
 
 

                                                        
                                                         HEROIC 
 
 

Sex and history. And skin and bone.  
And the oppression of Sunday afternoon.  
Bells called the faithful to devotion.  
 
I was still at school and on my own.  
And walked and walked and sheltered from the rain.  
 
The patriot was made of drenched stone.  
His lips were still speaking. The gun  
he held had just killed someone.  
 
I looked up. And looked at him again.  
He stared past me without recognition.  
 
I moved my lips and wondered how the rain  
would taste if my tongue were made of stone.  
And wished it was. And whispered so that no one  
could hear it but him. Make me a heroine.  
 
*                 *                        *                * 

 
Emmet.	  September.	  The	  hero	  and	  the	  month	  of	  my	  birth.	  The	  beautiful	  opening	  
act	   of	   winter	   when	   corners	   of	   Stephen’s	   Green	   at	   dusk	   looked	   like	   a	   smoking	  
room	  after	  midnight:	  a	  bluish	  haze,	  convivial	  and	  promising.	  The	  smell	  of	  leaves	  
burning	   in	   crisp	   piles.	   The	  mulberry	   leaves	   drying	   out	   and	   the	   rowan	   berries	  
turning	  scarlet.	  And	  a	  man	  hung	  by	  the	  neck	  until	  he	  died.	  
He	  was	  hanged	  on	  a	  September	  day.	  The	  executioner	  asked	  twice,	  three	  times	  on	  
the	  scaffold	  “Are	  you	  ready	  sir?”.	  Then	  –	  after	  Emmett	  replied	  “Not	  yet”	  –	  lost	  
patience	  and	  opened	  the	  trapdoor.	  After	  half	  an	  hour	  his	  body	  was	  cut	  down,	  his	  
head	  cut	  off	  and	  the	  hangman	  walked	  the	  wooden	  platform	  holding	  it	  and	  saying	  
“This	  is	  the	  head	  of	  Robert	  Emmett”.	  Hard	  to	  believe	  that	  despite	  his	  end,	  he	  had	  
been	  a	  real	  man.	  A	  young	  man.	  Hardly	  more	  than	  a	  boy	  in	  the	  winter	  of	  1802,	  as	  
he	  moved	  around	  Dublin,	  talking	  at	  dinner-‐tables,	  over	  the	  salt-‐cellars	  and	  
crystal	  of	  a	  doomed	  nation,	  keeping	  his	  counsel.	  A	  flesh	  and	  blood	  man	  in	  the	  city	  
where	  he	  would	  die. 


