell for the first time. I consoled myself, comparing it to the greater horror, surprise and indignation of a condemned man waking up the morning of his execution.

I lay for a while, and wondered if they would take me to court this morning. Maybe I’d be shifted to prison in the afternoon.

There were noises of key-jangling and door-banging. I hoped they would open my door. Even if they were distributing nothing better than kicks or thumps, I’d prefer not to be left out, in my cold shroud of solitude. Fighting is better than loneliness.

He was coming down my way. He was at the door, looking in the spy-hole. Come in, we know your knock. For Jesus’ sake, mister, don’t go away without a word. Have a heart.

He turned the key in the lock, and, standing in the open door, said: ‘Come on, out of it. Down for a wash. Look sharp.’

A big lump of a man and friendly, without caring much one way or the other.

‘Can’t keep you ’ands easy. What ’ave you been pinching now, eh?’

‘I haven’t been pinching anything.’

He noticed my accent, and the friendliness left his voice.

‘Oh, you’re the bastarding IRA man was lifted in Everton last night.’ He was regretting the friendliness of his first remarks. ‘Going to put bombs in the new battleships in Cammell Lairds, was you?’ He shouted down the passage. ‘Larry, come down and see your bleedin’ countryman.’

Another constable came and stood in the doorway of the cell. An elderly man, with a long Irish upper lip.

He shouted straight away, ‘By Jasus, we didn’t do in half enough of you during the Trouble.’

He had a heavy Munster accent, with an English one mixed into it. Probably, he had helped to murder people with the Black and Tans during the Trouble, and was afraid to stop in his own country or go near it since. I had him weighed up, all right.

I stood holding my trousers, and spoke up to him, ‘I wasn’t born the time of the Trouble.’

His voice screeched into the falsetto of hysterical laughter or rage. ‘But I got my share of them, and as for you, you bloody swine, I know what I’d do with you.’

I looked up into his glaring red face, and shouted, myself:

‘By Jasus, and they chased you out it, anyway. You haven’t stopped running yet.’

‘Be the living Lord Jesus,’ he roared, aiming a blow at me.

The English turnkey intervened.

‘Now, Larry, don’t ’eed the dirty little —er. ’E’s not worth a kick in the arse-’ole.’

He turned on me, stem, indignant. ‘Get on down to that wash-house and wash your bleedin’ neck.’

Out of consideration for the other one, I suppose, he omitted the traditional jibe about Irish dirt.

I went down to the wash-house, if not in good humour, at least feeling more alive.

There were four bowls, all in use. A very old, or very down-and-out man, was replacing brown paper inside his shirt. A young man, in a bottle-green suit and a look of stupid conceit, was surveying his fingernails. There was a boy in a sailor’s uniform, a little older than I, but lighter built.

I took my place behind him, innocently admiring the back of his neck.

The turnkey was in the passage, giving consoling chat to the Irish constable.

The sailor turned round. He had brown hair and long dark eyelashes. He rubbed his chin, and smiled.

‘Could do with a rasp, mate,’ he said importantly. ‘Been here three days now. They won’t let you have your bleedin’ razor.’

‘I only came in last night,’ said I, rubbing my chin, ‘I’m not so bad.’ I had shaved four times in my life.

‘You Irish?’

I nodded.

‘Well, there’s a lot of blokes round our way are Irish. Went to RC school and all, they did. We all used to sing Irish songs. Confidentially,’ he lowered his voice, ‘I don’t like these Lancashire blokes myself. Bloody lot of swede-bashers. I’m from Croydon. Know where that is, Paddy?’

‘Of course I do. It’s in London, where the airport is.’

‘That’s it. Smashing place it is and all, Croydon. Not like this hole. I was picked up here for some screwing jobs. Here and in Manchester – another bloody graveyard. But some good screwing jobs to be done round there. What are you in for, Pad? Boozer battle or something?’

‘No, I’m in over the IRA Explosives.’

‘Are you—!’

‘I am, though.’

‘Straight up?’

‘Straight up.’

‘Cor, you won’t half cop it for that lot.’ There was no hostility in his voice but almost concern. ‘Fix that vest, will you, Pad? Just shove it down a bit.’

He turned around, and I shoved down an inch of his vest that was showing above his blouse. ‘There is a bit of soap behind your ear.’

He handed me a towel and I wiped, carefully, the back of his ears.

‘Thanks, Paddy.’

The three others were finished and had lit cigarettes. The old man held a butt straight in front of his nose, staring into the smoke. The turnkey shoved in three others. He did not seem to mind the smoking. I remarked on this to the sailor.

‘It’s got bugger all to do with him,’ he said. ‘You can smoke your head off in here if you got any snout or the money to buy it. You can buy scoff, your breakfast, dinner and tea, chocolate. Any perishing thing. Except drink or a bit of crumpet, I suppose.’

‘They took my cigarettes and matches away from me.’

‘Oh well, Pad,’ he said, seriously, ‘it might be different for you. Being IRA, like. It’s a sort of ’igh treason, isn’t it.’ But then, more cheerfully, ‘But —’em all, china, you can have some of mine.’

I turned from the wash-bowl, protesting.

‘Yes, you bloody will. I’ll give you three snout, a card of matches, and a packet of chewing gum. I got stacks of that. And ’ave you got anything to read?’

‘No, I haven’t.’

‘Well, I’ll give you last week’s News of the World.’ He took it out of his pocket. ‘Though maybe you saw that one?’

I said I hadn’t seen that issue. I had never read the News of the World in my life. I was only forty-eight hours left Ireland, and it had been banned there since I was four years old. I thanked him again, and turned to finish my wash.

‘Your hands are wet, Paddy. I’ll shove them in your sky-rocket for you.’

I gave myself a final rinse, bent over the bowl. He put his hands in my trousers pocket.

‘No bottle, Paddy, that one’s got an ’ole in it.’

He tried the other side. ‘That’s all right. I’ll shove the snout, matches, and chewing gum in here.’

I turned from the bowl, drying myself.

‘And I’ll put the paper inside your shirt, so’s as that old bastard of a grass-’opper won’t tumble it.’ He put the News of the World next to my skin, putting his hand round me. ‘He won’t tumble it there, Paddy, under your jacket.’

‘Thanks, kid,’ said I.

‘That’s all right, kid. And, Paddy, my name is Charlie.’

‘Thanks, Charlie.’

‘That’s all right, kid. And if I get any more stuff today, I’ll work you a bit of snout, and chocolate, maybe, tomorrow. And I’ll tell you what, Paddy,’ he said eagerly, ‘I know Irish songs. I’ll sing you one when we get back to the flowery. Those other geezers are going to court today. All except you and me. We’ll wait till the copper takes them to court. I’m on the landing over you. You’ll hear me all right. I’ll have my lips to the spy-hole.’

The door of the wash-house was unlocked, and the big turnkey came in. ‘Right, all you shower. Puffed, powdered and shaved for his worship?’

The prisoners laughed and marched out behind him, and he locked up each one as he came to the cell door.

‘’Bye, Pad,’ whispered Charlie. He tipped me with his elbow, and went into his cell.

‘I’ll put a double lock on you,’ said the screw. ‘You London blokes are so leery. Regular bloody lot of ’Oudinis, down there.’

I was left on my own.

‘Now, Guy Fawkes, lead on to the dungeons.’

I went down the stairs.

‘Plenty of accommodation ’ere. You’ve got an ’ole suite of rooms to yourself.’

I said nothing.

‘And I bet you ain’t satisfied. That’s the Irish, all over. Never done cribbing.’

He opened the door. ‘And fold up them bloody blankets. You ain’t sleeping with the pigs now, you know.’

I collected my breath to speak without stammering, ‘I don’t know if that sort of abuse is provided for in the regulations, but, what’s more to the point, I want some breakfast, and if I can’t order it from outside I’m quite sure you’ll have to provide me with something.’

There; it was done. I looked up at him. I’d often heard my father and uncles say that this manner of speaking worked wonders during the Trouble, soldiers, police, and warders being for the most part an ignorant body of men. But, then, that was a long time ago and the whole of Ireland was in arms against England and the sympathy of the world behind her. I watched his face, steadily keeping my anxiety out of my own eyes. But though he opened his mouth to roar, I knew, relieved, that he was a little bit puzzled.

‘You’ll order sweet fanny adams from outside, and never you mind the regulations, I’ll regulate you, and give you a thick ear for your breakfast, if I get any more of your lip. Don’t come the sea-lawyer ’ere. And, you —ing little bastard, you’ll ’ave respect for Constable ’Oulihan and all.’

— you and Constable Houlihan, said I, in my own mind, and to the turnkey, ‘and I’ll complain to the magistrate about your bad language.’ Now, you poxy looking ballocks, see what you make of that.

His wattles flamed in anger, and he banged the door and went off heavily up the iron stairs.

I thought it better not to smoke till he went to court. I put a bit of chewing gum in my mouth and walked up and down chewing in rhythm with my footsteps. Three chews a step. An advantage of my dungeon was that there was no one underneath to object to my walking overhead. Not that I’d have felt upset about disturbing him, but I’d heard a frightening shout from someone above to someone on the upper landings: ‘Hey, you rotten bastard, for Christ’s sake, kip in. Hey, you up there, get on your bloody bench and lay there, you —ing —.’ Thanks be to God, there was nothing under me, only Australia, and I could take my morning walk in peace and dignity.

I heard steps on the stairs and stopped in mid-floor. They were coming down to me. Jesus, maybe I should not have said that about the regulations – or, worse still, told that old whore’s melt that I was going to report him to the magistrate for his bad language.

They were in the passage. They could easily kill you. Say you cut up rough. It had happened before. Who would give a fish’s tit about you over here?

At home it would be all right if you were there to get the credit of it. Give us back the mangled corpse of our martyr. Drums muffled, pipes draped, slow march. When but a lad of sixteen years a felon’s cap he wore, God rest you, Frankie Doherty, Ireland’s cross you proudly bore.

But the mangling would have to be gone through first.

The key was in the door. Into Thy Hands I commend my spirit, Lord Jesus, receive my soul. The door opened. The turnkey stood, with a prisoner who carried three slices of bread and a mug of cocoa.

‘’Ere’s your bloody breakfast. —ing sight more than you deserve.’

I took it and would have thanked him if he had waited. It was just as well he didn’t. I’d have nearly kissed him in relief.

They were going to court. The doors above were being opened and people were walking about.

I sat cross-legged on my bench, in some contentment, with my breakfast between my knees. The bread was thinly scraped with margarine. Previous occupants of the cell had only thought the cocoa good enough for decorating the walls with; but hunger is a good sauce, and I ate and drank, and opened my News of the World luxuriously, and read a consoling item. A magistrate of Hull had himself been sentenced to two years for offences against girls of eleven and thirteen, daughters of an unemployed man. The magistrate used to give them free vegetables from his greengrocer’s shop. The older girl was noticed by her schoolteacher to be pregnant.

In Somerset, some farm labourers in a cider house fell upon one of their number, stripped him naked, poured paraffin on him, and set him alight.

When I’d finished my breakfast, I lit one of my Player’s Weights and lay back to study the cross-word.

Then I heard singing. A young, clear baritone, not long in use.


‘Oh, the days of the Kerry dancing,

Oh, the ring of the piper’s tune,

Oh, for one of those hours of gladness,

Gone, alas, like our youth too soon. . . .’



I noticed Charlie’s accent. How he sang, ‘dawncing’, and ‘pipah’, but he had his mouth to the spy-hole all right. I got every word.

Everyone, except Charlie and I, being gone to court, it was very quiet.

The morning is always a good time. Till about eleven o’clock when it begins to feel its age.

I was anxious about the lavatory. The seat was in a corner, in full view of the spy-hole. I wasn’t shy in camp with the Fianna, or in the Tech. An apprentice sitting on the bowl would call over another boy to give him a light of a cigarette. Or pretend to be an old fellow after a night’s porter and shout out, ‘One of yous, which of yous, some of yous, any of yous, for Jasus’ sake, come over here, and squeeze me head.’ But if a master or building trade instructor came they’d shut over the door and be quiet till he left. I didn’t like the idea of using the lavatory and that old John Bull’s bastard of a copper looking in at me, so now was the time, while he was away at court with the others.

I sat reading the paper, ready to hide it behind the seat if I heard footsteps on the stairs. The serial was a full page. Not Hemingway or Liam O’Flaherty, I thought, settling myself in comfort, and inclining my head to condescension. It was entitled, ‘No Star is Lost’, and was a lot less interesting than the rest of the paper.

‘Hey, Paddy.’

— you, Charlie, said I in my own mind, I’m not finished yet.

He shouted again.

All right, I’ll be there in a minute.

The serial would do nicely, only ads. about lost relations on the back. I pulled the chain, and went to the spy-hole.

‘Hello, Charlie.’

‘Hello, Paddy, that you?’

Who, in Jasus’ Name, do you think it could be?

‘Like that song, Paddy?’

‘Smashing, china.’ I speak it like a native, English, in two days and a bit.

Our voices echoed through the lonely Bridewell.

‘You sing one, Paddy. An Irish song.’

‘In Irish?’

‘Yes, “Mother Machree” or “Galway Bay”.’

— ‘Mother Machree’ and ‘Galway Bay’. I’ll sing a song I learned at school. Ireland crying for the Bonnie Prince, not that him or his old fellow or anyone belonging to him ever did anything for us, but it was a good song.


‘A bhuachail aoibhinn, aluinn-ó,

Ba leathan do chroí, is ba dheas do phóg . . .

 . . . beautiful, lightsome, awesome boy,

Wide was your heart, and mild was your eye,

My sorrow without you, for ever I’ll cry,

 . . . Is go dteíghidh tú, a mhuírnín, slán,

Walk my love, walk surely.

 

White as new lime, your thighs and hips,

Your clustering hair, and your sweet-bitten lips,

My last blaze of strength would die well in their kiss. . . .

Is go dteíghidh tú, a mhuírnín, slán,

Walk my love, walk surely . . .’



‘Good old Paddy, but I couldn’t understand it. Give us “Kevin Barry”.’

I sang up, slowly and mournfully, through the lonely corridors:


‘ . . . And before he faced the hangman,

in his dreary prison cell,

British soldiers tortured Barry,

Just because he would not tell,

The names of his companions,

And other things they wished to know,

“Turn informer and we’ll free you,”

But Kevin proudly answered, “No” . . .

 . . . Only a lad of eighteen summers,

Yet no one can deny,

As he marched to death that morning,

He proudly held his head on high . . .’



When the prisoners came back from the court I heard them shouting to each other. Some had been remanded, and others, on minor charges, had been sentenced to short terms. They all seemed anxious to get up to the jail before dinner. The food there, it seemed, was better than what we got here. Jesus judge the food that could be worse.

About two o’clock I heard the Black Maria back into the yard, and they were taken off, and the Bridewell was quiet again.

After a while I heard Charlie’s door opened and shut again, and they came down my stairs. The door opened, and the turnkey handed me my dinner; three dirty and half-rotten potatoes on an enamel plate, two slices of dry bread, and a mug of water.

I looked at the plate.

‘What’s the matter,’ said the turnkey, ‘off your grub or something? You’re bloody good soldiers and no mistake. “Up the Republic”, and “Long live old Ireland”, when you’re outside a Scotty Road boozer on Saturday night, but you don’t be long cracking up after a few hours in the old digger, do you? What’ll you feel like after twenty year? That’s if you’re lucky, and they don’t ’ang you. That scoff is good enough for you. Better than you got at ’ome, in ’ungry Ireland. —ing ’erring and an ’ot potato.’

I took the plate and mug, and he banged the door and went off.

I walked up and down in the cold light. It was already beginning to fade greyly from the window. I looked at the plate on the bench, and took a drink of the water. It made me colder, and the cold was gathering water in my eyes, and to try and warm myself or tire myself, I walked up and down a bit more, giving the plate an odd glance on my return journey from the wall towards the door. At last I sat down and ate the lot.

I had another chew of gum, a drink of water, and a smoke, and, revived, wrapped up in the blankets. Till it was time for walking till evening.

But there was an unexpected bit of diversion in the afternoon. In the middle of a walk I was taken to a room upstairs to be photographed. It was a different policeman opened my door, and this one said nothing to me one way or another.

The photographer was a young man with a pin head and a little moustache. He was wearing a sports coat and flannels. I could not imagine him laughing or being excited but at a cricket match.

In the hope of conversation I asked him the time. But he didn’t answer and seemed to be professionally impregnable in his silence.

‘Your head this way.’ He hung a wooden label round my neck with the words ‘IRA’ and a number and my name chalked on it. I supposed this was like the pictures one sees of wanted men, and was interested in it, apart from wishing that I was wanted.

‘Now, sideways.’

Sideways yourself, and take a running jump at yourself. Might put a bit of life into you.

When he was finished with me, I was brought back to the cell and walked up and down and drank water and urinated to pass the time.

The turnkey brought me a mug of cocoa, and my three slices of bread, and, sitting cross-legged on the bench, I pulled a blanket over my shoulders and had my supper. The light was switched on, and I fixed my bed and got into it. In the height of luxury, and hoping the turnkey would not come back, I lit a butt and read the half of the News of the World I had rationed for the evening.

‘Good night, Paddy, good night.’

It was cold to jump out on those flags, but Charlie had got out. He was standing there, waiting, his face to the spy-hole in his shirt, and his bare legs as far as his thighs pink with the cold.

I jumped out in my shirt, and put my lips to the spy-hole.

‘Good night, Charlie.’

‘’Night, Pad.’

Lying in bed, I could hear the trams far away in the distance. Turning the corners heavily, and gathering speed for the hills.

I used to hear them back in Dublin on the Northside when I was small, lying in bed, avoiding the eye of the Sacred Heart in the picture on the far wall. The house we lived in was a great lord’s town house before it was a tenement, and there was a big black Kilkenny marble fireplace before my bed. If the souls in Purgatory really came back, it was out of there they would come. A Hail Mary was all right, but there was more comfort in the sound of the trams. There were lights and people on them. Old fellows, a bit jarred and singing, and fellows leaving their mots home to Drumcondra after the pictures.

The night was broken with shouts and thumps, curses and drunken singing. Some of the other prisoners shouted, ‘Shah-rap, you baa-a-stad,’ in their English accents, but I think they were only shouting to show that they had the privilege of shouting and being on the side of the turnkey at the same time. I didn’t mind the noise and the singing. It made me feel as if I was not altogether removed from Saturday nights. And I had the whole of Sunday to get through, and to have a bit of extra sleeping to do would be like having money in the bank.

In the wash-house Charlie and I met amongst the others. I was delighted to see him, and he was glad to see me. I don’t know why he should not have been there. But I smiled with relief when I saw he was. We got bowls beside each other, and while we washed he said that those bastards didn’t half make a bloody row last night. I agreed with him and said there was one bastard over me sang the same song over and over again, that’s if you could call it singing. It was more like a death rattle.

Charlie said the turnkey had not brought him any more cigarettes or papers, though he had ordered them first thing yesterday morning, but he could let me have a butt and a bit of chewing gum. I refused, saying that I still had two snout left and a bit of gum, and was all right. He had brought down a paper for me, and I told him that was all I wanted. I put it under my shirt, and we said we’d see each other going to court in the morning, and after that we’d be shoved up to the nick together.

On the way back he tipped me with his elbow before going into his cell, and muttered, ‘Cheerio, Pad’; and I went downstairs and was locked in my own cell and lay looking up at the window, till breakfast came round.

I wondered if they had Mass in this place. It would be great to hear an Irish accent, except Constable Houlihan’s, and I felt more in a humour for the religion of my fathers than if I were outside and at home.

But they did not say anything about it, and, when the turnkey brought my breakfast, neither did I. He was quiet this morning, and I thought it best to let the hare sit.


 

 

NOT THAT WE were not reminded of Sunday in another way.

The bells of a hundred churches crashed and banged on my ears all morning. It was not so bad then, because I like the morning time, and the day did not begin to get gloomy till the light faded from the sky in the afternoon. Then the bells began again, and in defenceless misery I bore them.

I could not even walk, but sat huddled on the bed in my blankets, with tears in my mind and in my heart, and wishing I could wake up and find out that I had only been dreaming this, and could wake up at home, and say, well, that’s how it would be if you were pinched in England, and not attend any more parades, and drop out of the IRA and attend more to my trade, and go out dancing or something, and get married; and if, watching an Easter Sunday parade and listening to the crash of drums and scream of the pipes as the four battalions of the Dublin Brigade went into the slow march and gave ‘eyes left’, as they passed the GPO with their banners lowered, and the crowds either side of O’Connell Street baring their heads, I felt my blood go to my scalp – then I could always remind myself of the time I dreamt I was captured in Liverpool, and bring my blood back to my feet.

Dreams were often sent to warn people about the troubles they were likely to bring on themselves if they didn’t alter their ways. Outside, I didn’t think of such things, or, if I did, it was only to laugh at them; but here it seemed very likely that such things would happen and that it was better to be quiet and good; and here being good meant not being a Republican. Even Casement, that the loyalists at home respected (every paper, including the Irish Times and the Independent, joined in the demand for the return of his remains, and W. B. Yeats wrote a poem about it: ‘The Ghost of Roger Casement is knocking on the Door’), was abused, and called ‘—ing old Roger Casement’ by the chief inspector on Friday night.

Well, I was beginning to see the justice of that. He could do that here; and we could abuse the old Famine Queen at home, or the Black and Tans; and every man to it in his own country. And then to come over here and plant bombs in it, you couldn’t expect them to love people for that. But, only to wake up and take the dream for the warning. Or to get out, anyway. Jesus, even to be let free and never to be let home again. Apart from anything else, wouldn’t it save them money? Yes, that was a way of looking at it. Maybe, if I recognized the court and pleaded guilty, or said someone gave me the stuff to mind and I didn’t know what was in it till I got back to my room, they might only deport me.

I heard steps on the stairs and the turnkey opened my door and brought me up the lighted passageway. My shoes and socks and braces were there, laid out on the floor.

‘Put them on,’ said he.

I will begod, sir, thanking you. Maybe something great was going to happen. Maybe they were going just to send me home, and say ‘Stop out of here, in future.’ Oh, and God knows I would, and thankful.

‘Follow me; there’s someone wants to see you upstairs.’

I kept up with him quickly and was shown into a room. My sergeant was there, and Vereker, who smiled at me. The sergeant winked, and pointed to a third man. A tallish, well-dressed man, and with a good appearance. The thin lips of an Englishman, and that was all right, too – wasn’t it his country, to have any kind of lips he liked?

‘This is Mr O’Sullivan, Brendan,’ said the sergeant.

Better again, he called me ‘Brendan’, and the gentleman in the good clothes was Irish – maybe from the St Vincent de Paul Society or something, to bring me home. He smiled, even, a little, and said: ‘I’m an Irishman, the same as you. I’m from Cork.’

‘O’Sullivan’s a Cork name, sir,’ said I.

‘So it is,’ said he, ‘but what kind of a name is Behan?’

‘It’s a very Irish name, sir. Literary family once prominent in South Leinster, Irish form, “Ó Beacháin” from “beach” a bee, meaning one who keeps bees, Anglicé, “Behan, Beggan, Beegan”. It’s in Sloinnte Gael agus Gall. That’s Irish, sir. The Names of the Irish and the Norman, it is in English, sir. Maybe you don’t read Irish, but the English is on the opposite page. Your own name is there too, sir.’

‘I don’t read Irish, Behan, nor do I speak it. A lot of good it would do me if I did. What good is it anywhere outside Ireland?’

‘Well in Nova Scotia, sir, in Cape Breton, it’s the only language they use. They publish a daily paper in Gaelic.’

‘That’s Scotch Gaelic – a different language, different altogether.’

I knew it wasn’t. The principal difference in saying ‘it is’ was that they said ‘Thá’ and we said ‘tá’, but it wouldn’t do to act the know-all, or to downface the gentleman. ‘I suppose you’re right, sir, when you come to think of it.’

‘How old are you, Behan?’

‘I’m sixteen, sir.’

‘I suppose you realize you can go to jail for the best part of your life over this business. The last crowd sentenced in London got a hundred years’ penal servitude between five of them. Twenty years each. The sixth arrested with them is lying under sentence of death in Birmingham. For a cowardly murder.’

‘It was no murder,’ said I, off the tip of my tongue.

‘It was no murder?’ His lips tightened in anger. ‘To put a bomb in a crowded street and kill five innocent people?’ His indignation got the better of him, and his voice grated and his accent changed. ‘You bloody little bastard!’ he shouted, and rose his hand to strike me, as if he couldn’t restrain himself, ground his teeth, and came forward. ‘I’ll give you murder!’

The sergeant restrained him with Vereker, and both of them looked reproachfully at me. I lowered my eyes and moved back a pace.

Mr O’Sullivan grunted as they held him, ‘Let me go, ca-an’t you.’ His face was terrible to watch, the eyes bulging in anger from behind his glasses. ‘Uh,’ said he.

‘Now, now, Inspector,’ said the sergeant to pacify him.

‘All right, Sergeant, all right,’ said Mr O’Sullivan, in an easier tone. They took their hands from him, and he spoke to me more evenly.

‘Don’t you come that stuff here, Behan. You’re not with your murder-gang pals in Dublin or Belfast, now.’

‘Right, sir,’ I said in a low voice, and a little bit dazed, wondering what to say that wouldn’t start him off again. ‘I only meant, sir, that that man had nothing to do with it.’

He looked at me incredulously, and Vereker and the sergeant sighed and shook their heads in my direction.

‘I mean, sir, I mean—’ I stammered.

‘You mean that you are saying that the Birmingham police officers got an innocent man sentenced to death? Is that what you mean, Behan? Is it? Answer me.’ His voice rose again, and the sergeant and Vereker moved towards him, but he waved them aside. ‘Answer me,’ he added in a lower tone.

I swallowed some spit and tried to collect my utterance. ‘I mean, sir, there may have been a mistake, sir—’

‘The English police, Behan, make no mistakes. In Birmingham – or Liverpool.’

‘The man was arrested in London, with those other five fellows, and was in the custody of Scotland Yard before the bomb exploded in Coventry – an hour before.’

I got ready to shrink back, but he did not move.

‘You seem to know a lot about it, Behan; maybe you were in that little operation, as you soldiers of the Irish Republic term your murders. How do you know all this?’

‘I read it in the papers, sir, in English papers.’

‘You were in England, then, when it happened?’

‘No, sir, I was in Ireland, at home, but you can buy English papers in Dublin, sir.’

‘I see; it’s a pity you didn’t learn a bit more sense from them.’ He spoke very reasonably, and I breathed more easily. Then he put his hand in his pocket and took out a packet of cigarettes. He offered them to the sergeant and to Vereker, and then passed them to me. ‘Have one,’ he said.

‘Thank you, sir,’ said I.

Vereker struck a match and passed lights round.

‘Listen, Behan,’ said the inspector; ‘you’re only a boy, and your leaders are safe home in Ireland, or in America. We don’t want to be hard on you, but the only one that can help you is yourself. You need not consider other people; they’re not considering you. But if you tell us where we can lay our hands on more of this stuff in England, we’ll go and get it, and there’ll be no questions asked or answered on one side or the other.’

‘I don’t know where is any other stuff in England, sir.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘Certain, sir. The IRA does not let me into all its secrets.’

‘Never mind that. If you did know, would you help us to find it?’

‘Well, as I don’t know where to tell you to find it, that does not matter, does it? I mean, I could tell you a lie and say I would, and then, for that again, if I did know I might not – and what difference would it make?’

‘Do you know much about the organization of the IRA in Ireland? In Belfast?’

‘Very little, sir.’

‘How much?’

‘Nothing that would be worth your while hearing about, sir.’

‘We’re the best judges of that. How much do you know of the IRA in Dublin? Who are the members of GHQ, as you call it?’

‘I know something, of course, of the IRA in Dublin, but,’ I smiled, ‘I’m not a GHQ man.’

‘Nobody said you were. And take the grin off your face. This is a serious matter, more serious for you than for anybody in this room.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Who gave you this stuff?’

‘I didn’t know his name, sir.’

‘Who gave you the money you were found with, gave you your ticket, and your forged travel permit? I suppose you don’t know that either?’

I said nothing.

‘Listen, Behan, if you’re afraid of what will happen to you when you go home, I can tell you this. If you help us, we can look after you. I’m sorry for you, in a way. You’re only a foolish boy meddling in things that don’t concern you. You owe these people nothing. They sent you over here, and now you have to face the music, not them. Now, you know plenty about the IRA organization in Ireland. You’ve been connected with it since you could walk – you didn’t get much chance, really – and you can be of assistance to us. You won’t be the cause of anyone being arrested, because we can’t make arrests in Ireland, but you’ll help us in stopping this business, and, as I say, we’ll look after you. You’re a young man, not even that yet. We’ll send you to the Colonies, Canada, maybe, put you on the boat with money in your pocket.’

He looked at me. ‘Well?’

I looked at him, and something told me that he was not going to jump at me any more. I was glad of that.

‘I can’t help you, sir.’

‘You mean you won’t. However, you’ve a long time to go till the Assizes. Think it over when you’re up in Walton, and when you change your mind let me know. I’ll be up there, right away.’

He nodded to the sergeant and Vereker, and we went out, to the top of the stairs. The turnkey came up, and Vereker smiled at me. ‘Good night, men,’ said I.

‘Good night, Paddy,’ said Vereker.

‘Good night, you bloody young fool,’ said the sergeant. I followed the turnkey down the stairs, till we came to the cell door.

‘Get them boots and braces off,’ said the turnkey, ‘before you go in there.’

Before I bent to untie my laces, I put the cigarette into my mouth to take a draw of it.

The turnkey put up his hand, and grabbed it from my mouth. ‘What’s all this ’ere,’ he shouted, ‘who told you you could smoke? Who gave you that?’

‘The inspector,’ said I, ‘Mr O’Sullivan.’

‘I don’t care who gave it you,’ said the turnkey, and flung it from him into the darkness, ‘and get them boots and braces off.’

I took off my shoes and braces, and went into the cell. My cocoa was lying there and it was not too cold. I had my supper, and walked around for a bit, in some humour. I sang a bit of a song, at the top of my voice:


‘Over hill, and through sands, shall I fly for thy weal,

Your holy delicate, white hands, shall girdle me with steel,

At home, in your emerald bower, from morning’s dawn, till e’en,

You’ll think of me, my flower of flowers, my dark Rosaleen,

My own Rosaleen,

You’ll think of me, through daylight’s hours,

My virgin flower, my flower of flowers,

My dark Rosaleen.

But the earth shall run red, with redundance of blood,

And the earth shall rock beneath thy tread,

And flame wrap hill and wood,

And gun-peal, and slogan cry, wake many a glen serene,

E’er you shall fade, e’er you shall die, my dark Rosaleen,

My own Rosaleen,

The Judgement Hour must first be nigh,

E’er you shall fade, e’er you shall die,

My dark Rosaleen. . . .’



‘Good old Paddy,’ I heard Charlie shout from above.

I went to the spy-hole.

‘We’re getting out of this drum in the morning anyway, Paddy,’ he shouted.

‘Right, Charlie, smashing, ain’t it?’

But in the morning I was brought away on my own, in a police car. I wondered whether they had a special court for the IRA till we got to our destination and I was brought into a room and put in with a dozen little boys and girls.

There was a boy of about twelve sitting beside me, smoking a cigarette which he put away every time the door opened.

‘Like a bash?’ he asked.

‘I would,’ said I, ‘very much.’

He took a packet from his blazer pocket and handed me a crumpled cigarette.

‘Thanks a lot,’ said I. ‘But what’s this place?’

‘It’s the juvenile court, ain’t it?’ said he.

I was glad in a way. They could hardly give you twenty years’ penal servitude here, but on the other hand, it seemed a funny place for a Republican Army man to be tried.

‘It’s for anyone under seventeen,’ said the boy.

Well, that was why Charlie was gone to some other place. He was three months older than I, and a couple of weeks over seventeen.

I was brought before the court, and a lady on the bench told me politely enough that they had no power to try me on that charge in their court, and that, therefore, I was being sent over to the magistrates’ court.

At the magistrates’ court, it was a much more important business.

The police solicitor asked if they would try the case in camera, and the magistrate asked me if I had any objection.

I said I had, and that it was supposed to be a principle of justice that it be done in public.

Apart from anything else, I wanted my people at home to know where I was, to send me some papers or cigarettes, and to see that at least I was not done in at Walton Prison. Already there were stories at home of the warders having incited the convicts to attack our fellows on the exercise yard in Dartmoor. I did not want to die or be beaten silly, unknownst to anyone that would care a damn about me. But I did not say this to the magistrate, only the bit about justice being public.

He smiled at me, and so did other people in the court, and said that the police felt that it would hamper them, and give information to certain parties, if the case were not in camera; and in camera it was. I was remanded for a week, when he assured me the proceedings would be ‘as public as one would wish’.

The sergeant came round to me afterwards and I asked him if he had a cigarette, and he had none on him, but went back to the police solicitor, who gave him ten Capstan for me, and I stuck one in my gob before I got rightly out of the court, and he told me for Christ’s sake to wait till I got into the cells, or did I want to have them all sacked and get everyone in trouble as well as myself?

And in the cell, I saw, was Charlie, with the other prisoners waiting to go up to Walton Jail.

I took out the packet of Capstan, and we lit up and smoked, as Charlie said, ‘like lords’ bastards’.

Later in the afternoon, we were brought up to the day-room, and fell into line to have our possessions marked off and signed for. A policeman put them in a leather satchel.

When they had finished with me, the turnkey said, ‘That’s the lot, and keep a tight eye to this bleedin’ Irish patriot ’ere.’

I looked at him steadily.

‘And take that look off your face.’

‘That’s all right, Constable,’ said the one with the satchel, ‘’e’s going somewhere now, where they’ll kick ’is arse into good manners.’

I sat beside Charlie. Opposite us, in the Black Maria, was a red-haired boy of my own age, and a small man with a broken nose, a cauliflower ear, and a begrudging look. He was going up for kicking his wife. He was not unfriendly, and told me his name was Donohoe. I said that by a coincidence that was my mother’s name. It was not her name, but civility costs nothing.

The noise of the traffic, as we passed through the city, was a sad sound. It is impossible to see anything out of the Black Maria. There are slits along the top, but only for ventilation. Donohoe and the red-haired boy argued about the places they thought we were passing.

‘We’re going through such a street. I can hear so-and-so’s mill whistle.’

‘No, you can’t. We’re on such a road. That’s not such a whistle, it’s such another one’s horn.’

Charlie and I looked at each other in boredom, but said nothing, only listened with respect when Donohoe gave his opinion.

‘There,’ said Ginger, ‘what did I tell you? We’re going up such a street; I can hear the railway yard.’

‘No,’ said Donohoe, ‘that ain’t the railway yard.’

Before Donohoe could say that it was the Black Maria pulled up with a crash that nearly threw us off our seats.

We could hear the driver arguing with someone on the road. He turned in his cab, and shouted into the policeman: ‘Bleedin bastard there, ran straight across me. I’ve a good mind to get him a summons. —ing coal lorry.’

The policeman turned to us. ‘Could have killed the lot of us.’

Ginger said, ‘—ing bus drivers.’

Donohoe said, ‘Was a coal lorry.’

‘Well, coal lorries. Think they own the bloody road.’

We were patently delighted with each other, and all we’d suffered under this coal lorry driver, and the policeman cocked his head sympathetically, while Ginger told a story about a coal lorry he nearly saw knocking down a woman with a pram, and Charlie said it was the same in London with these bastards. I said that in Dublin they were notorious.

The policeman listened with judicious attention, and only turned the deaf ear when I mentioned Dublin. When I had returned humbly to silence, he was friendly and voluble with the others, and I at least was permitted to listen.

Yes, he agreed, we might have been killed, and some of the drivers nowadays should never have been let behind a wheel.

As far as the jail gate, we considered the position. Till the van pulled up, and the policeman closed up again. Ginger said the driver of the Black Maria must have been a good man, to pull up in time. The policeman said:

‘When I open this door, hop out and stand in line in the yard, till I tell you. And no talking.’

‘We know that,’ said Donohoe, the begrudger. And to give him his due, they were the first and only words he addressed to the policeman.

We got out, and stood in the front yard of the prison. The outside gate closed on us. As it swung to, I saw the bit of road outside. There was an old man going past, shoving a handcart before him, his breath steaming in the cold air. As he looked in, I suppose he said to himself, ‘You’re never bad but you could be worse,’ and pushed on in better heart.

It was a cold raw evening, and the light leaving the sky, wondering how it ever got into it.

The big main door of the prison had a decoration over it. A snake in chains. Crime, strangled by the law. I knew what it meant. There was a similar piece of sculpture over Kilmainham Prison. I had often passed it with my father, taking me for a walk on Sunday mornings. It was where he had first seen me, from his cell window, during the Civil War. I was born after he was captured, and when I was six weeks old my mother brought me up to the jail and held me up, on the road outside, for him to see from the cell window.

A warder came over and chatted with the policeman.

Charlie whispered to me, wondering if we would get anything to eat.

The warder turned on us. ‘Hey, you, cut out that nattering. You’re in prison, now, and if you don’t want to begin with a dose of bread and water keep your mouth shut.’

We were brought to an annexe of the prison; a single-storied building. Inside, a warder, wearing a white coat, stood by a desk, calling out names. As each name was called, the policeman took our possessions from his satchel, the warder listed them, and we signed the list, in our turn. When this was finished, the policeman went off, the warder and he smiling cordial farewells to each other.

‘Now,’ said the warder, ‘if you’ve anything in your pockets, turn ’em out.’

I turned out my pockets. Except the one I had the cigarettes in, the Capstans I got off the sergeant.

‘Will you turn ’em over, Mr ’Olmes?’ said the warder to another.

Mr Holmes turned us over. He found a bit of shoelace on Charlie.

‘Want to practise sailors’ knots or something?’

Charlie said nothing.

‘Why did you not hand it over?’

‘I didn’t know.’

‘You didn’t know – what?’

‘I didn’t know it was any harm.’

Mr Holmes roared, ‘You didn’t know it was any harm – what?’

‘Oh, I didn’t know, sir. Sir, I didn’t know, sir, sorry, sir.’

The other warder come down, and looked at Charlie. ‘Remember when you speak to Mr ’Olmes in future, you’ll ’ave respect and haddress ’im properly.’

‘Or,’ said Mr Holmes, ‘any other hofficer of the service, as Mr Whitbread will tell you.’

Mr Holmes and Mr Whitbread looked at each other, fine-featured.

Mr Holmes searched Donohoe, and found a piece of paper in his pocket. The begrudger looked at him.

‘You won’t want that, you know,’ said Mr Holmes. ‘We give you toilet paper, ’ere.’

‘I know all about what you give ’ere,’ said Donohoe.

Mr Holmes passed on to me. Oh dear dilapidated Jesus, why did I keep those bastarding Capstans?

He passed his hands over me and came to them in some excitement. ‘What have we got ’ere, eh? What? What ’ave we ’ere? – Mr Whitbread, sir.’

Mr Whitbread came down and stood with Mr Holmes in front of me. Mr Holmes held up the cigarettes, and Mr Whitbread looked at them.

‘’Oo ’ad this little lot, then, Mr ’Olmes?’ asked Mr Whitbread, who had just seen them taken from my pocket.

‘This one ’ere, sir.’ He spoke into my face. ‘Tell Mr Whitbread your name, you.’

‘Behan, sir.’

I put my first name first. In moments of stammering it’s easier to pronounce.

‘Tell Mr Whitbread your Christian name,’ said Mr Holmes.

‘Maybe you don’t ’ave any Christian names in Ireland,’ said Mr Whitbread.

‘Br-Br-Br-Brendan Behan, sir.’

‘Yes, Behan,’ said Mr Whitbread, quietly, looking at his list, ‘I’ve got you ’ere all right. IRA man, ain’t you? Don’t like us much over ’ere, do you, Behan? Pity, you know, seeing as you’re going to spend a long, long time with us. About twenty years. That’s what the last lot got at Manchester, wasn’t it? And you was going to blow us all up, Behan? Weren’t you, Behan?’ My name seemed strange to me, the way he said it. ‘Weren’t you, Behan?’ He shouted into my face. ‘Weren’t you?’

‘Answer Mr Whitbread, Behan,’ said Mr Holmes reproachfully.

‘Not much of the old rebel in you now, Behan, is there? Thought you blokes would ’ave brought over your ox-guns with you,’ said Mr Whitbread. ‘Do you know what an ox-gun is, Behan? It’s what they ’ave in Ireland for shooting bullshit out of.’

He looked at the others. Mr Holmes laughed, and the ginger boy, and Charlie’s face was serious and troubled till he looked away from me and
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