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To my family and the memory of Brendan Brolly, a man who embodied some of the very best qualities of an Irishman, and whose wake I missed.




‘It’s not that the Irish are cynical. It’s rather that they have a wonderful lack of respect for everything and everybody.’


Brendan Behan




INTRODUCTION


At various points in their history, most of the bigger European countries were obsessed with empire and occupation. For the Irish, preoccupation has always been more our style, and you can tell a lot about a country by its preoccupations.


‘Do you know who’s dead?’ isn’t a macabre indulgence: it’s a necessary bit of social glue, to the point that it’s used as a greeting. Local radio schedules put as much focus on death news as Sky Sports do on Transfer Deadline Day. As other nationalities ask ‘Isn’t this weather awful?’, we ask ‘And what time is the funeral?’ Such details are an opening into the psyche of the Irish mind, a line of enquiry that, if pursued, will tell you a great deal about what you need to know about Ireland as a country, and the people who belong to it. They are the stories I wanted to tell.


The story of Ireland is more than just Cromwell hating on Connacht and Eamon de Valera trying to create a nation that was Mary Berry levels of wholesome. It is one not just of big moments, but of little, crucial comforts. It’s a story of elegantly rambling anecdotes, surprising gifts to the world, adored delicacies, thirteen-verse-long songs, outspoken lunatics, strongly held trivial opinions and audaciously rewritten rules of syntax.


It’s a story of a country where a carbonated fizzy drink is treated as a medical panacea. Of a country where a Subaru Impreza is treated with the reverence of Excalibur (fittingly enough, by lads who also congregate in circles). Of a country that can squeeze pride out of anything from a major sporting victory (or simply avoiding a major sporting defeat) to four girls with denim jackets getting a Top 10 hit on the other side of the world.


And, yes, the story of a country where there are twenty-four-hour rolling live reports about death.


In this book are a series of stories, sketches and short essays on the eclecticism of the Irish experience that, like a pointillist painting, will bring little spots together into a bigger, eye-squinting picture, from mythology to geography, via food, culture and much more besides.


Greatest among the Irish inclinations is to seek out a connection; as we speak, there are probably two Irish Antarctic explorers on separate expeditions who’ve just bumped into each other and realised one’s best friend knows the other’s da from football training. In tribute to this, I’ve linked every chapter with a postscript that attempts to capture the Irish spirit of conjecture, flight of fancy and ever-present nose for a surprising connection. I’ve named this attempt at continuity announcement after a phrase that indicates such a conversation is about to happen: Now for ya!


I hope this journey through some of the things that have preoccupied us over the life of Ireland – and not just the deaths – gives a good sense of us, a good bit of knowledge and, most of all, a good laugh.




CULTURE




A SCRATCH CARD WITH THREE STARS ON IT


In the relentless political misery of the mid-1980s, there was one ray of legislative sunshine: the National Lottery Act. Signed in 1986, it was designed to raise money for good causes across the country, its first incarnation being scratchcards. All of a sudden, newsagents became the Klondike. The rush got worse in 1988 when the Lotto started. People went so coloured ball-istic they barely noticed the Rorschach test answers senior politicians were giving when asked what they’d spend their winnings on. ‘I’d keep a bit for myself’ was Charles Haughey’s answer/understatement of the century.


The Lotto, like malaria, was a fever that was never quite going to go away. So RTÉ decided to get a piece of that action in the form of a big-money game show, and, in 1990, Winning Streak was born. And then immediately advanced to middle age.


The presenter was Mike Murphy, candid-camera prankster-cum-Irish Melvyn Bragg. He was smooth, witty and erudite, and treated the gig as a kind of bonded labour, constantly searching for the nearest route of escape. From passive aggressively insulting the audience to subtly demeaning the guests, you got the impression that he only stayed because he had a researcher tailing him, ensuring he got a cleansing listen to Bach before and after every show. Mind you, he didn’t exactly have much to work with. One contestant in 1994 said of her recent holiday that: ‘Greece is very backward.’ Murphy, equal measure aesthete and piss-take artist, replied, ‘Sure they should probably just tear down all those old buildings and start again, eh?’ This was met in traditional Winning Streak fashion: nervous monosyllabism.


The accepted wisdom that being a contestant is hard work is one of Ireland’s great paradoxes, as pretty much everyone in the country applied to be one on a weekly basis. Winning actual money on the scratchcards was of secondary importance: revealing three stars was the real prize, your golden ticket to the show – or at least, your golden ticket to the tombola where Mike would hold the dreams of the nation in an octagonal piece of clear plastic every week. To up the tension, Mike would often be stumped by the illegible writing of would-be contestants, even with the benefit of the pince-nez glasses he was wearing for just this auspicious occasion. ‘Next to join us is … Mary … something … from … what does that say, Coolock, is it? Anyway, well done, Mary, we’ll get that checked before the end of the programme.’ At which point every Mary in north Dublin could barely take the pressure, and every Mary outside it goes ‘Bloody Dublin gets everything as usual.’ At any rate, some Mary somewhere was going to have her standard-issue, cream-coloured Slaney Telecom Éireann phone melted by the end of the programme.


Once on the show, Mary and the other four lucky winners (or more often than not the terrified sons and daughters of the people who had actually won who were brought on as proxies) got to play a game of chance that was small on sense but big on money. Well done, you’ve picked the number three, that means you win seven grand, for some reason! You’ve cracked the safe with a purple key, and since it’s after 8.30 pm that means you win an Opel Corsa and a signed photo of Proinsias De Rossa! Whether through sheer confusion or the pressure of the studio lights, most contestants treated their five-figure windfall with the excitement of booking a wisdom tooth extraction appointment.


The audience, mind you, were full of the joys of spring, and whatever the RTÉ holding area had on tap. Truly, all Irish life was there: boisterous five-year-olds; fellas in their Sunday best, each with a bigger farmer head on him than the last; women wearing Fruit of the Loom sweatshirts and Deirdre Barlow glasses; elderly relatives of the contestants shouting ‘Number four, choose number four! I told you to go for number four!’ And each of them carried a banner or placard saying something along the lines of: ‘GO, MAM’, ‘BEST OF LUCK, FRANCIE FROM ALL THE LADS AT THE THIRSTY CORNCRAKE’ – or, as is traditional in Ireland: ‘JOHN 3:7.’ Arguably, the boom in early 1990s sign-making circles was the first tentative throat-clearing of the Celtic Tiger’s roar.


Audience frenzy reached a crescendo during the final round when some comparatively lucky duck whose ball emerged from a tiny tumble dryer got to Spin the Wheel. The Wheel was a gigantic Apple Mac pinwheel of death, a rainbow circle cut into coloured segments each corresponding to a monetary value. A ping pong ball would be placed on it and spun hard enough to make three revolutions, before a countdown from five started as the ball rested on a particular segment, everyone hoping it landed on black, which was a cool £250,000. This was genuinely as exciting as it got in 1990s Ireland.


Winning Streak would habitually break for the summer (so Mike could go to dinner parties, look at paintings by the Old Masters and generally feel human again) but any game show bereavement was mitigated by Fame and Fortune, a show that was almost exactly the same as Winning Streak except it was helmed by the raw charisma of Ireland’s greatest moustache, Marty Whelan. In 2002, Murphy left Winning Streak and, soul crushed anyway, decided to go all-in and became a property developer.


Since Murphy’s departure, Winning Streak has become the bailiwick of Derek Mooney (he too appeared to be delighted at the end of every show, if his manic signoff BYYEEEEEE! was anything to go by). When he left, it was presented by pretty much everyone with an RTÉ canteen pass until, in December 2014, the unthinkable happened, and Winning Streak was bumped into the summer slot.


But it lives on in our hearts. And on the walls of newsagents where they put photos of the winners who had bought their tickets there.




Now for ya: Between the high-octane tension in the studio, the conniptions among the viewers at home hoping to get on and the terminal ennui of the presenter, Winning Streak did all manner of things to the national blood pressure. But don’t worry, there’s a very Irish cure for all that …







HEART FEVER


There’s an episode of the popular-but-not-quite-The-Simpsons-popular cartoon Futurama where an appeal is made for a medical doctor. One man steps up and says, ‘I have a degree in homeopathic medicine.’ ‘You’ve got a degree in baloney!’ is the response.


Ireland has always charted an alternative path with regard to various ailments, many of which would get short shrift from the editors of The Lancet. Some of it is pretty low level: from putting a teabag on a stye in your eye to your grandparents insisting that cider vinegar sorted every ailment from a mild cut to typhoid. Sometimes, an ailment was a symptom of something else: many’s an oul’ fella knows when the weather is about to change because he gets fierce rheumatic pain in his big toe.


There are some things though that require treatment that your local GP simply can’t provide. Take, for instance, the strange case of getting measured for heart fever, a tradition that he’s become all but extinct. Symptoms for heart fever include a general sense of heaviness, malaise, listlessness or sluggishness, the sort of things regularly mentioned on commercials during The Jeremy Kyle Show. Or indeed, things you feel while watching Jeremy Kyle. When you reckon you might have it, you go to a heart fever practitioner. No training is needed to be one; it’s a gift that’s handed down the generations. Nor is it done in a medical location; normally it’s the practitioner’s kitchen.


‘So how is it measured?’, I hear you cry. Well, I’m glad you asked (because it would rather take the wind out of the sails of this chapter otherwise). Heart fever is assessed by filling a deepish cup (or ramekin, if you’re one of those Masterchef types) to the brim with oats, and then wrapping a tea towel tightly around the top. The practitioner then says a prayer quietly to themselves as they move around you, pressing the oat ramekin to your chest and back.


(At this point, having read the previous few paragraphs back to myself, I would like to reiterate that I am not making any of this up.)


When this process is concluded, something pretty extraordinary happens: the tea towel is removed and there’s a massive hole in the hitherto filled cup of oats, as if a mole snuck in and burrowed around in there. The severity of the heart fever is determined by the width and depth of the hole created in the cup. The process is repeated twice more and the oats refilled every time; each time the hole gets smaller until the third go, at which point there’s no difference. You’ll then be cleared of the heart fever by eating the cup of oats every morning. It’s never been fully explained to me why nobody skips straight to the oats without the Las Vegas magician theatrics.


The Irish respect for The Person With The Gift extends way beyond the kitchen, be it because of a tradition that goes back to our druid days or an intense loathing of forking out over €50 to see a GP. Such things, like favouring the clay from a sacred shrine over laser treatment to clear up warts or the use of a dock leaf rather than a cream to get rid of nettle stings, are held in great credence, and a leap of faith makes the medicine go down.


One old tradition that survives to this day is that of the seventh son of the seventh son, who in Ireland is believed to have healing powers. One such seventh son squared was hero of the revolution Michael Collins, who, in fairness, had spooky enough capabilities (see ‘Harrods Bonbons’). It certainly tops their prophecy in other countries: in Romania, for example, they’re said to end up as a vampire. You could always go to them for healing if you were stuck, but it’d likely take a lot out of you.


In recent times, one such, non-vampiric, seventh son squared has made a name for himself internationally for his ability as a faith healer. Danny Gallagher is the archetypal Irish shaman: he looks like Leo Sayer and his website features a picture of him standing beside a tractor with his Alsatian on the seat.


Time and again, Danny appeared to help people with intractable ailments after tablets and medical treatments seemingly failed to do the trick. Such events led to him becoming a media darling, after a fashion: he once made the front page of the News of the World, had a cheese roll with Chris Tarrant, and offered his services to the Queen Mother – to, I don’t know, make her immortal, I guess.


Of course, there are plenty of people, to say nothing of highly trained medical doctors, who for various reasons are deeply sceptical of healing hands or heart fever cures. But many others have always put great stock in it. If there’s a hole in your life, or in your cup of oats, something needs to fill it.




Now for ya: Of course, not all matters of the heart can be solved by oats and a laying on of hands. Some heart fevers need the assistance of loud music and a Jägerbomb … and a laying on of hands …







THE SHIFT


Romance of a sort comes easy to Irish people, like being imbued with wistful notions of home when living away. But on the whole, shy of folk songs, talking about sexy dark-haired ghosts loitering down the boreen, or W.B. Yeats’ overwrought designs on Maud Gonne (and rather more pragmatic subsequent designs on her daughter, Iseult), we aren’t known as being the most fulsome in our shows of devotion. At least not when we’re sober.


A part of this comes down to history and breeding rather than something intrinsically unromantic about us. In mythological times, couples were professing their undying love for each other (generally on first sight – see ‘Dimension-Traversing White Horse’) as often as they were changing into animals, which was pretty damn often. Over time, we got a lot more strict; the national motto could have been ‘Your girlfriend can sleep in the spare room’ written in Latin, hanging alongside the picture of the Sacred Heart on the wall between rooms.


A mix of strict social mores and nosey meddling meant that chaperoned matchmaking was in vogue for most of Ireland’s recent courting history, and nowhere did this better than Lisdoonvarna, a tourist resort that gained popularity for its restorative natural spa. Sure enough, there seemed to be something in the water. The last traditional matchmaker there is Willie Daly, a man who isn’t sure what exact age he is because the priest who baptised him ‘was fond of the drink’. He keeps office from the snug of his local pub, with a heaving notebook held together with string that’s full of names, numbers and vital statistics. One of the notes he makes beside entries – LOL – is telling: it doesn’t indicate a sense of humour, but Lots of Land. It’s not an unimportant thing: one of his clients, when asked what he was looking for, replied, ‘Someone to help with the sheep.’ That’s not even a euphemism.


Willie being unsure of his actual birthdate isn’t entirely ludicrous, this whole thing of men knowing the weight of the baby (or even the date) being a pretty new phenomenon. You sometimes wonder if fathers from a few generations back even knew the name of their kids. ‘I leave that kind of thing to the wife,’ he might say, aware that there’s a pint of stout settling for him down the pub.


The traditional Irish attitude to sex (‘Aaaaaagh!’ about covers it) and what it can result in has contributed to the greatest national neurosis: getting pregnant in your teens/out of wedlock. Years of woeful sex education, the main modules of which were silence and threats, haven’t helped.


Inevitably with a history like that, even recent advances can’t bring the nation from ‘blushing when seeing someone you fancy at mass’ to ‘Bryan Ferry in a jazz club’ overnight. It’s within this construct that Ireland developed a unique way of addressing buttoned-down sexual frustration: The Shift. It’s not kissing per se, that’d be too tender. A shift is more vulgar, more frenetic, more transactional. ‘Did you get the shift?’ friends would ask the morning after a night out, like they’d ask if you remembered to buy milk at the shop. For some people, pursuit of The Shift is intrinsic to a night out, and there are some places you’re more likely to get it than others.


Take Copper Face Jacks nightclub in Dublin, for example. Well, I say it’s in Dublin, it’s legal status is actually that of a rural embassy, a little bit of Mayo on the capital’s south side. It is without doubt the place to go if you want to French a random public-sector worker: if you know of any Irish couples where both parties are either a teacher, a nurse or a Garda, there’s an 80 per cent chance they met at Coppers. While Coppers as the centrepiece of Irish courtship (sorry, ‘coortship’) isn’t the most edifying notion (especially if you’re sober, in which case Dante can offer no greater horror), at least there’s (quite a lot of) physical contact, unlike the modern propensity for phone apps, which doesn’t quite cut it in such a small country. When you use Tinder in Ireland, you run a statistical risk of coming across an ex, best friend of an ex or a cousin every third swipe.


Romance might be dead in some places but that’s only because we sometimes insist on killing it. In 2014, a public display of affection between two men in a Dublin Centra store caused all manner of controversy when some people in the shop, and one homophobe in particular, made no effort to hide their revulsion. It didn’t go unchallenged though, and the checkout guy who put him in his place soon achieved have-a-go-hero internet fame.


I bet he used ‘Hey baby, I’m that sound lad from Centra’ as a chat-up line in Coppers for ages after that.




Now for ya: Of course, a shift is one thing but for some status-conscious couples, if you don’t have a decent ride there’s just no point. That’s right, a nice car …







HUGE EXHAUSTS


If you were to pore over the 1901 census (and what sort of killjoy could resist?), you’d find references to ‘Car Owner’ as an occupation, meaning someone who owned and operated a horse and carriage. Owning a car is no longer a job in Ireland, but for a large section of the population cars still represent an all-encompassing occupation. Some of these folks, had they been around at the turn of the twentieth century, would likely have been found skidding their carriages around empty horse parks. And with the number of horses around, skidding was probably pretty easy.


Dr John Colohan was the first man to own an actual motor car in Ireland, and thus the first in a long line of people to wonder what the hell he was getting from his car tax. But since then, the humble vehicle (pronounced veh-hickle, if you work in law enforcement) has become an indispensable part of Irish life. Showing off your new wheels while friends and family check it out with their arms folded saying ‘Oh aye, it’s a nice wee car all right’ is a rite of passage. Chances are, the nice wee car in question is an Opel. In the same way the German soldier in The Great Escape says ‘Good luck!’ to test whether his captor is British, if you ask someone ‘Did your da ever own an Opel?’ and the answer is no, they’re not Irish.


But not far under the surface of mainstream car culture, there exists the paramilitary wing of car enthusiasts: boy racers. Ireland has perfect conditions for the boy racer: the great rural expanse, an agricultural aptitude for makeshift engineering and the kind of derring-do that can only come from growing up in a place where being bored out of your skull is the official pastime. In times past, Irish children imagined being cowboys and Indians and adored westerns, seeing something of the Wild West in their backyard. More recently, The Dukes of Hazzard or The Fast and the Furious have filled the same role, and a Subaru has a whole cavalry of horsepower. Just like people, cars have characters. Most of the cars boy racers choose are tiny, artificially augmented or high-pitched, so make of that what you will.


Being (Honda) civic-minded folk, boy racers tend to convene in public places, normally late at night in a car park, town diamond or country crossroad. Activities of the scene include extreme folded-arms comparing notes, drag racing or the variation on donut-spinning known as diffing. If you are so inclined, you can even get bumper stickers saying ‘Sniff My Diff’ or see hundreds of videos on YouTube of lads (and it’s always lads) dramatically leaving petrol stations or leaving their own equivalent of crop circles with burning rubber at traffic light junctions.


For the less high-octane boy racer, there’s always the driving-round-the-town-ad-nauseam option, a chance to show off the car and its burgeoning accoutrements: its large exhausts replete with loud backfiring, the tinted windows, the under-suspension lighting and something that makes a farting sound when changing gears. For some reason, this motoring dressage is normally accompanied by hardcore techno or trance music, because driving round and round a town small enough to circumnavigate in sixty seconds isn’t repetitive enough as it is.


The two worlds combined beautifully when Scooter, enormously popular Hamburg techno musicians in a Hanseatic league of their own among Europe’s hyper, hyper ravers, came to tour Ireland. So the story goes, Scooter were travelling from a gig in Sligo towards Derry when they decided to visit a CD shop in Donegal Town, halfway btween the two, with the rallying cry, ‘ARE YOU READY TO PARTY?!’ The woman in the shop selling country records could have done with a bit of time. But among the Daniel O’Donnell (see ‘Cowboy Boots’), they were still able to find some stuff they liked and bought a few CDs – their own. They then proceeded to drive round the diamond blaring their own music for about twenty minutes, before driving on. If only they’d got some ‘Sniff My Diff’ bumper stickers too.




Now for ya: While some boy racers can rack up thousands of laps round their local town diamond over a few months, some car owners take the novel approach of stringing that distance out in a less circular fashion, often with a view to seeing the rest of the country …







SUMMER IN IRELAND


Before adulthood, before Ryanair became a horribly convenient means of conveyance, before apartments abroad became established practice, before ‘staycation’ was coined and thrust upon a rightfully contemptuous public, before all such aforementioned putting on airs, people in Ireland just went on holidays nearby.


These holidays, short or long, near or far, exist in the mind as one big road trip, as if memory lane was in fact a dual carriageway with bank holiday tailbacks. And with this being a pretty small and interconnected island, it’s pretty likely that the whole country’s amalgamated road trips through the long stretch in the evening were basically identical.


It starts with getting up ludicrously early, local-radio-breakfast-show-hasn’t-started-yet early, because your mum has to pack half the kitchen into the boot to account for all possible driving hunger or spontaneous picnicking contingencies. Despite having enough minerals, biscuits, chocolate and sandwiches in the car to survive a nuclear blast (see ‘Minerals’), your mum asks at every three petrol stations if anyone wants a 99 or a wee wafer. At some point, your parents will likely have a mild panic over how quickly the shared cone they got is melting.


Anyway, it’s probably best not to eat too much before you get to your first destination: Bundoran’s Waterworld. Even if you’re from Donegal, getting there makes Frodo’s security guard tour for a piece of jewellery seem like a quick jaunt. But like a MySpace profile picture, Bundoran can be beautiful given the right angle – Waterworld is the jewel in its crown.


Despite Ireland’s daring attitude about the appropriate time to go to the beach – ‘Just inside double digits and it’s not raining? IT’LL BE FINE.’ – it’s always good to have an indoor alternative. Offering slides, some sort of whirlpool effort and a simulated wave machine that gives you all the fun of outside neap tides without the sand in your feet, Waterworld is a rite of childhood passage, where a happy day goes in the blur of claustrophobic multicoloured tubing. Or the blur of togs flying off you on impact of leaving said multi-coloured tubing.


When you’ve dried off, an oddly satisfying smell of chlorine still in your nostrils, its back in the car south towards Leitrim. Several seconds later, you’re in Sligo and on the way to the next stop: Knock. Just to say a wee prayer for the journey, like.


It was there in 1879 that the Virgin Mary, St Joseph, St John the Evangelist and a lamb (nobody in heaven could house sit) appeared before a group of fifteen people who watched them in the pouring rain for over two hours, and she didn’t even sing ‘Rhiannon’. Ever since, Knock has been a shrine of Marian devotion, the centrepiece of which is the basilica, an unusually daring building for the west coast with its famous spire that looks like the top of a jousting spear.


This might all seem very boring to the kids in the back, until they see the truly terrific gift shop, a place that would make even the most dyed-in-the-wool Catholic think Martin Luther had a point. That said, you can’t beat a plastic camera with built-in photo slideshow of Pope John Paul II as a souvenir.


With the kids in the back arguing over who gets to play with the cool Knock camera and the parents annoyed that the radio signal keeps dropping into the local station, all discord is soon washed away when you get to the happiest place on earth: Galway.


They call Galway the graveyard of ambition, because when you go there, the rat race all seems a bit pointless. A city the size of a village, or at least it seems that way, the place emits easy-going good vibes and eccentricity. Galway’s inherent quirks are best illustrated by St Patrick’s Day 2005, when Shop Street’s cobbles were invisible below the teeming crowd of revellers, singing Irish songs in a compilation medley. But then, they ran out. The crowd collectively realised they’d already done ‘The Irish Rover’, ‘The Fields of Athenry’, et al. and momentarily wondered what to sing next. After a beat, a solitary voice shouted ‘CLOSE YOUR EYES!’ and, in the next breath, the whole street belted back ‘GIVE ME YOUR HAND, DARLIN!’, and proceeded to sing The Bangles’ ‘Eternal Flame’ the whole way through. Communal, comical and impossible to predict, that’s Galway.
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