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PROLOGUE


On Saturday 7 October 1973, at the retirement dinner for Sergeant James Branigan held at the Garda Club in Harrington Street, Dublin, Chief Superintendent Edmund Doherty, a man not given to hyperbole, rose to tell the hushed crowd: “He is one of those people who become a legend in their own time.” Heads nodded.


Ireland has long cherished its legendary figures and heroes. From the realms of literature, politics, patriotism, and religion, they fill libraries and graves around the country. Most achieved their renown for great deeds or monumental achievements; they are deeply embedded in Irish history and folklore. In modern times, for an ordinary man to be acclaimed an authentic “legend” is an extraordinary story.


His origins were modest, unpromising of greatness. He was a child of the old Liberties in Dublin, his father employed in the South Dublin Union—the workhouse—in James’s Street. He distinguished himself neither in school nor on the sports field. A rather shy lad, he showed no leadership qualities, preferring to be a follower. In truth, nothing about him stood out—except his ears.


At the age of fourteen he left school to take a job in the Great Southern Railways yard in Inchicore. Timid, he was seen as a sissy and was cruelly bullied by other boys, some of whom beat him up badly. Yet he steadfastly refused to fight back. Though seemingly a coward, he had the courage to return to work day after day to suffer the same punishment. He hardly seemed a candidate to become a heavyweight boxing champion, or to earn the “undisputed reputation as the country’s toughest and bravest garda.”1 But he would achieve both. The stuff of legend, to be sure.


As former Chief Superintendent Michael Reid attests, Jim Branigan was a “man of many contradictions,” a paradox that puzzled his own family and close friends. He would gain fame as Ireland’s “most fearless” pugilistic policeman, lauded in newspaper headlines. However, the roles for which he was most loved by many city-dwellers were clandestine and unheralded in the press. It was what Reid calls his great “humanity . . . compassion” for the downtrodden souls of the city. His son Declan simply refers to it as his father’s “soft side.”





James Branigan was born in January 1910. His life would span the great events of the century—the 1916 Rising, the Civil War, the Depression, two world wars—into the age of jet travel, nuclear bombs, space exploration, and computers. In his infancy the first experimental planes were airborne for only brief spells, just above the heads of awed observers; newfangled motor cars sputtered and clunked along at five or ten miles per hour; films were still silent, not “talkies.”


Yet from childhood, flickering films on the screen of the Lyric or Tivoli cinemas helped to mould his character. All children were enthralled at seeing the early “cowboy and Indian” moving pictures, sitting on the edge of their wooden seats, held in suspense as Tom Mix, Hoot Gibson or Gene Autry faced down the lowest “dirty polecat” they had ever seen. There was no higher excitement for Dublin youths than seeing the heroic sheriff of Tombstone or Dodge City lash a villain’s face with his leather riding-gloves or, when necessary, resort to his “faster than greased lightning” pistol draw. When the “talkies” came in, with Gary Cooper and Randolph Scott, the action seemed even more real.


Young Jim Branigan took it more seriously than other lads. As his son Declan vouches, he comprehended the basic principles of “good versus bad,” of courage, fairness, and justice, behind the exciting action scenes. The “ideology of the western sheriff rubbed off on him . . .” The morality of the stories made a lasting impression. He would become a lifelong aficionado of American western history and lore, seeing every film that came to Dublin and amassing a collection of books that would eventually reach the hundreds.





When Branigan joined the Garda Síochána in 1931 as a 21-year-old recruit, the country had only recently achieved independence from Britain. The new police force was but a few years old, attempting to create an identity separate from the old Dublin Metropolitan Police, which had been despised by many people. For recruits there was excitement in the challenges ahead; but first, young Branigan had to pass a few tests.


At nearly six feet four inches tall, he towered over most other young men taking the physical examination. But he was as lanky as a blackthorn stick, and the crucial chest measurement was much in doubt. For months before the examination he worked diligently to build up bulk where it counted most. When the day came and the measuring tape was carefully drawn around his chest, history hung in the balance. He met the requirement by a small fraction of an inch.


From the first days in training at the Garda Depot in the Phoenix Park, Dublin, he embraced the life as his true vocation, brimming with enthusiasm  and confidence. There was only one hitch: he was required to learn boxing, for purposes of self-defence. On his first days in the ring he was pummelled by a tough recruit and left with a bloody nose and bruises—as well as a bruised ego in front of his new mates. By the following year he would be a member of the elite Garda Boxing Club, fighting top-notch boxers from Belfast, London, and Manchester. Later, in Berlin and Leipzig, he was pitted against Germany’s pampered pugilists, who fought like gladiators to please Hitler’s henchmen, sitting in the first row. They saw their prime fighters as proof of “Aryan” supremacy and expected them to win—convincingly.


In the 1930s and early 40s Branigan found himself in uniform during the era of Dublin’s notorious street gangs, which battled one another savagely and often terrorised citizens. Brawling with barbaric weapons—knuckledusters, knives, razors, hatchets, chains, bayonets, and even ancient swords—they intimidated gardaí, who were outnumbered and out-armed.


The first major chapter in “Lugs” Branigan’s storied career, and the foundation of his reputation and legend, was his battle to smash the reign of the gangs, dubbed “animal gangs” by the press. This he would accomplish in 1940 in the famous “Battle of Baldoyle,” in which “Hannigan’s army,” as it was dubbed by the newspapers, made up of gang members from the Liberties, met in open warfare with their arch-enemies. Despite written and verbal threats to stay out of the court case, Branigan stood his ground and emerged as the man most responsible for ending their reign of violence and fear. The Evening Herald proclaimed: “Garda Branigan will always be remembered in Dublin as the man who broke the ‘Animal Gangs’.”2





Each decade of his life presented new challenges, and he proved resourceful in countering them, always keeping up with the times, and up to the task.


In the post-war period Branigan developed what he called his “unorthodox” methods of law enforcement, what would become widely known as his unique practice of doling out “summary justice” on the streets of Dublin. In his training he had been taught that guards had to “use their own discretion” when faced with challenging situations, applying their judgement in deciding what action best fitted the problem at hand. As a man who eschewed conformity and rigid regulations, preferring to rely upon his own strong intuition, Branigan found that the freedom of using discretion suited him perfectly, especially as he possessed what he called his “indefinable gift,” or sixth sense, which allowed him to comprehend a tense situation and decipher the social dynamics of the scene faster than anyone else.


“My father could size somebody up,” explains his elder son, Alick: “get  at the truth, get the answers . . . an instinct.” His Garda colleagues found it uncanny how he could arrive in the midst of a melee, instantly detect the principal trouble-makers, and assess their intentions and threat, always able to distinguish in a flash a blowhard’s bravado from the raving of a genuinely tough man who posed a real danger to others and had to be handled accordingly. Some of Branigan’s fellow-gardaí claimed he knew how to “get into the brain” of those he faced. He never spent much time trying to analyse his “gift,” for he was too busy applying it daily to his policing duties.


His rationale for using unorthodox methods was to thwart violence, teach trouble-makers an instant lesson, and act as a deterrent to future lawlessness. Confrontations often came down to a frontier-style showdown, or “duel,” as he liked to phrase it. Through his conflicts with the animal gangs he learnt that, when faced with a mob of riotous men, if you could yank out the ringleaders and defeat them before the eyes of their followers, half the battle was won. This became his forte.


Branigan’s repertoire of forceful techniques was developed by gradual experimentation on the streets of Dublin. Unlike other gardaí, he flatly refused to carry the heavy wooden baton. As his friend Garda Matt Mulhall puts it, “he didn’t need a baton: his fists were his baton.” With his fists he could handle any type of ruffian by administering what he variously called a “tap,” “clip,” “clout,” or “clattering”—the latter meaning a “good hiding.” In court he forthrightly told judges that in his experience “a belt on the mouth was the best medicine” for many belligerent toughs. And, when necessary, he used more powerful punches to “tone down” dangerously violent men. The judges accepted his word.


Then there were his legendary black leather gloves—to him, an indispensable weapon. He was “never without them,” Alick affirms, even when off duty. These he used to lash a man’s face in order to defuse his ill intentions. Whether Branigan had got the idea from Tom Mix or Gary Cooper one can only speculate; but they became astoundingly effective in dealing out different degrees of summary justice. The gloves carried a belittling, emasculating effect that took the spirit and starch out of belligerents—directly before the eyes of cronies. As Garda Con Hearty witnessed many a time, the gloves had a “demeaning effect on a thug who moments earlier had been foaming at the mouth . . . [but] now suddenly became cowed.”


By the early 1950s, around the roughest streets of Dublin, “Lugs” Branigan was being referred to as “the sheriff.” His word was law. He took on lawless men face to face in public showdowns. Few dared come up against him. As Garda Paddy Daly describes it, “he was like a sheriff in the Old West . . . He took over this town!” Matt Mulhall cites a typical incident when he accompanied  Branigan to a street riot in Inchicore: “A huge crowd and absolute mayhem . . . killing one another. He just stepped out of the car, and it was ‘Lugs is here!’—and the whole thing stopped. Just stopped!”


His presence sent shock waves through a disorderly crowd. The clarion cry of “Lugs!” at a scene of turmoil signalled retreat, as most trouble-makers scattered, allowing Branigan and his men to deal with the ringleaders.





In the mid-1950s, Dublin experienced a dramatic invasion. Two mighty social phenomena swept across the airwaves and film screens from America and Britain: the “youth rebellion” and the “rock-and-roll craze.” Adults were ill prepared for the transformation. Most were not only unfamiliar with “Elvis,” “Brando,” “Dean”, and “Little Richard” but had not yet heard the word “teenager.” All would change, like a cultural tsunami, as Bishop Cornelius Lucey warned that he saw “signs of teenage revolt” on the horizon.


To adults the rock-and-roll craze meant “crazy,” as young people’s behaviour began changing bewilderingly. Many became disrespectful, troublesome, defiant, rebellious. Seeking their own independence and new life-style, they collided with traditional values. Their “primitive” music and “jive” dancing were condemned from the pulpit as degenerate and immoral, while to teenagers like Gerry Creighton it “woke up a passion in me!” Adults were hopelessly “out of it.” They just didn’t understand.


Staying out late, congregating in the street, stirring up trouble, became commonplace. When packs of teenagers became lawless, gardaí had to restrain them. More serious problems began when the “Teddy Boys,” a subcultural group with origins in England, appeared on the Dublin scene. At first they struck adults as merely odd, perhaps even amusing, with their narrow “drainpipe” trousers, swallow-tail coats, bright red, yellow, or orange shirts and socks, and thick-soled shoes, their hair sculpted into a perfect “DA” (duck’s arse). But when they began carrying knives, razors, and sharpened steel combs, fighting tribally among themselves and assaulting people, they became a feared menace and a challenge for the police.


Garda Headquarters called on Branigan to lead the charge against the general teenage “revolt” and Teddy-Boy threat. Like an anthropologist, he delved into their culture and learnt their lingo so that he could communicate clearly, and fairly, with them. He eagerly took on the challenge.


When the film Rock Around the Clock, with Bill Haley and his Comets, hit Dublin’s screens there was pandemonium, with rows, vandalism, and assaults on cinema employees. Branigan was given the specific assignment of quelling the cinema disturbances. Single-handedly, he stationed himself in the cinema  to stare down a mob of frenzied rock-and-rollers, with only his black leather gloves in his hand. By the time he finally got the madness under control he had seen the film ninety times!


Later, in February 1957, when Haley and his Comets slammed into Dublin like a meteor for their personal appearances at the Theatre Royal, Branigan and his colleagues were ready. But when “Beatlemania” erupted in the city a few years later with the arrival of the “Fab Four” at the Adelphi Cinema, a sea of teenagers swamped the gardaí, resulting in what newspapers called “one of the wildest nights” ever seen in the city.


During the 1960s Branigan was in his fifties, still remarkably fit and strong from his weekly exercise at the gym, where he continued to spar with Garda colleagues in their twenties. He was still not a man to be trifled with—as everyone knew. When a new epidemic of gangs and flick-knife assaults put people in fear, judges who were fed up with the rampant lawlessness wished aloud that flogging was still permitted. But thank God, they intimated, they still had Lugs Branigan!


In response to the increasing crime, in August 1964 the Garda Síochána launched what came to be known as the “riot squad.” It was probably Branigan’s creation, as he had championed the concept for years. A small, mobile force in a black Bedford van, which came to be known to gardaí as “Branno 5” and on the streets as the “Black Maria” (from the American name for a van for transporting prisoners), it patrolled the city throughout the night hours. Branigan was the leader, allowed to select his own team—men tough, intelligent, dedicated. It struck fear into “villains” (as Branigan always called them), who knew they were now within his quick grasp. He would always say that it was particularly his years as head of the riot squad that “made me notorious” as the “toughest and most fearless” policeman in the land.





He was most admired, however, by the women of Dublin for his role as their “guardian.” As Mary Waldron (now eighty-two) says, it was an age when “men used to give shocking treatment to women, banging them . . . getting kicked.” Most gardaí stayed away from what were then called “domestic disputes.” Behind closed doors, men viciously battered women, leaving them bloody, bruised, with broken bones and spirits. As Declan Branigan asserts about his father, “husbands were drunk and beating the daylights out of them. He hated that!” Branigan himself asserted: “I cannot stand any man assaulting a woman! I’d give him the clatter”—a bitter taste of his own medicine, sometimes knocking him out cold on the floor. As Garda Gerald Byrne witnessed on many an occasion, “he just saw red—he’d use force.”


His role of protecting women was a clandestine one, which did not make headlines or win him promotion within the force. But, as 82-year-old Una Shaw of Rutland Street said, every woman in Dublin knew “he was a tough cop, and yet behind it all he was so humane, so gentle,” in helping those abused. As Garda John Collins pithily puts it, “women . . . oh, he was a god to them.”


In like manner he looked after the welfare of the piteous prostitutes of Dublin’s dark streets. Many had become social outcasts for no crime other than having had a baby out of wedlock, or fleeing a cruel husband. He got to know them, to learn about their backgrounds, understand their sorrowful tales. “He had a great love of the street ladies,” says Garda Séamus Quinn, who saw his compassionate treatment, “but he hated and detested their pimps.” As with battering husbands, Branigan gave abusive pimps a “clattering.”


To Branigan the women were “pavement hostesses,” as he considered other terms derogatory. He became first their friend, then their protector and counsellor. As one of the women confided, “many of the street girls regard Mr Branigan as a father figure.” His role was kept hushed, as Garda superiors feared it could be misconstrued. Only after his retirement would the full compassionate story come out.





In the courtroom, Branigan would become as legendary as on the streets, though this also seldom made the newspapers. Yet his role in seeking justice in the courts was no less important than the summary justice he doled out on the streets. Unlike most guards, Declan says, “he loved going to court—he held centre stage!” He was adept at presenting evidence, giving testimony, questioning witnesses, offering insights and advice to judges—even recommending sentences when a judge sought his opinion. And he had a great flair for it all, recalls Garda Dan Walsh. “Jim could be very dramatic in court—a performer. Oh, yes, he was on stage.” His audience was the judge, jury, solicitors, visitors, and reporters. When Garda Tony Ruane watched him in court, “it was like the theatre; better than any other show in town.”


More important than his theatrics were his inestimable contributions. Michael Reid confirms: “He was in court five days a week, and his hallmark was fairness.” He typically had more than four hundred cases a year—an astonishing number. He was admired more than anyone else for being unfailingly fair and egalitarian, equally respectful to all. As Paddy Daly observed, “to Jim, in court, everybody was the same . . . a prostitute, a criminal, a judge—he treated them all the same.” And in court he was known for often showing his “soft side.” Many a time he would speak up on behalf of a wayward youth he had dragged into custody himself, giving the judge some mitigating information and asking  that the young man be given a second chance. Judges always complied. On the other hand, he showed no mercy for abusive husbands: in fact he would let a judge know if he was displeased with a light sentence.


No less important was his mentoring of young gardaí in court, often stepping forward to “rescue” them, as Tony Ruane puts it, if they were stumbling in their presentation, later instructing them about how to improve. Young guards liked to hang around court when possible to observe Lugs at first hand on stage, as novice actors would watch Laurence Olivier from the wings. It was a more valuable lesson than some they learnt in books.





When Garda Jim Branigan approached the age of sixty, an “older man” by the standards of the time, he entered his “old gunfighter” years. His strength and reflexes diminished, he became less formidable and intimidating—and more vulnerable. To some old foes he became a target for revenge. The day came when Lugs had to begin looking over his shoulder.


His later years were years of some disappointment, new opportunities, enjoyable times, and inevitable decline. Through it all he remained as famously fearless and courageous as ever. As his friend Joe Kirwan, who visited him in hospital the night before he died, mused, “when they made Jim Branigan, they threw away the mould. Oh, he’s a legend!”





This book endeavours to present a biographical chronicle, as well as social history, of James “Lugs” Branigan, based on archival research and oral testimony gathered from his family, close friends, and Garda colleagues who served beside him in all manner of duty. Their first-hand observations and personal narratives provide an immediacy and authenticity that capture the character and “soul” of this extraordinary man, one who was so well known and acclaimed for some of his roles and yet virtually unknown for others. Hopefully, a holistic portrait will emerge.












Chapter 1 [image: Images]


FACING LIFE AND RAILWAY BULLIES







“Dublin’s toughest cop . . . was a sissy and weakling in his teens.”


(Evening Herald, 24 JANUARY 1973)





“I had a reserved upbringing in which discipline was highly valued. No bad language or brawling was ever allowed by my father.”


(GARDA JAMES BRANIGAN)





“My father loved western films, and books. It was the discipline of the western sheriffs . . . always the good and the bad, and mobs.”


(DECLAN BRANIGAN)





“I was assaulted many times by bullies, belted and harassed. But I never retaliated . . . I would not hit back.”


(GARDA JAMES BRANIGAN)





January 1910. Bookings on the Titanic were already being sought for its first voyage across the Atlantic two years later, from Southampton to New York. Aristocrats, business barons and social luminaries were vying for the coveted 324 first-class berths, all looking forward to the historic inaugural crossing on the world’s most magnificent ship. Meanwhile from America came word that the Wright Brothers, Orville and Wilbur, had successfully kept an aeroplane aloft for more than an hour. Henry Ford’s model T automobiles were rolling out of his factory nearly as fast as newspapers flying off a printing press. There were wondrous new developments in telephone communication and photography. Cinematographers in France, Italy and the United States were  producing silent film “shorts” that captivated audiences. Some even predicted that “talking” pictures would soon be a reality. Awesome new weapons were also being built, catapulting armies beyond the age of cavalry and cannon.


Marvels of human ingenuity and technology seemed little short of miraculous. The new century appeared to hold limitless possibilities and pleasures. Perils as well.


In Ireland, the privileged classes may have been able to listen to Enrico Caruso and Nellie Melba on their gramophones, but impoverished tenement-dwellers were still living in the Dark Ages. Patriots and visionaries saw changes ahead, with increasing demands for the end of British rule. Dublin, as always, was the centre of speculation and political agitation.


Only a few days into the new year the Irish Independent published worrisome international news. An article headed “German war scare” warned of a “risk of setting Europe ablaze.” Tensions were mounting throughout the Continent. In many parts of the world the “old order” was being threatened with political upheaval, militaristic rumblings, and social change. The Irish Times, however, reported that in Russia “a new palace in the Italian style was to be built for the Tsar at Yalta, Crimea,”1 while in Ireland, newspapers focused on the passionately debated “home rule” question:





Questioned about Home Rule, and the “safeguarding of the loyal minority” in Ireland, Mr. Winston Churchill said that every step would be taken to safeguard all the subjects of the Crown and effective supremacy of the Imperial Parliament. (Cheers.)2





In Dublin, nowhere was more moored to the past than the “Liberties,” the area to the south-west of the city centre. It still retained the appearance of a small country town from the late 1800s. On Thursday 6 January 1910, as dawn broke over the frigid Dublin skyline shortly before half past five, John and Ellen Branigan of James’s Street were awaiting the birth of their first child. Shortly before six, in the calm of a winter’s morning, their infant son entered the world and was bestowed with the fine name James Christopher Branigan—later in life to be whittled down to a four-letter moniker.


John Alick Branigan was a Co. Tipperary man, Ellen Kavanagh a strong-willed woman from Co. Kilkenny. After their marriage they made their home in the heart of the Liberties. John Branigan obtained a secure job as an official in the South Dublin Union (a union of parishes for the purpose of providing workhouses), and their home was in the grounds of the institution. It was, his grandson Declan attests, a very “respectable” position, of which “he was proud.”


The South Dublin Union (now St James’s Hospital) was a sprawling complex of buildings and open spaces covering nearly sixty acres. It then encompassed a workhouse, several hospitals, a nursing-home, a maternity unit that took in unmarried mothers who were rejected by other hospitals, a morgue, a convent of the Sisters of Mercy, two Catholic churches and one Church of Ireland, a bakery, schools, playgrounds, and the union officers’ quarters. Enclosed within high stone walls, it stood on the Dublin cityscape as a distinct enclave, its buildings connected by a maze of streets and courtyards.


Socially, it was like a world unto itself. With more than three thousand residents—inmates, doctors, nurses, nuns, and officials—it functioned as a sort of inner-urban village with distinctive population groups. Different areas of the union contrasted dramatically with each other: the workhouse took in Dublin’s impoverished, infirm and demented souls, while others were privileged. At eighty-three, Máirín Johnston, reared in the nearby tenements of Pimlico, recalled vividly the Dickensian aura of the old union. In the early 1930s she had to accompany her mother in visiting her granny and Uncle Paddy, who were patients there:





I hated going into the place, it was so depressing . . . lots of grey stone buildings. People in the “union” part were called “paupers,” while those in the hospital were “patients.” Some of the paupers were on crutches or walking-sticks, shuffling around or sitting on benches . . . others in senility.





By contrast, the sequestered officers’ quarters, where the Branigan family resided, was one of privilege and comfort. Residents were well housed, clothed, and fed, with medical treatment and the use of churches, schools, social amenities, and sports fields. There existed a strong sense of community and contentment. Their environment was tidy, orderly, and safe—a decent and civilised setting in early twentieth-century inner-city Dublin. Contrary, therefore, to common belief in later years, young Jim Branigan did not grow up in the rough-and-tumble streets of the Liberties, with fists flailing: instead the confines of the union provided a secure and peaceable “cocoon,” where the rules of propriety were followed faithfully. Officials and their families were regarded as respectable citizens, who socialised almost exclusively with one another.


This was not typical of life within the Liberties, just beyond the high walls, where many people lived in squalid tenements, suffered poverty, hunger, and illness. While Jim Branigan and his childhood pals would play happily on their side of the barrier in bucolic green fields, in the world just beyond, in Meath Street, Thomas Street, Francis Street and Patrick Street and down along the Coombe, barefoot urchins ran wild and coped with deprivation as best they could, scrapping for food and scrapping with one another. Street children had  to be tough in the unruly streets of the Liberties in those hard days, when nearly every tenement street had its amateur boxing club. Within the union, officials did not tolerate fisticuffs.


John and Ellen Branigan were appreciative of the many advantages their son had living within the union, especially good health and medical care. At this time “Dublin recorded the highest death rate of any city in the United Kingdom.”3 The reputation of the tenements as “multitudinous fever nests and death traps” was tragically well deserved. The city was also racked by a host of other illnesses, such as smallpox, diphtheria, typhoid, whooping cough, and pneumonia. Children under the age of six were particularly susceptible to illness and early death. Tuberculosis, then called “consumption,” was rampant. Because children within the union were better fed, clothed, housed and medically cared for, they were considerably healthier and stronger than those only a few streets away. Though he was spared TB and other killer illnesses, Branigan did confirm later in his life that he had had double pneumonia and pleurisy in his youth, though when union children fell ill they were given the best of medical attention.





As a child of five and six he was quite shy, playing around his home with a few pals and staying near his parents. Though very admiring of his father, he was closer to his mother, whom he adored. The most formative memories of his young life were focused on her. When he would accompany her on shopping and other errands he noticed that she manifested a different attitude from most other women when encountering British soldiers or later the dreaded Black and Tans. While other men and women of the Liberties seemed intimidated when passing them, typically stepping aside, she held her head high, marched straight forward. It just seemed to be in her nature not to be afraid of them. In fact to young Jim she didn’t seem to fear anyone or anything. Her refusal to step aside for British uniforms made an early and lasting impression.


Among his most vivid recollections were his mother’s display of courage during the 1916 Rising, when British soldiers patrolled the city’s streets. Just across the road from the Branigans’ house, on the other side of James’s Street, lived William T. Cosgrave, a lieutenant in the Irish Volunteers. Branigan’s mother was fond of him, and the fact that he occasionally brought political comrades to his house did not deter her from visiting him, despite British surveillance. During the Rising the union was occupied by the Volunteers, and at the age of six Jim saw some action when he heard gunfire, saw a British soldier wounded, then witnessed a volunteer barge into their home, poke his rifle out the window, and fire.


In his eyes, his mother’s most defining act of courage was when the British army subdued the Volunteers and the Irish Citizen Army, rounded them up, and began marching them off to Kilmainham Jail, surrounded by a tight cordon of soldiers. Standing beside his mother watching it all, he saw her suddenly bolt forward and break through a gap in the British ranks to extend a handshake to her friend Cosgrave. A term he would often use to describe his mother in later years was “fearless.” Thirty years later he would tell his own children bits and pieces about their grandmother, without dwelling on family history, as so many did. Yet, explains Alick, his father’s admiration for his mother was unmistakable, and her influence on him conspicuous in his character:





She was very patriotic, and in his childhood I know that his mother had strong inclinations towards the 1916 Rising, when things erupted here. There was some shooting around where they lived, and his mother was involved on a peripheral basis . . . A British soldier had been shot, and somebody was going to her house [for cover]. Her patriotism—presumably that carried over to him.





By the time he began school at the age of five he had two younger brothers and a sister. His brother John Alick was eighteen months younger, sister Norah three years younger, and Frank five years his junior. As children all were close. His earliest school days were spent in Basin Lane Convent School, among other children from families much like his, many of whom were already pals, and he fitted in well.


His early school years, from 1915 to 1919, saw two colossal historical events, the 1916 Rising and the First World War, which reshaped Ireland and the world beyond, though both events were largely incomprehensible to a child’s mind. It is unlikely that the nuns who taught him deviated from their curriculum to discuss contemporary events with children aged five to eight, though Jim Branigan probably picked up fragments of unfolding history within his home, especially from his politically conscious mother.


In 1919, at the age of nine, he moved to James’s Street Christian Brothers’ School for the next six years of his education, this time being exposed to a wider range of children from different social backgrounds. Here again his school record is largely undocumented; however, from the oral history of his family we know that, by his own admission, he was a mediocre pupil. Attentive, diligent, obedient—but average in academic performance. His parents did not push him to be a scholar. He performed his tasks, behaved well, and was polite to teachers. In other words, a completely satisfactory schoolboy according to the expectations of the time.


Two features made him an unremarkable, rather introverted classmate:  he was thin, and he was shy. Reserved around others, he wasn’t very good at mixing. At first he was reluctant to plunge into games and sports with others his age; but once he joined in and learnt to socialise freely he was a good playmate, respectful and fair to others, for which he was liked. While some other lads got into skirmishes, suffering a black eye or bloody nose, he refrained. His father was a disciplinarian, though not an extreme one, who lectured him against crude or “uncivilised” behaviour, meaning no brawling, vulgar language, or being disrespectful to teachers or other adults—nothing that would bring as much as a tint of shame upon the family.


An obedient son, he always kept his father’s words in mind. He simply characterised it as “a reserved upbringing . . . in which discipline was valued.”4 Even as a child he thought this reasonable. He was astounded when he first saw how some children living in poor tenements beyond the Union would give lip to teachers, curse, mitch from school, rob an apple or orange, or fight with fists.


Despite his reserved manner, he was a fun-loving youngster who liked joining in all sorts of games and sports once he was accepted. He simply wasn’t one of the leaders. However, once engaged in an activity he played vigorously and was quite competitive. But he was not a particularly gifted athlete. As with academic studies, he was average, but capable enough to make his contribution. He had a fondness for almost every type of sport—running, cycling, hurling, handball, rowing, football, soccer—with a special love for Gaelic sports. Even as a youth he understood that the value of sport was its physical fitness, competitiveness, and camaraderie of playing together as a team.





As he reached twelve or thirteen he began to explore in a limited way the “real” world of the Liberties. This part of his early education, beyond the walls of his schoolroom, was eye-opening. He learnt that other lads of his age could be sent off to a place called Artane, which he was told was a “reformatory,” for merely mitching from school, snatching a banana, “scutting” or hanging on to trams or lorries, playing innocent pranks—and for as long as five years. A frightening prospect. This reinforced the wisdom of his father’s principles of good behaviour in life.


In 1920 he suffered a crushing blow with the loss of his eight-year-old brother, John Alick—his best pal and closest confidant. Later in life he would seldom be able to bring himself to talk of his little brother’s death; but when his own first son was born and named after him it meant a lot, as Alick recounts: “My father’s brother died—and that’s who I’m named after. Now, I never asked my father [more] about this . . . but I should have.”


It was around this time that Jim decided to become an altar boy, apparently without coaxing from his teachers. Yet he was not known as a particularly religious boy at school. He clearly enjoyed it, because he would remain an altar boy up to the time he joined the Garda Síochána at the age of twenty-one. His dedication to this role may have caused his parents to wonder if he ever considered the priesthood. This was a logical assumption in those years—and a dream of many mothers. But his family cannot recall him ever expressing such an aspiration.


During his formative years in the Christian Brothers’ school, from the ages of nine to fourteen, many of his core values were shaped. He was a keen observer of life around him, possessed unusual intuitive powers, and exhibited good sense and discipline for a lad his age. Though he did not distinguish himself academically, or athletically, during this period, he became one of those people who were liked by everyone. He was never a troublemaker—nor was he a “goody-goody.” His parents had every reason to be proud of him for being the person he was.


If he had one compulsion it was trying to see every new western film that came to Dublin. This was an addiction that afflicted many other youngsters, and adults, in the period from about 1920 to the 1930s. He simply seemed to have a more serious case than others.


For children, the westerns were the greatest rage of all. From nine to nineteen, there was no better place to be than at a matinée in the local picture-house, perched on a wooden bench awaiting the first flickering images to appear on the screen. Among the early favourites were Hoot Gibson in The Cactus Kid (1921), Tom Mix in The Lucky Horseshoe (1925), and William S. Hart in Tumbleweeds (1925). They were packed with almost non-stop action—stagecoach robberies, Indian attacks, cattle rustling, bank heists, chases on horses. Saloon brawls, fist fights and plenty of gunslinging. Bandits, outlaws—and brave sheriffs. When the early “silents” were replaced by “talkies” the experience was even more realistic, with the sounds of gunfire, pounding horse and cattle hoofs, buffalo stampedes, fists cracking on jaws. Young Jim Branigan and his pals could listen to the intense dialogue as Gene Autry or Gary Cooper faced down a desperado: “I’m going to fill you full of lead . . . Draw!”


No-one better understood the influence of early picture shows on a youngster’s mind than Robert Hartney. Born in 1892, he was hired as an usher by the Manor Picture House in Manor Street from the day it opened in 1920, showing silent films. For a charge of fourpence children lined the long benches, their heads cocked upwards:





Most popular with children were the cowboy pictures. Oh, great excitement! You’d see the little faces looking up at the screen, all excited, and you could  hear them all saying, “Look out there, he’s behind you!” If they got too excited or scared you had to tell them, “It’s only a picture. It’s not real!” So as to comfort them.





For the more astute children there were also lessons of morality to be learnt from westerns, as they typically featured heroes and villains, sheriffs and outlaws, the quest for frontier justice—basic differences between good and bad characters and the principles of right versus wrong.


Like other children, young Jim would collect jam jars, run messages and do odd jobs to collect the few pence needed to get into the next show. From the age of ten or so he developed a serious fascination with America’s “Old West.” According to Bernard Neary, “he always loved that period in American history . . . and as a boy he went to every western film shown in the Lyric Cinema,”5 as well as frequenting other picture-houses so as not to miss a cowboy film.


The difference between the impressionable Jim and most of his pals was the manner in which certain films influenced his thinking and values. While he enjoyed the action sequences—the chases, robberies, and stampedes—nothing riveted him like the dramatic “showdown” between a sheriff or marshal and a villain, symbolising the clash between good and evil. A “lawman” had to be courageous to stare down a bullying gunslinger. The character of the sheriff made a lasting impression on him, one that would shape his adult life, his son Declan confirms: “He loved western films . . . I mean, it was the discipline of the western sheriffs, that this is the way it should be! That there was always the good and the bad, and mobs—and he could differentiate.”


In the late 1920s and 30s, when Branigan was a young man in his twenties, westerns became more sophisticated in plot and dialogue, as stars like Gary Cooper, Randolph Scott and John Wayne elevated the level of acting. These films portrayed a deeper social and moral meaning for Branigan. While he was still thrilled at seeing a sheriff with powerful punches and a “greased lightning” draw, he was even more impressed by what he stood for—and dared stand up to. Later in life it would become increasingly evident that his early comprehension of western law and justice profoundly shaped his character and principles.





In 1924, at the age of fourteen, he left school, and his education ended. It had been his hope to continue with his academic studies, but the reality was that his parents’ finances were insufficient. “If I had my way I would have tried to further my education . . . but my parents couldn’t afford it.”6 It was not easy for his father and mother to disappoint him, but he understood.


It was normal in the 1920s for inner-city youths to leave school at fourteen  and seek a job. The fortunate ones might secure a seven-year apprenticeship at a trade or craft. The plum jobs were in Guinness’s brewery, Jacob’s biscuit factory, the distilleries and the shoemaking factories, such as Winstanley’s, as well as the nicer shops around the city. But he was not interested in being confined to a factory or shop; nor did he want to become a cooper, docker, stonecarver, seaman, or building worker. He didn’t quite know what he wanted to do with his life.


By fourteen he was a good few inches taller than most of his friends but as thin as a poker. His arms, shoulders and chest had not begun to fill out into manhood yet. Atop his lanky frame was a pleasing face, engaging smile, bright eyes, and a head crowned with a thick thatch of sandy-coloured hair.


And then there were his ears.


Conspicuously larger than normal, their size was accentuated by his rodlike physique. They were not only disproportionately large but protruding. They appeared as two bookends symmetrically aligned, framing his likeable boyish face. Even at some distance, on a street or playing-field, it was easy to pick him out.


In his adult years, from about the age of thirty, there would be a perception among the public that “Lugs” Branigan got his oversize ears from his boxing days; but a photograph of his school class at the age of eight or nine shows clearly the size and shape of his ears. They were an endowment of nature—not sculpted by boxing gloves.


Whether as a youngster this made him self-conscious or embarrassed or caused derision we don’t know; nor whether he would have confided this to his family. That he was a rather shy child might suggest that this was so, but there is no evidence of this. It is hard to imagine that he was never subjected to hurtful remarks from other children. If so, we can only speculate about what lasting effect this might have had on him. We do know that as an adult in the Garda Síochána he was known to detest the nickname “Lugs” and would scold or punish any person daring to use it in his presence. But such transgressors were few.


At fourteen young Jim Branigan pulled off quite an accomplishment: he signed up as a trainee fitter in the old Great Southern Railways works in Inchicore. At first glance this might not seem particularly impressive; but a seven-year apprenticeship with the railway, with the promise of a steady job and a pension, was a highly coveted one.


How he managed to break into the railway world is something of a mystery. At that time the prime jobs were largely closed to outsiders, open only to relatives of railway workers. Somehow, through his parents or family friends, he must have had a good connection or recommendation to gain such a  treasured position. If his apprenticeship was successful, by twenty-one his life would be set for him.


Unfortunately, straight away he found that being an apprentice fitter was far from a good fit. “I hated the dirt and the dust of the bolts and carriages,”7 he said. Furthermore, he found it a job of repetitious drudgery, offering no mental challenge or creativity. He didn’t mind the strenuous physical demands of the work, but the grimy conditions did not suit his disposition. At day’s end he would straggle home looking like a begrimed coalminer.





From his first day on the job he faced a far more serious problem. He was treated as a pariah by the other workers, all from traditional railway families. They all deserved their inherited positions: he was an outcast who didn’t belong. Theirs was a railway culture, with its own heritage, customs, and vernacular. To them he had stolen a job from one of their own—and they resented it.


In the 1920s railwaymen, like men in most old trades and crafts, were clannish. They tended to live near one another, drink together, mix socially together. Paddy Whelan, the son of an engine-driver, entered his job in the GSR in the same period. It was in his blood. He knew what young Jim Branigan was up against:





Oh, railwaymen were a tough crowd of men, got on very well together . . . a terrible bond between railwaymen. It was their whole life! They were a special breed. There was nothing but railway talk.





Not only were they toughened by their hard work, but many were also boxers in their local clubs, as was Paddy Whelan.


Whoever had recommended the innocent fourteen-year-old Jim Branigan for a railway job did him no favour. Within his first hour on the job they began to verbally and physically abuse him and thereafter were relentless in their bullying. Any other sensible fourteen-year-old lad, seeing what he was up against, would not have appeared in the railway yard on the second day. Yet every day he showed up, suffered insults, taunts, and pounding. When he came home bruised and bloody on the first few days he simply told his father, “I got a bit of a hiding.” “Why?” No reason.


From what little we know, his parents were sympathetic and admiring of his fortitude and his resolve not to be defeated. Did they encourage him to give it up, or to go on? It was obviously his decision to make. He stood his ground, absorbed his punishment, refused to fight back:





I was timid as a youth. I was assaulted by bullies many times in the GSR works in Inchicore, but I never retaliated. I was belted and harassed and  often came home with my nose bleeding, but I would not hit back . . . though my mates would laugh me to scorn.8





Though his father was opposed to brawling, he surely would have approved of his son defending himself. He chose not to do so.


It was one of the first of many contradictions in his life that he adopted a passive attitude, completely at odds with the film heroes he so admired. What was most extraordinary about his behaviour was that he did not run away from the bullies. Though he dreaded their punches, he did not fear his tormentors. He would accept their beatings and return to work the next day to take more. This puzzled them—and his family as well. And perhaps himself. Despite the black eyes, swollen lips, cut face, there was never any crying or complaining. Perhaps “stubborn” was the best word to describe it—a term that would be applied to him by others for the next half century.


One thing was certain: there could hardly have been a more unlikely candidate to become a heavyweight boxing champion and Ireland’s undisputed “toughest and most fearless garda.”


Some days were better than others, as the physical abuse slackened, probably because his abusers became bored with it. What dispirited him more by this time was the job itself. After some deliberation, and consultation with his parents, he decided that rather than quit the job outright he would ask his manager if he could be shifted to a different type of work. Because of his excellent employment record it was agreed to keep him on at different tasks. Though it helped, he still intensely disliked railway work. As time passed, it became more intolerable; but he stuck it out.


His only salvation was trying to fill his off-work hours with pleasurable and meaningful activities. In his late teens he was still serving as an altar boy. And films continued to consume part of his weekends. Sport began to occupy a positive role in his life, not only for physical fitness but because it introduced him to an array of new and stimulating social relationships. He joined cycling, hurling and rowing clubs. His membership of Dublin City Harriers was especially enjoyable, as striding through the fresh air of the countryside nourished both his soul and his spirit. All his sports activities provided a wonderful camaraderie and light-heartedness, full of banter and good cheer that seemed a world away from the drudgery of the railway.


At seventeen he took on two new serious pursuits for personal betterment and to make a contribution to society. He realised that if he wanted to relinquish his railway job and hope to find a real career he would need to advance his education. Some of his friends were attending the technical schools in Parnell Square and suggested that he join them. His goal was to acquire some practical skill in accountancy and typing, which were in much demand in the business  world. He could even pick up some shorthand for good measure. So, for the next three years he steadfastly headed off after work, two or three nights a week, to attend classes. In this he was also learning another valuable lesson: organisation and mental discipline.


Somehow, in 1927 he found the time to join the St John Ambulance Brigade. This required several months of training, beginning with a six-week course that included lectures by doctors as well as instructions on how to treat injuries. According to Noel Brady, who joined the brigade about the same time, “we learnt to treat wounds, bandage, control haemorrhages, treat fractures,” and so on. They treated victims of accidents and human violence: people injured by motor vehicles, suffering heart attacks and seizures, work-related accidents, as well as bloody fistfights and battered women. Unknown to him at the time, his ambulance skills would serve him importantly in the years ahead.





His social life was quite active too between the ages of eighteen and twenty-one, with attendance at cinemas, dancehalls, pubs, and sports events at Croke Park and Lansdowne Road. And girls.


He always enjoyed the company of girls and dancing at one of his favourite dancehalls. He preferred “going out on the town” with a few pals to being in a crowd. He was tall though still lanky, nearing six feet three inches and about twelve stone, and could look striking when he went out for the night. He unabashedly referred to himself as “a natty dresser” in his younger days. A photograph of him at about twenty to twenty-two shows a young man in a well-tailored suit, crisp shirt, elegant tie, looking much like a mannequin in Clery’s window. He clearly considered himself a notch above the ordinary chap, being tall, well groomed, and snappily dressed. Though he could be eye-catching to women, towering above others on the dance floor, he was still conspicuously shy—certainly no Fred Astaire. His shyness, however, may have enhanced his attractiveness to young women. And he always treated them as politely as he did his own mother.


Going out with the lads meant “fitting in.” By his late teens he smoked and drank in moderation. They were costly habits, best kept to a minimum. Most of his friends were athletic-minded like himself and not given to excess. Those who would meet him after 1941, however, when he was thirty-one, would only know a man who neither smoked nor drank, and assumed he had never done so. His son Alick corrects the record: “My father actually used to smoke and drink! And he stopped when he got married—he just pulled down the curtain and said, ‘No more!’” He had given up smoking a number of years earlier when he took up boxing.


There were a few occasions when he slightly exceeded his normal limit and found himself feeling rather mischievous—even daring at times. He was known for liking pranks and innocuous shenanigans. A few of his early episodes were passed down through oral history and became part of his family lore, as Alick confirms:





He was just a bit wild when he was younger, which would have been normal—you know, being merry, and this sort of thing—in his heyday. There was the story that he was walking across the top of trams and buses. . .





This was a story he always candidly confessed to, and with some delight. And it was no quick “hop-on, hop-off” stunt but a daring, and foolish, act—the same one for which he would later admonish other youths. As he admits:





Booze gave me Dutch courage. I would do things with drink taken that I would not do when sober. For example, I remember for a shilling bet travelling through the city on the roof of a tram.9





His experience of the false courage derived from drink would help him to understand later how a man’s mind becomes impaired when drunk. For this he would be a more sympathetic guard. Yet his post-1940s friends would always swear with certitude, “Oh, Jim never touched a drink in his life!”





Ironically, the one sport in which young Branigan apparently had little or no interest was boxing, which was at a peak of popularity in the 1920s and 30s. Local boxing clubs had mushroomed all over the city. Many of his friends enjoyed learning the rudiments, if for no other reason than as a useful defensive skill in Dublin’s tough streets.


During those halcyon years of the sport, boxing champions were the best-known, most admired athletes in the world. Some of the best boxers from Dublin’s boxing clubs became good enough to go to the Golden Gloves in America and step onto the world stage—and win!


In Branigan’s youth, international boxing had direct links with Ireland, and some of the greatest champions were of Irish heritage. From 1919 to 1926 Jack Dempsey dominated the world heavyweight championship. In 1926 Gene Tunney, another Irish-American, became world champion. Both men boasted of their Irish roots. On 17 March 1923 the boxing world turned its attention to Dublin, where the world light-heavyweight title was being contested between Mike McTigue of Ireland and “Battling Siki”of Senegal. When McTigue won the title by a decision, Irish fans were delirious. It gave a huge boost to Irish boxing.


As far as we know, Jim Branigan had no particular interest in the boxing world in his younger years. Having been pounded by bullies at the GSR yard would make this perfectly understandable if he wished to remain physically and psychologically removed from the violent sport.


One person who was impressed with the sport was Major-General William Murphy, commissioner of the Dublin Metropolitan Police, who set up the Garda Boxing Club in 1924. He valued all forms of athletic competition but contended that boxing could be especially beneficial for young gardaí: it kept the body fit and reflexes sharp, honed the mind to concentrate and think quickly, taught men how to defend themselves and combat violent resistance, instilled confidence and pride. Furthermore, if by good fortune the new club should breed a few champions it would surely generate favourable press coverage for the new national police force. Boxing training, he believed, should be required of all recruits.





In 1929, the year Branigan reached the age of nineteen, two classic western films were released. In The Virginian, Gary Cooper played a heroic figure of inner strength and resolve. He could confront a villain and stare him down with the intensity of his intentions. He didn’t have to pull a gun to make his point. Cooper’s great appeal was his integrity, whether in the role of cowboy, frontiersman, or lawman: here was the real thing. Branigan comprehended this.


In The Big Trail a new actor by the name of John Wayne sauntered onto the screen with broad shoulders, a swagger, huge fists, and a most unusual manner of slow, deliberate speech which commanded one’s attention. He used his fists and his gun only when he had to. Like Cooper, he represented a thoughtful, often understated breed of hero, the type most likely to inspire young, impressionable Jim Branigan.


It was about this time also that he was captured in a family photograph standing beside his father’s relations in Co. Tipperary, holding a rifle across his chest and with a string of dead rabbits dangling around his neck, looking like a Western frontiersman. He had become a competent marksman with a .22 calibre rifle and contributed significantly to the family’s food supply.


1930 was to be a transformative year in his life. On his twentieth birthday he became more keenly aware of his unhappiness with work at the GSR, and of a desire to find a job that offered a future with higher purpose and satisfaction. He still could not envisage any type of truly meaningful work. He had invested six years with the railways and was nearing the end of his apprenticeship, with its promise of security and ultimately a pension. Many would have thought  him a fool for even questioning his investment with the GSR.


Then, on 26 July, his mother died, while only in her forties. For a twenty-year-old it was a terrible blow. More than anyone else she had influenced his basic values and principles. He would always feel that he had inherited much of his integrity and fearlessness from her.


Life could be short and unpredictable; it should not be squandered working at a job that was boring and unsatisfying. By December he’d had enough of the railway yard. “I could stick it no more . . . I resigned the job. I began to think of my future.”10





As the weeks and months passed, his unemployment bred anxiety. He may have realised that quitting the railways before he had secured a better job was foolhardy. On the other hand, he wanted to act when motivation compelled him to do so, out of worry that he might not later have the courage.


After several months without income he decided that, as a practical matter, he should at least try to find some temporary work until the right position came along. He was discouraged when even this proved difficult. He wisely continued with his technical school courses and his work with the St John Ambulance Brigade, as well as his participation with Dublin City Harriers and other sports teams. What he was seeking seemed simple enough: a job with a lofty purpose that would give meaning to his life. Turned down for one job after another, he was unemployed for a total of six months.


One afternoon he was sharing his growing worry with a team-mate who happened to be a member of the Garda Síochána. “The garda with whom I had been hurling said I would have a good chance of getting into the Garda force, because of my height.” He began mulling this over in the following days. With his exceptional height he stood out like a beacon in a crowd—ideal for a garda. Strangely enough, the idea had apparently not occurred to him earlier, nor been suggested by family or friends. In considering a garda’s life he found it appealing, for a number of reasons. It was a steady, respectable, decently paid job, and with a pension. Unlike a monotonous factory, shop or office job based on routine, each day would be different. It also came with challenges and the experience of working among the public. There was sure to be camaraderie among colleagues. And the Gardaí stressed physical fitness and sports.


The combination seemed to offer a stimulating way of life; and it was a position in which he could take pride. Furthermore, at six foot four he would doubtless look striking in his Garda uniform, which was no trivial consideration to Jim Branigan, an impressionable 21-year-old. He had always liked uniforms, whether police, soldiers, firemen, ambulance crews, or cinema  ushers. As he would confess later in life, “the idea caught my attention . . . and I had always been fond of uniforms.” Lastly, his father was supportive of his idea of applying.


However, there were some negative considerations to be weighed as well. The 1930s were a time of depression, unemployment, dire poverty, heavy drinking and brawling. Frequently gangs and mobs formed, and riots occurred. Guards still used baton charges to quell riots. There were real physical risks, and guards were regularly injured. The hours could be long, and all-night duty required.


The general image of Dublin’s police force was still tarnished by its history. It had only been in 1925 that the DMP and Garda Síochána were amalgamated into a single national force. But public prejudices against the old DMP were deeply entrenched from the harsh treatment often doled out to citizens. May Hanaphy, born in 1909 in Golden Lane in the Liberties, remembers all too well:





Now, I remember the DMP. They were very hard on men . . . I saw it myself. They’d frog-march helpless men, made them walk on their hands, into the station, holding up their feet. Very painful . . . a form of cruelty.





Many Dubliners perceived the police as their enemies. It was a negative image that would not be changed overnight. As Séamus Breathnach writes in his book The Irish Police:





For over seven hundred years the Irish people had sought their own kind of justice, indigenous legislation, definition of freedom, equity and self-Government; above all, they sought their own police force. Now they had it.11





But in the early 1930s many Dubliners still regarded it as disreputable to join the police force, which was one reason why more country lads were enlisting, outnumbering recruits from Dublin itself.


Branigan was a notable exception. By virtue of his privileged youth within the compound of the South Dublin Union, he was largely spared seeing the abuses carried out by the DMP on the streets. On the contrary, during his childhood he was exposed to the police in a very positive manner. His parents had befriended several policemen who were stationed within the hospital grounds, and even socialised with them in their home. To young Jim, nothing was more natural than mixing amiably with members of the force:





Unlike other children, I had no real fear of gardaí. This was because they were regular visitors at my parents’ home . . . Often they drank tea and played twenty-five [a card game] with my parents.12





By the end of 1930 he had made up his mind. In December he found himself filling in an application form at Kilmainham Garda Station. But it wasn’t a walk-over, as he quickly found out. If his height was in his favour, other aspects of his physique were deficient. The station sergeant who handed him his application form did not hesitate to bring this to his attention:





The station sergeant said there was no reason why I should not get the entrance examination—but he warned me that I looked a bit skinny and would have to build myself up.13





Fortunately, the physical examination would not take place for nearly six months. But he realised that he also faced other deficiencies. He was weak in Irish and in maths, and would need to strengthen these if he hoped to pass the examination. For the moment, however, he found it a simple matter to fill in the application form. It was a single sheet, requiring no more than a few words in answer to most questions. After his name, date of birth and address he had to provide information on his height and weight, then questions about his educational level, employment since leaving school, and verbal and written command of Irish. Then followed other questions:





—Have you ever been dismissed or discharged from any employment?





—Have you ever served in any police force, foreign army, navy or in any other Government department?





—Did you serve in the National Army?





—What is your religion?





—Have you ever been married?





—Are you in debt?





—Are you in good health? Subject to fits or any other bodily infirmity?





—Is your vision good? Do you wear glasses?





—Does insanity or other hereditary disease exist in your family or relatives?





Finally, the applicant was asked to give particulars (in a space one inch by five inches) of why they wanted to join the force. The answer given by one of Branigan’s future friends, Garda Senan Finucane, was probably typical: “To better myself and make a living.”


Without delay, he began polishing up on his deficiencies in maths and Irish at home. But his regimen was not well structured, and his progress was slow. By good fortune, his father was in a position to ask a teacher and family friend,  P. T. Kelly, to tutor him. “Mr Kelly helped me brush up on my Irish and maths,” which significantly improved his ability at a steady pace.


His “skinny” physique (as he called it) was a different question. It was not merely a matter of adding bulk to his slender frame but of building muscle and dimensions in the right places. This was specified by the Garda Síochána, especially the requirement to have a 42-inch chest. This was the critical statistic, and every applicant knew it. No exceptions.


Here again his father came to his assistance. A friend, Kit Madden, had been a British army instructor with an “old world” rule of discipline. He agreed to devise a rigorous training programme for lanky young Jim, aimed at building bulk and muscle. His new student gratefully accepted, though with a degree of trepidation. Madden put him through what he called “a six-months PT grind.” It paid off visibly, as the exercises were professionally calibrated and regularly notched up each month. His daily regime left him exhausted but in superior physical condition. Within months, real signs of success were evident.


And so it went until June 1931, the day for his examination. After nearly seven years of railway work that he detested, at twenty-one he had found his desired role in life. And now his future was hanging in the balance by a fraction of an inch.












Chapter 2 [image: Images]


PUTTING ON A UNIFORM AND BOXING GLOVES







“He joined—and he loved it from day one. He found his vocation! And he dedicated his whole life to that vocation.”


(DECLAN BRANIGAN)





“I never saw a boxing glove until I was training at the Garda Depot at the age of twenty-one. When my father heard I was taking up boxing he sat down and broke his heart laughing.”


(GARDA JAMES BRANIGAN)








In June 1931, five months after his twenty-first birthday, James Branigan was called to take his medical and written examinations to become a member of the Garda Síochána. He was more nervous about facing the tape measure than the exam questions in Irish and mathematics, though he knew that the person doing the measuring had a bit of discretion over fractions.


Mercifully, he got the results quickly. As he candidly admitted, “I passed the written exam flying . . . but my chest measurement barely reached the Garda requirements.”1 Upon hearing the positive results, his chest was so puffed up that a second measurement would probably have given him an inch to spare.


He was quick to credit Kit Madden’s gruelling physique-building regimen: “I would definitely have failed the medical examination but for the special six months’ course in physical exercises on chest expansion.” His father deserved no less credit, for it was he who had arranged his son’s special assistance with both the written and the medical exams.


On 18 June he took the pledge and officially joined the Garda Síochána—the proudest day of his life, yet one tinged with regret that his mother could not have lived a year and a half longer to see him in uniform. Unfortunately, for him and his fellow-recruits there was little time for celebrating their acceptance into the force. As Senan Finucane explained when he too joined the Guards in  the thirties, “we went into training right away—oh, it was like the army!” An abrupt goodbye to civilian life as stern drill sergeants took command of their lives:





We lived in barracks. Up at seven for drill, a long walk, in for breakfast. Boots and brass buttons had to shine. And a haircut every week or so. Oh, tight. There was never a dull moment.





Over the six-month training period, recruit life was centred on drill and decorum, together with classroom instruction. The strenuous physical training tested the young men to their limits of strength and endurance. As with soldiers in training, the Garda recruits groaned and complained at day’s end when they straggled in fatigued.


Branigan was a conspicuous exception. After six months under Madden’s demanding tutelage he was in superb physical form, far superior to that of his mates. He found the demands of drilling a mere walk in the park compared with Madden’s military exercises. In fact while others “endured” the physical strain, he embraced it with fervour. To him, the more challenging the better. His superiors took note of his most unusual, unfailingly positive attitude.


Ironically, it was the rules regarding dress and orderliness that caused him most annoyance: the fixation on perfection in such matters as immaculate dress, shined boots, and polished brass buttons. To him, basic cleanness and tidiness were sufficient. Bedding made up in a particular way seemed senseless. Several times he received mild reprimands for not adhering to the required standards of presentation. He improved, but with subdued irritation. In uniform one had to be immaculate: boots, gloves, hair, cap, posture, and behaviour. All part of the regimentation of uniformed life. But before long, it felt natural enough.


During training, the topics of politics and religion were generally avoided. Fortunately, there was one topic that both groups passionately shared: sport. It stimulated lively and good-natured conversation and debate, which helped to break down superficial barriers. By the third month or so of training, the recruits were making lifelong friendships. Jokes crossing cultural lines became a part of their shared banter. And here Jim Branigan from the Liberties was not immune, says Garda Eddie Finucane (Senan Finucane’s son):





Most of his colleagues were from rural Ireland, and there was a discussion among the gardaí about crops and harvesting. Jim thought tomatoes were harvested from the ground, like potatoes. This created a lot of laughter from his country-born colleagues—and obviously some embarrassment for Jim.





In turn, country recruits had a lot to learn about life in the city, with its  bewildering population density, frenetic street life, noise, buses and trams, tenements, and night life. Being thrown together in the Depot’s living quarters in the Phoenix Park would ultimately turn out to be one of the most rewarding and memorable experiences of life for country and city lads alike.


The sense of unity forged among the Garda recruits was one of the most fundamental requisites of their shared six-month training, for in years to come they would be dependent upon one another in critical situations. For Branigan, who had been a misfit and treated like an outcast at the GSR for nearly seven years, the new feeling of “belonging” was especially gratifying. “I really enjoyed the life in the Garda,” he exulted. He regarded it as his true calling in life. Declan affirms that his father “found his vocation,” as surely as a doctor or a teacher. To him it was a higher calling, a noble calling. Where others may have stepped into Garda life, Jim Branigan plunged in with a passion. Compared with his unhappy GSR years, the Garda Síochána felt like a fraternity, a brotherhood. The Depot was his new home.





Garda recruits were allowed a social life and were issued a pass at weekends. Branigan’s acceptance among his comrades made him more gregarious than ever before. He had always been amiable and cheerful by nature, known also for being supportive of friends in need, the first to offer a helping hand. Within the force he developed a wide circle of friends, his best pals being men like Mick Flynn, Robert Simpson, Paddy Curnane, Matt Crehan, and Tim O’Donnell. They enjoyed conversation with one another and headed out on the town together on Saturdays and Sundays.


Leave was precious—liberation from the confines and regimentation of Depot life. By bus or tram they could zip into the brightly lit city centre for an evening at a dancehall, cinema, or pub. And passes could sometimes be granted on week-nights, from 6 to 10:30, when men like Branigan could visit their families. Saturdays were always the big occasion, when there was an extended period of independence from two in the afternoon until half ten that night.


In town there was always a swirl of social activity: music, dancing and pretty women. Tall gardaí in uniform always stood out impressively. On occasion they were required to carry a cane and dress gloves, creating the appearance of a true “gentleman” garda, admired by the public. Branigan cut quite a dashing figure with his height, ramrod posture, pleasing smile, and polite manner.


Though gardaí may have appeared as a “good catch” for young women, their financial status was less than impressive. The men habitually groused about their paltry wages, an endless topic because it limited them in their life  and their plans. “My pay was £2.50 in 1931,” revealed Branigan. “It was not good money.”2 Especially galling was the fact that “twelve months before I joined the force we got £3 a week, but we were asked to forgo 50 pence to help the economy—but we never got that money back when the economy improved.” Tradesmen, craftsmen, factory workers, office staff, even unskilled labourers typically earned a better wage than uniformed gardaí, who took great risks.


Nor was there any way for a garda to make a few extra shillings, because “we did not get overtime, and even when we worked on our leave day in an emergency we seldom were given a day off in lieu of it.” Throughout his career, especially after he was married and had children, Branigan would use the phrase “scrimp and scrape” to describe a guard’s pay problem. “I learnt to live with bad pay.” Unfortunately, not all his friends could say the same. As the years progressed and they married and started families, a good number of his mates would be forced to relinquish their Garda career for a better-paying job. This problem stood out as the one nagging negative aspect of Garda life that Jim Branigan was openly displeased with.


When he did have money in his pocket the two entertainments he enjoyed most were dancing and seeing a good western film. The large, colourful cinema posters advertising such evocative titles as Billy the Kid, The Hard Hombre, The Nevada Buckaroo and Cimmaron were hard to resist. But he also joined his friends who favoured dancing at their favourite dancehalls, “so I used to dance weekly at the Ierne and the Teachers’ Hall, Parnell Square.” Both had a respectable clientele and were frequented by nice young women. If he met a dance partner he liked he could arrange to see her again and perhaps buy her sweets or ice cream after dancing. But he had to watch his wallet.


He and his mates enjoyed sharing a pint in their favourite pubs as well but were mindful to drink moderately. Inebriation could crash a career fast. A few pints always enlivened the conversation on Saturday nights, and sport could dominate if there was a big match on at Croke Park the next day. When the talk became more serious, the men shared their ambitions at times. Branigan found that his friends varied widely in their career goals. Some of the young trainees, only twenty to twenty-three years old, talked unabashedly of their hope to reach the upper echelons of the Garda hierarchy, some openly aspiring to become a chief superintendent, and possibly commissioner, one day.


Such thoughts did not even occur to Jim Branigan. Nor would they ever. He simply didn’t see his Garda career in such a context. Though a bit of a pay increase would be nice.





Trainees attended classes in which every aspect of policing was taught—all  the rules and regulations, methods and practices they needed to learn before they could hit the street on their own. Branigan liked the book-learning and lecture sessions of the six-month course, and did well. It was emphasised by the instructors that the young men were part of a new native Irish police force, taking over from the old DMP days. Theirs was a new model, new system, founded on different ideas from those of the past, with high expectations and responsibilities.


The DMP’s methods had often been heavy-handed and discriminatory. Some said they were routinely harsh and abusive, especially towards the poorer classes. The new force was to follow a humane approach—sensitive, tolerant, and fair. Instead of being set apart from the citizens, gardaí should try to relate and interact in a friendly manner on the beat, aim to become part of the community. Recruits were informed that many people still had ill feelings towards the police and that it would take years to dispel such attitudes.


Instructors emphasised the importance of personal judgement and discretion. Policing wasn’t defined in clear black-and-white terms: there was the imprecise “grey” area that called for discretionary interpretation, and action. This was a delicate matter, left to each individual. While trying to avoid the old, detested policing strategies, the new gardaí would also need to be careful not to be too lenient, too soft, as this could erode respect for law and order.


It was a fine balance. There were risks in acting too strongly, and too weakly. The term “discretion” was repeated over and over for the new recruits. In The Irish Police, Séamus Breathnach elucidates the inherent problems:





How would the police use their discretion? There are guidelines for the wearing of uniforms, but not for how to intervene in a domestic dispute . . . for use of departmental property, but not for whether to break up a sidewalk gathering. To use any discretion at all, where the law does not specifically state the action to be taken, is a completely subjective situation fraught with all kinds of dangers.3





The bedrock of discretion was common sense, fairness, and sensitivity, according to how each individual guard interpreted them. It was a thorny problem inherent in policing and one that would bedevil guards every hour on duty, every day.


No garda took the concept of discretion more seriously than Branigan. He regarded it as the very core of police work. His interpretation was generally consistent with the standard definition of the term: “individual choice or judgement . . . power of free decision or latitude of choice within legal bounds.”4 It could not be conveniently codified: rather, it was a personal, rational and  moral process. A person had to be guided by their own set of values and principles. Act accordingly—and hope for the best.


As it so happened, on the evening of Thursday 18 June 1931—the very day he joined the Garda Síochána—there occurred on the streets of Dublin an incident that illustrated the use of police discretion in handling a riotous scene, one that made the front pages of the city’s newspapers and was surely read by Branigan and his fellow-trainees. At about eight o’clock a demonstration began assembling in the heart of the city in support of two Republican prisoners who were on hunger strike in Mountjoy Prison. The Evening Herald reported that “it was a very large meeting and the crowd extended from O’Connell Street all through Cathal Brugha Street to Marlborough Street.” As various speakers addressed the crowd, the level of agitation arose. Additional guards were called to the scene in case the demonstration erupted into violent action; but the increased presence of uniformed gardaí only raised the hostility of the men. When the guards began ordering them to disperse it became ugly, as some of the men began hurling stones, bottles and other missiles at them.


According to reporters on the scene, the leaders of the demonstration began leading the crowd towards the North Circular Road, exhorting them “to march on to Mountjoy and, if necessary, raze the prison to the ground.”5 In response the Gardaí “put a cordon across the road and ordered the procession to stop.” This infuriated the leaders, one of whom shouted that it was “time to rush the police,”6 after which a hailstorm of objects was hurled at unprotected guards.


They were now faced with on-the-spot decisions. There was little doubt what the old DMP would have done. The crowd had clearly coalesced into a violent mob, as “guards were assaulted, kicked in the legs and stomach, struck on the mouth.”


“It was at this point,” the Irish Independent confirmed, “that the police ordered a baton charge.”7 These had been a hallmark of the DMP—one of the reasons they were so feared and detested. It was exactly, therefore, what the new force had hoped to avoid. But in the judgement of the gardaí on the scene it was an absolute necessity.


On 19 June the Evening Herald featured the incident on the front page with the heading “Story of baton charges in Dublin last night.” When the case reached court the demonstration’s leaders charged that the guards had severely “over-reacted . . . The public were batoned, as it seemed the police had run amok.”8 It was just the sort of publicity the Garda authorities didn’t want.


The incident stirred fresh controversy over the new Garda force. In Dublin District Court, Judge Hannon, known as a fair-minded judge, having heard testimony on both sides supported the action of the guards, stating that he believed their baton charge to have been wholly justified and adding that, in his judgement, the police had certainly not “run amok.”


Young Jim Branigan and his fellow-recruits knew they would soon face similar situations on the streets of Dublin, having to make their own critical decisions, using their best discretion. One thing Branigan already knew: he didn’t like batons.





His more immediate problem had to do with using his fists. Recruits were taught the fundamental offensive and defensive techniques necessary for doing their duty, such as “master grips,” disarming a person, evading kicks, and the basics of wrestling. The emphasis was on defensive techniques and restraining violent resisters. Street fighting could be utterly uncivilised, as hooligans used not only their fists but elbows, knees, feet, heads, even teeth. Drunken men routinely used their head as a lethal battering-ram, and sometimes actually bit off a foe’s finger or ear, or jabbed fingers to blind him. It was a primitive form of combat, and every garda needed expertise in handling it.


A garda was also issued with a heavy wooden baton, and taught how to use it; but when—or if—to draw the baton was always his critical decision, unless ordered to do so by his superiors.


Fists were another weapon, presenting quite a different dilemma for Branigan. With the new Garda boxing policy every recruit was required to enter the ring and learn the fundamentals of the “art” of boxing. Considering his personal history with bullying pugilists and his refusal to defend himself, one can only imagine the apprehension he felt over having to climb into a boxing ring.


The rationale was that boxing added a valuable component to a garda’s defensive skills: how to deflect punches, take punches, throw punches if necessary. Men were taught how to use footwork, move in and out, lean backward and forward. The ability to master the jab provided a garda with the ability to ward off a thug’s wild swings. Branigan comprehended the concepts of boxing’s defensive usefulness; he needed only to learn how to apply them in the ring, facing another man.


A good number of the recruits had experience in boxing, some being quite accomplished; others had little exposure to it. But Jim Branigan was probably the only one among them who had never engaged in a typical playground or street skirmish with his fists. Yet he had probably taken more punches than any of them. He had seen “ruggy-ups” or fights around the Liberties, but only as an observer.


Who knows what was spinning through Branigan’s mind that first day when he was told to lace on the gloves. He would always say that “I never saw a boxing glove until I was training at the Garda Depot.” All around him, men  were eagerly slipping on the gloves, pounding them together, bursting into a bit of fancy footwork, looking unnervingly experienced.


After the preliminary instructions on boxing, sparring sessions would begin. The instructor, Tommy Maloney, told the recruits that the natural instinct would be to flail away; but the most fundamental element of real boxing, as against merely “fighting,” was to restrain wild swings, to be controlled, use your head, be measured. It sounded reasonable enough.


Waiting for his debut, Branigan watched other men spar as he fidgeted. While most were obviously learners, others were clearly not. Finally, his name was called. “On the first day in the gym I was told to put on shorts and boxing gloves and get into the ring with a big, tough Offaly man my own weight.”9 His opponent had weighed in at only half a stone heavier, but he was shorter and more stocky. As the two men met tentatively in the centre of the ring, Branigan clearly seemed the weaker.


As luck would have it, his opponent was as unskilled as himself. Unluckily, he was considerably tougher and more aggressive. “Though neither of us knew how to box, he battered me around the ring.” Although their gloves were padded, the blows hurt, and leather cut the skin. When not on defence he tried to throw looping punches. By the time it ended he had received a real leathering, and his face showed it. What worried him more was that his performance may have made him look weak in the eyes of his peers.


For some reason, the next day the instructor pitted him against the same man—with the same result. The third and fourth days were replicas of the first two, except that Branigan’s face was now more swollen and was black and blue. On the fifth and sixth days his opponent, now supremely confident, took target practice on Branigan’s body. But despite taking the beating, he remained determined and soldiered on. “I came out on the sixth consecutive day sporting bruised lips and a bleeding nose. My father jeered the hell out of me.”


The following day the instructor, for some apparently good reason, threw the two mismatched opponents into the ring once again. He had probably experienced this situation enough times to bet on a positive outcome for Branigan, if not physical then perhaps psychological:





On the seventh day I got into the ring with the same man. I was determined to win . . . and I shut my eyes, took a wild swing and caught him full on the nose, which began to pump blood.10





The man lay flattened, on the canvas, stunned. It altered his outlook as well, because the next day he requested that the instructor not pair him in the ring with Branigan again. The request was granted.


It was one of those transformational incidents in a person’s life. One punch.  A cinematic-like moment of dramatic redemption, followed by a surge of restored pride and confidence:





It was a very important psychological step forward, for it proved that I had guts, tenacity and determination to win—and that I was far from the coward I appeared to be when working on the railway.11





It was a mental victory that would shape his future. From that day forward he was dedicated to improving his boxing skill, eagerly climbing into the ring each day against assorted opponents.


He now took a keen interest in both the national and the international boxing stage, particularly within the Garda Síochána, where such champions as Matt Flanagan, Ger Driscoll and Dick Hearns were idols to the other men. One day Maloney promised Branigan that if he was dedicated enough and made sufficient progress he might even be able to spar with them.


It could not have been a more propitious time for young Jim Branigan to embrace the sport of boxing, for it had assumed colossal interest throughout the world in the 1930s, even taking on political importance. As the heavyweight champions Jack Dempsey and Gene Tunney relinquished their reign, the German boxer Max Schmeling rose to win the title on the eve of Hitler’s Third Reich, with its ideology of “Aryan” supremacy. Then along came Joe Louis, the “Brown Bomber” from the United States. Even non-fans could not help but be captivated by the symbolism and drama of the world boxing scene.


Though Branigan was no budding Jack Dempsey or Joe Louis—his two great idols now—he was indisputably a fast-improving young boxer under Maloney’s tutelage. Dedicated and hard-working, he never seemed to tire of skipping, weight-lifting, punching the light and heavy bags, running, shadow-boxing, sparring spiritedly. His family and friends could barely believe the transformation.


Nothing showed his commitment to boxing more than his promise to Maloney only a few days after his “rebirth” in the ring: “For him I gave up smoking so that I would have better wind”—a measure of both his discipline and his fierce determination. He wondered if one day he might be good enough to receive an invitation from Maloney to join the Garda Boxing Club with the real Garda champions; it was even being mentioned in the newspapers that the elite Garda boxers might be going to the Olympic Games in Los Angeles.


By the late autumn of 1931 he had made huge progress in the ring, and Maloney now had him in sparring sessions with some of the GBC boxers, against whom he looked impressive. As Branigan put it, “I proved to be a useful boxer at the end of my training.” His training ethic was peerless. Maloney’s feeling was that he had real potential.







In December, with Christmas approaching, he successfully completed his six months’ training and passed out as a fully fledged member of the Garda Síochána. Though he was elated, he was also nervous about his immediate future in the force, worried that he might be stationed in some small town or village—“out in the bogs,” as he called it. He had seen enough of country life to know that this would be antithetical to his background as a city lad. He dreaded the possibility but knew that his posting would be the luck of the draw.


He was saved by Tommy Maloney and his dedication to boxing; for by this time his instructor recognised his potential and decided that he deserved a chance for advancement in the sport. Taking Branigan aside, he promised him two things: firstly, he would intercede on his behalf to see that he was assigned a posting in Dublin; secondly, he would offer him a chance to join the Garda Boxing Club. Branigan was delighted—and it showed.


The Christmas season seemed to him brighter than ever before, as Dublin was bejewelled with coloured lights and decorations. Along O’Connell Street, Grafton Street, Dame Street and Henry Street, carollers sang on corners as cheerful crowds passed by. Adults and children alike marvelled at the shop windows with their scenes of Santa, his reindeer, and elves in the toy workshop. Street dealers were in high spirits, but none higher than Jim Branigan.


Everything had gone his way—or so it seemed. Then came orders for his specific Dublin posting. “I was selected for the ten-man Defence Unit, composed of athletes, boxers, and footballers.” It sounded like an elite unit and a prime posting. He felt honoured.


He took up the post in January 1932, within days of his twenty-second birthday. He soon discovered that it was nothing like what he had expected. His first disappointment was that he was still stationed at the Depot, so there was no change in social or geographical environment. For the most part he had mundane tasks, such as guard duty, providing an escort for senior officials, or being implanted statue-like at the entrance of court buildings. He saw these as secondary roles, “odd jobs,” not real policing. He had joined the force to be a “front-line” garda, combating crime, hunting down “outlaws,” maintaining law and order in the streets. He felt very much in the shadow of the major Garda force.


On occasion he was despatched outside Dublin on a temporary assignment in Cos. Mayo, Sligo, Clare, and elsewhere, “to such lonesome parts of Ireland as Bangor Erris and Crossmolina,” places he had never even heard of. Here his duties often involved dealing with agrarian disputes and land feuds, problems alien to his city culture. In later years, he would confess, “as a Dublin man I was bored by agrarian feuds—and I thought I would never get home.”


He did value one type of assignment outside Dublin as a learning  experience. This was when he and a few of his stronger mates were sent to escort troublesome prisoners from provincial jails to the Dublin courts. This duty “gave me my first taste of dealing with toughs and hardened criminals,” some of whom had a venomous hatred of guards. Here his self-defence training paid off against their often wild resistance. He would later meet some of these same culprits on the open streets of Dublin.


What sustained him during these early years of duty was his boxing in the Garda Boxing Club, as well as weekend passes with his pals. He longed to be “out on the beat,” like most of his friends, amidst the daily swirl of the city’s life. But at least as a new member of the boxing club he was focused and kept active. He was now being put in the ring with top-rank boxers, such as Willie Blackwell, Dick Hearns, Jack Driscoll—the best training he could receive. Maloney kept the pressure on, moving him up a slight notch at a time. Branigan welcomed it with zest, and came right back for more. While he by no means had the natural talent of those boxers, he exhibited the heart and determination of a champion.


In January 1932 Maloney decided it was time to test him against some outside competition. His first test bout was with a capable boxer from the RUC, against whom he was fairly matched. When he emerged victorious he felt pride in having performed so respectably, as if he had validated Maloney’s faith in him. Over the coming years he would meet opponents from Britain and the Continent, dividing the wins and losses about evenly but always learning and improving. He regularly shared a few pints with his Garda mates: as he put it, “during my boxing days I used to drink a lot of beer. I would drink to celebrate a win, or drink to drown my sorrows after I lost a fight.” But never to excess.





On 18 June 1932—exactly a year after the baton charge against the crowd in O’Connell Street—there amassed an even larger crowd of highly energised people. More than one million. And it was up to the Garda Síochána to maintain order and keep the peace. This time Branigan was in uniform.


The thirty-first Eucharistic Congress had been awarded to Dublin, to celebrate the 1,500th anniversary of the traditional date of St Patrick’s mission to Ireland. Visitors flowed in from many countries, as distant as the United States and Australia. The event stretched from 18 June to 1 July, but the central events were scheduled for 22–26 June. The entire Garda force was called out to meet the challenge.


There were processions of church hierarchy and political potentates in a city lavishly decorated, from O’Connell Bridge to the smallest local streets. Nancy Cullen of Cook Street remembers it as the happiest time of people’s  lives: “It was absolutely great! Our little street had a beautiful altar and light bulbs on a wire. And an old-fashioned gramophone, and we’d all be singing.” High Mass was held in the Phoenix Park on 26 June, attended by more than a million people. John McCormack sang, and his voice was carried throughout the city by an elaborate system of loudspeakers so that everyone could share in the event.


For Branigan and his fellow-gardaí it was like a huge military operation, with guards posted at strategic points all over Dublin—not so much to control the crowd as to assist them: to events, accommodation, medical facilities, and amenities. The crowds were so huge that camps had to be set up in Cabra and Artane to help provide shelter for people. To make the job of the Gardaí more difficult, they were days of sweltering heat. On their feet all day, some suffered from dehydration and even heat-stroke. Young, fit guards like Branigan held up the best.





By September 1935 he was due for rotation and was finally transferred out of the Depot to a new post in Irishtown. At first he was pleased with the new setting and more interesting policing duties: walking the beat, meeting local people, handling problems on the street. But before long a problem emerged that changed his attitude towards his new position.


He had to work under a station sergeant known for his brusque manner, insensitivity, and often offensive treatment of men under him. It was ironic that Branigan, at this early stage, should encounter a garda with whom he clashed in personality and principles, for throughout his 43-year career he would get along exceedingly well with every other member of the force. No-one was more likeable or more easily befriended.


By December, after only three months, he felt dispirited at having to work under such an unkind, domineering station sergeant. Then, by a bit of good luck, his destiny took a turn for the better. As he liked to tell the story, one day when he was out on duty he was stopped by Major-General Murphy, who asked him about his black eye. When he explained that he got it boxing with the Garda Boxing Club, a discussion of boxing ensued. When Murphy learnt that Branigan loved being a guard but was less than happy at his post, he offered to arrange a transfer for him.


In January 1936, having turned twenty-six, he was gleefully transferred to New Market Garda Station in the Liberties. He was “home.” Here he would begin his legendary career. Once again, his involvement in boxing had saved him.


He had now been boxing for five years and was a bona-fide member of the  Garda Boxing Club, bigger, stronger, more skilled by far than at twenty-one or twenty-two, good enough in fact to be part of the Garda Boxing Club’s travelling team when they visited other countries. He now weighed about fifteen stone, moving up in the boxing division to the light-heavyweight and heavyweight ranks, facing the “goliaths” of the sport. The difference now was that while Branigan always tried to outmanoeuvre and outpoint his opponent, the man facing him was often seeking to knock him out, unleashing powerful punches aimed at his head. He was in a different league now, and knew it.


When the Garda boxers were pitted against those from the North or Britain it was generally a well-matched tournament, and they got to know one another over the years. However, when Irish boxers ventured further afield the opponents could be unknown, and the pairings sometimes conspicuously unfair. Nonetheless, always determined, he never backed off, putting up the best performance he could. He was still winning about half his bouts, always on points. However, he was sometimes taking a leathering from a clearly superior opponent. But never being knocked out. In this he took enormous pride.


In the mid-thirties the Garda Boxing Club took a giant stride upwards in the European boxing realm by arranging some tournaments with the German clubs. German boxing was at its zenith at this time, with Max Schmeling having held the world heavyweight championship and inspiring young German boxers. Furthermore, the 1936 Olympic Games were looming in Germany, and Hitler expected his boxers to dominate, to showcase German superiority. German boxers were treated like treasured thoroughbreds, pampered and trained in the best of facilities by gifted instructors. They were glorified to a point where the hierarchy of the Third Reich would show up for their bouts, to sit in ringside seats and applaud them as they defeated their opponents. They had every imaginable training advantage available to them and were fed the best of meals.


When German boxers travelled to other countries for experience they moderated their power. Conversely, when at home in Germany before the Nazi leaders they unleashed their “killer instinct,” always seeking a knockout. Nonetheless, even in Ireland, when Branigan first faced a visiting team of German boxers, he could tell they were highly skilled, superbly conditioned—a different breed from what he had known. Some were so good that they might as well have been professionals.


What he didn’t yet know was that before long he would be travelling to Germany to fight the leading German boxing princes, on their home soil and in front of Hitler’s highest-ranking military and political leaders.
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