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Introduction


It has been ten years since The Book of Poor Ould Fellas shone a light on one of the darkest corners in one of the darkest rooms in one of the darkest houses in one of the darkest places of Ireland, that which is inhabited by members of the forgotten tribe named in the title.


Cast out from their beloved cosy bars by the smoking ban, further confined to their unhappy dwelling places by the drink-driving laws – ‘oh why can’t they just have a cup of tea in the pub?’ is the cry from the bourgeoisie – tormented by the incessant cooking of TV chefs, they had been effectively abandoned by a society which cares nothing for their modest needs.


With their distinctive dress and their ancient customs, they were surely entitled to be officially designated an ethnic minority by the United Nations, and yet alone among all minorities of any kind they were unrecognised in any meaningful sense, except by the authors of The Book about their plight.


And now a decade has passed, and if anything that plight of theirs has become even more desperate. The Book was published just before the Great Crash, which threw up its horrors even for those who were already poor and had no voice despite the rise of social media – the poor ould fellas don’t ‘do’ social media.
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Naturally when all the money was being stolen by Wall Street, anything belonging to the poor ould fellas was stolen first – maybe a lump sum in compensation for some hideous entanglement with farm machinery from which they received about two grand after the local solicitor had stolen a share of it.


As regards the internet, they might have found the invention of online gambling to be to their advantage, as betting offices are not suitable for them any more, except they can’t open an online account because they tend not to have credit cards. Or laptops. And their enjoyment of sport in general has been diminished by the corporate culture that results in scandals such as the sell-out by the GAA to Sky Sports.


There are many other changes to the social fabric of Ireland that have left the poor ould fellas floundering even more than they had been, if that were possible. In their isolation, they tend to be taken by surprise by certain developments, so that they may arrive at the wedding of their grand-niece, only to discover that she seems to be getting married to a woman. While it makes no difference to them if that is what she wants, it all just adds to their sense of vast befuddlement at the state of the world.


They may not be aware that LGBTQI stands for ‘lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer or questioning and intersex’, though they would identify with the sufferings of any oppressed people. Indeed they may qualify under some new heading of their own, since their very existence, let alone their sexuality, is happily dismissed by those who are more fortunate – which is everyone. So it should be LGBTQI And Whatever The Poor Ould Fellas Are, and there must be a campaign for that to be established.


They are also forced to deal with the phenomenon of global warming, with vast windmills being built beside their houses, because nobody cares if they are disturbed by such things. And they receive visits from clever fellows from Dublin, describing the manifold benefits of converting their homes to solar heating – as if this is for their own good, and not the good of the clever fellow from Dublin.


The fact that Ireland is now a multiracial society is also a big change for these men who probably never encountered anyone from any other country until they were about sixty-seven years old (it goes without saying that they have never visited another country). But they are very supportive of the citizenship ceremonies that they see reported on the News, and are wondering if the day will come when they too will be recognised in some meaningful way as citizens of Ireland – up until now, they have merely been perceived as some sort of low-level public nuisance.


They do receive the occasional visit from some despairing social worker, trying to educate them about the benefits of the internet or encouraging them to acquire a smartphone, so that they can sit there and wait for someone to call … and wait … and wait …[image: image]




Words That Mean Absolutely Nothing to a Poor Ould Fella


Spotify


Streaming


WhatsApp


Hashtag


Transgender toilets


SoundCloud


Transphobic


Woke


Download


Bitcoin


Intersex


Fibre optic


Binary


Non-binary


Falafel


Hotspot


Pesto


LOL


LMAO


Pop-up shop


Hipster


Wi-Fi


Mixed martial arts


Hedge fund


iTunes


Banksy


Smoothie


Snapchat


Othered (though they are the most othered people in the world)
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LGBTQI and Whatever the Poor Ould Fellas Are


There was much rejoicing all over Ireland when the same-sex marriage came in. And it was not just members of the LGBTQI community who were celebrating the result of the 2015 referendum to extend civil marriage rights to same-sex couples.


All decent people were in favour of it, and when a majority of 62 per cent to 38 per cent was declared, the sense of achievement was perhaps best expressed by the author Sebastian Barry, who suggested that the Yes vote might serve in some small way as an apology to gay people, for what they had endured in Ireland during all the lost years of oppression and discrimination and general unpleasantness.


And now that we’re finding ways to apologise to various minorities who have been scorned or abused or just ignored, would it be totally out of the question for Ireland to find some way to say sorry to a certain section of the community to which such a gesture is probably long overdue?


Indeed, not only have the poor ould fellas been oppressed in many ways, they also have the moral authority which derives from the fact that they have never been the oppressor.


They are harmless poor divils in the most literal sense, in that they are almost incapable on any level of inflicting harm on their fellow creatures, man or beast. They are morally and emotionally incapable of it, they are physically incapable of it. They are even legally incapable of it because if a poor ould fella wakes up at dead of night from his fitful sleep to find that his isolated home is being burgled and he happens to have some form of primitive firearm at his disposal, in all likelihood if he discharges that firearm in any way that disturbs the intruders it is he and not them who will be in front of the judge.


As for devices such as Tasers or pepper spray, while they may work quite well when they are used by highly trained police officers in TV crime dramas set in Los Angeles, they are less effective in the trembling hands of a poor ould fella in a remote part of County Longford, transfixed with terror as he faces a gang of bastards from Dublin who are roaring at him to give them things that he hasn’t got.


So in such a situation, what the law requires him to do is allow the raiders to beat him savagely with baseball bats, or whatever is their weapon of choice, and to shoot his dog, Jack, if Jack offends them in any way. He must also direct them to anything of value he might have in the house, perhaps a small amount of cash that he was hoping against hope would pay for his funeral. He is not technically required to wave them goodbye and wish them ‘safe home’ as they leave his house and whatever remains of his life in ruins, though he may wish to do so in case his attitude on the night is construed as being needlessly hostile and provocative, and in the hope that they will not come back again next week for another crack at it.




Things You Will Never, Ever Find the Poor Ould Fellas Doing


Texting


Sexting


Taking a selfie


Composing a tweet


Going away for the weekend


Checking their emails


Going on a Ballymaloe course


Having a romantic night in with a member of their own or any other gender


Subscribing to Netflix


Friending someone on Facebook


Going for a run


Reading the paper online


Entering a Late Late Show competition


Buying something on eBay


Cycling just for fun


Doing anything just for fun


Drinking a cocktail


Having a stress-busting day in a spa


Entering MasterChef


Watching MasterChef


Maxing out their credit card


Walking the Camino de Santiago de Compostela


Chilling out


Going to the Electric Picnic


Queuing in a bookshop to have the book they’ve just bought signed by the author


Swimming


Buying a copy of Vanity Fair


Banking online


Not much banking offline either


Having a few friends around for a barbecue


Growing a beard


Investing in the stock market


Writing a poem


Getting counselling


Listing their hovel on Airbnb


Drinking wine


Entertaining


Taking up a hobby


Going to the theatre
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Harmless, harmless poor divils they truly are. Their function on this earth is not to cause harm, but to receive it in every conceivable fashion. So that when some of us see the letters LGBTQI, in the mind’s eye we tend to add three more letters – POF.


So we’d be looking at Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Intersex and Whatever The Poor Ould Fellas Are, which has a certain ring to it, and which would pay tribute to the poor ould fellas’ admirable record down through the years on the whole issue of what used to be called ‘gay rights’.


They didn’t give a fuck, really, what anyone did to enjoy themselves, they were just generally amazed that anyone living in Ireland could find anything enjoyable to do, of any kind. They were in fact quite liberal-minded, in their utter indifference to how other human beings might choose to define themselves and to conduct their relationships. They really did not care what any other man or woman wanted to call themselves, as long as they didn’t call in to them at four in the morning brandishing a sawn-off shotgun.


Indeed such was the extent of their indifference, it was probably as sophisticated in its own way as the attitude of the more progressive citizens of Paris or Copenhagen. If a poor ould fella was walking down the road, and he saw fourteen people of the same sex engaged in some orgiastic activity, he would obviously feel bad about the fact that he might be disturbing them in some way, but otherwise he would have no complaint whatsoever to make, unless to remark that it was perhaps a bit cold for the time of year.


And, in the fullness of time, this marvellous sense of detachment would be evident too in their response to #Repealthe8th, which consisted of a tremendous inability to give one single solitary fuck about all the bad things that the pro-life movement was insisting would happen with a Yes vote.


A poor ould fella does not pass judgement on such things. If there is any judging to be done, he is not at the front of the queue, he is not even at the back of the queue, he is nowhere to be seen. Though he is judged – oh yes he is judged for things such as his conservative attire, for seeing no reason to change the perfectly good suit that he got in a closing-down sale in The Man’s Shop in 1957, for not going with the flow of fashion and design and other such ephemera.


So while the POF has not been victimised on account of his sexuality, as such, there is still that argument to be made for adding the POFs to the LGBTQI ticket, on grounds of simple human solidarity. To have them there in a kind of honorary role, as perhaps the only other grouping in the history of Ireland that didn’t totally disgrace themselves on this front.


And it would also acknowledge some of the difficulty the same-sex referendum has brought into the lives of the poor ould fellas – difficulty in this case being defined as ‘anything that is in any way different to the way they have always done things’.


From County Wexford, for example, we hear of a poor ould fella who received an invitation to the wedding of his grand-niece. A simple enough proposition on the face of it, but not so simple in its execution.
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The sight of the postman in the first place actually driving up the long and winding road to the little house was so alarming to the poor ould fella within, it might have been one of those movie scenes in which some woman in rural Iowa whose husband and five sons are off with the US army in the Second World War sees a telegram delivery boy on the horizon – no good can come of it.


So unwanted did this poor ould fella feel in general, he just couldn’t conceive of any reason why the postman might be visiting him except to hand him some sort of notice from the government informing him that, unbeknownst to him, he has committed some offence for which he must pay a terrible price.


Nor did he come to the door as the postman shoved the letter through the box, just in case whatever was being demanded of him had to be collected in person, there and then. So he waited until the delivery van drove away, and then with trembling hands he opened the letter to find it was this invitation to the wedding of his grand-niece, Mary, to Charlie in a few weeks’ time in a hotel in Gorey.


This immediately presented him with a terrible dilemma – no, he was not worried that this just didn’t give him enough time to get something to wear – he was torn between his natural reluctance to travel fifty miles to such a glittering occasion, probably in a taxi, and the fact that he felt obliged to be there. Forced to be there, if you like, because he is related to this young woman Mary, who somehow hadn’t entirely forgotten about his existence – as for his memories of Mary, he thinks he might have bought her a 99 once in Courtown when she was about four years old, but otherwise she would be a total stranger to him.


Then there was the bit about the hotel. This poor ould fella doesn’t like hotels, they are too modern, too intimidating in the ways that they expose the limitations of the ancients. He had these visions of being asked to leave by the manager because he is just too old and weak, or being trapped in the door of a hotel lift, forever.


It would have been simpler in a church, where all weddings used to be held, and which is more of a natural habitat for a poor ould fella, a place where he would be able to sit in peace without someone asking him if he wanted a skinny latte for eighteen euro. A place from which he could slip away unnoticed before everyone went to the hotel.


Now with these civil ceremonies, the whole thing happens in the hotel, in this case the Gorey Plaza, and for the poor ould fella there would be no hiding place.


But he decided to go to the wedding anyway, because it was the thing he least wanted to do – instinctively, he felt that was how it was meant to be. The word ‘plaza’ itself seemed to suggest an environment so alien to him, it might as well have been on Jupiter not in Gorey.


‘But that’s the way now,’ he said to himself, as he shuddered once more at the prospect of a taxi calling for him and him having to say to the driver, ‘Take me to the Plaza.’ Of course he considered driving his own 1979 Opel Kadett to the event, but he feared that he might draw attention to himself, and perhaps face an interrogation on the side of the road by the gardaí about the NCT, which was only a few years out of date, and the 1997 tax disc and the less-than-perfect overall condition of the vehicle, and so forth.




More Things You Will Never, Ever Find the Poor Ould Fellas Doing


Entering Operation Transformation


Watching Operation Transformation


Trying out one of the new gins


Trolling


Joining a WhatsApp group


Seeking a grant for a startup


Checking out the new restaurant in town


Having Dermot Bannon around to the hovel for Room to Improve


Volunteering to go into space


Writing letters to The Irish Times


Buying condoms


Exploring the Wild Atlantic Way


Meeting someone for lunch


Going on a diet


Joining the local theatre group or musical society


Playing golf


Renewing their passport


Having a red nose or antlers fitted to the poor ould car at Christmas


Complaining to the management of a service provider


Ordering a pizza to be delivered


Sudoku


Buying a bottle of water, still or sparkling


Picking up a copy of The Happy Pear: Recipes for Happiness


Setting up surround-sound on the television


Choosing a packet of gluten-free sausages


Buying a book on Amazon


Watching an episode of Game of Thrones


Doing a course


Having friends over for the Premier League matches on Super Sunday


Going to IKEA


Phoning someone just to catch up


Practising mindfulness


Selecting an amusing ring-tone


Flossing


Playing the guitar


Getting a coffee to take away


Doing press-ups


Moving house


Going for a long walk on the beach
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And so he found himself on the big day being dropped off at the Plaza by a taxi driver with a Dublin accent – he had never known any other kind – who charged him €300 but said he would take him back home that evening for a special discount rate of an extra €250. The poor ould fella didn’t have that kind of money on him, but in a welter of embarrassment he said that he had the money at home in an old biscuit tin. This should be acceptable to the taxi driver, which at least guaranteed that he would actually leave the poor ould fella home, as arranged.


In the room where the civil ceremony was taking place, about a hundred guests waited in a state of great anticipation, none of them acknowledging the poor ould fella as he slipped into the back row, none of them having a clue who he was or what he was doing there. Likewise he recognised none of them, because he can’t see very well.


He did notice however that Charlie, the groom, was not waiting at the front of the room, which he felt was unusual. But, then again, maybe they don’t do that any more either, maybe bride and groom just arrive at the same time.


Then he was sure that his eyesight must be going entirely, because the next thing he sees is the bride and the bridesmaid – he can’t quite make out which of them is Mary, and probably couldn’t even with 20/20 vision – walking past him, at which point he assumed that the bould Charlie must indeed be somewhere at the top of the room, waiting for Mary. The poor ould fella just can’t see him, but he surely must be there.
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