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FÁILTE

Are you sitting comfortably? Let me take you on a journey through the Irish year.

Each chapter in this book is designed to help you navigate a different month of the year. Start in January and read through to December, or dip in and out of this book whenever you find yourself in need of a little inspiration for living well. Each month features a wild Irish plant; the seasonal festivals and celebrations associated with that month; suggestions for activities, projects and challenges you might try your hand at; a suitable recipe; and much more besides. My hope is that this book will act as a gentle reminder of what’s happening in Ireland year-round.

This is by no means a complete guide to Ireland’s beautiful but fragile natural and cultural heritage – it would be impossible to fit all the wonders and curiosities of Irish life into one book. Undeterred, together let us discover the pockets of joy that can be found in simple pleasures. Rooted in the rich tapestry of the Irish landscape – its glorious, if threatened, biodiversity, folklore and traditions – this book celebrates the small, seasonal moments that anchor us and provide a measure of happiness and peace throughout the year.

Let this be your guide to reinventing yourself every year afresh, like the natural world around you. Allow The Irish Year to encourage you to embrace a more joyful, sustainable and connected way of life.

Love,

Edel







[image: A child wearing a knitted hat standing in a snow-covered driveway while looking towards children playing in the snow beyond the gate. Snow falls across the landscape, and a car is parked beside a wall near the roadside. The text reads January.]






SEASONAL FESTIVAL


WOMEN’S CHRISTMAS

On 6 January, Ireland celebrates Women’s Christmas, Nollaig na mBan. In the nineteenth century and into the early twentieth century, this was the day – the twelfth and final day of Christmas – when women could celebrate and finally let their hair down. On Women’s Christmas, it was customary for women to gather in someone’s house and celebrate with each other. To eat, drink and be merry. Maybe they ate the last of the Christmas cake and indulged in other Christmas leftovers. Maybe they danced and sang. Either way, men were usually banished from the house. In a reversal of roles, men who did stay at home were put to work, doing the chores while their womenfolk celebrated with other women. This tradition is being revived in parts and in sorts. Household roles are thankfully much more relaxed nowadays, but on 6 January you still see women in Ireland honouring the tradition to celebrate each other. It is still considered bad luck to take your Christmas tree and decorations down until after 6 January. It’s the last day of Christmas, so go on. Celebrate it.


[image: A close-up view of bell-shaped snowdrop flowers blooming among narrow leaves. The drooping flowers hang from slender stems.]

Snowdrop

As one of the first flowers to emerge from the cold ground, snowdrops are viewed as a sign of hope and the purity of a new year – a sign to wipe the slate clean and start again.



[image: A woman wearing a Santa hat is sitting at a dining table smiling widely. Plates of food and glasses are on the table, while another person wearing a Santa hat is partially visible in the foreground.]






NOTICE NATURE


MURMURATIONS OF STARLINGS

A murmuration of starlings is a swarm of hundreds, sometimes even thousands, of starlings, all swooping, diving, twisting and turning through the air as one. Murmurations are spectacular aerial dances that happen at dusk during the winter months. In the month of January, why not join the dedicated twitchers of Ireland (a twitcher is a birdwatcher who thinks nothing of travelling quite some distance with a trusty set of binoculars, a powerful telescope or just a humble camera phone in hand, to see a bird) and marvel at one of nature’s most breathtaking wonders: a murmuration of starlings. Lough Ennell in Co. Westmeath experiences nearly half a million starlings moving together over the water, into the sky and back down again. There are other murmuration hotspots throughout Ireland, including near Timoleague in Co. Cork, Nobber in Co. Meath, Lackagh in Co. Galway and Lough Ree in Co. Roscommon. Starlings usually form these murmurations near where they’ll roost for the night. Scientists are not entirely sure why starlings perform this pre-roosting dance in such massive numbers just before nightfall. It is thought that it is probably designed to confuse predators, such as sparrowhawks, just before the starling flock settles down together for the night. There is, after all, safety in numbers.



THE RULE OF 7

How do the starlings not crash into each other when they abruptly change course and height? One theory is that starlings within the flock keep an eye on the seven birds nearest to them, and then do as their neighbours do.



[image: A starling murmuration fills the evening sky above a small body of water and a silhouette of trees, forming a vast shifting cloud of birds.]






AT HOME


MAKING RESOLUTIONS

It’s a new year. Start slowly and gently. Ease your way into the year. January is an ideal time to make resolutions for the year ahead. Your resolutions are very personal. They could include your ambition to complete a 5km run, eat around a table each night with your family, join a local drama society or take pottery classes. Maybe your list includes a promise to keep a journal for the year ahead. Go on protest rallies. World domination.



SMALL STEPS

Not keen on making resolutions? Why not resolve to take a few small, simple steps to reduce your carbon footprint in the year ahead? To understand what your particular carbon footprint is to start with, you can use a free online calculator, such as the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) carbon footprint calculator.



GO EASY ON YOURSELF

The internet is full of inspiring ideas about sustainable living. You might decide to eat less meat and dairy, for example. Whatever you put down on your list, good luck, and remember that if you fail to hit some of your resolutions this year, there’s always next year.



[image: A person is walking along a pavement on a deserted city street beside a glass-fronted building, with their reflection in the window.]


[image: A wooden display cabinet showcasing an assortment of ceramic mugs, cups, jugs and teapots. Many of the pieces feature striped patterns, while others are arranged in groups by shape and size on the shelves.]


[image: A wooden table set with food and hot drinks. Two partially visible people are holding sandwiches, while a shared plate of salad and vegetables, a slice of pie and cups of coffee are placed on the table.]


[image: A rural coastal road winding through hilly terrain, with two cyclists riding alongside two people on foot. Stone walls and grassy fields line the road, with the sea stretching across the background.]






OUT & ABOUT



THE IRISH PUB

If there’s anything that seems ubiquitous in the Irish way of life, it’s the pub. So much more than a place to go drinking, the Irish pub was often the hub of a community – serving not just pints, but also acting as a catch-all for groceries, hardware, haberdashery and even post office services. You can travel almost anywhere in the world and always find an Irish pub, but nothing compares to the real thing.

In January, when the nights are long and the days just as cold, there’s nothing quite as cosy as popping into your local for an hour to sit by the fireside with a pint of plain. It’s freezing outside, driving sleet, and you’re sitting all warm and snug beside a condensation-streaked window. In the orange glow of the pub, a trad band is belting out tunes of longing and defiance.

Even those partaking in Dry January can expect a hearty welcome and a selection of non-alcoholic options. Equally perfect for a solitary evening with a newspaper or book, a catch-up with a friend, or a spontaneous chat with a stranger, the Irish pub is a cornerstone of community and craic in Ireland.


[image: A warmly lit pub interior with upholstered chairs, tables and a floor lamp. Shelves display mugs and crockery, while framed mirrors are on the walls. A few people are sitting and conversing in different areas of the pub. Text reads Out and About.]






RECIPE


POTATO AND LEEK SOUP

When it’s cold outside, this easy and warming soup is a comforting must. You can add cream or blue cheese for extra silkiness if you like, but it’s definitely not necessary. All you need is soda bread (recipe here) to make a hearty meal of it. This recipe makes 4–6 servings.

You’ll need

1 tbsp rapeseed oil

2 leeks, tough green leaves removed, the rest chopped into 1 cm slices

3 small potatoes, peeled and roughly chopped into bite-sized chunks (Rooster potatoes are good)

1l vegetable stock

150g mild blue cheese (such as Cashel Blue) or 150ml single cream (optional)


	Warm the oil in a medium saucepan on a low heat.

	Add the leeks and potatoes. Stir, cover with a lid and sweat for 10 minutes.

	Add the stock and bring the mixture to the boil over a high heat.

	Reduce the heat to low and simmer gently for 10 minutes until the leeks and potatoes are soft. Turn off the heat.

	If using, crumble in the blue cheese or pour in the cream.

	With a stick blender, carefully purée the mixture in the saucepan.

	Reheat the soup on a medium heat to make sure it’s steaming hot.

	Season to taste with pepper. If you’ve added cheese, the soup will be salty enough. If you haven’t, season with salt to taste.

	Ladle into bowls and serve.





[image: Three bowls of creamy soup garnished with herbs and seasoning are arranged on a table alongside spoons, potatoes, garlic cloves, an onion, fresh herbs and a small bowl of ground pepper.]






FOCUS FOR THE MONTH


CREATIVITY

Creativity, whether it’s painting, acting, knitting, writing, gardening or [insert your hobby here], can be a lifesaver. Few of us can pursue a creative life full-time, but we can all appreciate its many benefits. Benefits like the emotional and spiritual well-being that flow from being creative. If our creative outlet also involves movement, like dancing, that’s adding a physical well-being element on top of all the mental health benefits. We all want the dopamine hits, the improved problem-solving skills and cognitive abilities that come with being creative. ‘Yes, please’ to confidence, self-esteem, purpose and a feeling of accomplishment. Who wouldn’t want that? Engaging in creative activities in a group setting has been shown to foster a sense of community, belonging and connection. So get out those knitting needles or pots and pans, get the band back together, dust down your long-abandoned novel, rejoin that dance troupe or attempt something completely new. You never know where it could lead you.



THINK BACK TO YOUR IDEALISTIC TEENAGE SELF

What were your hopes and dreams back then? Can your nascent passions be rekindled and nurtured by signing up to a short course, for instance? A short course is not much of a commitment, and you might even find a free one. You’re just testing the waters; dipping your toes in, so to speak. It can be thrilling to rediscover what lights you up, so set yourself the challenge of making creativity your focus for the month of January.



[image: Three people are sitting together and crocheting. One bundle of yarn rests on the table, while another sits on a person's lap. Cups of beverages are nearby, and one person looks up from the crochet project and laughs.]


[image: A large mural of a bird and a flower is painted across the façade of a building with four windows. Circular elements are incorporated into the design on the upper windows.]
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