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Dedicated to my family, and my students past, present and future of the Donegal Youth Council.

If they decide to do another book of this kind in forty years’ time when you’re all running everything, I am confident none of you will be in it.



‘The Irish treat a serious thing as a joke, and a joke as a serious thing’


Sean O’ Casey



‘My way of joking is to tell the truth. It’s the funniest joke in the world’


George Bernard Shaw



‘That’s fine in practice, but will it work in theory?’


Dr Garret Fitzgerald



‘I don’t normally do politics, but this government is an awful bollocks’


Bressie







Introduction


Congratulations on buying this new book! I hope it’s not too hard to assemble (it should come with the right number of screws and batteries) and it adds colour to your bookshelf/coffee table/bathroom.

In Frasier, Niles once claimed he dreamed of the day he could go to a library catalogue and see his name under mental illness. Like Dr Crane, I too dreamt of the day when I might see my name staring back at me in Easons, and it’s scarcely believable that the day has come. Even scarcerly believabler is the way it came about.

Basically, this is all the newsreader Susanna Reid’s fault. Because if I hadn’t woken up one grey morning in Birmingham before work, and hadn’t switched on the television, and hadn’t seen Danny Healy-Rae on BBC Breakfast talking about drink-driving permits for the oul boys down the pub, then I likely wouldn’t have looked out my window to see if blood was pouring from the heavens. I likely wouldn’t have referenced it in my ‘Drivetime’ column on RTÉ the following week, and without that I likely wouldn’t have been asked to write a book profiling some of the searingly unbelievable yet true stories of Irish politics.

The way I see it, politics is like Emmerdale with a lot more cash floating around. And only slightly fewer sheep. It may have a certain esoteric air about it, but politics too is filled with preposterous storylines, grave rivalries becoming strong friendships in the space of six months and vice versa, cartoonish villains and even the odd explosion. However much we try to intellectualise it, though, politics is fundamentally the study of people being people, people going mad with power (often literally) and getting into ludicrous scrapes. Ireland is the Shangri-la of such things.

In all seriousness, though, I’ve always felt that current affairs could stand to be dealt with differently. There is no godly reason why politics has to be dry, or dense, or disconnected from the rest of culture, because it’s not. Hopefully some of the stories in this book, and the way they’re presented, bear that out.

This book is far from exhaustive, but a compendium of stories I find to be indicative of the quirky, murky and the downright berserky Irish political landscape. I’ve tried to spread them round the years but have gravitated towards more recent tales because, well, have you seen the place recently?

For similar reasons, I’ve also not havered on stories or issues that have been covered extensively in other forms, for reasons of duplication and/or reader boredom. Lowry and phone licences or a Defence Minister calling the President a thundering disgrace? Old hat, man. Lowry planning to build a casino in the middle of nowhere and an Environment Minister having a sandwich thrown at him? That’s more like it!

It also includes stories from the whole island. This isn’t some sleekit way of trying to reintroduce Articles 2 and 3 or anything, but I figured given my own Ulster heritage it would be remiss of me not to.

I’ve also tried to subdue any political bias, although some people and some parties have a higher predilection for being hilarious than others. But I hope that in reading this book you will agree I’ve at least tried to be equally disparaging about all the political parties on the island. At the end of every story there is also a rating on various criteria, because 1) it’s useful to break down the specific lunacy of these things sometimes, 2) both the publishers and I are big fans of Strictly Come Dancing. Please be advised that the scores contained herein are thoroughly haphazard and ultimately pointless.

Above all else, though, this is a humour book, or at least aims to be. It’s not intended to be an academic treatise or a roadmap to recovery, but a look at the theatre of public life and the people who fill that stage, and who often fall into the orchestra pit.

I really hope you enjoy it.

Paddy Duffy
August 2013



How Do We Fare?


Enda Kenny is fond of repeating his wish that Ireland be the best small country in the world in which to do business (or BSCITWIWTDB, to give it its comically unwieldy acronym). But while Enda is intent on improving our business chops, there are plenty of things that Ireland punches above its weight in. Like punching, for example, as Ireland’s Olympic record at boxing is pretty sterling. We’re also pretty handy, proportional to our size, at churning out ace rugby stars, literary geniuses, people purporting to be Irish who’ve never been further east than Martha’s Vineyard and, as this book should go some way to proving, abject political lunacy.

But is Ireland really that bad, in relative terms? Surely mad stuff happens in parliaments throughout the world, and it’s only our proximity to events here that makes Ireland seem so particularly daft? Let’s examine the evidence.

The United States

The US has a population about 50 times as big as ours, so naturally they should be able to bring 50 times the crazy to their political sphere. There is an extent to which that is true, as the US has the distinction of being the only country I can think of that had two vice presidents who shot people. Aaron Burr was the first, shooting former Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton in a duel (a bloody duel!) in 1804, while Dick Cheney shot his quail-hunting partner, elderly lawyer Harry Whittington, in the face at close range by accident in 2006. He still hasn’t apologised. In fact, Harry apologised to Cheney for ‘all he had to go through’.

You could fill a whole book about vice-presidential madness alone, in fact. Harry Truman was essentially tricked into becoming VP in 1944, when he was invited to listen in on a phone call President Roosevelt was having with his advisors informing him of Truman’s uncertainty about taking the job. Truman heard FDR’s best disappointed puppy-dog voice and duly took the post. Except little did Truman know that the whole conversation he was listening in on was completely staged to try and guilt him into running. He was elected VP in 1945, and became President a few months later.

Vice presidents are often a punch line but even the man in the big office can make laughable blunders, often in the most serious of situations. Jimmy Carter once left the nuclear codes in a suit that was being dry cleaned. When he became President and was given his nuclear briefing, the security advisor opened the doomsday briefcase to show Jimmy what was inside, and discovered someone had left an empty beer can and a condom in there as a joke.

But honourable mention goes to America’s most ludicrous and yet awesome President, Theodore Roosevelt. This is a man who once reacted to being shot at point-blank range at a campaign rally by giving a speech 90 minutes long (the thickness of the speech in his pocket saved him, so it would have been rude not to read it after all that). For him, ‘the nuclear launch codes’ were probably the nicknames he gave his fists, and he used to love putting up his dukes with military aides to keep fit in the White House. One young charger gave him an almighty whack in the face, though, resulting in the loss of sight in his left eye. Philosophical to the end, he said in his autobiography, ‘If it had been the right eye I should have been entirely unable to shoot. Accordingly I thought it better to acknowledge that I had become an elderly man and would have to stop boxing. I then took up jiu-jitsu for a few years.’

Hard. Core.

France

Ireland has a long tradition of politicians double, triple or even quadruple jobbing, but France takes that practice to strange new places. Take Martine Aubry, for example, leader of the Socialist Party and Mayor of Lille. Simultaneously. She became the Mayor in 2001, replacing Pierre Mauroy, who had been Lille’s first citizen since 1973. As if being Mayor for 28 years wasn’t enough, he also managed to be Prime Minister for three years and one of Francois Mitterand’s closest allies. Nicolas Sarkozy also balanced being the Mayor of Neuilly with being a government minister, although he later became better known for his one-term presidency, his marriage to Carla Bruni and his alleged taking of big bundles of cash from the elderly heiress of the L’Oréal fashion house. It’s a wonder how they fit it all in.

Brazil

Any candidate who has ever run for anything will tell you that to be a politician you need a seriously thick skin. What better candidate, then, than a rhino? Cacareco the rhinoceros was a candidate in the 1958 Sao Paolo City Council election, and although po-faced election officials didn’t accept his candidacy, he garnered 100,000 votes, more than any of the main parties. Thirty years later, Tiao, described as ‘a bad-tempered chimpanzee’, was put up in Rio’s mayoral election, and again humourless officials didn’t count his votes. But it’s estimated he would have come third if they did. Sort of puts Dustin’s attempt at the presidency to shame.

Iceland

Sometimes, though, non-serious campaigns do end up getting taken quite seriously. Take the hubristically titled Best Party, founded by the comedian, actor and punk bassist Jón Gnarr. Frustrated by Iceland’s political conflagration, Gnarr set up the party with a group of like-minded individuals who had no political experience whatsoever. Their first election, only months after foundation, was for Reykjavik City Council, and announced an ‘anarcho-surrealist’ 12-point manifesto that included, ‘Free access to swimming pools for everyone and free towels: This is something that everyone should fall for, and it’s the election promise we’re most proud of’ and ‘Take those responsible for the economic collapse to court: Felt we had to include this.’

They won six out of 15 seats, making them the single biggest party on the council. But even when they were in the position to form a power-sharing agreement, The Best Party wasn’t about to ditch its core idiosyncrasy just for power, and Jón Gnarr pledged to only coalesce with parties that had seen The Wire. His favourite character is Omar, apparently. While in office, he’s dressed in drag for a Gay Pride parade, given a Christmas address while wearing a Darth Vader mask and Santa hat, and in a public discussion on Reddit revealed his favourite video games were ‘Call of Duty, Half Life and Fruit Ninja in long meetings’.

Denmark

It’s testimony to how well-adjusted Nordic countries are that even their gag candidates have a keener sense of civic duty than most of our regular ones. In 1994, after 15 years of trying, comedian Jacob Haugaard of the Union of Conscientiously Work-Shy Elements became an Independent member of the Folketing. This was an incredible achievement given the sparsity of non-aligned parliamentarians in Denmark’s system of bounteous political parties, and also because he was a practical joke candidate who never actually thought he’d win and whose main election promise was to put Nutella in army field rations. Although he kept true to his comic self (he often wore shirts that looked like patchwork quilts and when asked who he would be supporting for a coalition government, he said, ‘I didn’t side with anyone, not even myself’), he did treat his (completely accidental) role and parliament with respect. While he never extracted demands for his home turf in exchange for votes like an Independent would here, he actually did manage to get Nutella in army rations.

The UK

Being the mother of all parliaments, most of the UK’s political craziness comes from the centuries of tradition stacked up and up. Even one of the key positions in world politics, the role of Prime Minister, has been augmented and amended over time, like a constitutional game of Buckaroo.

In 1839 a young Queen Victoria invited one of the steadily more powerful PMs, Robert Peel, to form a Tory government. He said no problem, as long as Victoria sacked her chambermaids, who were all related to high-rolling Whig officials of the previous administration. Victoria told him where to go and asked Lord Melbourne to take over again, prompting what became known as the Bedchamber Crisis. Victorians were an innocent bunch.

In more recent times, prime ministers have had to deal with crises a bit less Downton Abbey in structure. Sir Alec Douglas Home, for example, foiled an attempted kidnapping at his friends’ home just before the 1964 election. With his friends out and his bodyguard not in the house because there was no space for him, Sir Alec, 14th Earl of Home and thoroughly decent chap, eschewed the Liam Neeson method of conflict resolution with a much more soft-soap approach, reminding the left-wing students trying to lift him that if they did, the Tories would win a landslide. He also offered them beer. It worked. Prime ministers were never left quite so exposed again, but another step up in security took place in the early 1980s after the Brighton bombing. It didn’t stop the IRA from launching a mortar attack on Downing Street in February 1991, though, and John Major (who wasn’t the original target, as Margaret Thatcher was turfed out of office unexpectedly in November 1990 but hey, in for a penny, right?) responded to the almighty blast by emerging from under the table and saying to his cabinet, with surprising James Bond-esque sang-froid, ‘I think we had better start again somewhere else.’

One of the UK’s odd old political traditions has had a bit of an effect on Irish politics of late. In 2011 Gerry Adams wanted to run for a Dáil seat in Louth, meaning he would have to relinquish his Westminster seat for West Belfast. Except, he couldn’t. Because the laws were established at a time when death was the only excuse for not seeing out your term, MPs can’t technically resign. They instead have to step through a constitutional waiting room and take a notional paid position of the crown, the stewardship of the Chiltern Hundreds or the Manor of Northstead, to preclude them from being an MP. It’s been done that way for hundreds of years, but lifelong Commons absentee Gerry Adams took exception, essentially saying it was stupid he had to pretend to look after a few fields just to get out of Westminster. Everyone else either laughed at the ludicrous quaintness of it all, or laughed at the republicans’ republican having to take a crown position to leave the Queen’s parliament.

South Korea

It may be better known for cars, futuristic technological capability and chubby-faced rappers miming horse racing, but South Korea has also become known as home to one of the world’s scrappiest parliaments. The Korea Times ran an article titled ‘Hall of Violence’ that wrung its hands at the nation’s legislature’s increasing capacity for brawling, and with good reason. In 2004, as their President was being impeached, a full-scale ballroom blitz broke out, with punches and mahogany chests being thrown recklessly. One man crashed his jeep into parliament shouting, ‘I’ll kill you all.’ In 2009 they were at it again, as Opposition members tried to storm a government committee meeting with sledgehammers and hoses. On the other side of the meeting-room doors, government reps, well ready for them, established a makeshift furniture barricade and, when they eventually broke through it, unleashed the fire extinguishers.

Italy

Ah, yes, the big kahuna of the bizarre political field. It’s quite a feat that in a country that has had 40 prime ministers since the war, four of them have been Silvio Berlusconi. The owner of AC Milan and most of the commercial TV networks also had the longest continual run as PM since the war, at just shy of five years. Extraordinary, when you consider most Italian governments last as long as a special Director’s Cut of Gone with the Wind.

It’s even more extraordinary when you consider what an embarrassing lunatic Silvio is. In fact, a quick Google search of the words ‘Silvio Berlusconi ridiculous disaster’ will tell you all you need to know, but to give the highlights, he’s been involved in massive conflicts of interest and incalculable court cases, appointed women to cabinet because he fancied them, held illicit bunga bunga parties involving minors, once claimed people should invest in Italy ‘because we have many beautiful secretaries’, said the victims of the L’Aquila earthquake should ‘think of it as a camping trip’, lionised Mussolini at a Holocaust memorial and referred to himself as ‘the Jesus Christ of Italian politics’. He also had strippers dress up as Barack Obama for him. I could literally go on all year.

[image: image]

So, is Ireland’s political sphere really much more odd than all that? Well, read on …



They Said What?!




The Time Conor Lenihan Advocated Specious Nonsense


Vive la difference isn’t a bad motto by which to live your life. Of course, there are some people whose views on certain matters are so out there, so wilfully contrary, that the difference ends up pretty hard to live with: BNP’ers, Flat Earth’ers, Teabagg’ers, Climate Change Deny’ers, Kevin My’ers.

Also falling rather neatly into that category are anti-evolution theorists, who often have a view of the world so bizarrely simplistic, their argument itself sort of proves Darwin right.

Of course, as we learned with those PG Tips ads of the 1980s, you can dress pretty much anything up to look respectable. And so, John J. May tried to put an academic spin on the notion that we don’t in fact share a provenance with monkeys, tea-making ones or otherwise.

He called it The Origin of Specious Nonsense (a pretty  good pun, in fairness to him), but even more of a coup than the title was who he got to launch the book: Conor Lenihan. Not just a sitting TD and member of one of Ireland’s biggest political dynasties, but a junior minister. And not just a junior minister, but a junior minister for science. SCIENCE.

[image: image]

This was of course not remotely the first time Conor Lenihan (who also provided one of the All-Time Great Ructions on Vincent Browne’s show when he took exception to a question, lost the head and threatened to meet Vincent ‘head on’) had found himself in an embarrassing position completely counter to where he should have been. He achieved a certain notoriety when he said Joe Higgins should ‘stick to the kebabs’, a reference to Higgins’ campaign for Turkish workers’ rights. He was a junior minister at Foreign Affairs at the time. With special responsibility for Overseas Development and Human Rights.

Inevitably, such incongruity left people incredulous. The world-famous scientist P.Z. Myers, who had just been in Ireland on a lecture tour, expressed shock that a Minister for Science would lend such a book credibility. Lenihan’s retort was two-pronged: a) he wasn’t launching it as Minister for Science, but because the author was a constituent, and b) that just because he was launching it didn’t necessarily mean he endorsed it. Clientelism or cognitive dissonance, take your pick!

In the end, May was so mortified at the shellacking that Lenihan took that he asked him not to launch the book after all, pointing specifically to his being ‘eviscerated’ on a political website. Much like everything else, the internet is a classic example of Survival of the Fittest.

[image: image]

Perpetual Embarrassment Rating: 10/10

Conor Lenihan is the Usain Bolt of political mortification.

National Peril-o-meter: 5/10

Thankfully, Conor’s innate ability for disaster means he’s never too close to any red buttons.

‘Ah, lads!’ Rating: 9/10

It’d be like writing a book about modern medicine and getting it launched by a team of leeches.

Book title pun rating: 8/10

But Darwin probably beats him at everything else.



The Time the Healy-Rae Brothers Tried to Revolutionise Irish Transport


Daniel ‘The Liberator’ O’Connell, one of the greatest Irishmen who ever lived? He’s one. J.B. Keane, preeminent wordsmith of his day? There’s another one. Thomas Crean, intrepid adventurer and one-man snow plough? Him too. Hell, so was William Melville, the man who put the ‘M’ in MI5. As this list shows, some of the most distinguished Irish people have been Kerry people.

But, like a once razor-sharp comic making films where he plays 17 characters, all flatulent, Kerry’s batting average of greats has gone down dramatically recently. Case in point: the Healy-Raes.

For years, Jackie, the Don Corleone of the outfit, was a rank-and-file Fianna Fáiler, helping candidates down the western seaboard get elected before getting himself on Kerry County Council in 1973. And it’s in the local business he may well have stayed, until this ‘supreme political strategist’ was passed over for a place on the party General Election ticket in 1997. So he ran off his own steam instead, topped the poll, and became a disproportionate and terrifying influence on government until he retired in 2011.

Fast forward a decade and a half and with the Don of the family stepping down, that left his ladeens Danny (who, continuing the Sicilian metaphor, is Sonny) and Michael (who is, eh, Michael) leading the way. And taking after their Da, they weren’t backward at coming forward with ideas for a brave new Ireland. First stop: number plates.

In February 2012, the freshman TD Michael Healy-Rae had a great idea to aid the Irish motor market, and ease the jitters of cash-flush triskaidekaphobes in one fell swoop, by suggesting cars sold the following year not bear the number 13. Hell, if they omit them from aeroplanes and Formula One cars, why not the everyday man’s motor?

His logic, inevitably, was incredibly simple: ‘People … are after going to the garages and saying they’ll wait until the next year.’

Amazingly, number plates saying ‘131’ or ‘132’ actually ended up on our roads. Curiously, legislation concerning unbreakable wing mirrors, prohibiting black cat crossings or putting ladders on roof brackets didn’t get nearly as far.

But the Healy-Rae ideas fan belt was only getting warmed up. With an innate sense for how to get attention that would rival Peter Mandelson, Danny Healy-Rae announced his novel idea for rural renewal in early 2013: let people drive half cut so they won’t feel lonely. His suggestion was that ‘… gardai issue permits to persons living in rural isolated areas to allow them to drive home from their nearest pub, after having two or three drinks, on little-used roads, driving at very low speeds’.

He then added a gem of reductive psychology: ‘This would greatly benefit people living alone looking at four walls and restore some bit of social activity in local pubs and may also help prevent depression and suicide.’

The fact that people just couldn’t go down to the pub to meet the lads over a glass of Sprite being part of the problem seemed lost on him, as was the notion that the only safe way to negotiate rural roads at the best of times is by helicopter. Or indeed that the lack of public transport he lamented was precisely the sort of thing a county councillor like himself should amend. Though in fairness to him, it must have been hard to conceive of such notions when his media calendar was so busy.

The story was like tipping a supermarket meat counter into a piranha pool for the world media. Especially so when the politician in question looks like a man just home from a wedding in every photo ever taken of him. News stations in the US, Canada and Australia took the bait, as did four German stations, where Danny appears to have become the new Hasselhoff. The Irish Examiner reported that a filmmaker was making a (I can only imagine Spinal Tap-esque) documentary about him.

In an unlikely twist, he even got interviewed for German Playboy, and in a rather neat Irish tie-in Danny explained, with an apparent lack of knowledge about what the point of Playboy was: ‘It was the one with Rosanna Davison in it. The one where she didn’t have much on … I was further on in the magazine from her. I have three of the issues in the boot of the car, actually.’

In an interview with Susanna Reid on BBC TV Breakfast News, though, Danny was less impressive, starting the interview by referring to the show’s ‘listeners’, a sure-fire way to prove you’re a man with the head screwed on.

While news stations the world over were looking for a quote, back home people were trying desperately to shut him up. The Minister for Transport said he wasn’t indifferent to the problem of social exclusion (which, knowing Leo Varadkar, was actually a bit of a surprise) but was adamant that ‘the solution was neither alcohol nor drink driving’.

Alan Shatter put a similar kybosh on it, as did the head of the European Police Network, tersely stating, ‘If you drink, don’t drive, and if you drive, don’t drink – it’s as simple as that.’

The vast majority of the public may have either been furious at the irresponsibility of the proposal or mortified by the gobdaw on international news, but according to Danny, sure the punters in Bally-Healy-Rae were loving it.

‘The mobile hasn’t stopped,’ he said, although I wouldn’t take bets as to whether he pulled over on the hard shoulder to take any of them. ‘Most of the calls were supportive, though a few people, mainly from Dublin, were concerned about my views.’

Ah, yes, them busybodies up in Dublin, with their lattes and their buses every ten minutes. Sure what would they know about salt-of-the-earth laddybucks? They wouldn’t have any concept of the concern the Healy-Raes have for social isolation in their area.

Oh, did I mention the Healy-Raes own a pub in Kilgarvan?

[image: image]

Perpetual Embarrassment Rating: 10/10

If I need to explain why, you probably should put down your car keys.

National Peril-o-meter: 9/10

It’s all fun and games until someone drunkenly drops their car keys down a gully outside the Healy-Rae pub, and then things’ll backfire.

‘Ah, lads!’ Rating: 9/10

It’s bad enough the whole world makes gags about our drunken incompetence on Saint Patrick’s Day, without us having to endure this sort of thing in ordinary time.

What else do you suppose Danny has in his boot apart from Playboy editions?

I really don’t want to know.



The Time Twink Nearly Made Fine Gael Die of Embarrassment


In 2013, John Bruton made something of a comeback. Enough time had passed that he was still able to remember his glory days on the field, but still felt he had something to contribute as a hurler on the ditch. And so, he spoke up on abortion law when his government stayed deathly silent on the matter, and spoke of the need for the public to tighten the belt and suck up austerity while sounding like a gout-ridden major in a Wilfred Owen poem. His own leadership of Fine Gael was of course far from perfect.

In 1991, Fine Gael were as fashionable as crushed velvet pantaloons. In the four years since they left power, Fine Gael treated leaders like a Hollywood getting changed montage. Garret with his professor look wouldn’t do any more, then a formal Alan Dukes emerged but got the thumbs down too. Finally, a beaming John Bruton stepped out, all flannel shirt and dungarees. A beleaguered party went, ‘Feck it, that’ll do.’

Being what Des O’Malley called ‘a bull in a china shop’, though, John Bruton was keenly aware of his image problem, a dinner dance man in an increasingly ravey world. Charles Haughey may have been like House of Cards’ Francis Urquhart, but John Bruton was 100 per cent Frank Spencer.

To make over his image, Bruton brought in a hired gun: Sharpe writer and blunt political weapon, Eoghan Harris. He was just moving out of his red period (having hitherto been the doyen of the Workers’ Party) and segueing into his blue period with Fine Gael (he’d later go a few shades darker with the Ulster Unionists). Long before he became bosom buddies with Bertie, Harris joined Fine Gael because of Bruton’s ‘highly passionate views’ on Northern Ireland, and he was intent on getting the man into office. One commentator of the time said, ‘If Harris can do it with that crew then he can title himself a genius.’ Harris, you suspect, would readily accept that title.

With such palpable brilliance at the helm of Fine Gael’s media strategy, what would Eoghan Harris do to bring Fine Gael into focus with an increasingly squinty public? Why, an American-style Árd Fheis featuring a tiresome comedienne making ribald jokes!
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