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	“Start with the Vikings,” Chris Jennings told me. “The Vikings?” I responded; it was a no disguised as a question. Chris countered by pointing to his van: “Let’s go.” After driving me around the Wild Atlantic landscape where the memory of the Vikings and the Normans, the English and their Cromwellian progeny are harbored, I knew my story sat in the context of all those who, over the centuries, tried to impose their will over the inhabitants of the island. So, I started with the Vikings. This one’s for you Chris Jennings. And for Anne Jennings, too.
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	“Why don’t you move down here?” Debra, the hostess at O’Donovan’s pub asked after I walked the few miles from the out-of-town Airbnb. Her point was a good one; the man I had come to research and write about had spoken from the second floor window just above the pub. So, this one’s for you, Debra, who brought me closer to Collins. And a hearty thanks to the whole O’Donovan staff for indulging me, sharing their stories, and having hot pots of tea at the ready.
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	To the librarians and tour guides, bookstore managers and seanchaís, writers and researchers and teachers who have plowed the earth so that I could plant, thank you.

	This one’s for you, Katlyn and Collin, Ben and Antonio, and of course, our little Seamus. Your love is the jet fuel that keeps me going. I hope my words make you proud.

	And, as with anything I’ve ever done, this one’s for you, mom and dad. There is never a moment when I don’t think of you, ache for you, wish you were here. I hope you’re happy.

	





Prologue                                                         The Story of Ireland


	 

	 

	In the late twilight of an early fall night, a long boat of overlapping pine and oak appeared at the opening of an almost hidden harbor. Inside the craft a single rower hunched over a single oar. Around him, a double row of unmanned blades fell in crazy angles from their wooden perches. As the boat creaked into the rock-covered quay, a screech of sea birds announced its arrival. Their call drew the attention of a figure high up on a spit of land, overlooking the sea. As the rolled-up sail clanked against the mast, Mary MacCarthy’s emerald eyes moved from the fading horizon to the man in the roiling waves. A briny smell transformed to taste on her tongue, and tears swelled at the snap of wind in her face. She tucked one side of her dark green skirt into its waist where a white linen apron was already anchored and then turned toe-to-heel toward the boat in the harbor far below. An enormous wool shawl covered her head and shoulders and caught the wind; as it ballooned out, it revealed a loose knit scarf of faded ginger crisscrossing her body. Mary MacCarthy was waiting for a single rower in a much smaller boat, yet when she saw the unknown oarsman entering the harbor, her heart skipped a beat in hope.

	“Be still now,” she ordered the hammering inside and screwed her eyes to the man below.

	Out in front, the almost full moon was slowly trading places with the not yet set sun, and in the sky, waves of greys—dark and light—swirled in an anti-ocean of pinks and purples. On the horizon was a single star, and Mary MacCarthy considered its appearance an auspicious sign.

	“Bring ye home t’me, love,” she whispered into the cool October air, and Mary waited for the apparition in a Norsemen’s boat to cross the path of the moon’s shine. Its light stretched itself out on the rippling waves of brackish sea. Just ahead of the rower, Mary MacCarthy noted the warning spray that spat over white-capped breakers. A centuries-old graveyard of storm-tossed ships sat dangerously below the surface where the cries of ill-fated crews and the broken hearts of their ill-starred lovers drifted restless on the shriek of the banshees. Mary MacCarthy knew that only a man from this side of West Cork or a skilled sailor would know how to avoid the call of the spirits’ doom.

	“Mind ‘em now,” Mary directed the rower, nodding in the direction of the graveyard. “Manys been lost by ‘em,” she whispered her barely audible counsel to the man in the surf.

	Mary’s story had started in all the right ways. It was as auspicious as the single star she looked upon. She was a local beauty of high-standing, a bounty born to help secure her hearth and home in the Munster royalty. With her deep emerald eyes and thick auburn hair, her father knew her good looks and better wit would capture a high bride price. So, when Mahon, the son of the MacCarthy rival, had wrested control of the Munster province to become king, the MacCarthy’s took great pains, despite the bad blood between them, to connect themselves to the new king’s clan. Mary MacCarthy was thus promised to a distant relative of her kinfolk’s bitter rival; it was her destiny to strengthen her family’s situation in Munster by soothing the hostility between clans. At least it was the dearest hope of Mary’s father and his people. Yet, what seemed like a propitious start for young Mary MacCarthy and her family, turned tragic when King Mahon called his soldiers forth. He was mounting a campaign to force the dreaded Norsemen from the south. Young Brian heeded the call of his king before Mary MacCarthy could conceive and, to her great sorrow, he never returned to fulfill her promise.

	Widowed young without an heir, the sea had taken her promised life. Even before the Battle of Sulcoit where the Irish would ultimately rout the Vikings, her husband had swallowed his last draught in a fierce fight on the sea. Despite knowing in her mind what she couldn’t accept in her heart, Mary MacCarthy turned desperate and walked her fields each night, waiting for her man. As light ebbed, she would wander out to the end of a spit of land on the very edge between hers and the sea’s domain and stand as a living beacon for Brian’s return. On the night of the single rower in the Norseman’s boat, the fruit of the fall fields were rolled up behind her in the way they had always been and would always be. There, on the edge of a field high over the Atlantic, she waited as a small herd of native cows grazed around her. Although it was a glorious picture, Mary MacCarthy stood in a precarious place with a wild, whipping wind. It was a place that balanced the beauty it offered with the real possibility of peril. Each year, for example, a few cows from the herd moved too close to the edge and, mesmerized by the whistle of the wind and the sound of the crashing water below, would fall broken onto the rocks. In time, the sea would wash away what remained unless those in the little sea-side settlement found them first. Nothing went to waste in this harsh, demanding world.

	When Brian had not returned in good time, the people in Mary MacCarthy’s little enclave gathered round the young woman in an attempt to buoy her spirits, but when she began her night strolls, they began to turn away. Her biting sadness and reckless ways tempted providence, and when fate came knocking, her neighbors did not want to be too close. No one—not the bravest of them—would dream of walking where Mary MacCarthy stood each night. Especially just before nightfall. But it wasn’t the wind that kept them away or the fear of falling; death would be quick, they reasoned. Instead, they feared the rise of the ephemeral fairy mist that rolled across the grassy flat and grew into a thick carpet of fog just before morning. After the invasion of the Milesians centuries earlier, the Tuatha dé Danann—the gods of old Ireland—had disappeared underground where they bided their time until they would return to reclaim their kingdom. Each evening, then, when the last light had gone out from the sky, their faerie selves moved about freely cloaked in the mist; they crossed the lands to assess what had once been theirs, what would be theirs once more. And on these journeys, they might steal away people to the water and the wilds of their faerie world. Because Mary MacCarthy’s neighbors feared being spirited away from their kith and kin, they steered clear of the nightly fall of fairy mist.

	Mary MacCarthy knew the risk too, so she took care to lay offerings to the gods of her ancestors. In keeping with the old legends, she whispered her secret thoughts and concerns to cows and watched their long-lashed, deep dark eyes for reaction. Mary MacCarthy knew they whispered back to the faeries, and because she was good to them, she hoped they asked for protection for the woman beset by misery that wandered in their midst. As recompense for their care, she asked only for their milk which she divided into shares for herself and for her offerings to the pagan gods of old. Since her man had failed to return to their marriage bed, she had foregone the eating of meat. A sacrifice to whomever would listen. And in the old oak groves where Druids had worshiped, Mary MacCarthy whispered wishes to ribbons and other bits of clootie and tied them to the sacred trees, begging the gods of old to aid in her man’s return.

	With all the praying to the Christian God and the wishing and offerings she made to the gods of her ancestors, Mary MacCarthy had become a solitary half-soul, barely alive in the small seaside settlement. As her isolation grew, her mind shrank further and further from her daily chores. The unwed men of the little village had taken to working her fields until a new husband could be chosen from among them. But Mary’s family was engaged in the battles and had not yet returned to do their duty by her. And, more importantly, to do their duty by her lands. So, while the men plowed and planted, the women of the village prepared food for the young widow, at least at the beginning of her sadness.

	“Mary,” the women soothed the woman who would soon become the town’s burden; “ye’d be needing to eat. Ye’re not but skin an’ bones.”

	Mary MacCarthy only shook her head, her eyes brooding and distant.

	“Mary,” they crooned, “take yerself a bite of flesh,” they’d say, pushing the day’s catch her way.

	“No,” she’d say, breaking into tears.

	“Why e’er not?” the women would press Mary MacCarthy.

	“Can’t bear to tink what they ate,” she’d say vaguely.

	“Who ate? The fish is’t?” the women would ask.

	But Mary MacCarthy would not answer. Could not answer. How could she tell the good women she feared finding a piece of her own man resting inside the belly of a fish? It would surely bring the knowledge of his end down from her mind and into her heart, and she wasn’t quite ready for it.

	When the children got hold of the story, they sniggered and sneered at the beautiful young widow. Soon, they took to calling her “Mary Fish.”

	“Mary Fish! Mary Fish!” the kids would sing around her. “Eat a fish; get’er man on a dish.”

	The night Mary MacCarthy stood over the single rower in the almost hidden harbor, the fairy mist thickened around her ankles and began its nightly roll across the fields. She watched as the man in the long boat took a detour, delaying his much-awaited appearance in the moonlight that snaked its way from sea to shore.

	“It’s me Brian fer sure,” Mary said, her heart jumping at the thought.

	Only Brian would know to avoid the enormous hand of jagged rock jutting out from the sea at an angle. The outcropping that was covered in lounging seals and squawking seagulls was the physical representation of Manannán mac Lir, the god of the sea. Since the arrival of the Christians, mac Lir had gone underground with the rest of the Celtic pantheon, but he would have his revenge on any sailor fool enough to get too close. Although the priests and monks spewed a bitter brew against the old beliefs, Mary MacCarthy and the others in her little village took no chances. So, they crossed themselves in daylight, and in the early mornings or under the cover of dusk, they made offerings to the gods of their ancestors. In hidden caves on the strand near their village, they tended to the holy wells of water lightly salted by the sea.

	In the half-light of almost dark, Mary watched as the figure pulled a single oar with all the strength he had left in his body to avoid the ancient sea god of the Celts. “Good man, ye,” Mary whispered. The breath caught in her throat and her heart beat hard in her ears as the rower approached the zig-zag of light. “Brian,” she whispered in hope. And then she saw him clear. “Ostman,” she shrieked in despair and disillusionment. At the moment of non-recognition, she listed under the weight of disappointment, but something about the Viking’s arrival gave Mary MacCarthy clarity. After the long months of waiting, she knew what she must do. She would go to her man. As she prepared herself, she met the eyes of the Norseman in the boat below. Too far to really make out a single detail, she thought she could feel the plea in his eyes. “Don’t,” he called to her in his strange language. But she had no choice.

	Bent at the ankles, her body rigid and straight, Mary MacCarthy leaned forward into the windfall from the whip of the sea below. She did not break eye contact with the single rower as, in a semi-aware state, she willed her feet to let go of the earth below her. Hard and fast, she dropped arrow-like from the tip of the sea cliff to the waiting rocks below. Close to the end, Mary MacCarthy chose not to put stock in the heaven of the monks’ insistence; she was angry at their God for leaving her alone. So, on her acceleration to the bottom, she whispered a request to the pagan gods of her people’s past. “Tir na nÓg,” she said as she sailed into the next life. Her body, ram-rod straight and relaxed, careened spectacularly through the air to meet with her end in a bone-splitting, but unusually dull splat on the rocks protecting the cove. Mary MacCarthy landed with enough force to kick up a spray of sea foam around her, in a halo-like effect of ethereal illumination. The rower pulled hard to reach her body before the sea claimed her. Then, he gathered the broken remains of the woman in the oversized shawl that had drifted down like a sail and landed next to her in the surf, and he headed towards the fires he saw spreading in the fields above him.

	“An ostman! An ostman!” the children cried out when they saw the Viking.

	Despite the sighting of a single, bedraggled man, fear grew in waves around the village. Women shrieked and screamed their children’s names, and once they had them about their skirts, they ushered them inside the stacked stone and thatched-roof hovels. Men grabbed what they could to hold the ostman from entering the perimeter of what was not yet a full village. The ostman, they noticed, was unnaturally thin and carried a heavy load which he laid at their feet. Then, rather than cutting and running from his own fear at the fierce faces of the men opposite him, the ostman worked hard to explain in Norse and gesture what had happened.

	“Up,” he said, pointing to where the cows grazed.

	The men looked to where he pointed and back down to the bundle wrapped in a wool shawl. Then, the Ostman stood rigid, his hands at his side, and leaned forward from his ankles. The men watched, not understanding. When he made the universal gesture for falling and followed it up with clapping his hands together, a dull glimmer of understanding lit in the faces of the village men. The Ostman pointed to the bundle, and one man stepped forward to look while the others guarded him.

	“Mary Fish!” he exclaimed as he stepped back quickly from the broken bundle of what had once been a neighbor. “God rest ‘er soul,” he added, making the sign of the cross.

	The other men followed his lead and crossed themselves.

	“She jumped?” the man asked while mimicking the gesture for falling.

	“Já!” the ostman said, nodding his head violently.

	The Norseman’s word for “yes” was near enough to the Irish that the men of the village understood, but they waited for the foreigner to explain his role in the drama. They glared hard at him. When the ostman finally intuited the question they had in their eyes, he shook his head emphatically and labored hard to breach the communication gulf.

	“Magnus,” he said, using his two palms to pound his chest. “Magnus, já?” he asked.

	“’Tis his name,” one man said.

	“Diarmuid,” another man said, using the ostman’s own gesture.

	Magnus pointed to Diarmuid and said, “Diarmuid.”

	And Diarmuid in return, pointed to Magnus and said, “Magnus.”

	Both men smiled at the small bit of communication between them.

	“Fek ‘im,” another said, resetting the discussion and not in the Norseman’s favor. “Tisn’t a fekking céilí. Get on wi’ it, man,” he advised.

	Magnus noted the change in tone.

	“Magnus róa,” the ostman said quickly, gesturing the pulling of an oar.

	The men nodded their understanding. Magnus directed the men with two of his fingers in v-formation to look at his eyes and, then, moved his fingers away from his eyes and up. Magnus’s eyes followed the progression of his fingers. The men of what would become Gahanive nodded again. Then, Magnus pointed one more time to the body of Mary MacCarthy, held his forearm rigid, and let it drop for effect. Finally, Magnus used gestures to show how he picked up the woman’s body, wrapped it in her shawl, and brought it to where it lay. The men nodded but stood silent and unmoving, not knowing what to do next.

	So the women of the settlement who had been watching behind closed doors reemerged. A group took charge of Mary MacCarthy’s body, continuously crossing themselves against her death. Others rekindled the dying embers in the fires around the enclosure, and those who were left brought milk, a dense barley bread, and beef for Magnus. They urged him to eat. When he took his place on the ground, food in hand, Magnus cried in relief. In their astonishment and in an unexpected burst of sympathy for the Norseman, some of the village men shed tears as well. Until they remembered the havoc the Viking and his countrymen had wreaked on their land. The next morning, the men handed the washed and dressed body of Mary MacCarthy to Magnus to carry to the field on the spit of land overlooking the sea. The women and children fell into procession behind them. When they reached the top, the Norseman was instructed to dig, and he did. For hours. Then, the shrouded woman with the emerald eyes was lowered into the ground and covered up for good. Despite being high-born, the villagers quickly forgot about the young woman and went on with their lives after creating an explanation for what had happened on that cliff. It was more to settle their minds than to shield her soul, however.

	“Twas a faerie did it,” one woman said, referring to Mary MacCarthy’s fall.

	“She tempted ‘em, she did,” another concurred.

	“Her being out there in the faerie mist like.”

	In the end, the conclusion was that Mary MacCarthy’s fall was the work of the unsettled gods of old, and children and adults began to judiciously avoid the patch of land where it all had happened. In truth, the people in the settlement feared Mary’s apparition buried up in the fairy mist. In fact, some in the village claimed to have seen her ghostly blue soul continuing to make its grisly, ghostly trip to the tip of the spit. Even after her death.

	“Ye can hear her cry in the shriek of the rolling mist,” they warned their neighbors.

	After the burial, the ostman was too weak to go the way he came, so he stayed to regain his health. In time, he proved himself a trustworthy foreigner, despite his ostman status, and more importantly, he impressed the men of the village as a competent farmer. While he never fully integrated into the community, he worked hard, cultivated several pieces of land, and harvested grains. He gained the respect of the men in the community, so they granted him the fields from where Mary MacCarthy had fallen to her death. None of them would dare work them. In time, Magnus had enough land to marry. He had several fine children, and they too bore children. They acclimated to the land and accepted the language and culture of the people around them. They learned to love the land, its peat-y smell and soft sea-salted rain. In late summer, the children and grandchildren and great grandchildren of Magnus walked the fields of golden topped barley, their hands fanned out for the feel of it on their skin. In early fall, they harvested and smoked the grain to store it. When the harvest was generous—as it usually was for the MacManus family, they bartered their sweet-tasting barley for milk and meat.

	For the next seven generations, the family of Magnus lived and worked and loved on the land that included the spit of land where Magnus had seen Mary MacCarthy’s final moments on earth. Magnus, too, was buried out on the spit under a mound that had largely been forgotten by the time the family considered themselves Irish. The children of Magnus were happy and prosperous, building up their land holdings through hard work and ingenuity. Until, that is, they were forced from their land by the knights who had fought the remnants of the Irish clans. King John of England bestowed the MacManus lands on others without considering the fate of those who had worked it and cared for it for generations, and not too long afterwards, an Anglo-Norman keep appeared on the land above the harbor where Magnus had first rowed into the line of site of Mary MacCarthy.

	 

	The story of Mary MacCarthy and Magnus is the story of Ireland. Stories that have played out over and over again on a continual loop in some form or fashion for millennia. The personal stories change to reflect the times, of course, but the core remains. Norsemen and Anglo-Normans who, through generations of intermarriage, had claimed their heritage as part of the island would, in time, see their holdings change hands once again, usually violently and without recourse. Throughout the long centuries of conquer and claim and less often reclaim, famine and plague often followed the forfeitures, increasing the misery of the people who lived on the patch of emerald surrounded by sea. Too often, the land was forced to learn a new way with new people. Still, the grain continued to grow on the land the sea water irrigated, and the barley flourished to feed its occupants. It was the one constant, especially in the southeast corner where Magnus had caught the deep emerald color of Mary MacCarthy’s eyes.

	But in the seventeenth century, the cycle changed. While invasion, death, conquer, claim, and despair continued, Cromwell’s descent into Ireland carried a zeal to convert or conquer—mostly conquer—and he viewed the Irish people as little more than props on a land to be cleared for the crown. And for himself. In dehumanizing the people, his campaign ran wild with atrocities that would decimate the population and their treasures in a war he called holy. Unlike the millennia of previous invaders, including the Norsemen and the Anglo-Normans, Cromwell’s crew returned to their place of origin—England; they had no interest in settling among the population. They would never integrate and would never consider themselves Irish. Instead, their cruelty became the hallmark of English aggression and oppression against its nearest neighbor. Under Cromwell and continuing for a century and a half after him, the Irish of Catholic origin were forbidden to attend school, speak their language, practice their culture, fall in love with Protestants, work in a profession, or serve in the army. Under the penal code, the Irish were forced to disremember the ancient pantheon of Celtic gods, forego the study of medicine and law, and abandon the ability to hold or buy land, possess weapons, worship, or sit in self-determination of their own destinies. When they broke the law, they faced penalties that often included death.

	And when the Penal Codes were finally repealed at the beginning of the nineteenth century and the Irish people had a bit of breathing space to adjust to a few more freedoms, the potato blight began in earnest. It hit them hard, decimating the native population through starvation and emigration. It gave their oppressors the excuse they needed to empty their lands of tenants, so no helping hand was extended to end their misery. In fact, what Cromwell’s army had started two centuries earlier, the famine landlords with the tacit agreement of the British government attempted to finish. During the worst of the famine and fevers, they allowed their tenants to starve while they continued to collect rents and ship food across the sea to England. They perpetuated genocide in the guise of famine, and the world watched in horror.

	Yet, throughout the centuries of injustice, brutality, and utter inhumanity, there were those who stood against it by choosing action. Some instigated rebellion; others founded political movements. Among them were statesmen and farmers, the poor and the gentry, poets and illiterates, smithies, sailors, and schoolmasters. They gathered the like-minded around them and dared to dream of freedom. Too often, their dream ended in carnage, their lifeless, bloody bodies hanging in squares, drawn and quartered, dumped into the sea, or left to rot in the high grass or barley fields as a clear message to others. “Do not dare!” Then, it was the brave women who cleaned up and carried on after these epic feats of failure, repeating the stories of heroism that gave hope to the generations they bore. Through them, the dream survived, and the struggle continued. There could be no other way. The physical and mental and emotional health of a brutalized people demanded hope. Prayed for hope. Longed for change for the land they loved and for the country they would become.

	This is the story of Ireland which sits at the maritime crossroads of marauders, mercenaries, and murderous knights, kings and queens in their quest for unbridled power, politicians and privateers, lords and ladies and the dreaded landlord. There are gombeens and goons, brave women who broke bad men, victims and vindicators, monks and magicians, soldiers and simpletons and the children caught in between. There were always heroes and martyrs and people of good faith, too. Among them were the blessed few whose destiny it was to transform an emerging nation battered and beaten by successive waves of invasion. One man who lived out his destiny was Michael Collins. He was numbered among those who fought for freedom from the West Cork region of Munster where Mary MacCarthy exchanged the briefest of interactions with the man whose descendants would grow to love a patch of earth where barley grew in a blend of soft rains and salt from the sea in a windswept world on the noble North Atlantic.
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Electioneering with                                        Michael Collins of Woodfield


	 

	November 1918

	 

	High above Sovereign Street just within earshot of the seagulls screeching and soaring on harbor breezes, Michael Collins stood in the window of O’Donovan’s Hotel looking down and out over the people packed among the main market buildings of Clonakilty. Standing as he was in the supersized window high above the street, Collins cut an imposing figure, square-jawed and self-assured, and the women in the street below noticed. And with them just having won the right to vote, there were plenty of women in the crowd. Not all were there for candidate speeches, however. Some came to stake a hopeful claim; at twenty-eight, Collins had still not married. Out in the wider gathering, the trimmings of the relatively new century clashed with holdouts from the past one. Some wore serge suits topped with fedoras, and others sported peekaboo hemlines with lacey slips; they shared the space with still others in corduroy knee breeches and the ribbon-tied hoods of long black Kinsale cloaks. After four years of fighting, the odd soldier’s suit paid homage to the calamity that had too-recently played out on the continent. The crowd held fishermen in wool sweaters and whiskey-makers fresh from their stills in leather aprons. Farmers came in from their fields—croppies, they called them. Housewives, too. Collins nodded at a sympathetic baron who came down from Castle Freke to hear him speak, and when the baron saw him, he affected a salute in return. His high-born mother, Lady Carberry, greeted the people in the Irish her forebears had forced the people to forget. “Dia Dhuit,” she said. Together, the crowd made up the greater Clonakilty area, and as a hometown boy, Collins smiled and waved to those who knew him. “Alright there, Seán?” he greeted a mate from Cork. And to a friend of his mothers, he asked: “How’re things?” Patrolling the perimeters in their peaked hats with harp and crown patches, the Royal Irish Constabulary—RIC, for short—tapped their night sticks into their palms. Just in case. A teacher who had known Collins as a kid ignored the guards; instead, he yelled up to the window: “Ye’re looking fine there, Michael.” Collins tipped his hat in thanks, and when he spotted his big brother, Johnny, he rose up to his full height and struck a pose. “Give way, ye eejit,” Johnny Collins joked.

	“Jaysus, boys, with all the smoke, it smells like the inside of a pub,” the owner of the hotel declared as she entered the room behind Collins. She held a lit cigar between her lips.

	“Miss Katt,” Collins said, turning from the window to the woman.

	As he made his way to her, his long strides and heavy foot shook the crystals dangling from the converted gas fixtures. He had a slight bend at the waste, and the swoop of hair that fell over his forehead bounced with movement.

	“Hello Mícheál Ó,” she said, preferring Collins’s Irish name.

	When he reached her, Collins clasped the woman’s right hand between his two. And although she was almost a decade older than him, Miss Katt blushed. Collins noticed.

	“Yerra, don’t go getting soft on me now,” Collins grinned.

	“Get on wi’ ye,” she said, playfully pushing him away. “It’s only just them great paws of yers,” she laughed.

	“Thanks a million for letting us use the room,” he said.

	“It’d be the window ye’d want. To frame ye, ye brute,” Miss Katt laughed.

	“Mick, it’s almost time,” his friend interrupted, nodding to the window.

	But Collins knew that he had to address the recent death of Miss Katt’s mother first.

	“Sorry about your ma’am. I always liked Miss C,” Collins said. “God rest her soul.”

	“She lived a good long life,” Miss Katt said, crossing herself. “And don’t be telling me you weren’t afraid of her,” she teased.

	“That I was,” Collins laughed. “Yer doin’ fine, are ye?” he asked.

	Before she could answer, Collins’s man interrupted again.

	“It’s time, Mick,” he urged, nodding to the open window.

	“Fer Chrissakes, man, will ye give over?” he asked in exasperation.

	“Sorry, Mick,” the man shrugged.

	“How’re ye holding out, Miss Katt?” Collins asked.

	“Ye won’t be going and getting me hotel in any trouble now?” Miss Katt winked.

	“Ah! Ye know I will,” Collins said. “God willing.”

	“He’ll have us all locked up by night fall,” she joked.

	“Mick!” his man pleaded.

	“Go on so,” Miss Katt said. “And best of luck to ye.”

	After shooting her his signature grin—both boyish and brash, Collins turned from the owner of O’Donovan’s and nodded at his man; in two long strides, Collins was standing back in the window, looking out on the sea of people—some known; some unknown; they were packed into the shallow space between the two sides of the main street. A few looked out from windows in the buildings opposite O’Donovan’s; all waited to hear from Collins. After the November armistice a few weeks earlier, Lloyd George called for elections. So Collins decided to stand as the delegate from South Cork. He was part of the Sinn Féin party.

	“Well, go on then,” his man said. “I’m not getting any fekkin’ younger.”

	“Or prettier,” Collins laughed.

	As he moved to his full height in the window, he rolled his copy of Leaves of Grass and stuffed it in his jacket pocket. It bulged unsightly.

	“Put it on the table,” his man said.

	“Somebody might steal it,” Collins replied, patting his pocket. “Not an illiterate yup like you, mind ye, but someone who can read like.”

	The book wasn’t the only thing he carried. Resting in his breast pocket, he had a small mass book given to him in a Welsh prison camp. His mother’s mass card—her birthdate corrected in his handwriting—sat wedged between the pages of it, and an assortment of pens—never pencils—clipped to a small spiral notebook anchored the inside of his coat. Collins carried a pocket watch that tick, tick, ticked from the heart-side of his vest pocket, a few letters from friends in his trousers, and a personality too big to be contained by any clothing.

	“I am Michael Collins,” he began with a simple introduction as he looked over the crowd from the hotel window.

	“We know ye, lad,” one of his mother’s sisters called, waving.

	The crowd laughed as Collins blushed. He rolled his eyes at them before he responded.

	“Auntie,” he answered, nodding in her direction.

	It was a perfect display of stage craft. For those who didn’t know Michael Collins, it was this moment—this boyish interaction between man and aunt—that remained with them long after the speech. Collins had banked on it, and while his aunt was far from being convinced, she did what he had asked—begged really—and called to him at precisely the right time.

	“I was born just down the road here,” he nodded.

	“Ye’re daddy was a good man,” one in the crowd yelled in recognition.

	“His uncles, too,” another added.

	“His Uncle Danny!” one crooned. “Now there was a man to make ye cry for his singing.”

	As others continued to recite a resume of relations, the people in the crowd murmured their recognition. Collins’s status as hometown boy was solidified.

	“I’m just a lad from Woodfield, but I’ve come here today to ask for yer vote.”

	 

	Michael Collins’s story began humble enough on the sixteenth of October, 1890, in a little stone cottage of two rooms in a gorgeous little hamlet called Woodfield. His birthplace sat just on the outskirts of Clonakilty, the nearest town to his family holdings in West Cork. Collins was born into rebel territory where the struggle for freedom fed the land around his childhood home and where stacked stone walls and overgrown famine cottages held the history of the land in much the same way as the history of people is kept in their bones. Collins’s own father—Michael senior—had grown up in the savage hunger of the Great Famine. Less the act of natural selection and more the result of a cruel and uncaring class of landlords, the famous blight that ravaged the potato crops, took place in the middle part of the nineteenth century when Collins’s father was coming into his manhood.

	As a result of the blight, one-third of the Woodfield residents disappeared or died. Michael senior often recalled the silencing of lowing livestock, the failure of cocks to crow at morning’s break, the fatted squawk of carrion in and around the fields. At the end of it all, one million of his fellow Irishmen and Irish women and their children—mostly their children—died from hunger and fever; another two million were forced to emigrate away from their homes.

	Scarred by the whole experience, Michael senior plied his trade as a carpenter and, with his brothers, worked the land he inherited from his forebears. After the horror of watching whole families starve, he needed decades of decent harvests to dull the dread until he felt safe enough to marry. Or until he was compelled to marry by the imminent birth of his first child.

	It was at sixty-one when Michael senior married the twenty-three-year-old Mary Anne O’Brien, a young woman from neighboring Sam’s Cross who, like her husband, had seen her share of tragedy. After her father was crushed to death by an overturned horse cart, Mary Anne O’Brien’s mother, injured in the same accident, fell gravely ill and took to her bed. It was then when the younger woman found herself the head of a family of eight. So, while Mary Anne O’Brien had not lived through the worst days of the potato famine, as did her husband, she was no stranger to sad stories. In fact, they were the only plentiful things in West Cork. From the tyranny of ruthless landlords and the too-early deaths of those who worked their lands, the experiences of Mary Anne and Michael senior fueled their own hunger for freedom. While more subtle than her youngest son’s quest, Mary Anne’s resistance to English rule began early as a child at the local national school.

	“Rise, Miss O’Brien,” the schoolmaster commanded.

	The young girl did as she was told. As she moved from the desk she shared with her cousin, her hair which hung in two plaits, one from each shoulder, bobbed up and down with her movement. Wool socks peaked just above the tops of her black boots, muddy at the bottom but scrubbed clean at the top. She used her toes to reposition the bunting taking up the extra space where her toes would grow.

	“Sir?” she asked, her eyes not breaking with his.

	“Your oath please,” he said, not really paying attention.

	This part of the school day was routine. Nothing more than rote. The children pronounced their oaths and sat. That was the full extent of it. It took the schoolmaster’s time each morning, but it didn’t take intelligence or method except, of course, to set the structure of it all in place.

	“I won’t sir,” Mary Anne said firmly but politely.

	The schoolmaster looked over the top of his pince nez perched precariously on the front of his long, crooked nose. It was the nose the children mimicked with gestures when they were free of his tyrannical reach.

	“You may have misunderstood me, girl,” he said derisively. “I was not asking.”

	The day before, Mary Anne O’Brien had embarrassed the schoolmaster and the dignitaries that had come to the little school by improvising when it came time to say the oath. “I am a happy Irish girl,” she said to an audience of bigwigs. Most didn’t hear the young girl’s gaffe, but those who did gasped at her seditious deed. The schoolmaster had spent the evening stewing in a bitter brew of irritation and ire, and it was his assessment that the young girl needed to be put to rights the following day. He would be the one to do it.

	“Go on,” he said, annoyance growing in his command.

	“My pardon, sir,” Mary Anne said, tears burning in the corners of her eyes.

	“Go on, then,” he said, returning his gaze to the day’s lessons on his desk.

	When Mary Anne O’Brien did not begin on his cue, he started the oath to grease the wheel of her compliance: “I am a happy English child,” he said and nodded to young Mary Anne to continue.

	In turn, Mary Anne made the tiniest shake of her head. As she did, the long, thin schoolmaster rose to his full height, his hands like anchors on the edge of the desk. Around her, the other children let out a collective gasp; even those not fond of her felt fear for Mary Anne. Just say it, they mouthed, hoping she’d somehow hear them. It would be just as well for them if the schoolmaster noticed their whispered words and marked their compliance. Birds chirped outside the school windows as they swooped on streams of air; inside, however, the oxygen had been sucked clear from the room. Young Ellie McCarthy, who shared a desk with Mary Anne, reached up and squeezed her friend’s hand in support.

	“Mary Anne O’Brien,” the schoolmaster scowled.

	“I cannot, sir,” Mary Anne said, straightening her back.

	“And why is that, may I ask?”

	“I am an Irish girl,” Mary Anne O’Brien said boldly in a little girl’s shaking voice.

	Although Mary Anne O’Brien became legend in her community and not just with the children who witnessed her small act of bravery but also with their parents and grandparents, aunties and uncles, she met with the harsh end of the schoolmaster’s switch. And, later, the bad end of her father’s old belt. He was of two minds, her father was. He was proud of her display of patriotism and courageousness, but he was dismayed about the disrespect she had shown the schoolmaster. Before his death, Mary Anne’s father would apologize for beating her that day.

	Collins thought back to the day as a young boy when he had asked his mother about the story he had overheard his older sisters gossiping about.

	“Forget about that,” Mary Anne O’Brien told her son.

	“But ma’am,” the young Collins wined.

	“Remember this,” Mary Anne O’Brien said. “Don’t be letting anyone tell ye what to be thinking so,” she instructed Collins in the soft music of her West Cork dialect.

	“Ma’am?”

	“Oh! They’ll try,” Mary Anne added. “By God, they’ll be taking whatever little’s been left ye, son.”

	 

	As Collins looked out on the people of Clonakilty, he prepared to deliver the most important part of his speech. He wasn’t really nervous as much as he was cautious. Don’t be letting anyone tell ye what to be thinking, he thought back on his mother’s advice. Then, he took a deep breath and launched back into his speech. As he spoke, he kept the rhythm of his near-treasonous words by hammering the index and middle fingers of one hand into the palm of the other.

	“You are requested by your votes to assert before the nations of the world that Ireland’s claim is to the status of an independent nation,” Collins thundered.

	While he had planted several people in the crowd to respond positively to his words—mostly friends and relations, the people of Clonakilty seemed genuinely ready to agree with the sentiment. Collins took it as permission to push a bit more.

	“And we shall be satisfied with nothing less than our full claim!” he bellowed.

	“Jaysus,” Collins heard his man in the room behind him. “Save a little for next time.”

	But Collins was riding the wave of the crowd’s approval, too far gone to pull back, so he continued.

	“In fact, any scheme of government which does not confer upon the people of Ireland the supreme, absolute, and final control of all this country, of all the affairs of the country, external as well as internal, is a mockery, and . . .”

	Collins paused to allow the cheers of the crowd to catch up. He had learned to use silence as a lethal tool in his speeches, and after a few seconds of looking from person to person, seeming to make eye contact with each and every one, the crowd quieted. Still, Collins waited in silence, connected to the crowd, but not speaking. When he began again, not a sound could be heard except the clip clopping of a donkey cart down a distant street.

	“AND. WILL. NOT. BE. ACCEPTED.”

	The people in the crowd roared.

	“The G-men’ll be picking us up now,” Collins’s man laughed from behind.

	“Elect me the representative of South Cork . . .” Collins yelled.

	“Here come the fekkin’ promises so,” a man in the crowd yelled. “He’s a bloody politician after all.”

	“Give off,” another warned.

	“And I’ll refuse to sit in the parliament,” Collins finished.

	“What kind of promise is that?” one man yelled to Collins. “Elect you not to go?”

	“’Tis wrong in principle,” Collins explained his seemingly contradictory stance.

	“What do you mean ‘in principle,’ lad?”

	“Sure, aren’t they the ones who steal our land and kill our people? Steal our food and squash any means of self-rule?” Collins asked in reply.

	“Truer words were never said,” a woman yelled from the front of the hotel.

	“Right so,” Collins said, looking directly at the woman. “And how do we beat the brutes?” he asked, and before anyone else could answer, he added: “WITH. OUR. RESISTANCE.”

	“DON’T SIT IN THEIR PARLIAMENT!” a man roared in response, and the crowd picked up the chant.

	“Resist much,” Collins quoted Walt Whitman. “Obey little.”

	From the oversized window over the deeply portico-ed front door, Collins had captured the crowd. He was no fool. He chose O’Donovan’s because he knew—as did the local people from around Clonakilty—that he was standing in the same place Charles Stewart Parnell had stood at about the time of Collins’s birth. A Parliamentarian from an Anglo-Irish family, Parnell fought on a platform of land reform, and the Irish loved him for it. By electioneering in the same place, Collins placed himself in a long line of freedom fighters. While they had all made deposits to the Irish heart, Collins was making a few withdrawals by counting on the good will given to those who had gone before him. And, in so doing, his words echoed the voices of the past. As a homegrown son of West Cork, Collins banked on his affiliations. Before he continued, he turned up the Cork dialect he had spent years dialing down.

	“Sitting in the parliament of our oppressors has been, in practice, a ghastly failure,” Collins explained.

	“What about Parnell?” one in the crowd asked.

	“What about Parnell?” another answered.

	“He sat in parliament,” the first responded.

	“He did at that,” Collins agreed. “And we loved him for his devotion to Ireland.”

	“We did,” a number in the crowd agreed.

	Collins paused and looked around. When all the side conversations had stopped and people returned their focus to him, he added.

	“Until we didn’t.”

	“Don’t be bringing that up now!” a priest yelled. “Parnell was an adulterer.”

	“Adulterer, me arse!” one man replied. “No disrespect meant, father,” the man added.

	“None taken, son,” the priest replied.

	“The British used his affair to hound him out of Parliament, and they . . .” Collins was cut off before finishing.

	“Ach! It was the Church, man. The Church did Parnell in.” Then, the man turned to the priest, “No offense, father.”

	“None taken,” the priest assured him.

	“He got too powerful for them bigwigs in London,” a woman called to Collins.

	“Right ye are,” Collins responded. “And it wellnigh landed us in disaster until sixteen of the noblest men this—or any generation in Ireland produced—by their calm and unflinching self-sacrifice, redeemed the national situation.”

	The crowd fell into a reverent silence. Some crossed themselves; others wiped tears from their eyes. Collins had gone right for the heart of national pride by mentioning the men executed by the British after the 1916 Easter Rising—including one so badly wounded that he had to be strapped into a chair before the firing squad.

	“You fought with ‘em, lad? Weren’t you part of the Rising?”

	“I did, and I was,” Collins said with pride. “Aide-de-camp to Joseph Plunkett.”

	“One of the signatories for Irish freedom,” one in the crowd yelled.

	Collins nodded.

	“One of ‘em executed,” another said.

	“Brutally so,” Collins replied, head bent to hide his tear.

	“Where ye in the GPO?” one man asked.

	“I was,” Collins said proudly. “I fought with Seán Mac Diarmada and James Connolly.”

	“That’s a mighty big t’ing to have in yer back pocket,” the priest conceded.

	“True enough,” Collins said in a loud but subdued voice. “That valiant effort and the martyrdoms that followed finally awoke the sleeping spirit of Ireland.”

	“Do ye believe in a republic then?” a man called out from the crowd. “Are ye a republican?”

	Collins paused to consider everything that had led to the moment before answering.

	 

	Michael Collins senior had grown up in a family of dissenters; his own grandfather fought in Wolfe Tone’s 1798 ill-fated rising against the British, and he and his brothers had participated in the failed Fenian uprising of 1867. But as a great reader and lover of stories, Michael senior preferred politics over the sharpened pikes of past rebellions. He had dissected every deed and every word of the famous Anglican Irishman from Kildare who fought for the rights of Catholic Emancipation. Together with Thomas Russell from Cork, Theobald Wolfe Tone founded the Society of United Irishmen. Working in tandem, Tone and Russell pursued a political compromise; in the end, however, they too were led to the pikes by the inability of the English to negotiate in good faith. In so doing, Tone added his name to the long list of martyrs for Irish emancipation. For his part, Wolfe Tone was imprisoned and condemned to hang, but he slit his own throat to steal the pleasure the English might have taken as the determiners of his fate. More than a half century later, Michael senior had pledged his allegiance to Tone’s secret society.

	“Do ye’re duty by Tone,” the senior Collins told his young son, Michael, as they walked the fields together. “By any means necessary,” he added, quoting the famous lines of Tone.

	“By any means necessary?” young Michael asked for clarification.

	“Ye heard me just fine,” his father replied. “Draw ye’re line in the sand,” he instructed his youngest child; “and stick to it no matter the cost,” he said.

	A few months later, Michael senior died; his youngest son was but six years old. But he remembered his father’s words long into his adulthood, and while he couldn’t have known their cost, when the time came to act on them, he did as his father instructed. So, in 1918, when he was campaigning in Clonakilty in an open window at O’Donovan’s Hotel, Collins ended his speech with the words of Wolfe Tone, the very words he heard his father often repeat. He was electric with rebellion and republicanism.

	“Are ye a republican, lad?” the man asked again.

	“To subvert the tyranny of our government,” Collins began low. “To break the connection of England,” he said a bit louder. “The unfailing source of all our ills,” he breathed out in fire. “And to assert the independence of my native country,” Collins shouted, building to a crescendo. “THESE. ARE. MY. OBJECTS.”

	There were low murmurs of appreciation for the nod to Wolfe Tone and a new understanding of Collins’s near-seditious position. The RIC, nervous with the tenor of the speech, moved closer to the center of the crowd, and as the people grappled with how to express what had long been oppressed, a loud silence of whispered words and heavy sighs took over the streets. Until one man of little stature and long years struck a collective nerve when he voiced his opposition. The man had sprigs of white-gray hair standing straight up on his almost-bald head. He was a tinker by trade, so he was covered in the fruits of his occupation from tip to toe except for the bright white areas around his eyes which he had wiped clean with the cleanest spot of his dirty sleeve. His name was Paddy Scully.

	“Un-fuckin-believable,” Paddy yelled. “Again, with Wolfe-fuckin’-Tone?”

	“And why not?” Collins leaned into the crowd to engage with the man.

	“Why-fuckin-not?” the man asked incredulously. Then, turning to the crowd, he repeated his linguistic treasure, “Why-fuckin-not?” Paddy asked.

	“Ah forget him, Mick,” another crowd member called out. “He’s daft like.”

	“Give way, ye langer,” another in the crowd yelled at Paddy Scully. “Go on then, Mick.”

	But the crowd had a touch of admiration for old Paddy Scully. He had a curious speech patten in which he added “fuckin’” to every multisyllabic word. Without thought. Without intending to offend. Through long years of practice, Paddy Scully had perfected his linguistic trade, and in his response to Collins’s speech, he plied it perfectly. There in front of the venerable old hotel, he stood no less than a linguistic artist of Picasso-ian proportions, spinning out his creations in colorful tapestries for the world to hear.

	“He was de-fuckin-stroyed, Tone was!” Paddy replied in his trademark speech.

	“He was,” Collins conceded.

	The crowd gasped at Collins agreement.

	“He was re-fuckin-sponsible for what happened to Tadhg,” he said, referring to the area man who took a pike to a gun fight with the British.

	“Ah, forget fekkin Tadgh,” someone yelled. “Let the dead bury the dead.”

	“Paddy must ‘a knew him personally,” another joked, hoping to diffuse the tension.

	“Seventeen-fuckin’-ninety-eight,” Paddy Scully said, shaking his head. “And what fuckin’ good did it do?”

	“What Tone started,” Collins began; “what he knew, the things he believed in—patriotism, freedom, brotherhood, the right to determine ye’re own path in this hard life,” he said; “these things did not die with Wolfe Tone. They live on. These are the things we fight for. BY. ANY. MEANS. NECESSARY,” he said, hammering his fist into his hand for emphasis.
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