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Réamhrá



Introduction





What if a language you thought was lost, buried or too daunting was there waiting for you all along, ready to spark something powerful within you? Well, I’m here to guide you on a journey that will enable you to take ownership of an Ghaeilge – the Irish language – and allow you to immerse yourself in its beauty, its culture and customs, and its history, which are all fite fuaite – interwoven – in its relationship with Hiberno-English. Maybe it’s about rekindling the embers for you, or striking the first match. Either way, set the glow alight and soon you will be shining brightly! The path is illuminated for you.


I will show you how simple and useful Irish can be in your life, and clarify concepts that once seemed so dense. Together, we will explore the meaning in our daily phrases and the psyche of our interactions. This guide will make you rethink and revitalise ár dteanga – our language. Spark your connection with Irish: start where you are, use what you have, and be part of this global process of keeping our indigenous language alive. Language is culture. Discover the hidden gems, the practical nuggets, the intricate systems that make up this unique and lyrical, hilarious and beautiful mother tongue.


The Irish language is full of seanfhocail – wise sayings or proverbs – and I have thought of my own personal favourite that captures the essence of the learning journey, which begins with lighting the spark of intention: cuir lasóg ar an tine – put a little light to the fire.


A language can lie dormant, a tiny glow in the embers waiting for a breath of air and some fresh kindling to revive the flame. The sparks of my own journey came intergenerationally, a flame carried by my grandmother. An Irish speaker, Mary Guidera was one of the most influential people in my life growing up and her words of encouragement were fuel to my fire. Grá mór – big love, she would say whenever we spoke. She encouraged me in every challenge, celebrated every triumph, and bestowed at all times, without condition, her grandmotherly love. She set alight my passion for our language.


Fanning that flame has illuminated my understanding of our culture, identity and heritage, and inspired me to help others in the same pursuit. It has shed light on the richness and alignment we can bring into our lives. So, how do we best nourish the fire – beathú a chur ar an tine? How do we let a curiosity catch, and set it ablaze? I’ve written this book to help light the way on your Irish language journey, a route to belonging, to connection with the past, to greater freedom within. Together we can turn a spark into a blaze. Fire is, after all, the only element that can make more of itself.


To start, let me tell you a little more about my own torch-carrying path. Like all good journeys, its destination was not clear at the outset …










Cuid a hAon



Part One





Cuir Lasóg ar an Tine 
Ignite the Fire












1


Ó Splanc go Lasair: Mo Thuras Gaeilge


From Spark to Flame: My Gaeilge Journey





I didn’t grow up in the Gaeltacht or an Irish-speaking household. Irish is not my first language. Yet somewhere along the way, a tiny spark for my native language began to flicker – one I didn’t fully recognise or acknowledge at the time, but one that would grow to become an integral part of my life.


The first time I remember having a tangible feeling about the Irish language was the sense of pride I felt when my American cousins came over to spend Thanksgiving with us in Dublin. I was seven years old, and I took on the role of Chief Culture Officer, showing my cousin’s new wife my Irish dancing steps, and creating a little booklet for her with the numbers and colours in Irish.


At school, despite it not being a Gaelscoil – Irish-medium school – the daily instructions were all in Irish. Frequent orders included cuirigí bhur gcathaoireacha ar an mbord – put your chairs on the table – and tógaigí amach bhur mboscaí lóin – take out your lunch boxes. The teachers would have hurried whispers of private conversations in Irish so we wouldn’t understand. At home, my family were positive about Irish, my mum being a primary school teacher, and my Nana attending Irish evening classes and a ciorcal comhrá – conversation circle.


There are old home videos of me performing poems half in Irish and half in English, having written them to celebrate a birthday or my grandparents’ wedding anniversary. It shows a time when playing with the language was normalised, when I spoke confidently and laughed at my mispronunciations and danced between the two languages with a child’s carefree nonchalance.


Secondary school quickly extinguished the flame and warped the language into an academic subject, burdened with pressure and devoid of fun. To go down the traditional route, in order to get an A in Irish in the Leaving Certificate (the final state exams), we students found ourselves memorising a script, regurgitating answers, and attending expensive, intensive grinds. It is typical to find ambitious students who can write essays on various social problems, but cannot have a conversation. Nor do they connect the language with ancestry, culture or identity. With very little opportunity or practice producing the language, apart from in contrived, learned-off expressions and structures, there is no spontaneity or natural communication. I once cheekily asked our Irish teacher what led him to teaching. He instantly quipped, ‘June, July and August, girls.’ That is, three months off each summer. The mad thing is, I don’t remember him ever speaking any Irish. Nach bhfuil sé sin craiceáilte? – Isn’t that crazy?


My Spanish teacher, on the other hand, would lead us in a Hail Mary in Spanish at the beginning of every lesson, and I can recall that prayer on command. She lived the language. She was intentional, passionate, proud and persuasive. She would organise Spanish breakfasts once per term, where she’d bake a tortilla and we would enjoy desayuno – breakfast – as a group. That is what makes the difference. Six years of learning Spanish versus fourteen years learning Irish and I felt ready to immerse myself in Spanish, but uncomfortable using Irish. I felt reasonably confident with Spanish and, if not confident, at least not traumatised. I could hold a conversation. I didn’t worry about making mistakes. I could talk around a subject if I didn’t know the exact words to get a point across. The teacher was available and engaging. When we feel positive and supported, we thrive. Creid é nó ná creid – believe it or not, the difference between a student who believes they can learn, and one who doesn’t believe it at all, is everything.


Ironically, the motto of the Gaeltacht I was kicked out of when I was thirteen years old was ‘Is fiú agus is féidir’ – It’s worth it and you can do it. I was sent home on the train from Gaillimh – Galway – to Baile Átha Cliath – Dublin – crying my eyes out, after saying eight words as Béarla – in English. I wish I could say it was down to the practice of traditional Irish teaching methods at the time, but even contemporary education can be punitive and counter-intuitive, and is perpetuated by the false narratives around language learning and the misconceived core beliefs we have about our own native language.


That initial bad experience did not deter me, however, and I returned the following year and in subsequent years. Three weeks in remote Conamara, sleeping fourteen to a room, staying up way past lights out, trying to catch the make-up thief and being woken up with a ‘Seachain do chuid Béarla!’ – Watch your English! – did have a profound effect on my Irish fluency and my respect for the language. I became a cinnire – prefect, and then príomhchinnire – head girl.


Back at school, the language being treated as just a school subject dulled the spark of love for the language that the Gaeltacht had ignited in me. I did as I was told, and got an A in the Leaving Cert. After graduating, apart from the rare token expression, Irish fell off my radar. I loved reading and writing, so I chose to study English at Trinity College, Dublin and spent four wonderful years there. During the summers, I travelled around India, built a house in South Africa as a volunteer with Habitat for Humanity and had a brief stint in Ibiza with an organisation that helped party-goers in the San Antonio nightclubs get home safely (or get to a hospital safely) but sin scéal eile – that’s another story!


When I graduated, I had my sights set on the world of publishing or communications, but life threw an opportunity at me, and I thought, ‘take more chances, dance more dances’! A friend called to say her employer at a summer camp in the Swiss Alps was hiring an equestrian to be ‘pony girl’ and asked would I like a job? Yes, I would! Next thing I know I’m on a funicular up a steep ravine. I invested what I earned that first summer in a Cambridge Celta course – Certificate of English Language Teaching for Adults, a teaching qualification that taught me, I attest, how to teach anything!


This qualification opened doors for me in top international language academies, and I got my first job teaching English in a small town in the heart of the Basque Country in northern Spain. While the classroom was rewarding, there was a hum of conflicted feelings nudging me about the fact that my students needed English to advance in their education, to access university, to move abroad and heighten career prospects, but that it was detrimental to the value put on their ancient language. Thankfully, in that part of the Basque Country, the Euskera language is spoken daily sa phobal – in the community. It was inspiring, uplifting and mesmerising. To live in the Basque Country and speak Spanish – but not Basque – was a life half-lived. To speak with local people in their own language, even making a small effort, affords you insights to the culture and history that a monolingual speaker will never enjoy.


It was there that I began to reflect on the language I had left behind. The one many of us tend to leave behind. It’s where I not only understood, but felt keenly my privilege of being a native English speaker. It awakened a consciousness in me of my relationship with the English language and with my own indigenous language, with my accent and my special version of English. A habitable grief. As Blue Niall, the rapper, producer and artist, put it in a podcast episode with me – ‘our two imperfect modes of expression’. We add poetry and flavour to English, a language we communicate with but which doesn’t hold cultural currency, and can feel lost at sea in our own ancestral tongue.


Despite the idyllic situation in the Basque village, I knew the world was enticing me onwards and upwards, towards more adventure, so I left the school and moved to Budapest and then Córdoba. I did voice-overs and accent coaching and specialised in early childhood teaching and exam preparation. The more time I spent away from Ireland, the greater the sense of cumha – homesickness, grief, longing, and a cumhacht – power. An expansiveness afforded to me by being away from Ireland, and missing it, was lingering.


My Nana was by that time living in a nursing home in Dublin and I would call her regularly. She was becoming very deaf and it was difficult to have a phone conversation, but when I switched to Irish one day, we had the most glorious chat. Every phone call, every birthday card, every conversation with her would finish with grá mór – big love. She ignited in me this grá for Gaeilge, and while I sometimes wish I had spoken more Irish to her when I had the chance, I have to practice what I teach – ná coinnigh do bhrón mar bhrón – don’t keep your sadness as sadness. Turn it into goals.


Living life without regrets led me to my next job teaching English and Zumba on the Peace Boat, a UN-accredited NGO that sets sail from Japan and navigates around the world stopping at 30 or 40 ports over four or five months, and invites academics and activists to give lectures on human development, rights, peace studies and conflict resolution. I met guests like Ela Gandhi (Mahatma Gandhi’s granddaughter) and José Mujica (the former president of Uruguay). I organised the St. Patrick’s Day festivities on board, and very soon had a daily top-deck Irish dancing club who were happy with my sparse knowledge of The Walls of Limerick, and wanted to perfect the dance. Meanwhile, an international online language platform I had worked for saw that I had Irish listed as one of my languages. They aim to offer every language in the world, and so they encouraged me to offer Irish tuition.


Yes, I was ready: ready to not be ready, but to say yes anyway. The exploration of English, breaking it down, putting it back together, interrogating its structures and sounds, had prepared me, and I knew I would be able to apply those teaching skills to our own Gaeilge.


My first student was a woman in Florida who wanted to propose to her girlfriend in Irish. Soon I had students from all over the world. I received requests from druids and Celtic priestesses, families who wanted to move to Ireland, genealogists and of course all the Duolingo devotees. Overcome with emotion and appreciation, some of them burst into tears as they started to speak Irish – and enjoy, understand and use what they were learning.


Time zones apart, we were connected, with our notebooks and coffee and bright smiles and earnestness. Designing a curriculum, informed by my research on learning strategies and language teaching methodologies, was thrilling. I was able to reveal the patterns, logic and satisfying structures of the language that were never explained to me in school. I was unravelling and undoing the conditioning. I was discovering such depths of beauty and wisdom in the language, and found fulfilment in sharing it with my students. I read voraciously online, scouring dictionaries and translating grammar books into more accessible, joyful, engaging, user-friendly resources. At that time there was a dearth of materials and what existed was dry and off-putting, but I devoured forums where people would argue over the nitty gritty of the grammar. I enrolled in advanced courses myself to upskill and to boost my accuracy and fluency. I spent time in different Gaeltacht regions to study nuances in the different dialects and to broaden my knowledge. I began to shake myself free from feelings of inadequacy. The phrase ‘imposter syndrome’ is not a native Irish one, and my Nana had taught me that ‘failure is not in your vocabulary’.


I was now self-employed full time, and made the decision to teach Irish only. I realised that teaching Irish was something I looked forward to and found purpose in. It was so meaningful for me to explore the intricacies and indigenous insights that lit up this language.


Go tobann – suddenly my calendar was overflowing and my students were accelerating their learning. I mean, the giddy goats were waking up at 3am for lessons, talking to their horses in Kentucky through Irish, writing wedding speeches in Irish, learning the songs their grandfather sang to them when they were young. They were getting excited to properly understand the Modh Coinníollach – Conditional Mood (or tense) – and the Tuiseal Ginideach – genitive case – the two bad boys of the grammar books. My students couldn’t fathom why kids and teenagers in Ireland gave out about their free, daily, hour-long lessons. While students in Ireland were learning the language mindlessly off by heart, these enthusiasts were learning from the heart and with an open mind.


But when I told people in Ireland that I taught Irish, they asked ‘Who the hell would want to learn Irish?’


I had to challenge the stigma around our native language. I set up social media accounts – Irish with Mollie – and shared short videos teaching words and expressions, etymology and learning resources. My aim was to reach more people and spread the language – to demystify it, to democratise it and to let you know it’s yours. The videos resonated with people and soon I was being recognised on the street, interviewed by The Irish Times, invited to speak at festivals and on the radio and being called a ‘language healer’. I created self-paced courses with on-demand materials, and now I have over 9,000 students in over 70 countries, a podcast, a newsletter and immersive retreats. We have conversation groups where we chat away all day, every day, and I have students who are moving to the Gaeltacht to start jobs using their Irish, setting up their own communities around the world and being awarded scholarships.


Since 2022, I’ve made thousands of hours of video, and in each one I imagine I am speaking to my Nana. When she died, I cried and I cried. It’s hard to deal with the reality of someone you love so much not being there anymore. I have early memories of wishing and praying that she would live forever. I arrived at the funeral home the morning of the Mass because I had flown in from abroad, and my family had been there the previous night, so they let me go in and see her on my own. She was beautiful and peaceful. My brother and his girlfriend came in and we stood around her in silence. My brother’s girlfriend is a fluent Irish speaker and she asked if I would like her to do the rosary as Gaeilge.


Sé do bheatha, a Mhuire, atá lán de ghrásta, tá an Tiarna leat. Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee.


Hearing the words fill the room, their rhythmic hum buoying us along, was deeply meditative and calming. It being in Irish was soothing, meaningful and almost ethereal. It gave me a sense of resilience, that life goes on, that she lives in the language, and that the language connects us and allows us to weave around this thread stretching back over time to all our ancestors.


I sometimes have audiences of up to 2,000 workshop participants from all over the world, and a social media following of over 300,000 – but I remember her words and I picture her face. She would say, ‘When you’re speaking Irish thoughtfully, cloiseann tú gach uile litir – you hear every single letter’. Even the silent ones. Those pregnant pauses. That breathy, aspirant ‘th’, those ‘i’s and slender endings we smile into. This might come as a shock to you if you see a word like aghaidh – face, and I’m trying to convince you that it sounds exactly like it’s written. It’s true, though. Irish, in its orthographic shallowness, is a highly consistent, patterned and logical language. This ‘shallowness’ isn’t a slight – it means the relationship between the sounds of the spoken language and the letters used to write them down is clear and consistent. Any time you meet a ‘th’ or a ‘gh’ or an ‘ál’, it will act the same way as the language follows a set pattern. It’s very satisfying to learn. What my Nana meant was that you hear every valley, every peak, the nuances and inflections – the music and a palpable multi-sensory synaesthesia feeling of it. The rhythms that rise from the landscape.


This journey has taught me about belief. We need to believe in our own power to harness it, believe in a bilingual Ireland in order to create it. My vision is to experience Ireland as a safe and encouraging space to celebrate and promote our language, where people are excited to keep it alive for future generations, and generate the love that is so abundant in it to preserve our legacy as a humane, friendly, warm and inclusive people and place.
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Feasacht


Awareness





The Irish language is not complicated. It is our complicated relationship with it that distances us from our tongue. An unlearning needs to take place. We must unravel what we think we know.


There is no verb to know in Irish, since knowledge comes and goes, is learned and is corrected over time. We simply say, tá a fhios agam – the knowledge of it is at me. No ownership or possession; it comes to me. A lot of students tell me that learning Irish feels more like remembering than learning something new.


To open an awareness, a consciousness, a curiosity, an eagerness, a pride and a passion is a necessary part of the journey.


The key to knowing is disentangling how we were taught or what we thought, and making way for an enlightening. Maraíonn amhras brionglóidí – doubt kills dreams, but maraíonn comhsheasmhacht amhras – consistency kills doubt.


Consistency kills laziness. One word for ‘laziness’ in Irish is falsacht. This also means ‘falsity’. We might not link these two words in English, but Irish accepts and assumes that there is a sense of falsehood to being lazy. It is defined as idleness or the quality of being unwilling to work, and it is the unwillingness that stands out here. And speaking of standing, consistency is taking a stand. The word comhsheasmhacht for consistency literally means ‘co-standing’ – conjuring ideas of durability, stability and evenness. Another favourite word of mine is dianseasmhacht – strict standing, perseverance.


An excuse is a half story. Leithscéal – excuse comes from leith (half) and scéal (story). To say, excuse me, we say gabh mo leithscéal – take my half story.


The truth of the language shines. This makes me think of that cheeky knowing smile that you might see Irish people wearing, like there is a hidden depth to what they’re saying.


Once a person learns something, they retain it, often without realising. This is particularly true in relation to language. In a 2017 study in Cognition by Jiyoun Choi, Anne Cutler, and Mirjam Broersma called ‘Preserved Implicit Knowledge of a Forgotten Childhood Language’, we see this retreat to early language as a natural part of the aging process. Many of my students have told me how they have bonded with their elderly parents and relatives through Irish, as I did with my own Nana, amazed that a person they loved who might have trouble remembering more recent details and memories about their life, could still speak or sing in Irish. Language is deeply embedded within us.


A great way to foster engagement with anyone, óg nó sean – young or old, and to help them feel understood and connected is to listen, regardless of your level of Irish. You can help them and their wellbeing by using some of these phrases:




	
Múin é dom /MOO-win ay dum/ – Teach it to me


	
Abair é arís /OBB-er ay ar-eesh/ – Say it again


	
An féidir leat é a rá arís? /on fay-djer lat ay a raw ar-eesh/ – Can you say it again?


	
Ní thuigim /nee HIGG-um/ – I don’t understand


	
Inis dom /INN-ish dum/ – Tell me


	
Tá mé ag éisteacht /taw may egg AYSH-tokkt/ – I am listening





The following poem often comes to mind when I think about the deep connection that comes from truly listening and responding to others, whether in Irish or in another language.




Labhair an teanga Ghaeilge liom


Speak the Irish Language to Me


Ó labhair an teanga Ghaeilge liom


Oh speak the Irish language to me


A chuid mo chroí is a stór


My treasure and my darling


An teanga a labhair mo mháthair liom


The language which my mother spoke to me


In Éirinn ghlas fadó


In green Ireland long ago


’Sí teanga bhinn ár sinsear í


It’s the sweet language of our ancestors


An chaint is milse ghlór


The sweetest sounding speech


Ó labhair an teanga Ghaeilge liom


Oh speak the Irish language to me


Agus bain dem’ chroí an brón


And lift the sorrow from my heart
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