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In loving memory of my wife Anne’s late father, Sydney Coultish whose Yorkshire humor, courage, and warmth remain as examples to us of a full and fine life. He will be a vital part of our lives forever.


 


Also with wonderful memories of the late Theo Westenberger dear friend, photographer supreme, and creator of beauty, magic, and mystery. You will never be forgotten.


 


Also in admiration of the late Tommy Makem “Mr. Ireland” himself, renowned singer, songwriter, author, philosopher, compatriot of the beloved Clancy Brothers, and friend.










The Beara—a haunting array of scenery—least toured but most spectacular of the southwestern peninsulas, showed herself to be an eerie beauty of the mists, especially suited for the ghosts and fairies who live there…. Wind, fog, sea and craggy rock crescendo here and the wildest of Ireland’s wild moors give testimony to the mysticism of the land.


—JILL AND LEON URIS,
 from: Ireland: A Terrible Beauty (1975)
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A Note on Research




FIRST, I’M SURE THAT CONNOISSEURS OF Irish history and the country’s socioeconomic subtleties will find a few places in this book to let fly with contradictions at my gleaned research. The problem with Irish history is the viewpoint. This of course is what led Henry Ford to the blunt conclusion that “history is bunk,” based largely on the fact that historical facts are malleable, selectable, and notoriously unfactual (a quandary obvious in any law court every day). Ford also pointed out that history and the facts to support it were invariably compiled by the victors or survivors of any particular battle or other shifts in the status quo, not to mention the personal spins of the historians’ political/social biases and regular revisions in the context of longer term hindsights and perspectives and shifts in power, control, and politics.


So—generally speaking I’ve taken what one might call the “cautious” path with Irish and even local Beara history. I’ve tried to avoid putting my own overly neophyte spin on things (despite arduous research that inevitably made it even more difficult for me to arrive at any hard and fast conclusions). I thus left it largely to the locals—some very opinionated locals usually—to give me their erudite and effervescent summations. And in terms of their and everyone else’s words in this book, I have relied primarily upon transcripts from my beloved little microtapes, used whenever I chatted with potential contributors. In most instances they were fully aware of the taping, and I respected their wishes for anonymity whenever (rarely) requested, by modifying names a little or merely paraphrasing their inputs.



Also, to all those who shared their views on and love for Ireland and the Beara Peninsula—thank you all for your invaluable assistance. This book would not have been possible without you. And you know who you are…


Finally, “a thousand thanks” to Bridget Allen, my loyal partner in manuscript production; to Hugh Van Dusen, my longtime (and long-patient) colleague and editor, whose advice and support are always vital; and to my wife—Anne—traveling companion, gentle critic, spirit nurturer, and best friend without whom all my ventures and wanderings would be hollow shards indeed.









A Note on the Illustrations




I AM CONSTANTLY INSPIRED BY THE amazing artistic work and publications of my friend Neil Watson. In his most recent book, Drawing: Developing a Lively and Expressive Approach, I noted a series of suggestions that helped redefine my usual approach to book illustration:




Our mechanisms of visual perception do not result in an innate ability to copy things visually, but rather to experience them, react to them, respond to them, interpret them…. The human mind excels at interpretation and imagination so it makes sense to play to those strengths when we come to embark upon any form of personalized graphic expression, rather than to become bogged down in over-descriptive draughtsmanship.





Be still and just look. Let the subject speak. Constantly ask yourself what your drawings are about, their purpose and intent.





And in the end—be enthusiastic. It is contagious!



So—I’ve tried something a little different with the illustrations in this book.


In my previous self-illustrated publications I’ve tended to select a specific medium and—for want of a better word—a “style” and use them consistently through each specific book.



In this instance I’ve taken a different approach. Or, maybe more accurately, a different approach has taken me in new directions. As I began sketching, particularly “on site,” I found that the power and impact of each subject tended to suggest its own distinct medium and its own “style.” My materials consisted primarily of various blendings of pencil (HB to 6B), charcoal, pen and ink, monochrome brush washes, bamboo pen, and a range of paper textures. I found great freedom and joy in letting the subject speak to me and guide the combination of hand, brain, and eye from fast—even frantic—flurries of lines and shadings to far more measured articulations of form, texture, and dimensionality.


The process has been both fascinating and satisfying. Boundaries have been pushed out in terms of my own learning and technique experimentation. Some may find the intended inconsistencies and permutations of style a touch bizarre—maybe even a little self-indulgent. But I blame Beara itself. The power and intensity of both the land and the people are such that I celebrated the subjects imposing their uniquenesses upon me. Ireland had that effect on my spirit.


And it also had that effect on the spirit of my longtime friend and coartist, Celia Teichman. She joined us with her husband, Robby, on Beara for a spate of sketching and produced such fine portraits of three of our friends—Danny Quinn, Michael Murphy, and Julie Aldridge—that I asked if I could include these in the book. She agreed—so thank you, Celia, and may your art continue to be ever inspired by the unique essence of Beara.









Little Insights on Ireland




Edmund Spenser, poet, 1596:




Ah to be sure it is yet a most bewtifull and sweete country as any is under Heaven.



A Quandary: Southern Star 5/13/06:




The enthusiasm surrounding the launch of a new marketing tool for Cork-Kerry Tourism was offset by the confusion surrounding the upcoming disbandonment of Cork-Kerry Tourism.



Benjamin Disraeli:




Ah Ireland…That damnable delightful country, where everything that is right is the opposite of what it ought to be.



Brendan Behan:




Sex is still in its infancy in Ireland.



Weather, Irish Times, 17 May 2006:




There will be early morning showers becoming heavier and more persistent as the day progresses. This is now the 22nd consecutive day of this forecast.



“Water and Whiskey,” from St. Patrick’s People, Tony Gray. Macmillan, 1996:




Irishmen don’t take much water in their whiskey. They’re deeply prejudiced against it, perhaps for the very good reason that there’s far too much of it about. You can’t get away from water in Ireland.



Shane Connaughton:




Jesus must have been an Irishman. After all, He was unmarried at thirty-two years old, still living at home, and His mother thought he was God.



Patrick Murray:



God created alcohol just to stop the Irish ruling the world.










Introduction: Where and Why Beara?




A NUMBER OF YEARS AGO I spent a week or so roaming the wild moorland hills and ragged coastline of County Kerry’s Dingle Peninsula. Set deep in the southwest corner of Ireland, far above and far less discovered than the overtouristic Killarney and the Ring of Kerry (aka the Iveragh Peninsula), The Dingle is the northernmost of the five mountainous peninsulas that thrust out like ancient gnarled fingers into the Atlantic. It was, as far as I can remember, a most intriguing if rather predictable romp of village dances, stout-drinking nights in lopsided pubs rowdy with Irish folk music, quaint guest-houses serving true Irish “comfort food” (heavy on “salt-meadow” lamb, just-caught fish, and such strange vegetable concoctions as boxty, pandy, strand, and fadge), and locals whose ability to befriend with good-humored graciousness softened the dramatic desolation of the moors and mountain ranges all around.


After that week, The Dingle seemed to me the epitome of an authentic Irish experience. One that I promised myself to repeat, and maybe I would even trace my own Anglo-Irish roots to learn something about my father’s mother’s County Mayo heritage. And I did indeed return—to prepare a chapter for my book The World’s Secret Places (National Geographic)—only to find that, while still majestic in its scenic appeal, the Dingle had gone tourist in ways that had blurred and distorted its original unfussy, unself-conscious appeal.


I was ready to move on and out until the owner of a small B and B in Tralee suggested that “if it’s in search of the ‘real Ireland’ that y’are, y’d best be sneakin’ a peep at Mór Choaird Bheara, the Beara Peninsula, before that gets ‘Dingled’ too!” Actually his advice was a little more succinct: “I’d bugger off to Beara, fast as y’can now, before that fella over there sees y’ve bin chattin’ up his bird…”


I was going to explain that my “chattin’ up” was merely an innocent discussion about the Dingle’s recent and remarkable surge in popularity when I spotted the boyfriend pushing up his sleeves in a particularly determined manner…


My journey was not wasted (as obviously I could have been). Beara is certainly a long way from being “Dingled.” “Stubbornly and gloriously remote at the edge of the world,” was the way one local described it at MacCarthy’s Bar in Castletownbere. William Makepeace Thackeray was a little more flowery, as befits that famous nineteenth-century author: “Here is a country the magnificence of which no pen can give an idea.” Leon Uris in his book Ireland: A Terrible Beauty writes more recently: “‘The Bere’ [local spelling] is the least toured but the most spectacular of the peninsulas and shows herself to be an eerie beauty of the mists, especially suited for the ghosts and fairies who live there…Wind, fog, sea and craggy rock crescendo here with the wildest of Ireland’s wild moors, giving testimony to the mysticism of the land.” Mysteries that have also lured here such other notable writers as William Wordsworth, Anthony Trollope, Sir Walter Scott, Alfred Tennyson, and much more recently, Daphne du Maurier, George Bernard Shaw, James Joyce, Samuel Beckett, Brendan Behan, W. B. Yeats, J. M. Synge, Sean O’Casey, Seamus Heaney, and many others. A fine host of mutual Beara celebrants!


H. V. Morton, in his classic book In Search of Ireland, suggests: “Here [on Beara], away from the roads and among mountains that go down sharply to the sea, you understand why in such lonely places the Irish believe in fairies and things not of this earth…High up on the hillsides, there is a reek of peat and the distant creak of a cart grinding the dust of the road, then silence deep as the ocean—the silence of enchanted hills, the silence of the sky.” Morton admits to being utterly seduced by this beguiling region: “It encourages fantastic thought…There is one sign that a writer is beginning to enjoy Ireland: he stops writing. There is another: he disappears. This generally happens when he enters County Kerry!”
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George Bernard Shaw


Other writers, however, were a little less gushy. Dublin-born James Joyce, who spent little time in the country, dismissed the whole of Ireland as “a mere afterthought of Europe.” And Louis MacNeice wrote: “The Irish have nothing but an insidious bonhomie, an obsolete bravado and a way with horses.” But, there again—he was from Belfast in Northern Ireland, a whole different kind of country.


So Anne, my wife and favorite traveling companion, and I plan on following H. V. Morton’s example and…disappearing. Although the writing will continue, here on this thirty-mile-long peninsula, with a population of around 14,000 (in a nation of around four million), half in County Kerry and half in County Cork. Beara is blessed with some of the finest Gulf Stream–bathed coastal scenery in Ireland: glacier-gouged mountain passes and trails across the Caha and Slieve Miskish ranges on the 125-mile-long Beara Way; prehistoric remnants and stone circles; bird and seal colony islands; whale-watching perches on the 700-foot-high Mizen Head cliffs; color-be-decked villages (tiny Allihies and Eyeries also have small but flourishing artist communities); ancient castles and manors—and, of course, history. The full gamut of that riotous Irish heritage of revolutions, decimations, evictions, emigrations, famines, and ultimately celebrations of hard-won freedoms that are at the very heart of Irish poetry, literature, and folk songs. Songs that can make you weep, laugh, curse, and cheer all in the flow of a few melodic stanzas while the stout pours out, thick and black, in the traditional grocery store–pubs that are the focal point of every village on this “secret” peninsula.


I remember one splendid folk song about St. Brendan, who set off in a tiny curagh (a wattle and cowskin boat) and supposedly discovered America. Apparently it was not unusual for monks who sought to bear witness to their faith to set sail without food, water, or any means of steering. This sometimes proved a remarkably convenient and rapid way of getting to heaven rather than to the New World. Or anywhere else for that matter.
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Castletownbere



And while significant tourist trappings in Beara are a long way off yet—due in part to the narrowness of its roads and the rugged nature of its topography—it’s good to know that the charmingly unspoilt town of Kenmare (population 6,500 or so) offers some of the finest dining outside Dublin, not to mention some of the best handmade lace in the world. In addition the villages here, while simple and remote, are celebrated for their beauty and authenticity. Quaint Castletownbere has one of the busiest fishing harbors in the southwest, along with its beloved ultratraditional famed MacCarthy’s pub offering pure Irish ambience—what the writer Pete McCarthy describes as: “The dream Irish pub of the popular romantic imagination.”


So who’s this Pete McCarthy? you might well ask.


Well, sadly he’s now the late Pete McCarthy, who passed away from cancer in 2003 at far too young an age. But from all accounts he lived a full life as an actor, writer, professional scriptwriter and comedian, BBC radio commentator, traveler and travel filmmaker and TV travel program presenter (and seemed to possess the potential for a dozen more multi-incarnations). And it was his hilarious and very popular travel book, McCarthy’s Bar, that was another reason Anne and I felt lured to Beara. Pete had set himself the enviable task of meandering around the west of Ireland in search of bars that bore his surname. Despite an Anglo-Irish identity, he had a strong leaning toward the latter and was an enthusiastic proponent of the “eighth rule of serious travel”: “Never pass a bar that has your name on it.”


So—using a montage of extracts from his book—this is how Pete came to discover the magic of Beara for himself:




[An impromptu conversation with a builder in a bar.] “So, looking for ya roots are ya? Like all them poor feckin’ Yanks in Killarney…Where you heading next then? Have you been out to the Beara Peninsula?”


I never have; a piece of news which is greeted by sighs of pity and incredulity all around. I’ve heard about it all right, a wild strip of land poking out into the Atlantic off the Western fringe of Cork.


“It’s a beautiful place. You’ll find plenty of McCarthy’s out that way to make you feel at home.”


It’s a nice idea but there just isn’t time to go to Beara.


“And there’s a MacCarthy’s pub out there, real old style, never been changed.”


“I really couldn’t change my plans now.”


“Why the feck not?”


[Another customer joins in.] “I reckon there’s only two kinds of people, the Irish and the wannabe Irish.”


Clearly she’s one of the former, but what if I’m one of the latter?



Pete finally has to make a decision in the gorgeously verdant, Gulf Stream–lapped town of Glengarriff. Go north to the Ring of Kerry and the Dingle Peninsula or be serendipitous and take the narrow road west down into Beara.


A man after my own wanderlusting Anglo-Irish heart, Pete decided to go west into




an altogether wilder place…with stark mountains of biblical ruggedness…Radiant shafts of sunlight pierce the dark bruise of cloud cover and hit the water with a metallic flash, as if to prove there is a Creator and his taste is for random and terrifying beauty. By heading for Beara instead of following my intended route I suppose I’m hoping to leave the world of plans and arrangements behind, lay claim to my share of Ireland’s spontaneous and disorganized ebullience and see if I really fit in. I’ll simply turn up at MacCarthy’s bar and see what happens. If nothing does, I can go away again.



So God bless you, Pete, for following the finest of travel instincts and spontaneously pursuing the hidden and the authentic—and in doing so, encouraging us to follow you in your serendipitous adventures into Ireland’s “hidden corners.”


And this is what I’ll be describing in this book—how a nation, currently booming with newfound prosperity as part of the European Union, and known proudly now as the Celtic Tiger—still manages to hide away such little gems of authenticity and awe as the Beara Peninsula. But from time to time, Anne and I will also “disappear” and just like Yeats dreamed:




I will arise and go now, and go to Innisfree,


And a small cabin build there, of clay and wattles made,



(at least we’ll build it in our imagination…).


And we’ll be celebrating the unique spirit and humor of Pete McCarthy too. May you rest in peace and also continue to share your laughter wherever you are…














SPRING


The Season of Imbolc










 




ACTIVE LIFE IN THE IRISH COUNTRYSIDE explodes (something of an oxymoron in a nation renowned for its laid-back approach to life and living) after St. Patrick’s Day, on March 17, and that old Gaelic greeting once again celebrates the arrival of spring—Céad Míle Faílte—“a hundred thousand welcomes.”


When the wild and pagan-tinged Imbolc and Brigid’s Feast festivities are over (much to the relief of the local Catholic clergy), and the shamrocks drooping from buttonholes have finally wilted—the year unveils itself again, and the rush of new life truly begins.


The three incarnations of St. Brigid are revitalized—the inspired poet and keeper of ancient traditions; her creative strength of the blacksmith; and her nurturing hands of a healer and midwife. The spirit of Taispeach—the great fertility and fresh-life romp—surges across the land. The fields and the ribboned roadside hedgerows St. Brigid see their first flush of color, the daffodil. The winter winds have abated, the land is warming up, giving way to budding foliage and swathes of primroses that carpet the ditches with creamy yellows and the softest of greens. Even the bare boglands and the humpbacked mountains behind them and the cozy white cottages and the dark fortifications of old peat turf-mounds that seem like the flame-blackened ruins of once mighty forts—all these are now sprinkled with glittering Seurat-like pointillisms of sun-flecked color and the bouncing white dots of newborn lambs.

[image: image]

St. Brigid


Curlews and cuckoos call, and ravens replenish their nests. The blackthorn blossoms powder the field edges, followed in mid-May by high flurried walls of white thorn and hawthorn and all their explosions of berries, devoured in their billions by the field birds. Gorse blooms fresh-golden on the moors and bluebells carpet the small woodlands. At this time of the year the air is heavy with heady aromas—not the turfy smoke of winter but rather the life-stirring fragrance of fresh growth following sudden short April showers. And the ocean too. That aroma too is different—particularly the first earth-breath of morning rolling in with the vast Atlantic undulating under a huge pearlescent sky. And along the water’s edge, tiny dunlin and sanderlings skitter in hyperactive clusters and village children play in the rock pools and, way out there, on the horizon’s edge, and along the beautiful Allihies beach, the great colonies of kittiwakes, razorbills, guillemots, and gannets regain and aggressively retain their precarious perches on Little Skellig and other offshore sanctuaries.


And we smile. The bone-chill and blackness of winter are gone. The days are warmer, longer, and full of fresh beauty and hope. And we’re moving in…


Sláinte!









1


Coming into Dublin





WAY BACK IN MY NEOPHYTE DAYS as a wannabe adventure-travel writer, a curmudgeonly editor of a long-defunct travel magazine once insisted that I should avoid all negativity in my submissions because “people reading pieces such as yours really don’t need to hear about the ‘reality’ of places—just give ’em the cheerful, positive, upbeat stuff,” he said. “Tell ’em only what they want to hear.”


In hindsight I realize that most of my erratic life has been based on the motto “learn the rules first and then break them fast.” So I begin this particular chapter awash in negativity. For example: it was not a good idea for us two neophyte “blow-ins” (tourists, visitors, and other “outsiders”) to head straight into the heart of Dublin on our first hour after arrival from New York in a hired, right-hand-drive car with manual shift and all the turbo power of an egg-laden sea turtle. In fact, following the dire warnings from the rental car staff about Ireland being one of the three most dangerous places in the world to drive in and about how all credit cards, even the elite platinum cards, refused to provide ancillary insurance coverage in the country—it was possibly not a good idea to hire a car at all.


We even began to have doubts about the country itself as we detected little from airport personnel of the “Warm Irish Welcome” that we’d been promised in all those positive brochures. And it was not a good idea for me to say to Anne, “Look, I found the street on the map where our prebooked hotel is located, so all you have to do is to guide us there.” It was not a good idea first, because Anne hates reading maps and will sit slightly traumatized staring at all the colored squiggles and barely legible type and forgetting to actually lift her head to check the passing scene for street names and the like (not that it would have made any difference in Dublin, because the street signs are either nonexistent or so small and cramped with bilingual Gaelic translations that you can’t read them from a moving car anyway).


Second, because Dublin is the proud possessor of one of the world’s most illogical and diabolically confusing one-way-street systems, which makes you wonder how even experienced residents ever find their way to anywhere around the inner city. Even the taxi drivers are flummoxed to the point where we later found it useless to request their services. They were invariably more confused by all the one-way systems than we were.


And third, because despite a very enticing Web ad that had lured us to advance hotel booking, the hotel was actually not a hotel at all, but merely a front office for a random scattering of rentable apartments all around St. Steven’s Green park. And the office, of course, had a different name from the one on the Web site. And the name-plate was so small and insignificant that when, after hours of inane looping around downtown Dublin, we were finally parked outside the office, and it was still impossible to confirm from the car that we had in fact arrived. And, in fact, we hadn’t. We signed in, parked the car in one of the murkiest, deepest subterranean garages it has ever been our misfortune to negotiate, and then followed a poor immigrant from Nigeria who had been sent to manhandle our luggage along almost half a mile of sidewalks to a tiny, disheveled apartment that was to be our home for a few days. We complained vehemently about the garage, the luggage system, and the apartment and—our first break of the day—we were rewarded with far larger and newly refurbished accommodations.



And it was not a good idea to go in search of the Irish tourist office. “Sure, it’s just a little stroll down the street and across the bridge,” said the girl at the hotel reception desk. But it turned out to be a very long hike, and the office wasn’t there anyhow. It apparently had been closed up for weeks and vanished without leaving so much as a relocation address (a rather odd debacle in a country so dependent upon the goodwill of tourists).


And it was not a good idea for me then to look at the map and say, “Well, why don’t we have a stroll into town…It’s just a short walk across St. Steven’s Green.” It was, in fact, a major ambulatory expedition along broad streets lined with officious-looking, Corinthian-columned, neo-Stalinist monoliths until—ah! the relief of it all—we suddenly entered that oasis of green calm. There were bubbling fountains, chirpy choruses of birds, and cool shade beneath enormous oaks and beech trees whose branches curved gracefully to caress velvety grasses and vibrant flower beds. A small sign announced we had discovered—almost by chance—this beautiful twenty-two-acre Manhattan Central Park in miniature created around 1880 courtesy of the Guinness family, prime doyens of Dublin’s affluent aristocracy.


Statues abound here—including (of course) James Joyce, a Henry Moore memorial for W. B. Yeats, and a huge monument to Wolfe Tone, one of Ireland’s greatest nationalistic leaders. A band was tuning up on the delicately filigreed bandstand. But most appealing were the people—locals sprawled on the lawns eating their sandwich lunches, lovers nestling and nudging beside the winding footpaths, travelers of all ethnic and national origins slowly wandering and wondering at the encyclopedic array of plants and trees—and Anne and me, utterly beguiled by this mellow, magical place.


The mellowness ended abruptly as we emerged on the pedestrianized Grafton Street, whose gay (in all its interpretations) intimacy, retail hoopla, street-busker rowdiness, and crowded youthful brouhaha, complete with tumults of giggling teenettes zigzagging about with hen-party abandon (if you’ve never seen one of these events—don’t!), made us realize that, finally, we had found the heart, or at least one of the three hearts, of Dublin. And although it was not a good idea to have left the umbrella back at the apartment because of regular tumultuous downpours of spring rain, we still laughed and hugged in delight at finally sensing the enticing people-powered spirit of the city.


And where better to celebrate our belated arrival in this place of creators, writers, con artists, and cock-a-jays but at John Kehoe’s little pub on Anne Street South right next door to the tiny and oh so gorgeously redolent Sheridan’s Cheese Shop. (This immediately became our favorite retail focus, with the possible exception of the nearby Marks & Spencer Food Hall.) And what a greeting we received at that pub, one of over a thousand within Dublin’s city limits. People turned and smiled; the barmaid welcomed us as if we’d been regulars for years, and in no time at all, our very first beautiful, black, smoky-flavored, cream-topped pints of Guinness were set before us. Although here I exaggerate a little. It wasn’t really “in no time.” It was actually quite a few expectancy-laden minutes because we’d forgotten the ritual three-stage (sometimes even four) process of stout pouring, whether it be Guinness, Murphy’s, or Beamish, the three traditional choices across the country, none of which are actually produced, sadly enough, by an Irish-owned company.


Our initiation into pub protocols began as we watched the ritual of “the pour,” which is enticing yet very deceiving. The barmaid’s first pull fills a pint glass rapidly and you’re licking your lips, waiting to plunge into that semisolid cream-foam head. But then her pull ceases when the glass is two-thirds full and it’s set down “to rest” while she’s off serving someone else. Eventually, two long minutes later, she’s back and slowly easing the remaining third of the stout into the glass…almost to the top. But it’s that “almost” that’ll drive you mad with pent-up desire because you have to wait again—sometimes for up to another full minute—until a final ridiculous little flick of the pull-lever injects that last ounce or so of black liquor to provide a perfect cream topping, which she may or may not skim with a knife, in a final finessing flourish before handing you your reward for almost unbearable patience. And so I celebrate the daily patience of all those other “punters” who wait at each of Ireland’s 25,000 Guinness “taps” for their glasses of “black.” And each pub seems to have its own little pouring idiosyncrasies and customs. Some in Dublin insist that the best places are Neary’s, Long Hall, and Stag’s Head; others, particularly the writers and journalists, insist it’s Doheny and Nesbitt’s, but in terms of an overall favorite, it’s invariably the mighty Mulligan’s, founded in 1782 and still said to offer “the best pint in the whole city—and maybe the whole of Ireland!”


Is it worth the wait? Indeed it is, although to reduce further waiting time, it’s best to order the second pint immediately upon receipt of the first.


We had been dreaming of this moment for months, but first, permit me a pet peeve.


As any regular bar-frequenter knows, there are thousands of erzatz versions of Irish pubs around the world complete with elaborate etched glass; brightly burnished quaint shamrock-adorned signs for O’Shaunahay’s, O’Flanagan’s, or O’Doherty’s; antiqued Guinness signs; pseudo bar pulls; red-haired (dyed) non-Irish colleens; lots of diddle-di, diddle-da music; and inane signs inviting customers to KISS ME I’M IRISH. They’re everywhere. Some even have genuine Irish pub doors ripped off some poor bankrupt place in a godforsaken Irish bog-village no one’s ever heard of. Others boast fiberglass yellowed oak beams (to suggests eons of tobacco-pub-fug), a dartboard or two, and maybe even a few clay spittoons scattered about, although no one ever seems sure what to do with those.


And it really doesn’t matter. Because it’s all a load of “feckin eejit junk” that bears no more relationship to a real Irish pub than a tame house cat does to a wild savannah leopard. And having got all that off my chest, let me introduce you to the truly authentic Dublin watering hole of Kehoe’s, just a short stroll off Grafton Street.


We couldn’t have found a more Irish city pub than this one, described in one revered guidebook to Ireland’s taverns as “possibly the best pub in the world.” (Similar accolades celebrate the eight-hundred-year-old heritage of the nearby Brazen Head, long regarded as the hotbed nexus of nefarious plots to rid Ireland of the hated British.) And according to a sign outside on the side wall, even the great “Ulysses man” himself, James Augustine Joyce, wrote that “in the particular is contained the universal. Kehoe’s with all its charms and beauties will surely live for generations.” And indeed it has, with its aged yellowed ambience, old wood paneling, etched glass, ancient worn floorboards, and a clientele that knows this is one of the best places in town to enjoy the best of times. Even to the point of offering impromptu hugs, which I received from one charmingly exuberant youngish lady who said she loved my white beard and “lovely tummy” and had always wanted to say a special thank-you to dear old Santa Claus for all his kindnesses. So—as we were leaving—she did just that, which halted our departure for a while longer as we chatted with her coterie of female friends (three more hugs here—I tell you, this Santa beard is a keeper for life! Not too sure about the tummy, though…) and managed to squeeze in another pint or two before we finally eased ourselves painlessly out the door as they all wished Anne and me a very good night—oíche mhaith duit!


Despite the abrupt deluges, which were interspersed in schizoid Irish fashion by brilliant periods of bright, hot sun and blue skies, the exuberance and vitality of the crowds on Grafton Street washed us northward into the tiny squares and courts of the Dickensian Temple Bar Quarter and eventually to the River Liffey itself.


Writers often make this stream seem as imposing as London’s Thames or Manhattan’s East River, but in actuality it is an enticingly modest stream crossed by stubby bridges that provide easy intercourse between the twin urbanities on either side.



We strolled on past the great Dublin landmarks—Christ Church Cathedral, the stately composition of Dublin Castle, the National Gallery, and the architectural extravaganza of Trinity College, meeting and melding place of Ireland’s greatest artists, writers, and statesmen. Finally we circled around to the great O’Connell Bridge. Here we crossed into O’Connell Street, that gloriously broad avenue that is featured so prominently in Dublin’s turbulent history, a history that was now being flaunted from banners and poster and placards declaring the celebration of the ninetieth anniversary of the great Easter Rising of April 24, 1916—one of the most spectacular, if ill-organized, of Ireland’s attempts to throw off the scourge of British imperialism.


And guess what day it was? It was April 12, 2006, and the Easter Rising celebrations had already begun and were an incessant generator of discussions, documentaries, and political diatribes for another three weeks!


And if that wasn’t enough, it was also the centenary of the birth of Samuel Beckett, that maverick poet, playwright, and novelist, once described by Nancy Cunard as having “the look of an Aztec eagle and a feeling of the spareness of the desert about him.” His Waiting for Godot and a score of other minimalist productions still confuse the uninitiated, delight his disciples, and create infinitely more pompous pontification and pseudo-intellectual blather than all his own strange pieces combined.
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Samuel Beckett


Beckett left the city—“this nothing of a noplace”—without ever adequately explaining any of his work, except to hint that maybe his whole genre and oeuvre was a send-up of the very idea of genre and oeuvre—and pretty much of life and living in general.


And it was ironical that he and fellow Dubliner James Joyce became companions and strong coworkers in Paris during the late 1920s. There was Joyce, renowned with his Ulysses and his impenetrable Finnegans Wake for putting everything into his works (at almost seven hundred pages, Ulysses covers only a single day in Dublin), whereas Beckett took just about everything out. A review of Waiting for Godot, which was running at a city theater during our visit, read: “Each fresh viewing sheds new light—on nothing.”


And yet despite the differences in their works, they were very similar in other odd respects. As one biographer suggests, they were both: “agnostic, polyglot, metaphysical, apolitical, numerologists, superstitious, and humorous.”


So we had arrived in the midst of this zany carnival-like celebration of a key historic and political event, on that fateful day in April 1916, that was in truth an utter confusion in terms of organization, public interest, and comprehension. Then this was coupled with a second event that honored a writer who, according to one critic, epitomized “organized disorganization” and certainly generated enough public incomprehension about “nothing and nothingness” to guarantee his celebrity for a second centennial.


Swimming about for a couple of days in such dichotomous tides of “un-history” and nonsensical rhetorical contradictiveness, we felt we were touching something of the true wacky and audacious spirit of this compact and cohesive city (cohesion that, alas, collapses into utter confusion, of course, when you get behind the wheel of a car).


Joyce, who wrote the ultimate “Dublin novel” in his Ulysses, despite the fact that he lived most of his life out of the country, captures the rambunctious stream of glorious consciousness here. In fact, so richly descriptive of Dublin is the book, that Joyce claimed, if the city were ever destroyed, it could be re-created through the pages of his Ulysses.


So—here are a few fragments of his homage to Dublin:




The gray warm evening descended upon the city…The streets swarmed with a gaily-colored crowd. Like illuminated pearls the lamps shone from the summits of the tall poles upon the living texture below, changing shape and hue unceasingly.



In a second vibrant vignette:




The air without is impregnated with rainbow moisture, life essence celestial, glistening on Dublin stone there under star-shiny coelum. God’s air, the All Father’s air, scintillant circumambiant cessile air. Breathe it deep into thee.



And from another of his beloved books, Dubliners:




It was noon when we reached the quays and we bought two big currant buns and sat down to eat them on some metal piping by the river. We pleased ourselves with the spectacle of Dublin’s commerce—the barges signal from afar away by their curls of wooly smoke. The brown fishing fleet beyond Ringsend, the big white sailing vessel which was being discharged on the opposite quay…Looking at the high masts I imagine the geography which had been scantily dosed to me at school gradually taking substance before my eyes…Then we walked through the flaring streets, jostled by drunken men and bargaining women, amid the curses of laborers, the shrill litanies of shop boys who stood on guard by the barrels of pigs’ cheeks, the nasal chanting of street singers, who sang a come-all-you, about O’Donovan Rossa, or a ballad about the troubles in our native land. These noises converged in a single sensation of life for me.



There’s something utterly enticing about Joyce’s rich ramblings that resonates here in the city. They are perfectly suited to one another—the prose and the zany realities. You want to go about reciting aloud his observations and celebrations, sharing them with the smiley-faced people on Grafton Street, watching their eyes light up when they see how his bouncing words and rhythms pick up and toss like bright baubles all the sensations, sounds, and sights that surround us. You want to shout out “D’ya see it?” “D’ya feel it?” “D’ya understand what he’s painting in words?”


But instead of shouting we shuffled off instead to a church where, it being the Easter season, one of many services was in progress. Easter is one time in the year when even the most recalcitrant churchgoers finally bow to guilty consciences and bend a humble knee. And we were no exception on this particular occasion. It is also the one time, on Good Friday, when all the eight thousand or so pubs in Ireland are closed and there’s a national panic over booze—or the lack of it.


We entered the church and, despite the excellence of the choir and the rapidity of the Communion that in an Anglican Church with five hundred congregants could have taken a good hour or more to get through, the long service inevitably developed a droney, droopy pace and mood. And I caught myself remembering the flash and flourish of Joyce’s religious revivalist rhetoric in the turbulent middle section of Ulysses, and wondered how this would go down if read aloud here in the church instead of yet another dirgy psalm:





Hush! Sinned against the light and even now that day is at hand when He shall come to judge the world by fire. Pflaap! Elijah is coming! Washed by the blood of the Lamb. Come on, you wine-fizzling, gin-sizzling, booze-guzzling existences. Come on, you dog-gone, bull-necked, beetle-browed, hog-jowled, peanut-brained, weasely-eyed flower flushes, false alarms and excess baggage! Come on, you triple extracts of infamy. The Deity ain’t no nickel dime bum show. I put it to you that He’s on the square and a corking fine proposition. He’s the grandest thing yet and don’t you forget it. Shout salvation and King Jesus. You’ll need to rise precious early, you sinner there, if you want to diddle the Almighty God. Pflaaap!



It didn’t happen, of course. Instead the congregation began one more murmured recitation of the Our Father, and I felt the yawns easing like sleepy cloudscapes over me. A little Joyce would certainly have juiced up and jollied the process along, but as this period is the most sacred of the Catholic calendar, maybe it was best to stick to the tried-and-true. After all, I convinced myself, we were going to need all the blessings we could engender during this new adventure of ours in a new country—and by the sound of it, most particularly on the racetrack roads where we’d been told many drivers were unlicensed, uninsured, and far too often, unsober.
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James Joyce


And so back to Beckett, who, like Joyce, spent most of his life out of Ireland and was typically obscure when defining the settings for his works. This fragment possibly captures something of the spirit of Dublin that we sensed during our own brief introduction:


 


Apologies. As another editor emphasized to me eons ago, authors should not play games with their readers. But—this tease of blank space could be interpreted literally. I honestly couldn’t find, in all of Beckett’s works, a single reference that seemed to have any relevance to our reflections upon Dublin. Or any other recognizable place on our earth, for that matter. On the other hand, this space could be interpreted artistically as a recognition of the minimalist blankness, the emptiness, the near vacuum, the void that permeates almost all of his plays: Acts-Without-Words, Roughs-for-Theatres, Roughs-for-Radios, and even his forty-second contribution to Kenneth Tynan’s Oh! Calcutta!, “written” in 1969 and titled simply Breath. This work consists of a curtain raised up with a faint light falling on “miscellaneous rubbish” scattered across the stage followed by “a faint brief cry,” an expiration of breath, and then silence, before the curtain drops again. Some claim it’s actually been performed in just over twenty seconds as opposed to the forty seconds estimated by Beckett. Undoubtedly a relief to many in the audience.


What a bizarre nonworld the Nobel-Prized Beckett offered to a confused public—minimalistic tableaux of suspended heads with frantically chattering mouths; people in overgrown plant pots; characters immersed in sand; two Chaplinesque tramps waiting by a solitary tree for someone or something that never comes; a man feverishly winding and rewinding a recorded tape searching for…the truth, the meaning, or perhaps just the meaninglessness of man’s existence. I find his work irritating, absurd, pretentious, arrogantly elusive (and illusive), ambiguous to the point of total nonsense—and utterly, gloriously enticing. Even if I can’t call up the necessary rigorous attention his plays need, I still sense fundamental truths, humor, and deep eternal perceptions floating by, tantalizingly just out of reach. Or certainly my reach, and certainty, or the lack of it, seems to be the elusive essence of many of his works. As one of the Waiting for Godot characters exclaims: “To have lived is not enough for them…They have to talk about it…To be dead is not enough for them.”


With all the frenzied forelock-tugging of the metropolitan literatae and Habling-bling bloated reverential piety about Beckett mushing around the city, it was refreshing to read one critic who wrote that “the centenary celebrations are almost enough to put most off literature for life.” Nevertheless, a Beckettian spirit was definitely flowing through downtown Dublin that Easter week (you could hardly escape posters and banners of his tumultuously wrinkled and time-worn face), characterized by sequences of bizarre non sequiturs.


First came flurries of little girls frolicking by in neon pink, meticulously embroidered costumes and heavily made up, carrying skirt-shaped bags for all their inordinately expensive outfits. They were here for some important Irish step dancing contest (now thanks to Riverdance and clones, an international passion) and accompanied by proud and occasionally stressed-out parents who seemed far more nervous than their tiny, decked-up offspring.


And then came one of Ireland’s oddest ball games. I’d seen Irish football before and rather liked its odd, rugby-soccer-basketball maneuvers and speedy flow. So different from the lumbering, tough guys’ scrums and touchline tumbles of the traditional rugby games I used to be involved in. But I’d never seen a hurling match before and sat fixated by the TV in our room, which showed one of the fastest, most bizarre, and seemingly most dangerous games I’ve ever experienced. Harry Potter would love it. Fifteen men a side hurtled by and into one another in seemingly total Hogwartian disarray, flailing long cáman paddle-sticks on which they carried—yes, carried—a small white leather ball (sliotar)—although in the truly wild days when the game first emerged I heard it was often a human skull. And then, while running pell-mell, they tossed the ball off the tip of the stick and whacked it with all the force of a top-flight tennis player to another team player fifty yards or more down the field or, if they could, over the posts at the far end of the field to score points.


In minutes I was hooked. The constant frantic pace and ability of the players to avoid regular decapitation by swirling sticks and supersonic-speed sliotars amazed me and left me utterly exhausted by the end of the first half. As a result of watching the game, I fully understood the remark of an elderly gentleman in another of Dublin’s fine Irish pubs, Ryan’s, on Park Gate Street, when he chortled: “Ah well, this game and our other ancient village game of ‘road bowling’ explains it all, d’y’see. You English play cricket, which is a waspocracy gentleman’s game of patience and fair play, and we do the hurling, which is an ancient bogman’s game of pure unrestrained, skull-crushing passion. No wonder we didn’t get along with you lot for centuries!”


“Well—thanks for explaining that…”


“Tá fáilte romhat—you’re very welcome, good sir!”


 


FINALLY, WE DROVE SOUTH out of Dublin, leaving behind the tortuously tangled one-way traffic systems; the glorious pure-Irish pubs, and the earthy redolence of fresh-poured pints of thick black stout; the pedestrianized people-powered streets full of music and mirth; the sudden passing vehemence of a tanked-up local calling the whole world “ya feckin’ eejits”; the cultivated calm of the St. Steven’s Green gardens; and all the big burly-pillared and porticoed neoclassical public buildings and the dainty, decorous streets of Georgian refinement.


And we were sad, despite the fact that we’d barely touched the place in our brief stay. As had so many others, our hearts had warmed immediately to the heart of Dublin. We could have done, however, without the endless outer eddies of suburban “semis” financed by the surging economic tsunamis of Ireland’s “Celtic Tiger” affluence, with their pristine privet hedges and eye-blurring stamp of bland sameness and keeping-up-with-the-Joneses mundanity. And we also tried hard to ignore the bizarre, carnival-colored bungalow mania that seemed to characterize the outer-outer neighborhoods. The riotous riches of downtown Dublin remained with us as we curled on through the high Wicklow Mountains with the radio playing either endless recountings of the Easter Rising or “let’s pretend we understand” discussions and diatribes about Beckett’s intentionally ambiguous and obscure works that were apparently not meant to be “understood” but rather “un-understood” by the hoi polloi.


“We’ll be back,” said Anne when we finally switched off the natter-chatter.


“I’m still there,” I said. And I meant it.


 


AND I INDEED FELT we were “still there” a little later that day when we paused on the quay in the pleasant riverside town of Wexford to while away an hour or so over lunch before continuing our drive to County Cork and the Beara Peninsula (a seven-hour drive we managed to stretch into a leisurely three-day backroading odyssey).


Hardly had we ordered a platter of “toasties” (those ubiquitous toasted ham and cheese sandwiches that are a staple of pubs everywhere here) than we became aware of a real Irish brouhaha at a nearby table. The subject (of course) was the Easter Rising again, and the pro-and-con arguments were so complex in the Beckettian sense that I was convinced we were back in one of those gloriously intimate and intense little pubs just outside Trinity College where feisty debates and furious beer-imbibing are the order of the day. Every day.


It quickly became apparent that the distinct lack of concerted conviction on the part of the public in support of the Rising still lingers on today. I tried to keep notes on the group’s arguments, but they spoke far too fast (a frustrating national problem over here) and the dialect was far too thick (another problem). But I did find, the following day, parts of a Sunday Times editorial that seemed to strike a reasoned balance in all the blather and blarney:




Twenty-first Century Ireland is an independent, proud and prosperous republic, and the world’s tenth wealthiest nation. Its economy is thriving, its culture is vibrant. Other societies now look to Ireland as an economic role model and covet its confidence and accomplishments. Irish people no longer need the dubious myths and shibboleths of the past to bolster their identity. [By the sound and fury of the adjoining debate, one could seriously question such an optimistic statement.] People who see the world today through a republican lens complain that it has taken far too long for the modern Irish state to acknowledge formally the undeniable courage and idealism of the men who led the insurrection on that fateful April morning in 1916. [The debate at the nearby table continued: “It had officially been canceled, for God’s sake! They couldn’t get enough support,” claimed one of the men at the table. “It was only the crazies who kept going, and if the stupid Brits hadn’t executed them in the stonebreaker’s yard at Kilmainhan Jail and made martyrs of them, they’d all be long forgotten today!”] Those who believe this bloody and divisive rebellion had a malign effect on modern Irish history meanwhile argue that the celebrations glorify political violence and send out dangerous signals to unrepentant advocates of the physical force tradition. [At the table again: “We got the freedom we wanted, though!” shouted one of the group. “Only after massive slaughter and a bloody civil war that split the country down the middle for years,” said another. “As the great John Lennon said,” quipped a third man, “‘Time wounds all heels’—and the British heels certainly got their comeuppance!”] Immigration is changing the complexion of our country and with so many diverse cultures now, the ancient quarrel between nationalists and unionists seems increasingly irrelevant, if not absurd. However, the 1916 Proclamation of Independence remains an impressive document and the citizens of 2006 are the first in Irish history fortunate enough to be free to appreciate all that was liberating and outward-looking about the Easter Rising, while rejecting all that was destructive and narrow-minded.



We hoped the editorial writer was correct. We had no desire to spend valuable pub time over the next year or so of our stay in the country listening to incessant replays of domestic Irish history, but only time would tell, and, indeed, the later release of Ken Loach’s film The Wind That Shakes the Barley was indeed one more dramatic and bloody replay of that terrible divisive era. Only time would tell if this would be a major theme of our journey here or whether we could focus happily on the many other intriguing and true aspects of Irish life as it’s lived today here in this utterly captivating little country.
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“Blow-In” Initiation




I DON’T THINK I’LL EVER DO it again. At least if I do, I’m not sure I’ll be around later to tell the tale. I suppose I escaped this time only because, first, it was relatively early in the evening and the little time-worn pub in the heart of Wexford barely contained a quorum of imbibers, and second, because I managed to turn my inane question into a lousy wimpish joke that generated enough dismissive sneers and sniggers to dispel, or at least divert, the threat of malicious mayhem. Of course it also got me labeled as a loopy “blow-in” tourist—harmless and certainly not worth correcting in the traditional Irish manner. Which can be a rather messy business, what with all that threatening verbosity followed by the bludgeoning, spurts of blood, splintered cartilage, purpling bruises, and facial lumps the consistency of extremely hard-boiled eggs.


And what, you may well ask, was this question that could have brought about such a potentially traumatic and painful termination to an otherwise very pleasant evening?


All I did…honestly, this is the whole thing in all its naïve simplicity…I asked the barman—“Is it possible that you have a bottle of Sam Smith’s Ale…or better still, a Newcastle Brown?”


Now, I asked this, not for any troublemaking reason or devious intent, but merely because I was, despite my growing enjoyment of the ubiquitous Guinness, longing for a good old pint of British ale, preferably one brewed in or near my home county of Yorkshire or certainly somewhere in the north of England.


There was a sudden somber silence. You could have heard the legendary pin drop, although a sharpening of ax blades might have been more to the point.


“Wha’…wha’s that yer askin’ fer?” asked the barman, preceded by a sly malicious wink to the cluster of arm-flexing, Guinnesschugging giants by the counter.


“Er…just, ah, a bottle of Sam Smith’s? Pale Ale will be fine—or a Newcastle Brown…Even a Worthington would be okay if…”


More silence. Of the sinister, sniggery kind. And then: “So—that’s the way then, is it? Guinness is not good enough f’ya, then? Is that it? Or Smithwick’s or Harp. Or Murphy’s. Or Beamish. In fact, it seems t’me like nothin’ made in our beautiful country will suffice? Is that right? Y’ll just be lookin’ exclusively f’yer English piss-water, it seems. Puttin’ our poor lads at the breweries here out o’ the business while y’ be asking fer yer own imported rubbish instead…”


“Look…listen…if you don’t have any, it doesn’t—”


“Don’t have any?! As if I’d let anythin’ with a name like Sam Smith’s or Newcastle or Worthington get into my cellar while my lovely barrels o’ the black stuff rest there waitin’ t’be appreciated by them’s as knows their beer an’ their stout…”


I began to suspect that I was becoming the butt of some stupid insider joke or the recipient of a silly little hazing ritual for blow-ins with a hankering for the great British ales. Or maybe it was my accent. Very obviously British. Sort of middle–working class with overtones of grammar school. But definitely not that upper-crust tone, all clipped, authoritative, and dictatorial—the one that conjurers up days of Empire, Rule Britannia, Churchillian bombast, and Prince Charles’s speeches. “You’re not being serious…,” I suggested with a kind of “that’s enough now—just pour me a pint” nonchalance.



A nonchalance that was not reciprocated. “So, what’s it t’be then?” The barman had an unpleasant habit of stroking the under-side of his chin with his finger, sliding it about like a short but deadly knife.


“Well, I guess if there’s no Newcastle in the house…I suppose a Murphy’s stout will have to do.”


“We don’t sell Murphy’s.”


“Beamish then?”


“We don’t sell Beamish.”


“Smithwick’s Bitter?”


“Out.”


“Harp Lager?”


“Out.”


“Look—why don’t I just try the place across the road…”


“One more guess. Y’get one more,” said the barman with a menacing leer that suggested no contradiction.


“Okay—right. Fine. I’ll take a pint of your Guinness, then.”


Utter transformation!


“Well! Yessir! O’course, sir!” He smiled his best “at your service” customer smile. “A pint o’ Guinness it is, then, and a fine choice, sir, if I and my colleagues here might say so. It’ll just take a couple o’ minutes. T’get the top right. ’S’not Guinness without its proper head, y’understand.”


“Yes, I know. I’m quite familiar with Guinness by now.”


“Well—are ya, now? I wouldna known that from what it was y’ were askin’ for a minute or two ago…maybe y’were just havin’ a little confusion of the mind…”


And that’s when I should have left. But he was already pulling the pint and the black stuff was pouring in with its surges of infinitesimally tiny brown bubbles and that creamy head building. And it looked as good as all the ads you see on television, particularly the one shot in sepia colors with a young guy mesmerized by the gradually rising nectar of his stout and a bead of anticipatory sweat easing slowly down his forehead to the tip of his nose as the glass gradually fills…

[image: image]

Barman in Pub

Finally the pouring ritual was over, and as I reached to pick up the glass, I sensed a concerted gathering of onlookers around me at the bar. They seemed to be watching me and my drink very expectantly. Well, I thought—I guess I’ll show this crowd I can drink a pint of Guinness just as well as the next man. This is no wimpy blow-in here. So I picked up the glass and slowly downed the whole pint without a break for breath or anything else for that matter. Then, when I’d finished, I placed the empty, froth-laced glass back on the counter, wiped my mustache and lips with my left hand, and smiled. “Not bad…” I mumbled while half turning toward the door. It was only ten or so broad steps away, I gauged, and there was no one blocking the exit. Maybe I could make it because I certainly had no intention of hanging around this malevolent place—an obvious bastion of blow-in bashing if ever I’d seen one.


“So,” sneered the barman. “Y’seemed to enjoy that right ’nough, then…”


Go for broke, my proud little Yorkshireman whispered internally. So I did. “Well, t’be honest…a pint o’ British ale obviously would’ve been far better, but…”


I think the but was actually delivered as I reached the door, flung it open, and rushed out into the dark streets. I expected a clatter of feet behind me, but fortunately, no one seemed to think the chase was worth the trouble. I’d survived this little unexpected brush with mortality.


Which of course I hadn’t because…I’d left my bag on the bar-stool and had no choice but to go back and retrieve it…but that, as they say, is another story…
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Irish History—Fast




HE SAID HIS NAME WAS LIAM—Liam Farrell—but to me he looked more like Liam the Leprechaun. He was little—very little—with sharp ferret eyes, a purple nose, strangely long and thin fingers, and a definite preference for shamrock green in his clothing. Not a very clean green, in fact a distinctly grubby green, but close enough to traditional leprechaun getup, I suppose.


We met kind of incidentally. I was sitting on one of the benches by the Waterford waterfront wondering which restaurant Anne and I should grace with our presences for dinner when she’d completed her “shopping” (always a mysterious process. Beyond a diminished bank account—I rarely got to see the results of her retailing pursuits. Especially in the clothing area when, if I see her wearing something new, she’ll inevitably respond with a dismissive—“Oh, darlin’, I’ve had this ages…don’t you remember…”). Anyway—next thing I knew, this little man had slid into position beside me and was offering me something that looked like a once-white peppermint now coated in thick pocket-dust.


“Er…no thanks. I’m fine…”


“Oh, I can see that. You’re lookin’ very fine indeed, sir. Are you touristin’ round here then, is it?”


“No, no. We’re driving down to the Beara Peninsula. I’m just about to go and buy a couple of books. On Irish history.”



That was my first mistake.


“Ah—the Beara Peninsula, is it now? Fine, fine choice indeed, sir. One of the finest spots in the southwest. Very…authentic, one might say…very wild. And—well now—that’s a true coincidence…”


“A coincidence? How’s that?”


“Well, y’won’ need ’em now, will y’?”


“What?”


“Y’books. On Irish hist’ry. ’Cause I’m a walkin’ encyclopedia of Irish hist’ry. Y’couldn’do any better than ask me anythin’ about Irish hist’ry.”


“Okay,” I said politely (hoping to get rid of him—and wondering if maybe he was just a few slices short of a full loaf). “I’d like a nice accurate summary of your history.”


I should never have said that.


“Would y’ now—well, d’y’wan’ it fast o’ slow?”


“What?”


“Hist’ry—our hist’ry. The grand hist’ry of our fair land.”


“Well, let’s start with a fast version, and then I’ll flush out the details later when I get the general hang of it.”


“Oh, that y’ll never do!”


“What?”


“Get th’gen’ral hang of it, like y’jus’ said sir. Likely hang y’good self in all the complexities of the whole t’ing.”


“Well—the fast version’s fine for the moment. I’ll leave the big books ’til later.”


“Right y’are then, sir. Very good decision y’made there or I’ll be talkin’ at y’ ’til the fairies pop out with the stars…Not that I’d mind, mind y’, because y’seem like a decent enough fella an’ it’d be a pleasure…”


“Thanks, that’s very nice of you, so…any time you’re ready…”


“Ah, I see y’re a man who gets t’th’point, so t’speak. T’th’ nub o’ things, and I like that. Can’t stand people prattlin’ on about nothin’ an’ never getting started…so much time a’wastin’, don’cha think? So much paddywackery in a lot of the Irish blarney…”


“Yes, I do. So let’s not waste time. Let’s get to the nub and hear your fast version.”


“Ah yes—a man after me own heart y’are, sir. So all right, then. This is how it goes…thousan’ plus years in a nutshell, so to speak. Although, I must admit, I never really understood that nutshell thing. D’y’think maybe…”


“Whenever you’re ready…”


“Ach, y’re a real cracker, sir. Okay, here goes. It seems that after all the great times of legends and the mighty magical worlds that wrapped our little Ireland in shrouds of mist and mysteries…should I tell y’more about that time…before the coming of the Celts…I’ve got some wonderful tales of far off down all the years…tales of our ancient rulers, the Tuatha Dé Dannan, who were defeated by Milesian invaders around 250 BC and went to hide underground and became our fairy people. And all the great stories of that time like Táin Bó Cuailnge—The Cattle Raid of Cooley—or lots of
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