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CHAPTER ONE

There was an advert screened regularly on British television in the early nineties that you might remember. It was for Caffrey’s Irish Ale and I can remember every second of it. The scene is a crowded bar and from the snatches of conversation heard above the squealing hip-hop of House of Pain’s ‘Jump Around’ it’s clear we’re in New York. The place is packed, noisy, swaying and sweaty. We focus on a young man holding a pool cue, his dark, shoulder-length hair flopping over chocolate-brown eyes above a chin that’s strafed meticulously with stubble and clearly destined for a future in razor blade adverts. ‘We’re trying to play pool here, boys,’ he says in an Irish accent as he pokes and prods the crowd of drinkers in order to line up his shot.

Whether he succeeds in pulling off a thumping plant to wrap up the game or rips a tear in the baize and shanks the cue ball into the groin of a nearby drinker we don’t find out, as the next thing we see is the same man at the bar trying to get the attention of the bar staff. ‘Can I get a Caffrey’s, please?’ he shouts above the din.

And then the strangest thing happens. The ‘please’ hangs echoing in the air and suddenly the bar is gone. It and the heaving mass of braying New Yorkers have melted away and are  replaced by what appears to be a windswept, lonely Irish mountain; House of Pain dissolving into a soaring lament on the oboe. Our man is no longer in the bar; he’s out in the bogs somewhere in the west of Ireland, the wind teasing enviously at his immaculate hair. A full string section sweeps across the soundtrack as he gazes enigmatically into the middle distance before we cut to a shot of an old wooden fishing boat in a field, then an elderly man in a flat cap sitting by a pub window through which weak sunlight filters, then we’re in slow motion as a green-shirted hurling team trudges up a village street, all flushed cheeks, muddy knees and spent effort. Next we see a flame-haired colleen in a brown overcoat striding away across a field, throwing a glance over her shoulder that hints at a mysterious Celtic depth to her soul while at the same time promising advanced and supple sexual accomplishment. From the field we’re whisked to another village street down which a riderless bay horse, joyfully free of bridle and saddle, is galloping.

But before we can shout, ‘Loose horse! Run!’ we’re back in New York and back in the bar. Our man is now holding a full pint and looking faintly bewildered. But, what’s this? The place is empty - the swaying, honking, bellowing crowd has disappeared entirely. The final shot is of his three friends, apparently the only ones still left in a bar that had until twenty seconds ago been packed tighter than Eamonn Holmes’s cummerbund, looking at him levelly from the other side of the pool table. It’s a look that says, my friend, we understand. We understand that the glass of watery ale you’ve just purchased is about more, much more than a wincing headache, dry-mouthed nausea and crushing feelings of self-loathing tomorrow morning. It’s about your roots. You’re Irish; you’re special. Ours is a fake existence, we have no depth, no substance. But you, you’re from a place where red-haired colleens pout at you in bogs, where escaped horses are a constant  traffic hazard and where people apparently park boats in the middle of fields. In that froth-capped glass of dreams is distilled an entire culture, one that has fascinated, tantalised and seduced the world for centuries with its mythology, history, literature, music and the down-home charm of its cultural heritage.

The meaning of Ireland, it seems, can be found immersed in the contents of a pint glass in the hand of a young man with great hair in a New York bar whose friends are wondering why every time he orders a pint he falls into a slack-jawed trance. Is it to deflect from the fact that he only got himself a drink rather than his round? And anyway, where has everyone gone? While our man had been transfixed by this mental slideshow of sugary Irishness, had there been a shout of, ‘Uh-oh, lads, Declan’s having another one of his turns,’ that prompted a stampede for the exit?

We’re all familiar with this romantic notion of Ireland, with its hills, its music, its bogs, its literature, its pubs that are mimicked across the world, its easy charm, its warm welcome. The image is put about by advertisers and tourist brochures and is a myth happily propagated by the likes of that Caffrey’s ad (that particular ale, incidentally, dates back through the Celtic mists of time to, er, about 1993 and has never been available in the Republic of Ireland), and it’s one that continues to seduce the world. It also seduced me, but back then I was permanently puckered up for such teasing one-dimensional paddywhackery. The advert served only to top up the romanticised notion I had at that time of my Irish heritage, and I lapped it up.

At that time I was living in the south London suburb of Penge. It’s a place notable for the fact that Rumpole of the Bailey’s name was made by a case called the Penge Bungalow Murders and that Bill Wyman was born there. And that really is all you need to know about Penge. In my mind though, I was that  lantern-jawed hunkerama who would stare wistfully into my living room in the ad breaks during Coronation Street while I lay on the sofa balancing a Pot Noodle on my stomach. My Manhattan was Croydon, my heaving, jumping bar a dingy, old man’s boozer with a sticky carpet on the other side of the railway line and any stubble I managed to squeeze out was usually seen off sharpish by a strong gust of wind, but I was hearing the call of Erin’s Isle just as he was. My body may have been laid out and stationary but my mind was escaping Penge for Ireland. I dreamed of upping sticks and moving to a place where, like our bewildered New York friend, as far as I was concerned it wouldn’t be so much an emigration as a homecoming from emigration - despite the fact that I’d barely ever set foot there in my entire life.

This wasn’t a desire suddenly sparked by a criminally sentimental beer advert (so all you advertising folk can stop whooping and high-fiving each other for a start). My father’s family came from Ireland and my view of the world had always been drawn towards Ireland for almost as long as I could remember. As I emerged into adulthood my coquettish glances across the Irish Sea became more lingering and during the nineties began to turn into an obsession. Every time I saw that advert I knew Ireland was the place for me and vowed that one day I would live there. Much more than that, though, I wanted to be Irish and for a good while set about convincing myself - and, more importantly, other people - that I was.

That Caffrey’s ad was the final prod I needed to seize upon this ill-defined genetic memory and run with it, run like the wind into what I perceived to be my heritage. But what heritage? My dad didn’t know much about our history beyond the fact that we came from Cork and he had only a vague idea of how many generations ago the Connellys had arrived in Britain. Family politics and ancient arguments meant that he’d never  pursued it, had never questioned when we came and why we were here. Dad is English, patently so. So is my mum. I am as English as they come; I was born and raised in London of London parents. My whole life, everything I knew, was in south-east London, where I grew up in an anonymous pseudo-suburb between suburbs in a soulless hinterland largely disowned by both London and Kent. It was an undefined place; a place so ‘between’ that when people asked me where I was from I had trouble answering. I felt rootless, deprived of a grounding in a firm sense of place and belonging. Perhaps it’s no wonder, then, that in trying to define my own place in the world I seized upon an unknown quantity of blood sloshing around in me from a country that appears to be more defined than anywhere else.

 



There are few places more assertively sited in the consciousness than Ireland. What other countries have their national holiday celebrated with massive parades in major cities all over the world? Do we see St David’s Day greeted by thousands of people dressed as dragons marching through Manhattan brandishing leeks and rugby balls while Max Boyce belts out ‘The Fly-Half Factory’ from a float alongside a Hudson River dyed red? Can we go to any town in Europe and search out a Norwegian theme pub where we can drink akevitt and snack on lutefisk as Henrik Ibsen, Edvard Munch and Roald Amundsen gaze down at us from picture frames and ‘Take On Me’ plays over the speakers? No, yet thousands upon thousands take part in worldwide St Patrick’s Day celebrations every year and there’s barely a town of note left that doesn’t have at least one pub called Punchy O’Toole’s or some such, crammed with old Irish direction signs and bodhrans and sepia prints of Dublin in the rare oul’ times. Ireland, or at least a perception of Ireland, more than any other nation holds much of the world in its cultural thrall.

It’s little wonder then that a young man growing up in a place where he didn’t belong - because no one belonged there; it wasn’t really a place as such - grabbed at an apparently defined and tangible piece of genetic heritage and held on for dear life, and as he struggled to find his place in the world came to embrace it more and more.

Every week I read the Irish Post, the newspaper for the Irish community in Britain, from cover to cover, lapping up the pictures of Irish dance competitions in Coventry community centres and accounts of committee meetings from Irish associations in Huddersfield. Volumes of Joyce, Behan, Yeats and Wilde lined my shelves. A couple of them even looked like they’d been opened. I watched The Commitments over and over again until I could confidently separate (and indeed imitate) a northside Dublin accent from a southside one. I was knee deep in CDs by Planxty, the Saw Doctors and The Pogues. I shut myself away in my bedroom with a cheap acoustic guitar and learned every song from Christy Moore’s Live at The Point.

The flailing and hollering might not have impressed the neighbours but somehow I scraped a living for a good while as a musician on the Irish music scene in London, belting out the classics in smoky pubs and dark, sticky-floored venues that smelt of old cigarettes and bleach. By accident I became a very occasional and way-out-of-his-depth performer - or more accurately, hanger-on - with one of Ireland’s most successful bands of the day, playing to big crowds and hanging out backstage with some of the people whose CDs lined my shelves. Barely a night would pass when I wasn’t in some kind of venue, be it a several-thousand-capacity sell-out or the corner of a tiny Hackney pub, flailing at strings and a-hollerin’ like a banshee about the hills of Donegal, the cliffs of Dooneen, the fields of Athenry and the rocky road to Dublin, places I’d never seen and, in most cases,  couldn’t even point to on a map. I embraced this hard-drinking yet damp-eyed version of Ireland as much as I could from the depths of anonymous south London where, as I looked out at the scruffy, rain-swept streets of Penge by day and the faces belting out the old songs with me at night, be they whiskery, rheumy-eyed old men in Kilburn pubs or a concert hall full of bouncing students pissed on cheap stout, I dreamed of that red-haired colleen, loose horse and inexplicable boat in a field. I created an identity for myself that allowed me to hide behind a puffed-up pride in a nation that wasn’t my own.

My tenuous association with the famous band - often aided by my criminally overplaying my significance: after a few pints I sometimes went from being a friend who played a little bit of mandolin on stage to practically writing all the songs - afforded an ill-deserved kudos that had people asking me about the best places to visit in Ireland, the things to see, where the best craic  was to be found. I handed down my sage advice and wished them well. I’d go to pubs in Kilburn and Stockwell and sing songs of the old country with men in flat caps. I’d sit in suburban Irish theme pubs and tut at the artificiality of it all, complaining about how none of the pubs in Ireland were anything like this. The thing was, until hooking up with the band, I had never actually been to Ireland in my life. Aside from a pint or so of blood sloshing around somewhere inside me I had no more tangible connection to Ireland than I had to the teak forests of Borneo.

For all my passionate enthusiasm and wistfully expressed desire to return ‘home’, if the opportunity had arisen back then for me to actually move to Ireland, if someone had said to me, OK, here’s a ticket, off you go, the chances are I would have let out a yelp and hidden under the nearest table. For one thing I couldn’t seem to get out of Penge let alone out of the country, but the  main reason was that despite my attempts to ingratiate myself with gritty, modern Irish reality it was merely fantasy I had in mind; the fantasy of the Caffrey’s ad, the fantasy of my undefined Irish heritage and the fantasy that I would any time soon even get off the sofa, let alone move to a different country. I’d bought into the wistful, fairyland notion of Ireland, the Ireland of stone walls, fields and thatched cottages; the Ireland of country pubs, mist-shrouded mythology and flame-haired colleens, but in my heart I knew I’d never go. It was a pipe dream, an escape valve from a dreary existence. If the dream was always there then I could always hang on to it. If it became reality, then I had nothing left to dream of. If I was honest with myself my embracing of all things Irish, sincere though I felt it was at the time, was little more than a bit of wistful escapism born from a deep-set desire to belong to something.

 



As the years passed my music career experienced a swift diminuendo and other things took over, while my immersion in Irishness drained away to the occasional Guinness and the odd spin of a Christy Moore album. My mandolins and guitars moved almost imperceptibly from a spot by the front door to a spare bedroom and finally to the loft where they were left untouched for years, the dates on the backstage passes affixed to the cases receding further and further into history with each new layer of dust. Real life eclipsed daydreams, I eventually got out of Penge, and while I still acknowledged and was proud of my Irish roots, however deeply they might be buried, memories of my plastic paddy period caused me to wince with embarrassment, frequently to the point of the foetal position.

Then I met Jude, a beautiful, funny, independent, fiercely intelligent, typically dark-haired and blue-eyed girl from County Mayo in the west of Ireland who, having lived in various places  around the globe, had wound up back in Dublin. Suddenly my personal compass recalibrated itself westward across the Irish Sea once again. Having tried so hard to lose my heart to Ireland all those years ago, I’d now lost it irrevocably and speedily to a remarkable girl from its rural west. After a brief courtship based on snatched weekends with a half-unpacked bag constantly in the corner of the room and fistfuls of boarding passes scattered on the floor we decided that, with her having a proper job, I would join her permanently in Dublin.

Hence late one night a decade and half after I’d last watched that Caffrey’s advert I disembarked on to the rain-shiny tarmac of Dublin airport, collected my rucksack from the carousel, hoisted it on to my back, looked both ways for loose horses and walked out of the terminal building into the night-time drizzle to begin a whole new life in Ireland.

As I joined the weary shuffle of the taxi queue that snaked back and forth outside, I reflected on how my arrival wasn’t really supposed to be like this. I wasn’t supposed to be waiting blearily in line for a taxi behind three gabbling Polish students while the Kildare family just back from Fuerteventura behind me bumped their trolley repeatedly against my calves. Back on that Penge sofa I’d planned my arrival in my imagination and many years ago devised exactly how I would do it. A damp, shuffling taxi queue with the hybrid whiff of jet fuel and wet tarmac in my nostrils wasn’t it.

Back then, my mixed-up shamrocked mind had it that any move to Ireland would be a homecoming of sorts. At some undetermined point in the nineteenth century, somewhere in County Cork, a Connelly had packed a few possessions into an old cardboard suitcase, unfurled his cap, placed it on his head, bade his family goodbye and set off for England. I didn’t know when this was; I didn’t even know his name. Of only one thing  was I certain: that one day I’d take the Connellys back home for good.

I had the moment all planned out. I’d be on a ferry, arriving at night, standing at the prow, overcoat collar turned up against the buffeting wind as the lights of Dublin appeared on the horizon. I’d turn my face towards them, almost hearing them calling me home. I’d have a specific piece of music on my Walkman, the haunting ‘O’Carolan’s Farewell to Music’ played on the Irish harp, and my fellow passengers would accord me the same understanding and respectful glances the bloke in the Caffrey’s ad had received, recognising that here was a man who’d been away a long time but was finally coming home. I was mysterious, I was charismatic. I was the living epitome of Behan, Yeats and Cúchulainn. I was a returning prodigal. I was a complete and utter penis.

The intervening years had served to ensure the circumstances of my arrival in Ireland as a resident had a little less of the phallus about them and there was none of the ceremony, awe or knowing nods from passers-by that I’d envisaged all those years earlier. I was still slightly hungover from a wedding I’d been to the previous day and suffering that listless, slightly grumpy fatigue that flying with Ryanair seems to induce on even the shortest flights. ‘O’Carolan’s Farewell to Music’ was about as far from my mind as my old Walkman was from the cutting edge of audio technology. I was so excited about being with Jude that I didn’t even give a moment’s thought to the fact that on that night, that drizzly, unremarkable summer night, the Connellys were returning to Ireland after an absence of more than a century.

In fact for the early weeks of my time in Ireland the fact that I’d emigrated didn’t really register at all. There was the overriding happiness of being with Jude without the churning nausea of knowing that one of us would have to leave the country after  a couple of days, the excitement of moving into a new flat, with its strange aromas and unfamiliar space, finding places to put things and snuff out the echoes that go with emptiness, the initially unfamiliar patterns of swaying leaves thrown on to the wall by a lamp outside, its new smells, creaks, clunks and squeaks. There was the novelty of a new neighbourhood - the corner shop, the walk to the bus stop, neighbours to nod at - but this was all on a parochial scale; I had no real sense of the displacement I’d foisted upon myself. I’d left everything I knew; friends, family, regular haunts, old routines, everything that had ever been familiar, and traded it for another country. OK, a country that wasn’t exactly far away and that spoke the same language as me, but a country where people had different passports from me and a different currency in their pockets.

In a way, at first it was almost too easy. When our cable was connected we had all the BBC radio and television channels. The shop around the corner stocked the Guardian, The Times, the Daily Express, the Star - they were tweaked to provide Irish news coverage, but the mastheads were the same. The chocolate bars racked on the counter were the same (with, I’d come to appreciate, the honourable exceptions of the mighty Catch and the magnificent Moro). Tesco, Aldi, Currys and Lidl competed in adverts. Ikea was opening. I walked up Dublin’s famous Grafton Street past Burger King, Marks & Spencer, HMV, River Island and Vodafone.

Yet, while everything was reassuringly familiar, I began to start noticing the little things that really were different. Things like, if I saw an accident, is the number for the emergency services here 999 too? The police officers wore the same fluorescent jackets, but on the back they said GARDA instead of POLICE: the Garda Síochána, the guardians of the peace. Dublin’s pelican crossings made a space-age laser noise instead of beeping. In the  pub, you just asked for a packet of crisps and were given cheese and onion, no questions asked. You didn’t ask for a half, you asked for a ‘glass’. At six o’clock every evening the national broadcaster RTÉ broadcast the Angelus, the minute-long ringing of a church bell and pause for reflection which means that in Ireland the six o’clock news is known as the Six One News. In Ireland there are two colours of lemonade: a friend’s wife over from England was baffled when asking for a vodka and lemonade in the pub to receive the reply, ‘Red or white?’ The post boxes are green and there is no mail delivery on a Saturday. Most startling of all to someone used to the NHS, the concept of paying your GP €50 just for walking through the door was a shock, all right.

It took a while for the realisation to finally burrow through with an audible clank of shovels that I really was actually living abroad. I’d emigrated; I was an immigrant. I was now a part of Ireland’s largest ethnic minority in a country whose entire population is half the size of that of my home city. As far as my subconscious was concerned I had been largely ignoring the chunky pile of forms marked Leaving the United Kingdom as much as Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs had since I’d posted them, but I was undeniably now a foreigner. Outwardly I was in Ireland; inwardly, in some senses, I’d never left London. Even my mobile phone was still a UK one; something I realised with a yell when I finally started opening the billing statements.

I don’t know whether my younger self started tugging at my sleeve, but gradually I began to acknowledge that I was living in a new country; a fascinating, historic, beautiful, culturally marvellous place with which I had fallen utterly in unrequited love as a confused, rootless, young dreamer. Was I rejecting the follies of my younger self through a knuckle-gnawing sense of embarrassment at my rampant erstwhile plastic-paddyness? Whatever  the reason, I became aware that I had to change things. I wanted  to change things, and not just because my mobile phone bills were ruining me.

I’d never felt a sense of belonging anywhere for as long as I could remember. The identikit, identity-free suburban south-east London streets had failed to root me in any identifiable place. Yet here I was somewhere that, if the GPS of my genes was in any way accurate, gave me the best opportunity I’d ever had of putting that right. By chance, I’d arrived in the place where I’d once dreamed of living. Of all the countries in the world, I’d rolled up in this one through the beautiful accident of falling in love. It was too much of a coincidence. I had to do something about it. I had to find out if I truly belonged here.

To achieve that I needed to do two things. First of all I had to put the image of Ireland that I’d grown up with in the songs, the myths, the clichés and the dodgy beer adverts against the country itself. Find out whether the Ireland I’d fallen for all those years ago was merely one that had been inadvertently exported with the millions of Irish emigrants over the last couple of centuries, romanticised, then repackaged and rebranded into a perfectly spun image woven from the shards of the broken hearts of exiles. Their memories of home that faded slightly with each day on the building sites and with each generation, but whose warm turf fires - and pouting red-haired colleens - helped perpetuate a specific global industry of Irishness.

I’d also have to define my own Irish heritage, if such a thing even existed. For too long I’d settled for vague, woolly hints in family legends as sufficient to place me among the Irish diaspora. I had the Irish name all right, but from whom was it inherited? Who was this mysterious Cork ancestor whose name I now bore and had returned to its native country? When did he leave? And why? If I was bringing the Connelly name back to Ireland,  I’d have to find the man who’d taken it away; to complete the circle.

The impending dawn of a new year would give me the timescale: I’d give myself a calendar year to find out whether the Ireland of my imagination was anything like the real thing and I’d stop avoiding my own mythology to find out the truth behind my Irish heritage. One year to define a country and a life.

 



The first firework is a bit early. It’s away to the right and far in the distance, an orange dandelion of lights that flares briefly and melts back into the darkness. The faint ‘pock’ of its detonation arrives a good couple of seconds later, barely audible over the sound of the lapping waves on either side of us.

It’s a clear, cold night at the very end of the North Bull Wall, a thin, two-kilometre concrete finger stretching into the north side of Dublin Bay that separates the calm waters of the harbour from the choppier brine of the Irish Sea. We’re sitting on a bench, looking back towards the coastline as Bull Island, the sandy isthmus that has built up against the harbour wall over the previous couple of centuries, stretches away to our right. Above me Our Lady, Star of the Sea stands atop her slender concrete tripod, her back to the bay, looking across to the city. Orion glistens in the night sky behind her. Away to our right the midriff of the Howth peninsula, lurking black against the dark blue sky, is strung with a line of pinprick orange streetlights. To the left across the water the floodlights of Dublin port are topped by the twin chimneys of Poolbeg power station, so high that the winking beacons on the top of them are almost absorbed into Orion itself. As the coldness of the bench’s metal slats begins to seep through the thickness of my coat a firework goes off directly ahead of us, a fountain of bright green lights that must have been launched from the back garden of a house party in Artane.  There’s another nearby, then another away to the left. Then to the right. The distant bangs begin to sound like a far-off military invasion and the horizon fills with flashes and brief puffs of bright colour. A couple of hundred yards ahead, here on the wall, there’s a swoosh and a scream and a delicious moment of silent suspense before a rocket explodes with a bang that thumps our chests and scatters a cascade of red lights that illuminates our faces, before flickering and dying to leave faint trails of blue smoke against the dark.

It’s New Year’s Eve and it’s just turned midnight. I take the hipflask from my coat pocket, unscrew the top and hand it to Jude. She takes a swig and hands it back. I raise it to my mouth and lean my head back. There’s a faint sting on the lips, a slight metallic tang and the whiskey warms my throat.

‘Happy New Year,’ says Jude, wriggling in closer against the cold.

I look behind me to the sea where a container ship, its superstructure lit up like a fairground ride, glides into Dublin port with a silent grace. A couple of bonfires flicker into life on the island’s beach. I look over to the left, following the line of the coast to where the city of Dublin lies and the country beyond. In the coming dozen months I would compare the image of Ireland I grew up with to the Ireland I now live in, the country beyond the big green leprechaun hats and fake ginger beards that hang in the window of every souvenir shop and beyond pseudo-mystical adverts for gassy beer. In addition I’d try to blow away some of the mists of myth surrounding my own Irish background and find out exactly where my Irish roots lie, when they were uprooted and by whom. How different was the image I’d built up of Ireland from the reality? Just how accurate were the songs I used to sing about the place? Was the Irishness I’d craved back then anything like the real thing? Does ‘the real thing’ even  exist? Most of all, did I really belong here? The dawning of a new year had turned my face to the future, a fresh start for the calendar nudging me towards a sense of the fresh start I’d made.

We stand up from the bench and set off for home.




CHAPTER TWO

The Ireland I’d arrived in was about as far from any green-tinted, happy-go-lucky expectation you might have of the place as you could imagine because the nation was suffering from the mother and father of collective hangovers after the dramatic and spectacular end of the boom famous the world over as the Celtic Tiger. Over a period of around a decade from the mid-nineties Ireland became one of the fastest growing and most dynamic economies in the world. For the first time almost in its entire history Ireland had money in her pocket. Lots of money. More money than she’d ever had before. Whereas people had traditionally left Ireland throughout history, now they were actually showing up in droves seeking a slice of the action.

It couldn’t last. The boom was built largely and literally on the property market and in a country as small as Ireland that’s never going to be sustainable. Even I can see that, and I failed my economics A level. Twice. Huge housing estates sprang up everywhere, estates that will never be filled, not ever. It’s estimated there are as many as six hundred ‘ghost estates’ in Ireland and at the time of writing some three hundred thousand homes stand empty. If each of those has space for, say, a family of four, then that’s enough housing to accommodate a quarter of the  population of Ireland. While the old image of Ireland is of derelict, roofless stone cottages dotting the countryside, now it could conceivably become one of brand new empty houses with the manufacturer’s stickers still on each windowpane and grass growing through cracks in the driveway.

On a bus once in the midlands I passed a housing estate that practically typified Ireland’s bust in the space of a few hundred yards: a handful of houses at one end with tended lawns and cars outside giving way to empty houses, scrubby patches of grass in front and darkness behind the windows. Next were some half-finished homes in a sea of mud, gaping holes where windows should be, and finally a few naked, skeletal chimney stacks rising futilely from foundations that support nothing but ghost houses, the evaporated financial dreams of a property developer still drifting among corridors and rooms that will never be built. The derelict cottages that spatter the Irish countryside are testament to the generations of people that left; these estates mourn the people who will never come.

As a result of this flurry of overfinanced bricks and mortar, when the global recession kicked in the toe-end of its size tens landed firmly and squarely in Ireland’s knackers. The nation plummeted from being one of the world’s most dynamic economies into the worst recession of any western nation since the Great Depression of the thirties. What’s the capital of Ireland, people would ask? About a fiver, came the reply.

So as the year dawned it was greeted with trepidation and fear. Indeed, while the spent cartridges of the New Year fireworks were still hitting the ground, one Irish Times columnist wrote of ‘the least anticipated year in decades’.

‘On Monday the country will finally return to business as usual,’ he wrote. ‘We’ll tiptoe back cowering a little in anticipation of the pain to come. We know we’re going to be slapped in  the face, but we’re wondering if we’re going to get kicked up the backside and kneed in the groin at the same time.’

In timing terms, it seemed that in moving to Ireland I was up there with the bloke who’d exchanged contracts on his dream home next door to the bakery in Pudding Lane in the early summer of 1666, or the Roman citizen who moved to Pompeii in AD 79 because he liked the view of the rumbly mountain. In pretty much the couple of hours it had taken me to check in for my flight in England and touch down in Dublin, Ireland had plunged from being one of the most vibrant, cash-slathered nations in the world to the many-fathomed depths of the worst recession in generations.

There was a sense of hubris in the air, like that felt by the lottery winner who’d spanked the lot in a big blowout and ended up back in the same two-up, two-down with a broken washing machine in the front garden. The nation’s immediate prospects were gloomy and the signs of recession became more noticeable with each passing week. A dedicated mortgage shop at the bottom of Grafton Street was one of the first to close down and with its windows whitewashed was one of the most visible and emblematic everyday symbols of the economic decline. Across the country brand new office blocks stood empty, with the hopeful signs detailing square footage, the prime nature of the location and immediate availability sounding as hollow as someone pitching Pripyat as a funky holiday town while the Chernobyl number four reactor was still smoking.

The number of homeless people on the streets increased noticeably. Ireland had once been a major destination for EU labour (a sign on some freshly painted railings I saw outside the Irish parliament, the Dáil, once said ‘wet paint’ in English, Irish and Polish: by around 2006 Polish was in real terms Ireland’s second language). When I first arrived in Ireland and would  take the bus into town nearly every conversation you’d hear on the top deck would be in Polish. Even in the short time I’d been in the country, the buses were getting emptier and the Polish conversations were becoming the exception again. Something like half the foreign EU labour force in Ireland in 2004 would leave by the end of 2009.

I sensed too that the Irish were starting to ask questions about themselves and about their identity as the post-boom hangover took hold. Dublin in particular had in recent years become an energetic European capital, given a youthful vigour by an emerging generation of young professionals patronising its new coffee shops and working in offices in its redeveloped docklands, reading new glossy lifestyle magazines and shopping in swanky designer clothes outlets.

There was no finer illustration of this than the day Jude and I were in a coffee shop in the Southside suburb of Dún Laoghaire having just spent an agreeable time laughing ourselves silly at some of the more extravagant prices in a Celtic Tiger-era home-ware shop banging out what my cockney grandmother would have called ‘a load of old toot’, when a boy of no more than twelve walked in. He was wearing his school uniform. Oh bless, I thought, his mum must have told him to meet her here. Bold as brass he walked straight up to the counter and asked for a ‘skinny hot angel to go’. Jude and I looked at each other. Yes, we had heard right. Now I have no idea what a ‘skinny hot angel’ is now, let alone when I was twelve years old. I didn’t go into a coffee shop until I was probably in my mid-twenties and even then expected to be taken by the elbow and marched straight out again by someone saying something terse that ended with the phrase ‘the likes of you’. In fact when I was twelve I don’t think I even knew that coffee came in a form other than freeze-dried brown granules. Yet since the boom in Ireland twelve-year-old  schoolboys on the Southside of Dublin are strolling about, cool as you like, in posh coffee places asking for things that sound more like a porn website than a beverage. I felt like accosting him as he left and telling him he should be, I don’t know, outside the Spar drinking cider out of a plastic bottle and saying ‘word, blud’ a lot, or something.

But that’s the Southside of Dublin for you. Dead posh. The Northside on the other hand is traditionally the rougher side of the city. That’s not to say you cross the Liffey and immediately walk on to the set of The Wire, but Dublin’s more notorious estates are on the Northside. Away from the troubled parts of the Northside however, there’s a much more bohemian aspect to the place. I live on the Northside of Dublin, in a district of wide, leafy boulevards close to the sea. There’s a village feel to it, which is certainly something that helped me to assimilate. My barber, Dave, a one-man operation close to the coast, provided a perfect barometer for my assimilation in fact. Dave is the most Northside man in the world. The walls of his small room, in which there’s space only for him, his barber’s chair, and a short bench for waiting customers, is slathered with pictures and memorabilia from Dublin’s Gaelic football team, punctuated with the odd Blackburn Rovers scarf and an Elvis Presley clock. Dave has a north Dublin accent so thick you could put a pea beneath it and the princess on top and she’d still get the best night’s sleep of her life. When I first went to Dave for a haircut I understood around one word in ten as I nodded and smiled. But as my monthly visits progressed that became one in eight, then six, and is now down to about one in three. He’ll still throw me occasionally though. One day he announced, ‘I’ve got meself a mickey extension.’ My eyes looked up at his reflection in the mirror. A what?

‘A mickey extension, I’ve got meself a mickey extension,’ he  repeated, smiling enthusiastically. I was still utterly none the wiser.

He reached over and pulled a colour photograph from a shelf nearby - it was of an immaculate vintage motorcycle he’d just bought. Mickey, I realised, is Dublinese for, well, penis. Dave was telling me he’d bought himself a penis extension (later that day I saw an advert for a cable channel’s forthcoming Mickey Mouse special. The phrase ‘you’ve never had so much Mickey!’ suddenly had an entirely new context).

We also have a tremendous fish and chip shop nearby. I soon learned to refer to it as the vernacular ‘chipper’ rather than ‘chippy’, but most importantly, the chipper’s name is Beshoff’s, purveyors of the finest fish suppers in Ireland, better, I say at risk of sacrilege, even than Harry Ramsden’s in the UK. While most of Ireland’s chippers were started by Italians, its most famous chain was launched by a Ukrainian immigrant named Ivan Beshov. Beshov had participated in the 1905 mutiny on the battleship  Potemkin from where he made his way west until he landed in Ireland. He was interned in a prison camp outside Dublin on suspicion of being a German spy and on his release set up a fish and chip shop on North Strand, north of the city centre, before the Second World War. Ireland remained neutral during the war (the conflict was referred to here as ‘The Emergency’) and hence was spared the air attacks that flattened British cities and much of continental Europe. Despite this, in May 1941 German bombs fell on North Strand and killed more than thirty people in one of the city’s poorest areas. No one has ever truly discovered what happened: the theories range from Churchill ordering British airmen to fly captured German aircraft to bomb Dublin in order to draw Ireland into the war, to German pilots getting lost and mistaking the lights of Dublin for Liverpool, but as well as destroying a huge chunk of Dublin  slums the bombs reduced Ivan Beshov’s chipper to rubble. He rebuilt however, and extended his chain until the anglicised Beshoff ’s became, as it remains, one of the best known names in Dublin and beyond. Ivan, incidentally, died in 1987 at the age of 102, insisting that he was actually 104.

Just around the corner from Beshoff ’s and Dave the Barber is Connolly’s pub, known locally as The Sheds after the old fishing net sheds that used to stand there. It’s a typical local Irish pub in that it’s practically the community’s living room, all dark wood and display cases full of antique bottles of long-forgotten beers and some of the produce that used to be on sale when the pub doubled as a grocery shop. The floor is black, red and white tiles, there’s table service when it’s not busy, and televisions show big sporting events except for the one nearest the door which is tuned permanently to the horse racing. For me Dave’s barber shop serves as the daytime hub of the community; The Sheds takes over in the evenings.

For all that certain people look down on the Northside of Dublin, it’s home to me and it feels like it, from the church bells calling the faithful to Mass at 9.45 every morning to a mighty fine pint of Guinness in The Sheds, from the island and its beach a short walk away to Dave’s chair, the best place to find out what’s really going on in the locality.

Dublin is a little like an inverted London - north Londoners look down on south Londoners, who in turn don’t really care, and Southside Dubliners look down on their Northside counterparts just the same and with the same reaction.

(It’s the same nationwide, incidentally. Where Britain has its north-south divide, Ireland’s nearest equivalent is the division between the capital and the rest of the country. It’s a dichotomy that gave the English language the phrase ‘beyond the pale’: ‘the Pale’ was a fortified lowland that surrounded Dublin and the area  that was subject to English rule in the late fifteenth century and that became politically obsolete with the Tudor conquest of Ireland. Today however it remains, roughly speaking, perceived as a cultural and political barrier. Beyond the pale today are the ‘culchies’, a term that to many Dubliners means anyone from outside the city but is more generally accepted to mean a rural-dweller, a bit of a country bumpkin. Your culchie is never out of wellies and rarely without a ham sandwich (pronounced ‘hang sangidge’) and a flask of tea (pronounced ‘tay’). It’s a term that’s been reclaimed by those it seeks to lampoon and there’s now a popular Culchie Festival in Cavan which annually elects the Culchie of the Year.)

Yet even with its café culture and burgeoning class of young professionals - with new generations marching through behind them carrying their skinny hot angels - Dublin was suffering with the rest of the country. Shops and businesses were closing by the day, from boom-era start-ups to family concerns dating back to before independence. Outside Dublin whole factories and plants would close, kneecapping entire small towns with the knock-on effects of unemployment and lost income throughout the local economy. When a large global computer manufacturer announced that it would be shedding 1900 staff from its plant in Limerick, economists warned that each of those jobs underpinned four or five others in the Irish economy.

It would be a crucial year for Ireland in so many ways. Its new confidence would be shaken and its people would genuinely suffer. Could the nation go back to being one that saw net emigration again? What values, if any, would it rediscover once the hardship set in?

So, at this tender time in modern Irish history, what exactly was I trying to learn? What did I want to find? The lazy answer is ‘the real Ireland’, something I’m pretty sure doesn’t exist, any  more than there’s an unequivocally ‘real England’ or ‘real Tajikistan’. Stop half a dozen people at random across the country and their ‘real Irelands’ will all be quite different. No, what I wanted to find out was whether the image I’d been fed of Ireland and its people matched up to what I’d find actually living here.

The extreme version of this image struggled to be discerned through the thick layer of syrup with which it was smothered: the Ireland of stone cottages, bogs, sheep being driven along the lane, a land populated by a people couched in rural wisdom, living in thrall of fairies and who started every utterance with ‘begorrah’. It’s an Ireland where modernity and urbanisation never arrived, a backward rural idyll where everyone attends dances at the crossroads and spends their days sitting at the door of their cabin whittling shillelaghs. It’s the ‘Emerald Isle’, that glistening, mythical place where old men dispatch naïve wisdom from beneath jauntily angled derbies with their teeth clamped around the stalk of a clay pipe while an old fiddle lies never far from arm’s length.

 



Recently somebody sent me a link to a trailer for a new Hollywood film set in Ireland. An American woman had somehow landed in the west of Ireland and needed to get to Dublin fast. The main road to Dublin from wherever she’d ended up was a single lane, largely unmade and lined by low stone walls and the constant hazard of livestock herds meandering along stretches of it marshalled lazily by toothless, whiskery farmers. Now I may not have been here long but I’ve travelled to and from Dublin in most directions and am sure that I recall the roads being modern tarmacked affairs with a variety of vehicles heading in both directions, none of which had to be cranked with a starting handle. I’ve also noticed a distinct lack of bovine ambling on the highway and have even, gasp, seen white lines painted on the road  surfaces. Our heroine’s self-appointed chaperone was a Caffrey’s Man for the new millennium, all dark floppy hair and stubble and the twinkling eyes, straw-flecked sweater and the sort of ready charm that comes from being, you know, Irish and that. He drove a beaten-up Renault 4 and spoke with an alleged Irish accent that frequently placed him in Kansas, Melbourne and Mumbai in the space of a single sentence.

Along the way they stayed in dingy bed and breakfasts whose curtains hadn’t been opened in fifty years and were run by humble elderly couples who apparently hadn’t been aware of the outside world since about the same time. You can just imagine the fun and larks that this odd couple thrown together by happenstance had - after all, every bed and breakfast owner in Ireland these days expects two people of different genders sharing a room to be married. Anything else would just be utterly preposterous. Apparently it can take days to get to Dublin rather than a few hours, necessitating overnight stays, but then if you take into account how the odd couple had had to travel back to the fifties it’s no wonder a bit of time was added to the journey.

It’s a hackneyed, condescending image of Ireland and one that is as far from the truth as you can possibly get, a time-warped fairytale of lazy stereotypes: a simple, happy-go-lucky, essentially rural Emerald Isle, an Ireland that in fact never really existed in the first place. Maybe it originated in the wistful nostalgia of the emigrant, forced by hardship or famine to a new life in a totally alien land: of course homesickness will set in and of course the memories of home will be subconsciously airbrushed. It’s the stone cottages, tranquil countryside and down-home charm that remains while the starvation, degradation, poverty and disease is wiped away altogether, and that’s the image that’s handed down. I’ve even heard stories of distant American relatives, three or four generations removed from Ireland, visiting  family here and rebuking their hosts for having a modern tiled roof on their house rather than thatch and even for giving their children names that are not ‘Irish’ enough. Apparently, actually being Irish, born in Ireland and living in Ireland falls short if you’re not ticking all the right cultural boxes, as if Ireland has become a green-tinged, thatch-roofed Disneyland; a place so firmly embedded in the consciousness that anything slightly different is regarded with something between disbelief and horror.

Don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying that Hollywood is responsible for every leprechaun, shamrock and reference to an ‘Emerald Isle’ there’s ever been, quite the opposite: it’s an image that was once encouraged here at the highest level. On St Patrick’s Day in 1943 the then president of Ireland, Éamon de Valéra, addressed the nation on the radio and expressed his desire to see ‘a people who were satisfied with frugal comfort . . . a land whose countryside would be bright with cosy homesteads, whose fields and villages would be joyous with the sounds of industry, with the romping of sturdy children, the contest of athletic youths and the laughter of comely maidens’.

But this isn’t 1943. The Ireland I’d arrived in might have been licking its economic wounds but it was still a modern, confident European nation just like any other. Its sturdy children weren’t romping, they were Facebooking on their iPhones and the comely maidens were laughing all right, laughing at the idea they’d be satisfied with frugal comfort when there was a sale on in Topshop. It might have missed out on the massive industrialisation of its neighbours over the previous century or two, but that didn’t make Ireland a rural backwater full of amiable drunks gnawing on spuds.

Talking of drunks, there’s also the reputation the Irish have for taking a drop. The Irish have always been viewed as a nation of boozers, chronically so, whether the view is expressed jovially or  disapprovingly. It’s a frighteningly prevalent image even in modern times: in 1999 a Florida lawyer named John Stemberger, representing the family of a woman who had died in a car crash, attempted to sue the Dollar Rent-a-Car company for leasing one of their vehicles to an Irish citizen, as the Irish are a race of known abusers of alcohol. According to Stemberger, Dollar ‘knew or should have known about the unique cultural and ethnic customs existing in Ireland which involve the regular consumption of alcohol at “pubs” as a major component to [sic] Irish social life’. Dollar ‘knew or should have known that [the driver] would have a high propensity to drink alcohol.’ The suit was withdrawn after noisy complaints from Irish-American community groups and Stemberger was forced into an apology, but clearly, even allowing for the frequently bananas world of American litigation, the perception of the Irish as drunks was rife enough for Stemberger, a qualified lawyer, to feel that the stigmatising of an entire nation was strong enough grounds on which to pursue a case. What are you doing letting Séamus drive? He’s bound to be arseholed.

When I was growing up in Britain the Irish were the butt of jokes: Paddy was a bit of a thicko, he hung around with an Englishman and a Scotsman and spent much of his time going into pubs with them where he would show up his innate idiocy by providing a suitably imbecilic punchline. The Irish were also dangerous: barely a television news bulletin would pass without footage of a rubble-strewn street, its bombed buildings still smoking, or British soldiers nervously on patrol in places with exotic names like Crossmaglen and Enniskillen. Yet at school we never learned why there was trouble in Northern Ireland. I never learned why terrifying men in balaclavas were setting off explosives in my city.

So, according to the images I was assailed with growing up,  your Irishman was a simple, friendly fellow who lived a slow and lazy life among fields, playing his fiddle and sometimes taking his clay pipe out of his mouth long enough to impart some pearl of rural wisdom while the spuds were boiling. He hung around with an Englishman and Scotsman, usually in pubs (if he managed to stay in them long enough without starting a fight and smashing up the furniture), compared to whom he generally looked a bit of an idiot truth be told, but that was probably because he was permanently roaring drunk. Oh, and he’d blow you to smithereens as soon as look at you.

As I grew older however, perceptions began to change. A new kind of Irish culture was emerging from a country that seemed to be growing in confidence. U2 became the biggest rock band in the world. Acts like Clannad, Sinéad O’Connor, The Waterboys and The Pogues proffered different musical versions of Ireland and Irishness from the ethereal to the raucous.  The Commitments was one of the must-see films and indeed must-read books of the nineties. Bombs went off less regularly and eventually stopped going off altogether. Irish pubs, previously sticky isolated dens in the parts of north London and Birmingham where Irish communities would gather and the exclusive preserve of the emigrant, began to spring up all over Britain and beyond. There were even chains of them, meaning you could go to pretty much any city in the country and enter the same establishment with the same name. Irish pubs, or at least a version of them, became a franchise operation: the McDonald’s of booze. You could buy into another culture for the price of a pint and then leave it behind as soon as you left the premises. Even the Irish football team, with its exploits in the 1990 and 1994 World Cups, helped to make Ireland cool. We laughed ourselves silly at the brilliance of Father Ted and when Riverdance leapt, skipped and bounded on to our television  screens during the interval of the 1994 Eurovision Song Contest  we were absolutely blown away by this extraordinary little nation.
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