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1. Michael Collins leaving Earlsfort Terrace, Dublin, after the Treaty ratification meeting in 1992.


2. Michael Collins in uniform at Portobello Barracks, Dublin, in 1922.
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A Daring Escape





One winter morning in 1919, police and British soldiers raided a house in Dublin city. Heavily armed, they came without warning. Their mission was to capture or kill one man. His name was Michael Collins, the most wanted man in the whole of the British Empire.


The house, at 76 Harcourt Street, was Collins’ headquarters. From here he planned and directed a guerrilla war against the British Empire. The British government had already made many attempts to capture him, but all had failed. They had even put an enormous price on his head, but so far no one had claimed it.


Now, acting on a tip-off from a spy named Harry Quinlisk, the house was being raided. They hoped that their quarry would be caught off guard and they would at last catch him. By this time Collins had been on the run for over a year, and he knew from his many previous escapes that he had to be vigilant and prepared to flee at any moment.


Now he heard the police vehicles screech to a halt in front of the house. Men shouted urgent orders. There was the thump of heavy boots on the pavement. Michael had to get away.


He was prepared for such an eventuality. The house had a skylight in the roof though which he could escape. He had had a special lightweight ladder made with which he could climb onto the roof. He could then pull the ladder up with him and close the skylight.


Michael was a big man, but urged on by the seriousness of his situation, he scrambled up the ladder with the speed and dexterity of a monkey. He hauled himself out onto the roof and pulled up the ladder behind him. Then he closed the skylight. The shouts and the thumping of the soldiers’ boots were louder now. But Michael had no time to wait and listen. He scrambled across the roofs of the adjacent houses until he came to the Standard Hotel which also had a skylight.


He had already arranged that this skylight would be left open permanently for just such an emergency, and that another light ladder would be available so that he could climb down into the hotel.


Michael lowered himself through the skylight, only to discover to his horror that the ladder was missing. He was hanging by his fingertips over the well of the staircase. From here it was a sheer drop to the floor of the hotel lobby far below him. If he fell he would be killed, or at the very least, seriously injured. His only hope was to leap to the safety of the landing. But to reach there he would need to build up momentum to clear the landing rail. Still hanging by his fingertips, he began to swing his body back and forward like a pendulum.


When he felt he had built up sufficient momentum, he released his grip on the edge of the skylight. He leapt into empty space with that sheer drop to the lobby gaping below him. His momentum was sufficient to clear the landing rail, but he caught his foot and fell heavily. His leg was badly injured, but ignoring the pain, he quickly scrambled to his feet. Limping, he descended the stairs to the hotel lobby and made his exit onto the street.


By now a number of his comrades had arrived on the scene. They were watching the entrance to 76 Harcourt Street, which was sealed off by heavily armed soldiers. At any moment the watching men expected to see the man they knew as The Big Fellow being dragged out in handcuffs. Instead, to their utter disbelief, they watched Michael emerge from the Standard Hotel. Apart from the fact that he was limping, he seemed fine. He was smiling, as if at a great joke, calmly hailed a horse-drawn hackney cab and was driven off.


The police, yet again, had failed to catch their most wanted man. After searching No. 76 from top to bottom, they were forced to withdraw empty-handed. Once more Michael Collins had escaped to carry on the fight, a fight he would eventually win.


Within less than two years the British were forced to admit defeat. Collins, with a small group of guerrilla fighters, had beaten the army of the most powerful empire on earth. The British government, unable to capture him or defeat his fighters, was forced to sue for peace.


In October 1921, Michael sat down to negotiate freedom for Ireland with the very government that had sent their policemen and soldiers to capture or kill him. He signed a treaty with the British government that at last gave Ireland her freedom. Less than nine months later he would be dead. For years the British had tried to capture or kill him, but it was to be his, and Ireland’s, tragedy that it would be one of his guerrillas, his comrades in the fight for freedom, who would kill him.


This is the story of how Michael Collins, a farmer’s son, has come to be regarded as one of the greatest Irishmen of the twentieth century. It is the story of his fight for Irish freedom and of how he defeated the might of the British Empire. It is also the story of how and why he met his death on a lonely road at Béal na mBláth, in his native County Cork, on 22 August 1922.
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A Boyhood Dream





Michael Collins was born on Thursday 16 October 1890, and named Michael after his father, a farmer who lived at Woodfield, near Clonakilty, County Cork. Michael had five sisters and two brothers and was the youngest of the family. His father was 75 years old when Michael was born, but father and son were very close and spent a great deal of time together on the farm. Because of the relationship that developed between them, for all of his life Michael had a great affection for older people. Michael was a normal boy who loved to play games. With five older sisters and his mother Marianne all doting on him, he never lacked for affection. Though spoiled a little by all the female attention, it nevertheless gave a caring and gentle side to his nature.


During their time together, Michael heard his father relate many stories and legends of Ireland’s past, usually of great heroes both real and imaginary. These fired the young boy’s interest and imagination. Less than thirty years before Michael’s birth, for example, there had been the Fenian rebellion, which failed, and one of the most prominent Fenians had been a local man from Clonakilty, Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa. He and his fellow Fenians were revered in the area. Here was a real-life local hero for the boy to admire.


Michael also learned of the Great Famine, which had occurred in Ireland in the 1840s. Memories of this terrible famine were still fresh in people’s minds. West Cork had been badly affected by it, especially the nearby town of Skibbereen. Here hundreds of victims of the famine – men, women and children – had been buried in mass graves. In sessions of storytelling and song around the Collins’ fireside, one of the few entertainments available at that time, Michael heard about these terrible events. His father had lived through the famine, and had seen some of his own neighbours die of hunger and others forced to emigrate.


The cause of the Famine was the land system, whereby English landlords rented land to the Irish at high rents, which the people paid by growing grain crops. To feed themselves, they grew the potato, introduced to Ireland in the seventeenth century. It was easy to grow, even on poor land, and produced a good crop from a small amount of ground. Over time it became the main food source for the majority of Irish peasants. But the potato was prone to a disease known as potato blight, and in the years 1845 to 1847 blight became widespread all over Ireland. As the potato crop failed each year, more than a million people died of hunger or emigrated to Britain or America.


At this time Ireland was ruled directly from London, and had been since 1801. There was no Irish parliament in Dublin. Instead Irish members of parliament (MPs), went to London, where most English MPs did not know much about Ireland. By the time Collins was born, in 1890, there were two main political groups in Ireland. The Irish MPs, the Irish Parliamentary Party, were demanding Home Rule for Ireland. This meant that Ireland would have its own parliament sitting in Dublin, but would still be loyal to the British monarchy. The other group, the Land League, had been founded by Mayoman, Michael Davitt. The aim of the Land League was to rid Ireland of the landlords and their agents and for the Irish to own their own land.


As a young boy, Michael Collins heard much talk about these two groups and their aims. Both wanted to use only peaceful means, but some people believed that those aims could only be achieved by violence. In west Cork some landlords were attacked, their cattle maimed and their crops destroyed. But for the most part, the country was peaceful at this time.


When he was five years old, Michael faced a new challenge. It was time for him to start attending the local school at Lisavaird. Here he was to meet a man who was to have an enduring influence on his life. Denis Lyons, the headmaster of Lisavaird School, was a strict and severe man but was also fair. He was a strong nationalist who believed that Ireland should have its freedom from England, and that it could only be gained by rebellion. He reinforced Michael’s love of Ireland, first kindled by his father.


One other man was to greatly influence Michael during his childhood, James Santry, the local blacksmith. Michael spent a great deal of time at the forge at Lisavaird, a gathering place where the local men met to smoke and talk of local events and to have their horses shod and farm implements made or repaired. Santry was another passionate nationalist. During the rebellions of 1848 and 1867, pikes for the rebels had been forged on the very anvil he was still using. But the pikes had been no match for the guns of the trained English soldiers and the rebellions had failed.


A new campaign against landlords and agents, led by groups like the Land League, gradually made the British government realise that in order to have peace in Ireland, the land would have to be given back to the local farmers. A number of Land Acts were passed. Under these acts, land was purchased from the landlords and given to the farmers. While the Irish tenants were winning their fight, Michael Collins Senior died in 1897, when Michael himself was just six years old. On his deathbed, the father pointed to his youngest son and told the people there to mind this child. One day, he said, he will do great things for Ireland.


Over the next six years Michael grew into a fine strong boy. He helped out on the farm and attended school. But there was time for fun too. He played football and hurling and bowling, which was played on the roads with a heavy metal ball. One threw the ball along the road, and whoever reached a particular point in the least number of throws was declared the winner. Collins was a fine athlete, good at running and jumping. He also excelled at wrestling and was always challenging his friends to a wrestling match. Often he would take on two or three opponents at a time.


There was little work in the west Cork area. A farm would usually pass to the eldest son, and the other children would often emigrate to earn a living. At twelve, therefore, Michael left Lisavaird School and went to live with his sister Margaret in Clonakilty. Here he attended a secondary school to study for the civil service exam. If he passed that he could obtain a job in the Post Office in London, where his sister Hannie was already employed. Margaret was married to P. J. O’Driscoll, who ran a local paper, and Michael wrote for the paper as well as attending school. After three years he sat the civil service exam in Cork city and passed. He was then offered a position as a boy clerk in the Post Office Savings Bank in London.


At fifteen years of age Michael got his first long trousers. He packed his few possessions into a suitcase and took the train and boat to England, and a new life in London. 
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The Young Rebel





In July 1906 Michael went to live with his sister Hannie in West Kensington, in London. Close by was the Post Office Savings Bank where Hannie worked, and where he began his first job as a junior clerk. Brought up on a remote farm in rural Ireland, he was now living in one of the largest and busiest cities in the world. At that time London was the centre of the most powerful empire on earth.


Hannie did her best to be a steadying influence on her brother, but Michael liked his new-found freedom and being with his friends, especially Seán Hurley, with whom he’d grown up. His love of sport continued, and he became a member of the Geraldines GAA club. He played football and hurling, and won numerous medals. He wasn’t a skilful player but his strength, enthusiasm and determination to win made him a very powerful opponent. He also developed his love for athletics and here again he won many medals. He was a fine athlete, especially in events where power and strength were required. He was an exceptional sprinter and excelled at the long jump.


His determination and desire to win at all costs often got him into trouble. If a row broke out over a disputed score, Michael would be found in the middle of it. In those situations there were no rules and often Michael would use unsporting means to win. He loved wrestling and here again would resort to unsporting means if he felt he was losing. One such act was known as ‘having a bit of ear’. If in danger of losing, he would bite an opponent’s ear until it bled, thus forcing him to give up. After such a bloody encounter there were many that wished they hadn’t picked a fight with him. Soon it became known that Mick Collins was not a man to be crossed.


Under Hannie’s influence, he developed a love for the theatre and regularly attended the latest plays. He also read widely, not just English writers but Irish writers who had nationalist leanings. He joined the Gaelic League, which promoted Irish language and culture, and took Irish language lessons. He also attended night classes to improve his education. He met a young woman named Susan Killeen from County Clare, his first girlfriend. They regularly went dancing and to the theatre.


In 1907 Michael suffered a terrible blow when his mother died of cancer. He was just seventeen and now had lost both parents. He was far from home and even though he had Hannie’s support, he felt the loss greatly. As a balm for his grief, he threw himself more wholeheartedly into sport. He got involved in the organisation of the Geraldines club and became its treasurer. During his time in London he also acted as treasurer for the London GAA. The experience he gained in these positions was to stand him in good stead later.


Michael left the Post Office to work in a firm of stockbrokers. Later he joined the Board of Trade as a clerk. His last job in London was with the Guaranty Trust Company of New York, where he worked until January 1916.


One of his most important friends was Sam Maguire from Dunmanway, not far from Woodfield, a Protestant nationalist. Today he is best remembered for the Sam Maguire Cup, which is presented in Croke Park to the winning captain of the All-Ireland senior football champions.


In November 1909, at Barnsbury Hall in Islington, Michael Collins was sworn in as a member of the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB) by Sam Maguire, and later became its treasurer. The IRB had been founded as a secret society by James Stephens in 1858, and was closely associated with the Fenians. Men like Stephens and O’Donovan Rossa had belonged to both groups. While the Fenian rising of 1867 failed, its ideals lived on in the IRB, whose members continued to believe in rebellion as the only means of gaining freedom for Ireland. At the time that Michael joined, the IRB had been in decline. But all that was soon to change.


In 1905 Arthur Griffith, a journalist, had founded a new Irish political party, Sinn Féin. Griffith believed that Ireland could gain her freedom through non-violent means. He suggested that Irish MPs should not attend the parliament in London but should set up a parliament in Dublin. In their first election, Sinn Féin failed completely, but it would later play a major part in Ireland’s fight for freedom.
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