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    This book is dedicated to

    —Who Else?—

    The Irish
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    Introduction

    Who, exactly, are the Irish?

    Well, they are redheads, ink-haired and towheads. Freckles and blue eyes abound. They are descendants of Vikings, Normans, lost Celts, and, according to DNA, in my own family, Bedouin Arabs—probably via Spain and the Spanish Armada. Edmund Spenser, the bigoted English poet, thought them to be descendants of Scythian stock from far Iran, perhaps explaining the term “Black Irish.” They are mostly white, but with a sprinkling of black, Asian and Indian. They are largely Catholic, secondarily Protestant, with Jews, Hindus, and Muslims. They are, without a doubt, a mutt of a people.

    They are freedom fighters (the British call them “terrorists”), slave-owners, master politicians, relentless defenders of their religions, gay, straight, liberal, reactionary, victims of famine, and mercenaries in the name of imperialism. They are expert businessmen, singers, outlaws, movie stars, writers, poets, priests, highwaymen, beggars, gypsies, gangsters, and athletes. They are drunkards, teetotalers, sexually modest, sexually extravagant, and always shocked by the whole thing.
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    Their island was called Hibernia by the Romans, Ireland by the British, and Eire by their 20th century revolutionaries. Their biggest export is their people, mostly to the United States, but to every country and every continent except Antarctica—although we haven’t DNAed the penguins lately.

    They are inspirational and infuriating. They are funny and they are cynical. They are extraordinarily talented and remarkably venal. They are tough, adaptable, and the ultimate survivors. They have a deep mistrust of people, but can turn sentimental with a few drops of the uisce beatha, translated from the Irish Gaelic as “the water of life”—whiskey—which they invented.

    Their names permeate every part of everyday life around the world: John F. Kennedy, Chaim Herzog, Mother Jones, Michael Collins, Edmund Burke, William Butler Yeats, Barack Obama, Frank McCourt, Kathy Griffin, Barry Fitzgerald, Molly Bloom, Liam Neeson, Oscar Wilde, James Joyce, President Mary Robinson, Whitey Bulger, Senator Joe McCarthy, Lady Gregory, Tommy Makem, Senator Eugene McCarthy, Seamus Heaney, Augustus Saint-Gaudens, Saint Patrick, Billy the Kid, Ronald Reagan, Ronnie Drew, Paul McCartney, Sean O’Casey, John J. McGraw, Bing Crosby, Mariah Carey, Whitey Ford, Rev. Ian Paisley, Liam Clancy, Casey Stengel, Francis Bacon, “Wrong Way” Corrigan, Eamon de Valera, George Bernard Shaw, Jimmy Cagney, Maureen Dowd, John Ford, Spencer Tracy, Mayor Jimmy Walker, Eugene O’Neill, Paul Ryan, General Philip Sheridan, Oliver Goldsmith, George Carlin, Charles Stewart Parnell, Tug McGraw, Leopold Bloom, Al Smith, Denis Leary, Archbishop “Dagger” John Hughes, Stephen Colbert, Samuel Beckett, Lord Mayor Robert Briscoe, the Duke of Wellington, and Brendan Behan, just to name a few.

    As you can see, “Irish juxtaposition” is a terrifying thing.

    They are bewildering. They are infuriating. They may be the most fascinating race of people on the face of the earth. Whatever they are, there is a certain wisdom to it all.

    They are impossible—they are the Irish.

    Turn the page; get infuriated.

  


  
    1

    [image: image]

    Irish on the Irish

    “If it was raining soup, the Irish would go out with forks.”

    —BRENDAN BEHAN
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    The Irish have a world-wide reputation for being fighters. So much so that it’s even stated in the Irish National Anthem, Amhrán na bhFiann: “We’re children of a fighting race/That never yet has known disgrace.” And the people the Irish like to scrap with most—this side of the British—are themselves. There’s an old saying that if there were three people left in the whole world and they were all Irish, two of them would be off by themselves—talking about the third guy. The Irish are also known as great “begrudgers”; their motto should be “Other people’s success should always be challenged!”
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    They are a people who mightily take offense—and, if they’re lucky—hold them until the day of death! The definition for “Irish Alzheimer’s”? They forget everything—except the grudges. A tough race, but tougher on themselves.
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    “There’s one word that sums up [Hollywood director] Jack Ford and the Irish: MALICE!”

    —JAMES CAGNEY
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    “Malice is only another name for mediocrity.”

    —PATRICK KAVANAGH, POET
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    “No man is thoroughly miserable unless he is condemned to live in Ireland.”

    —JONATHAN SWIFT
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    “An Englishman thinks seated; a Frenchman, standing; an American, pacing; an Irishman, afterward.”

    —AUSTIN O’MALLEY (1858–1932), PHYSICIST

    [image: image]

    “The quiet Irishman is about as harmless as a powder magazine built over a match factory.”

    —JAMES DUNNE
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    “The Irish people do not gladly suffer common sense.”

    —OLIVER ST. JOHN GOGARTY
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    “Yes, ruling by fooling, is a great British art with great Irish fools to practice on.”

    —JAMES CONNOLLY
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    “Just because you’re born in a stable doesn’t mean you’re a horse.”

    —DUKE OF WELLINGTON, DUBLIN BORN AND NOT PROUD OF IT
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    A foreign journalist interviewed Samuel Beckett: “You are British?” “Au contraire!” replied Beckett, a Dublin-born Protestant who spent his last 50 years in France

    “There was once an Irishman and Jew, and here he is.”

    —ROBERT BRISCOE, THE JEWISH LORD MAYOR OF DUBLIN
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    “Being Jewish in Ireland was not our only cultural conflict. Being Irish in England was another.”

    —CHAIM HERZOG, DUBLINER WHO BECAME THE 6TH PRESIDENT OF ISRAEL
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    “My mother is Irish, my father is black and Venezuelan, and me—I’m tan, I guess.”

    —MARIAH CAREY, CHANTEUSE
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    “The problem with being Irish . . . is having ‘Riverdance’ on your back. It’s a burden at times.”

    —RODDY DOYLE
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    “I’m Douglas corrigan. Just got in from New York, where am I?”

    —”WRONG WAY” CORRIGAN ON HIS ARRIVAL IN DUBLIN ON A SOLO AIRPLANE FLIGHT IN 1938, 6,000 MILES FROM HIS STATED DESTINATION OF CALIFORNIA
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    “It’s a big con job. We have sold the myth of Dublin as a sexy place incredibly well; because it is a dreary little dump most of the time.”

    —RODDY DOYLE
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    “An Irishman can always see both sides of an argument, provided it will lead to a fight.”

    —J. P. DONLEAVY, NOVELIST

    [image: image]

    [image: image]

    Who better to comment on the Irish than Brendan Behan, Russell Street, Northside Dublin:

    “Other people have a nationality. The Irish and the Jews have a psychosis.”

    —FROM RICHARD’S CORK LEG

    “It’s not that the Irish are cynical. It’s simply that they have a wonderful lack of respect for everything and everybody.”
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    Definition of the “Anglo Irish”: “A Protestant on a horse.”

    “Being Irish, he had an abiding sense of tragedy, which sustained him through temporary periods of joy.”

    —WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS
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    “My father was totally Irish, and so I went to Ireland once. I found it to be very much like New York, for it was a beautiful country, and both the women and men were good-looking.”

    —JAMES CAGNEY
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    “I had to have some balls to be Irish catholic in South London. most of that time I spent fighting.”

    —PIERCE BROSNAN
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    “I once saw a sign on a lift in Dublin that said: ‘Please do not use this when it is not working.’ “

    —SPIKE MILLIGAN, COMEDIAN
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    George Bernard Shaw, writer, Synge Street, Dublin:

    “I showed my appreciation of my native land in the usual way—by getting out of it as soon as I possibly could.”

    “Ireland, sir, for good or evil, is like no other place under heaven, and no man can touch its sod or breathe its air without becoming better or worse.”

    “Put an Irishman on the spit, and you can always get another Irishman to turn him.”

    [image: image]

    “If you do somebody in Ireland a favor, you make an enemy for life.”

    —HUGH LEONARD
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    “I’m Irish. We think sideways.”

    —SPIKE MILLIGAN
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    “In Ireland the inevitable never happens and the unexpected constantly occurs.”

    —SIR JOHN PENTLAND MAHAFFY
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    “Ireland is the old sow that eats her farrow.”

    —JAMES JOYCE, A PORTRAIT OF THE ARTIST AS A YOUNG MAN
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    “Dublin University contains the cream of Ireland: Rich and thick.”

    —SAMUEL BECKETT
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    “Baloney is flattery laid on so thick it cannot be true, and blarney is flattery so thin we love it.”

    —BISHOP FULTON J. SHEEN
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    “The problem with Ireland is that it’s a country full of genius, but with absolutely no talent.”

    —HUGH LEONARD
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    “We are one of the great stocks of Europe. We are the people of Burke; we are the people of Grattan; we are the people of Swift, the people of Emmet, the people of Parnell. We have created most of the modern literature of this country. We have created the best of its political intelligence.”

    —W.B. YEATS, IN AN IRISH SENATE DEBATE, JUNE 1925
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    “When anyone asks me about the Irish character, I say look at the trees. maimed, stark and misshapen, but ferociously tenacious.”

    —EDNA O’BRIEN
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    “When St. Patrick drove the snakes out of Ireland, they swam to New York and joined the police force.”

    —EUGENE O’NEILL
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    “Whenever I wanted to know what the Irish people wanted, I had only to examine my own heart and it told me straight off what the Irish people wanted.”

    —EAMON DE VALERA
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    “You know it’s summer in Ireland when the rain gets warmer.”

    —HAL ROACH, COMEDIAN
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    “That’s the Irish all over—they treat a joke as a serious thing and a serious thing as a joke.”

    —SEAN O’CASEY
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    “If one could only teach the English how to talk, and the Irish how to listen, society here would be quite civilized.”

    —OSCAR WILDE
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    “There’s no point in being Irish if you don’t know the world is going to break your heart eventually.”

    —DANIEL PATRICK MOYNIHAN, COMMENTING ON THE ASSASSINATION OF PRESIDENT KENNEDY
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    “There is something about the Irish that knows that to live is to be hurt, but we’re still not afraid to live.”

    —US VICE PRESIDENT JOE BIDEN
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    “My heritage has been my grounding, and it has brought me peace.”

    —MAUREEN O’HARA
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    “Intolerance has been the curse of our country.”

    —JAMES LARKIN
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    “my wife and I both come from Irish families. There are two kinds of Irish families: the hitting kind and the kidding kind. If you’re fortunate—and both of us are—you come from the kidding kind of Irish family.”

    —P. J. O’ROURKE
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    “We are the music makers. We are the dreamers of the dream.”

    —ARTHUR O’SHAUGHNESSY (1844–1881), POET
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    Frank McCourt, writer, Limerick City:

    “When I look back on my childhood I wonder how I survived at all. It was, of course, a miserable childhood: the happy childhood is hardly worth your while. Worse than the ordinary miserable childhood is the miserable Irish childhood, and worse yet is the miserable Irish catholic childhood.”

    —FROM ANGELA’S ASHES

    “Mick of the month. That’s what I am. I’m a Mega-Mick.”

    —ON HIS CELEBRITY
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    “Being Irish is very much a part of who I am. I take it everywhere with me.”

    —COLIN FARRELL, ACTOR
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    “Irish Americans are no more Irish than Black Americans are Africans.”

    —BOB GELDOF, ROCKER AND HUMANITARIAN
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    “I feel more Irish than English. I feel freer than British, more visceral, with a love of language. Shot through with fire in some way.”

    —KENNETH BRANAGH, ACTOR
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    “We save our rhythm for the sheets, not the streets.”

    —JOE FLAHERTY, JOURNALIST, UPON WITNESSING THE IRISH MARCHING IN THE ST. PATRICK’S DAY PARADE
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    John Millington Synge, author, Playboy of the Western World:

    “There is no language like the Irish for soothing and quieting.”

    “The grief of the keen is no personal complaint for the death of one woman over eighty years, but seems to contain the whole passionate rage that lurks somewhere in every native of the island.”
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    “History of Ireland—lawlessness and turbulency, robbery and oppression, hatred and revenge, blind selfishness everywhere—no principle, no heroism. What can be done with it?”

    —WILLIAM ALLINGHAM, IRISH POET, DIARIST
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    “Ireland is where strange tales begin and happy endings are possible.”

    —CHARLES HAUGHEY, FORMER TAOISEACH
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    “It’s difficult for an Irishman to apologize.”

    —ERROL FLYNN AS CAPTAIN BLOOD
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    “Never shake hands with the devil until you meet him!” he advised his companion-on-the-road. “Paddy,” replied the stranger, “I am the devil!”

    —FROM AN OLD IRISH FOLKTALE
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    Broken Irish is better than clever English.

    —IRISH SAYING
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    “We are, to be sure, a strange lot.”

    —THEOBALD WOLFE TONE, 18TH CENTURY IRISH REVOLUTIONARY
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    What the Rest of the World Thinks of the Irish

    “No Irish Need Apply.”
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    To say that the Irish have a chip on their shoulder is like saying that Guinness brews a lot of stout. Driven from their own land by poverty and famine, they ended up in other peoples countries and felt the wrath of discrimination. In Boston they encountered the shibboleth that would torture them like a raw wound: “No Irish Need Apply.” And the Irish in strange lands continued to bewilder. They were either lovers of freedom and rights, or they were bigots of the worst kind. They were industrious, or they were thieves and murderers. The world saw them as a feral people that were feared before they could ever be loved.
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    “The Irish is one race of people for whom psychoanalysis is of no use.”

    —SIGMUND FREUD
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    George Washington on Ireland’s support for America during the revolution:

    “Ireland, thou friend of my country in my country’s most friendless days, much injured, much enduring land, accept this poor tribute from one who esteems thy worth, and mourns thy desolation.”

    “When our friendless standards were first unfurled, who were the strangers who first mustered around our staff? And when it reeled in the light, who more brilliantly sustained it than Erin’s generous sons?”
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    “Not in vain is Ireland pouring itself all over the earth. Divine Providence has a mission for her children to fulfill; though a mission unrecognized by political economists. There is ever a moral balance preserved in the universe, like the vibrations of the pendulum. The Irish, with their glowing hearts and reverent credulity, are needed in this cold age of intellect and skepticism.”

    —LYDIA M. CHILD, AMERICAN ABOLITIONIST
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    “We have lost America through the Irish.”

    —LORD MOUNTJOY
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    “We have always found the Irish a bit odd. They refuse to be English.”

    —WINSTON CHURCHILL
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    “When Irish eyes are smiling, watch your step.”

    —GERALD KERSH, BRITISH WRITER

    [image: image]

    “The Irish are a fair people; they never speak well of one another.”

    —SAMUEL JOHNSON
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    “The Irish are a race of people who don’t know what they want and are prepared to fight to the death to get it.”

    —SIDNEY LITTLEWOOD, BRITISH LAWYER
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    “The Irish do not want anyone to wish them well; they want everyone to wish their enemies ill.”

    —HAROLD NICOLSON, BRITISH AUTHOR
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    “The Irish are not at peace unless they are at war.”

    —GEORGE ORWELL
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    “The Irish seem to have more fire about them than the Scots.”

    —SEAN CONNERY
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    “For the great Gaels of Ireland/Are the men that God made mad/For all their wars are merry/And all their songs are sad.”

    —G.K. CHESTERTON, “THE BALLAD OF THE WHITE HORSE”
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    “Yes, I am a Jew, and when the ancestors of the Right Honourable Gentleman were brutal savages in an unknown island, mine were priests in the Temple of Solomon.”

    —BENJAMIN DISRAELI IN RESPONSE TO AN ANTI-SEMITIC TAUNT OF DANIEL O’CONNELL
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    “Perhaps no class of our fellow citizens has carried this prejudice against color to a point more extreme and dangerous than have our Catholic Irish fellow citizens, and no people on the face of the earth have been more relentlessly persecuted and oppressed on account of race and religion than have this same Irish people. The Irish who, at home, readily sympathize with the oppressed everywhere, are instantly taught when they step upon on our soil to hate and despise the Negro. They are taught that he eats the bread that belongs to them.”

    —FREDERICK DOUGLASS
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