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            Ireland in 1920

         

         
            •  By 1916, Ireland had been occupied by British forces for over 800 years, as part of a mighty empire that spread across the globe.

            •  In Easter of that year, a group of Irish Volunteers took over the General Post Office in Dublin and proclaimed a new, independent Irish republic.

            •  Fierce fighting lasted for five days, ending in the surrender of the rebels. Their leaders were executed, drawing huge sympathy.

            •  In 1917, thousands of rebels were released from prisons in Britain and returned to Ireland. Some rejoined the Irish Volunteers – soon to become known as the Irish Republican Army (IRA).

            •  On 21 January 1919, two policemen of the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) were killed by an IRA ambush at Soloheadbeg in County Tipperary, beginning the Irish War of Independence.

            •  For nearly two years, the IRA fought a guerrilla war against police and the military, launching surprise attacks before disappearing back into the community.

            •  The police were strengthened in 1920 by two extra forces – the Black and Tans, named after the colour of their uniforms – and the Auxiliaries, a special group focused on chasing down the IRA. Both groups are still remembered in Ireland for their cruelty.

            •  Eventually, the British forces had the IRA under severe pressure. One of the IRA’s most famous leaders, Michael Collins, wanted to strike back. He chose to target a list of suspected British spies.

            •  On the morning of Sunday, 21 November 1920, Collins’s specially selected Squad, assisted by other IRA members, attacked a range of targets across Dublin, killing or mortally wounding fifteen people.

            •  The Dublin and Tipperary Gaelic football teams were due to play a match that same afternoon at Croke Park, Dublin. A huge crowd turned up, including three young boys: William, Jerome and Billy.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            The Boys
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         JEROME O’LEARY is ten years old and lives on Blessington Street in Dublin with his parents and sister Mary.
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         WILLIAM ROBINSON is eleven years old and lives in the heart of the city, on Little Britain Street, with his parents and brother Patrick.
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         JOHN WILLIAM SCOTT is fourteen years old and lives with his parents, his grandfather and his brother Fred on Fitzroy Avenue. Croke Park sits right at the end of the street.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Perry


         My name is William Robinson, but you can call me Perry like everyone else does. I’m eleven years old and I live in the middle of Dublin city on Little Britain Street, in a room with my mother and father and my brother Patrick. Now, my story starts without me in it. I know that doesn’t sound like it makes any sense. But give me a second and I’ll tell you how it happened.

         At least, this is how I think it happened.

         There were two boys running like mad out of the fruit and vegetable market up the way from home, running like they needed to skidoo, and fast. If you know the place, the Ormond Market right in the middle of Dublin, you’ll know this story is true.

         This man was chasing them. He was chubby and red-faced and puffing, running out from the market, and the boys sprinting away from him. They ran down alleys and dodged around the boys and girls out playing in the street, and they barely missed falling into all the older people gathered in the doorways, talking.

         The lad in front, Jimmy, was running as he fast as he could, carrying a small box of apples they had lifted from one of the traders. The lad behind was Jack, trying not to tread on the few apples that bounced out of the box onto the cobbles.

         They turned down a narrow alley that was lined with horse stables and animal pens. Jimmy kicked in the door on one. It swung open. The boys dived inside and pulled the door shut.

         Now, this next bit I saw myself, so I absolutely know it happened.

         ‘Stop those fellas!’ shouted the man again. His belly was jiggling beneath his dirty, white apron. He tripped over some small children and bounced off another man, twirling around like a ballerina before sliding on a patch of horse manure that sent him tumbling to the ground.

         He got up, soaked in filthy water and muck. His apron was covered with pieces of wet straw. He looked like a big old stuffed scarecrow.

         The man looked up the alley, but the boys had disappeared. He put his hands on his knees, trying to catch his breath. He was sweating and wheezing.

         ‘Where are yez?!’ he shouted. ‘I’ll find you, and when I do it’s across to the police station for the pair of yez!’

         Jimmy and Jack kept as still as statues. They were sitting in a pig pen, on straw that stank of dung, holding their breaths. Jimmy looked out between the cracks in the timber door after a little while. The man wasn’t there, but Jimmy could still hear him shouting down the alley outside.

         And again, I know this next bit happened for sure, because Jack told me himself. And whatever about Jimmy, Jack is a sound lad.

         ‘Okay we’ve got fifteen apples,’ Jimmy said to him. ‘Seven for you, eight for me.’

         ‘Wha’?’ said Jack.

         ‘Extra one for me because I had to carry them,’ says Jimmy.

         ‘You sure?’ says Jack. ‘Let me count them.’

         ‘Look,’ says Jimmy, growing impatient. ‘Take the apples and go home.’

         ‘But I can’t carry them all,’ Jack says. ‘Where’ll I hide them?’

         ‘Oh, sweet suffering damnation,’ Jimmy says, just like his da would say any time he got annoyed. ‘Just put them in your pockets. Throw a few under your hat. Stick them down your trousers.’

         ‘Down me trousers?’

         ‘I don’t care where you put them! Just stick them some place. Now, let’s go.’

         Jimmy eased open the door and peered out. There was no sign of the man. So he tucked five apples into his pockets, hid one in his hat and carried one in each hand.

         ‘Right. I’ll see ya,’ he said, nodding at Jack.

         ‘Yeah, see ya,’ Jack replied, still stuffing the seven apples wherever he could. He struggled to the top of the alley, holding the apples in his arms, trying not to drop them.

         Then he saw me. I was on my way back from my granny’s on Moore Street, just up and around the corner. He looked worried.

         ‘Robinson!’ he shouted. ‘Perry!’

         I walked down to him, taking in the sight of this fella covered in straw and muck, carrying a load of apples.

         ‘Where did ya get those? And uuughhhh …’

         I made a bit of a face.

         ‘You stink worse than rotten fish! Ah, Jack, is the water bad at home?!’

         Jack shook his head and scowled a little bit.

         ‘C’mere a sec,’ he said. ‘Take three of those, will ya? I can’t carry them all.’

         ‘Are ya sure?’ I replied. ‘I’ll bring them home for you if you want.’

         ‘No, I’ll only get in trouble. Just take them.’

         ‘But what’ll I tell me ma?’ I said.

         ‘Just make something up. You got them from the penny dinner house or something. I don’t know.’

         Then he told me the whole story in about ten seconds flat, talking non-stop: the chase, hiding in the stable and all the bits in between.

         ‘You goin’ to the match tomorrow?’ he said.

         ‘Yeah,’ I replied. ‘Think so. You?’

         ‘Oh, sweet suffering damnation …’

         Jack was looking up the street. The sight of a man in the distance had made him pale.

         ‘That’s me da! Gotta run!’

         And he sprinted back down the alley, slipping and sliding on the muck as he went. I stuffed two apples into my pocket and bit into the last one.

         It was delicious, so sweet and fresh. The juices ran down the sides of my mouth as I turned the corner onto Little Britain Street. I weaved through the crowd of women at the front door to our tenement house and bounded up the stairs, two steps at a time.

         The house was always crowded and busy. People would be out the front and around the stairs, dawdling in conversation. Children were always running up and down the steps. I bumped into an old lady on the last flight of steps before our room.

         ‘Mother of Mercy, Perry! You’ll have me killed with the speed of ya!’

         ‘Sorry missus!’ I said. I wasn’t sure who it was, with the shawl covering her head, but it must have been a neighbour.

         I finally reached our front door and swept in like a returning hero, placing two apples on the table.

         ‘There ya go, Ma, a little something for your tea.’

         My mother stared hard. ‘Where did these come from?’

         ‘Jack from school gave me them. He had loads.’

         ‘And where did Jack get them?’

         I shrugged. ‘Sure, I don’t know. The market I suppose.’

         We both turned as the door opened and slammed shut. It was my father.

         ‘Patrick,’ said my mother. ‘He’s come home with a load of apples. We’re not rearing a thief!’

         My face turned red.

         ‘I’m not a thief!’ I said. ‘Jack just gave them to me.’

         My father gazed down at the two bright green apples sitting on the table.

         ‘Listen to your mother, Perry,’ he said, picking an apple up, rubbing it against his shirt and taking a gigantic bite. ‘But I suppose if we don’t eat them, someone else will.’

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         My da wiped away the juice with his sleeve as it dribbled down his cheek. He was smiling. Sure, how couldn’t you? They were gorgeous. Then he looked at me and frowned.

         ‘Stay out of the markets unless you’re in there with me. Here, Bridget.’

         He tossed the other apple into the air for my ma to catch before he flopped down on our old, faded armchair. She caught the apple and frowned at him. I frowned as well. Da said things like that a lot.

         ‘Stay out of the streets after dark unless you’re there with me.’

         ‘Come straight home from school unless you’re looking for me.’

         ‘Stay out of the pubs unless you’re trying to find me.’

         I knew why he said those things – around our way wasn’t the safest spot. But I loved the feel of the streets outside when I was on my own.

         I lived in the Ormond Slum. There was a time when these crumbling old buildings were homes to the finest families of Dublin. But when the rich people all moved out to the countryside, the houses filled up with the likes of us, the poor of the city.

         Families lived in small, single rooms like ours, sharing toilets and taps with their neighbours. The place smelled of damp and decay. You’d trip over the rats in the rubbish around the place, nibbling on scraps and getting fat. The smoke of fires lit to keep the houses warm mixed with the smell of animal manure from the streets outside.

         All of the men here worked in the fruit market. Loads of the women sold fish on stalls around the city. My da worked as a carter, driving a horse and cart, carrying whatever people needed him to move. Everyone wheeled and dealed, gathering boxes of anything, buying and selling goods around the tenements for almost nothing, because that’s all anyone could afford.

         We didn’t have much, but we made our fun. We made footballs from old socks and paper. Old boxes got remade into dolls’ houses. We played Tans and Shinners around the streets like other children played Cowboys and Indians. Tans were like the police, the lads over from England terrorising everyone. The Shinners were the IRA, the rebels they were chasing.

         We collected old jam jars and stout bottles to sell for scrap. We gathered any old food and sold it to the pig raisers. Some lads pitched pennies and played cards.

         The handball players played their games in the concrete alley beside Halston Street prison. The rubber ball made a nice popping sound when it bounced against the wall, and again when a player made clean contact with the palm of his hand. My da loved playing, and I loved watching him.

         All sorts lived here. There was old soldiers without a penny, using their army overcoats for blankets, and fellas who told their stories about fighting in the Rebellion in 1916. At night, you could hear songs on the street, as fellas came out of the pubs – songs about rebels and fighting with the police.

         You’d hear glass smashing and the odd gunshot. More than the odd one sometimes.

         I could see why me da would say to be careful where you go and what you’re at. But I was never at much. Sure, eating the odd stolen apple wouldn’t kill a fella.

         ‘Are you going to match tomorrow, Dad?’ I asked.

         ‘Ach, I don’t know,’ he replied. ‘Dublin, Tipperary. The crowds – there’ll be a silly lot up from the country. And a day at the match isn’t cheap, you know. Is the weather to be good tomorrow? There’s better ways to spend a sunny Sunday than at Croke Park, isn’t there, Bridget?’

         He smiled and stood up, gathering my mother into his arms and dancing her across the floor, humming a tune. You’d be mortified at them.

         ‘Patrick, you old hack, will you stop!’ cried my ma, unable to keep from laughing. He let her go, bowing like she was a queen, then looked back across at me.

         ‘But you go up if you want to, Perry. You have your spot, don’t ya?’

         I nodded. I knew where he meant. Just over the bridge crossing the canal at the corner of Croke Park stood a big tree, on the bank that ran along behind the goals. I knew the nice crook up there he was thinking of. From up in that tree, high above the crowd below, you could see the whole field.

         ‘And there’ll be no leaves on the trees either in November,’ he said. ‘Best spot in the house, lad.’

         ‘Yeah, I think so,’ I said. ‘I’ll probably go.’

         ‘Good lad,’ my father said. ‘And shout plenty. Dublin need all the help they can get.’

         ‘What? No way! They’re gonna win,’ I replied. ‘There’s no way they’ll lose to that Tipperary crowd.’

         ‘Ah, Perry, it’s as easy catch ya!’ he smiled back.

         Then he bent down and whispered in my ear.

         ‘And thanks for the apple.’

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         That Saturday night before the match was one of those noisy, lively nights on the street outside. If you only heard the roaring and screeching, at whatever time it was. There was fellas fighting and women shouting at them. And I swore I heard a gun. I was worn out listening to it, trying to sleep.

         I was lying still, frozen under the covers beside Patrick, the brother. The fire was nearly out and the only light was creeping in around the edges of the curtain from the street lamp outside. I jiggled my feet around to try to warm up the sheets, but all I got was groans from yer man and a kick in the knee.

         It’s funny how scary things can get into your head when it gets past the time you’d normally be asleep. All sorts of stuff was running through my brain.

         I started thinking about my granny on Moore Street. She often told me stories about living there through the Rising in 1916. The fighting was going on right across the road in the GPO, the big post office on Sackville Street. The British army bombed it till the people inside couldn’t take any more. The fire and the flames were so hot, granny could feel the heat way down across the street.

         People brought buckets of water across to kill the flames. They thought the rebels inside were being burned alive. But then the firing got so bad everyone just stayed back, inside their own houses.

         They stayed inside saying prayers, hiding. Waiting for it to be over.

         Life was hard where we lived, but you never felt you were in danger. I never did anyway. The neighbours were all good people, and we all looked after each other. My ma often said everyone in our building reared each other. We were all in this life together, like. It was a nice thing to say. It was a nice feeling to know people were looking out for you.

         But bad things happened. Bad things do, no matter how many good people are around. Every house had its stories, sad ones. I’ll tell you about my Uncle William, because he’s an interesting one. And I’ll tell you later about my cousin Sam, because he’s another interesting one.

         Both of them are interesting for kind of the same reasons, but then they’re totally different.

         But they’re nearly the same, if you get me?

         And they’re related, even though they’re so different in ways. Which I suppose doesn’t really matter. Lots of people in families are different, but they still love each other and look after each other.

         Right?

         I’m talking too much.

         I’ll tell you about Uncle William.

         He lived just up the street in another tenement building, with my auntie Christina and my four cousins, Mary, Bernard, Thomas and William junior.

         He had been a British soldier during the First World War and played soccer for Jacob’s FC. Jacob’s was a big biscuit factory on the other side of the River Liffey, the river that splits Dublin in two. I often imagined that a biscuit factory must be a magical place, with big chimneys belching out smoke while the inside would be all warm and cosy from the heat of the ovens, baking hundreds of biscuits and cakes.

         Actually, don’t mind the hundreds. It must have been thousands.

         But the way William told it, Jacob’s wasn’t like that at all. It was a hard, cruel place to work. They called the soccer team The Red Necks, for the way the big bags of biscuit flour scraped and scratched against the men’s necks when they carried them.

         I remember something William said once about working there. He recalled what a union man named Jim Larkin once said of the place – that working in Jacob’s was like sending those men from this Earth twenty years before their time.

         The Jacob’s soccer team played their games at a pitch on Rutland Avenue in Crumlin, on the edge of the city. It wasn’t far from us really, but it was like another world out there in the country. Olympia were their big rivals, and they played out near Mount Jerome cemetery, not far from Crumlin, heading for Harold’s Cross. Their ground was up on the side of a hill.

         ‘The pitch is so lopsided,’ my father told me once, ‘the fella playing on the left wing can barely see the lad on the right wing below him.’

         And were they rivals? Ah, it was bitter stuff. They were all working men, and when you think about it, they were all the same in lots of ways. But other things can get in the way, dividing people for no great reason.

         Jacob’s gladly welcomed British soldiers like Uncle William onto their team. Olympia didn’t. Olympia included a few players that everyone knew were in the IRA.

         When Jacob’s played Olympia, people were always interested, because the matches often got cranky. The last time they played was this year, in the spring. It ended as a scoreless draw, but no one cared about the result afterwards.

         From what William told us, the Olympia players had taunted the Jacob’s lads all through the game for having soldiers on their team. Then the Jacob’s players invaded the Olympia dressing rooms after the match, looking for a fight.

         William laughed telling that, Because you would, wouldn’t you? The Red Necks taking on the Shinners. Gas stuff.

         But it got a bit serious afterwards. When the people who ran the League tried to figure out what had happened, most of the Jacob’s players refused to tell their side of the story. They said they were afraid of the Olympia lads coming after them again. They were nearly afraid of their lives, William said.

         But that stuff never bothered William. A few players got barred from playing a few games and that was it. The way William told it, the Ormond was our place.

         ‘We were born here,’ he said.

         ‘We play here.

         ‘We work here.

         ‘Some of us even fought here.’

         And he really believed that, right up to the end. On a night that October, Uncle William was out near home with three friends when two men stopped them. What happened next? Well, Da kept the bit that appeared in the paper the following day. Here it is:

         
            MYSTERIOUS AFFAIR

            Young Man Shot Last Night

            A sensational shooting affair occurred in Little Mary Street at 11.45 o’clock last night, as a result of which William Robinson, an ex-soldier, lies in a critical condition.

            The story of the affair related to an Evening Herald representative by one of those on the scene was that Robinson, who is an ex-soldier, and three or four others were standing at the corner of Capel Street and Mary Street when two men in civilian attire approached them. One of them wore a black velour hat, a navy blue suit and a soft collar and who, speaking with an Irish accent, conducted the entire conversation which followed, addressed one of the group, asking what he was doing there at that hour of the night. ‘I replied,’ said our informant, ‘that we were having a chat and it was not 12 o’clock yet.

            He then asked, ‘Are you Sinn Féiners?’ and I said, ‘Why do you ask that?’ ‘Because,’ he said, ‘we are Republican Police.’ ‘Even if you are,’ I asked, ‘what do want to know that for?’

            ‘He then asked for proof in writing that this young man was a Sinn Féiner, to which he replied, ‘Supposing I am, why should I show you proof of it?’ Robinson then asked, ‘What proof do you want?’ then jokingly added, ‘Come across the road and I will show you proof in writing.’

            The two strangers, Robinson, and one or two of the others, then crossed the road to a dark spot in Little Mary Street. One of the party, according to this account, told Robinson not to go down there, and the next thing he observed was the strangers drawing two revolvers. One of them, who was in front, said, ‘Fire,’ and they fired about three shots each.

            Robinson ran back, and just as he got round the corner he fell and said, ‘I am wounded.’ Two of the party then followed the strangers down East Arran Street and Pill Lane, shouting, ‘Stop those two,’ losing sight of them near the Bridewell.

            They then returned and carried the wounded man to Jervis St Hospital.

            They state that a bullet went through his ankle and another lodged in his stomach. His condition appeared to be critical and he was suffering a lot of pain, though quite conscious. He was attended by Rev Fr Sheehan, Pro-Cathedral. A bullet passed between the legs of another of the party, cutting his trousers and grazing his shin.

            The second ‘mystery man’, it is stated, did not speak at all and appeared to be trying to keep his face away from the group.

            Robinson is a well-known member of the Jacob football team and resided at Stafford Street.
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