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The Salt Water Garglers of Cill na Seacht nIníon
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The ​Atlantic wind was battering all sorts of crap out of the ship’s bell outside the Wren’s Nest. The cliff-edge pub, with its crooked chimney, coughed peat smoke into the gale. Inside, the fire roared. The stout flowed. The talk jostled warm and loud. This was Cill na Seacht nIníon—or, if you believe the postcards, the Church of the Seven Daughters.

Near the fire sat Tadhg O’Shea, fisherman and joker, one boot off, watching the steam curl from his sock. He took a gulp of Guinness, then coughed and sneezed—a wet, phlegmy phffftoooarghhhhgahhhhzz, half walrus honk, half dying accordion. A glistening snot bubble ballooned from his nostril, wobbled, then dropped.

Seamus roared, “Jesus, Tadhg, that was nearly ‘The Wild Rover.’ Bet you can’t gargle it with seawater.” He thumped a whiskey jar of Atlantic brine on the counter, dragged in that morning as some half-baked hangover cure.

Tadhg smeared the bubble across his jersey, eyes gleaming now. He stood, raised the jar with a nod at Seamus, and, with a showman’s grin, took a hefty swig. Then he began to gargle.

It sounded like a pig caught in a briar—high, jagged squeals. He hacked, spat a mist of salt across a table, then tried again: short, choking gulps, bubbles sliding from his lips. At last, a note rose like a seagull’s cry, and the pub fell silent. “Sure, he’s cracked in the head,” Mairead, the proprietress, shouted, “but listen to that for a bit of craic!”

Tadhg hooked his arm through Seamus’s and yanked him off the stool. “Come on with me, ye fecker.” Seamus staggered upright, muttered a slurred pact, and they both swigged from the seawater jug.

Together they lurched into “The Fields of Athenry”—Tadhg squealing sharp above Seamus’s gravelly rumble. One song bled into another until the two of them strangled out the last notes of “Danny Boy.” By then the pub was stamping, clapping, and shouting for more, pint glasses drumming the tables.

That Thursday night did not end at closing time. Word spread, and before long half the island had crammed into the Wren’s Nest for the salt-water singing. One after another, locals begged to try, spluttering and howling until the prank began to feel like a half-mad tradition.

Among the new recruits was Siobhan McCarthy, her soaring soprano long wasted on the church’s half-hearted congregation; she lent an eerie beauty to “Mo Ghile Mear.” Then lanky Padraig O’Driscoll—barely seventeen, quick with a tune—turned “The Rocky Road to Dublin” into a sloshing, choking spectacle equal parts melody and near-drowning.

And, in the corner, some swore they heard a whisper: that those who could match the sea’s own music were fated for strange fortunes.

The Wren’s Nest roared to life every Thursday. Farmers, fishermen, Aran knitters—even the priest—crammed shoulder to shoulder as the salt water garglers dipped their pint glasses into a barrel of Atlantic brine and let rip, spraying sea and song in equal measure. When the pub could hold no more, the crowd spilled into the yard and leaned against the stone walls, straining to catch the gargled mayhem.

Over Guinness and whiskey chasers, the group honed their briny ballads and argued the most pressing question of all: what in God’s name were they going to call themselves?

“Na Gargálaithe Fairsinge!”

“Sounds like a bunch of feckin’ monks, Siobhan—like we should be chantin’ in Latin, not garglin’ ‘The Rocky Road to Dublin’!”

“Ah, but fairsinge has that poetic ring to it, Tadhg—‘the vastness’—like the sea, deep and mysterious.”

Padraig swallowed the last of his whiskey. “Aye, but it also sounds like a crowd of fellas who swallowed too much seawater and couldn’t make it back to shore.”

“Fine then, Padraig. What about ‘Granolith Uisce Salann’?”

Seamus groaned. “Jesus, it sounds like a cure for a sore throat! Like somethin’ your granny would make you drink when you’re dyin’ of the flu!”

After three more rounds of Guinness, two renditions of “The Fields of Athenry,” and one failed attempt to gargle Beethoven’s “Ode to Joy”, Tadhg threw his hands in the air.

“Jaysus... We’re the Salt Water Garglers! Simple as that. Or the Garglers.”

The pub clapped its approval. The debate was settled, and so, with a clatter of glasses and laughter, the Salt Water Garglers were born.

Over the following Thursdays, Tadhg swapped his pint glass for a mason jar, swearing it gave him “a deeper, oceanic resonance”.

Siobhan demanded seawater be drawn fresh each week from the cove beyond the headland where fishermen said the tide carried the whispers of lost voices. “The right salt content makes all the difference.”

Padraig went further—dunking his head in a bucket before each performance. “Clears the throat, Seamus!” he spluttered, blinking through salt-stung eyes.

“It’ll fill your feckin’ lungs if you’re not careful.”

It was only a matter of time before the carry-ons at the Wren’s Nest drew outside attention. The Connemara Gazette sent a junior reporter, Michael Hanrahan, to investigate the “peculiar musical talents” of Cill na Seacht nIníon. On a damp Thursday evening, wedged in a corner with a dripping notebook, he watched the Garglers croak their way through “Carrickfergus”. By the final chorus, he knew he had his front-page story.

Two days later, the headline blared from newsstands: Ireland’s Wettest Musicians. Part praise, part bemusement, the piece struck a chord. The Garglers were no longer just a local oddity—they were folklore in the making.

Not long after Michael’s article, a TV crew from Galway arrived to film the Garglers’ take on “The Foggy Dew”. The clip spread like wildfire—shared by grannies on Facebook before breakfast, passed round building sites by lunchtime—and by the weekend, Dublin had called. On The Late Late Show, they gargled “The Parting Glass” to a standing ovation.

Soon they were touring pubs and parish halls across the country. In Tralee, their briny harmonies earned roaring applause; in Wexford, an old man shouted, “That ‘Danny Boy’ was the best I’ve ever heard—and I’ve been listening to it since 1942!” One priest in Clare insisted they gargle “Ave Maria” with holy water and declared it “miraculous”.

Galway was charmed, the isles were floored, but Belfast was another matter—a city that had cheered and booed in the same breath for generations.

The Crown Liquor Saloon was heaving, its mosaic floors sticky with stout, its stained-glass snugs spilling with voices. The audience was stiff and sceptical, pints half-drained but gripped tightly. The choice of song was not lost on anyone—“The Foggy Dew” carried a weight in Belfast that could sour a room as quick as it could stir it. Tadhg launched into it, Siobhan’s voice rose like a ghost from the depths, Seamus’s undertones rumbled through the floorboards, and slowly the din gave way. A man at the bar—who’d spent the first verse scowling into his Harp—paused mid-gulp and muttered, “Well now, would ya listen to that...” In Belfast, the mutter was as good as a standing ovation.

Padraig closed the show with “The Rocky Road to Dublin”, and the crowd rose as one, clapping and stomping for an encore. A lad near the front thumped his pint on the bar, froth sloshing over the rim, and bellowed, “Give them the keys to the city!”

In Dublin, they performed at Vicar Street to a packed house, the walls humming with conversation and clinking glasses. By the second song, a lad on the balcony was conducting the Garglers with his pint. A blonde-haired woman in the front row tilted her head back, took a giant swig of her vodka and Red Bull, and started gargling along in pure ecstasy. A group near the bar had started a slow, swaying embrace that had nothing to do with drink and everything to do with the rhythm.

Critics were split—some called them mad Irish geniuses, others brushed them off as “just a novelty act”. One columnist wrote, “More spit than spectacle”.

The Garglers remained unconcerned. The crowds loved them. They rode a wave of success—loud, messy, their own.

Their “Raglan Road” moved audiences to tears—not only because of the song’s sadness but also because Seamus’s deep baritone made it sound like the ghost of Patrick Kavanagh had stumbled into the pub, pint in hand, railing about lost love and bad luck.

They performed it in the Bailey, the spot where Kavanagh first handed the poem to Luke Kelly of The Dubliners, who gave it song and legend. Near the bar, a man in a scally cap swirled the last of his whiskey and muttered, “Kavanagh’d be sobbin’ into his pint if he heard that.” Their last song, “Irish Lullaby”, was a soft farewell, floating through the crowd like a blessing, sending everyone home wrapped in a haze of song and stout.

Days blurred—long hauls, pints after encores, draughty B&Bs. Laughter outweighed quarrels, though Padraig pushed for new songs and Siobhan worried they were a novelty. Tadhg only laughed. “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it,” he’d say, raising his seawater jar.

In Ennis, a woman in a sequined cardigan pressed a rosary into Siobhan’s hand, saying she’d never heard “Mo Ghile Mear” sung “so close to heaven”. In Sligo, a man in a fishing cap slipped Tadhg a wink and a bottle of poitín “for emergencies only”.

After touring across Ireland and gaining nationwide fame, the Garglers reached a turning point during a sold-out night at Vienna’s WUK, the great hall humming under iron beams and old brick—far from the damp snug of the Wren’s Nest.

Tadhg stepped forward, letting the hush stretch before he started gargling “She Moved Through the Fair”. His voice carried clear and steady. But mid-note, he stopped dead.

A strangled sound caught in his throat, his eyes flaring wide. He clutched at his neck, colour rushing to his face as he staggered back, the song collapsing into silence. Seamus thumped his back. A cough split the quiet, followed by a ragged gasp—then something small and round flew from Tadhg’s mouth, skittering across the stage and ricocheting off the woodwork. Once. Twice. The third roll slowed, and the thing came to rest in the spotlight.

A pearl.

Seamus stooped, lifted it carefully, turning it in the light.

Gasping for air, Tadhg rasped, “What in the name of all things holy...?” He snatched the pearl from Seamus’s hand and stuffed it into his pocket.

The incident was prominently reported in the Inis Mór Chronicle on the Aran Islands.

Pearl Choked Out by Irish Gargler in Vienna.

Fans debated with passion—some proclaimed it a divine gift from the sea, others dismissed it as a freak accident. The local priest called it “a warning”, the ferryman swore it was “a blessing”, and a pub owner, never one to waste words, said only, “It’ll bring trade.” The oldest fisherman in Cill na Seacht nIníon sent a letter to the newspaper, claiming, “The sea only gives back what it has marked. He’d best keep it close.”

Galway was buzzing. The Garglers were between sets in Tigh Neachtain’s on Cross Street, nursing their pints and basking in their success.

“Something’s after changing,” Siobhan said. “We were grand before, but now? Jaysus, we’re somethin’ else entirely.”

“I’ll tell you what’s changed.” Tadhg pulled the pearl from his pocket. “This beauty. Since Vienna, we’ve been perfect—thank you, Seamus.”

“Aye, well, it’s that or they’re simply too polite to say we sound like a drownin’ choir.”

“Ah, will ya stop?” said Siobhan. “It’s a bit of shell, not a bleedin’ miracle.”

Tadhg kissed the pearl. “I’m tellin’ ya. This is our lucky charm. We’ll never go wrong now.”

“Next thing, you’ll be sayin’ we should start garglin’ with holy water.”

“Don’t be givin’ him ideas, Seamus, for the love of God.”

The pearl never left Tadhg’s side. He carried it everywhere, thumbing it like a lucky stone before each show, and the music never let them down.

But with his new superstition came a new habit. He swapped seawater for whiskey in his jar—not just any whiskey, but the roughest and cheapest. “It gives the tunes warmth,” he insisted.

The others tried to intervene. Siobhan, exasperated, snapped, “You can’t gargle ‘Ode to Joy’ pissed, Tadhg!”

“Don’t tell me how to gargle.”

In Roundstone he proved her right. Mid “Raglan Road”, the whiskey scorched his throat; he belched straight through the chorus, dribbling amber down the front of his Aran jumper. The room fell quiet, then a ripple of laughter broke out—not the warm kind that lifted the roof of the Wren’s Nest, but the sharp-edged, mocking sort. Tadhg bowed with a drunken grin, pretending it was part of the act. Siobhan left the stage in silence.

The breaking point came in Cork: drunk, Tadhg stumbled during “The Rocky Road to Dublin” and pitched off the stage. Chairs scraped. Pints were set down. People were gone before the song was done.

One by one, the group disbanded. Padraig followed Siobhan. Even Seamus, loyal to a fault, threw in the towel. “I can’t do this anymore—not like this.”

Tadhg, stubborn as ever, refused to bend. “I don’t need them. I’ve got this.” He patted his pocket where the pearl lay, as if it were the only partner he’d ever trust.

Years later, on a bitter winter’s day—it might have been a Thursday—Tadhg, weathered and alone, coat ragged, hands raw, sat hunched on a bench by the River Liffey, the grey water dragging itself past with a thousand tales.

He fumbled in his pocket and found it—smooth, absurdly precious. Old habits returned: he slipped the pearl into his mouth like a lozenge, rolling it across his tongue, tasting memory. A child’s trick. A drunk’s ritual.

He let it settle in the hollow of his cheek, closed his eyes, and let sleep take him.

The pearl slipped slowly, cutting off his breath. Panic ripped through the haze. He staggered, clutching at his throat, gagging, gasping—until a brutal cough wrenched it free. It landed with a wet thud in his open palm.

He lifted the pearl to the pale winter sun, a hacking cough escaping as he tossed it into the river.

A quiet plop, and it was gone—swallowed by the current, lost for now.

He lifted his flask to his lips; whiskey burned his throat as salt water once had. He tilted his head back and began to gargle—raw, awkward, a low gurgle between croon and choke.

“I’ve been a wild rover for many a year...”

People stopped. The hum of conversation ebbed. Faces softened, hearing not just the words, but the years braided into them.

The melody rose—the gargle steadying, sweetening, finding tune. “And I spent all me money on whiskey and beer.”

The wind carried the last note, thinned to a clear, haunting thread across the Liffey, over the Atlantic, toward the cliffs that had shaped him.

His eyes closed. He smiled, and the song ended with him.
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Day 14, February 1986 – Valentine’s Day

In 1986, South Africa was haemorrhaging. Townships burned, tear gas choked the streets, and the government clung to power like a drunk to a half-empty brandy bottle. And here we were, sent on patrol to make things better—or at least to be seen doing something.

Our Bedford truck rattled up outside a school with no fence and a football pitch worn to dust. We clambered down, rifles slung, boots sinking into the powdered dust. From the low schoolhouse came a man in khaki trousers and a crisp white shirt, walking steadily. He raised a hand in greeting. The sergeant met him with the briefest handshake, then the two moved toward the doorway, the sergeant’s shoulders set as if the whole business were an inconvenience.

Paul—our driver and de facto cultural attaché—kick-started the morning with his battered JVC ghetto blaster, stitched together with duct tape, wire, and a strip of tyre tube, its heart clamped to the Bedford’s battery. Across his lap, as always, lay his cricket bat—a silent witness from lecture halls to bush patrols, as much a limb as his own arm.

From Paul’s playlist of anti-government, anti-establishment, go-fuck-you songs, James Phillips’s “Hou My Vas Korporaal” blared out—a glorious middle finger to the powers that be. The platoon endured the jarring tune, humming as the sun bit down.

Paul, Tony, and I were soutpiele, English-speaking South Africans caught between continents; the rest, die-hard Boere. Everyone knew the score. We left their sacred cows alone, and they left ours—mostly. It was a delicate dance, full of unspoken boundaries and half-joked insults.

In the thin strip of shade beneath the Bedford, a one-eyed mongrel sprawled, ribs rising and falling with the weary rhythm of a scavenger. The dog’s good eye followed our every move, as if he’d seen enough soldiers to know better than to trust us.

The sergeant re-emerged at last—Sergeant Jakobus Stefanus Koekemoer—his face shadowed with reluctant duty, the headmaster behind him alight with hope. Clearing his throat, Koekemoer forced out, “Men... we haf... new mission. Ja. Important. For... community. This is Mister... Malu... loo... leke—uh—the headmaster.” The name snagged in his mouth.

The headmaster stepped forward. “Mister Maluleke,” he said gently, correcting him.

The sergeant scratched his neck. “Ja, we go to de dry river. We take sand. We use de spades—for de bricks. Very important. Big job. For de community.” The words sagged and collapsed.

Tony broke the silence. “Sarge, are we soldiers or builders now?”

The sergeant’s glare said it all. “Builders and soldiers, no jokes. You carry sand for future peoples.” His last words hung limp.

The headmaster, beaming, clapped him on the shoulder. “Yes! Your sergeant is a great man!”

The sergeant winced, struggling to keep composure.

Paul raised his bat with a grin. “Sarge looks like he’d rather be anywhere else. His entire bloodline has been insulted.”

Tony spat into the dust. “Gatkruip patrollie, bru—brown-nosing patrol. The headmaster’s got him by the balls.”

We bit back our laughter as the sergeant straightened. “Okay, manne! Get ready. We go now!”

That kicked off the great sand-hauling mission of 1986.

It was bloody hot. Our fatigues were soaked with sweat as we shovelled load after load of sand into the Bedford. Half of the platoon dozed in the shade, snoring like beasts in a pen.

The villagers cheered us on, their eyes bright with amusement and hope. Their cheers rose and fell with the Bedford’s engine as it strained beneath every load. Maybe they glimpsed change in our clumsy efforts—or maybe they just relished the absurdity of soldiers reduced to labourers under their sun.

By lunch, the misery was over. Our bodies were coated in sweat and dust. While we tried to recover, Tony announced he was going to see if he could get some beers. I thought of lying down and letting the sun finish me. Eight minutes later, Tony returned—scuffed tennis ball in one hand, twelve quarts of Black Label (the legendary Zamalek) rattling in a plastic crate carried by a grinning youth.

Tony’s smile was pure mischief. “Right, you fuckers,” he shouted, “cricket time!”

We rallied as if on a mission—not from God, but from the crate of Zamalek. Beer first, cricket second; the order was clear.

We downed the bottles. When the last was gone, the crate was dragged onto the pitch, serving as a makeshift wicket.

Paul marked out the length of a cricket pitch on the dusty football ground, counting strides aloud—one, two... five... twenty-four—stretching the last step with a grunt before dropping a rock to mark the bowler’s crease. At the far end, Tony stood ready, a streak of zinc down his nose like Allan Donald, rolling his shoulders, rubbing the tennis ball on his trousers, practising his run-up.

The noise drew children from doorways and patches of shade until they lined the edge of the field, giggling, whispering, nudging each other. For them, soldiers turning a dust patch into a cricket field must have seemed bizarre, a break from the ordinary, something to remember and retell.

I raised my hand and called them over. They gathered slowly, shy smiles, not knowing what was happening. I kept the rules simple—hit the ball, run between the beer crate at one end and the rock at the other, keep running until the fielders finally got their hands on it and threw it back at the wicket.

Paul and Tony demonstrated the bowling and batting. The children’s eyes lit up. Laughter broke out, sharp and contagious. They understood.

The first boy stepped forward, barefoot, no older than ten. I handed him the bat—far too big for his frame. For a moment he just stood there, clutching it awkwardly. Then came the smile, crooked with mischief.

Tony marked out a lazy run. He sent down a slow ball, generous, looping toward the boy. The bat came up stiff and late but struck the ball, sending it skimming through the dust toward the outfield. “Run. Quickly, quickly!” I roared, arms threshing.

The boy kicked up dust as he tore between the wickets, his grin widening with every return. Behind him, fielders piled after the ball, tripping over one another in a storm of elbows and shins. At last, one snatched the ball and charged back, hurling it in a wild arc. It sailed hopelessly past the crate.

The game had begun.

Another crate of beer was delivered to the edge of our makeshift field, the headmaster giving a small, conspiratorial wave that suggested he might be the benefactor.

The next batter stepped up. He smashed the ball. “Quickly, quickly, QUICK-LEE, QUICK-LEE!” I bellowed. Rhythm turned to slur.

Somewhere between the third batter and my fourth bottle of Zamalek, the word slipped, cracked, re-formed in my mouth.

“QUIGGLEY, QUIGGLEY!” I howled. The syllables were mangled beyond recognition. The children at the edge of the field caught it at once, ears sharper than mine, and flung it back. “Quiggley, Quiggley!” they screamed at the runners. The chant was no longer mine, but theirs.

The game spun into delirium. Laughter and cheers met every strike. The crate toppled again and again, rebuilt with ritual patience. At one point, the batter and wicketkeeper charged at once, colliding in a storm of dust and giggles.

The rules dissolved. The game unravelled. Boundaries meant nothing. Stumpings turned into theatre, and the only constant was the chant: “QUIGGLEY, QUIGGLEY!”

Then, with perfect insolence, the music was stolen. The ghetto blaster, once thundering James Phillips and defiance, was hijacked by a village boy who fed it Lucky Dube. “Think About the Children” burst across the field, rhythms folding into the chant, beer flowing freer, the pitch becoming a dance floor.

Amid the chaos, I bowled to Paul, smacked him square on the shins, and bellowed, “Howzat! Ellbeedoubleyouuu,” while jabbing a finger skyward in mock umpire style. The kids caught it at once—but gloriously mangled it after watching me. Minutes later, every “Howzat!” turned into a long, drawn-out howl—“Elllbeeeedubbbbleeeyoooo”—arms flung wide, middle fingers brandished in the up-yours fashion, faces lit with mischief.

As the shadows stretched and the sun drowned, the one-eyed mongrel—an inscrutable judge of our lunacy—rose from beneath the truck. With the slow grace of a creature that had seen too much and cared too little, it wandered to our wicket, the beer crate half-buried in dust. It lifted its leg and pissed with unhurried contempt. Without a backward glance, it slipped into the twilight, tail ticking time on the dust.
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