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For the silent generations —

who said nothing so that we could live,

and lived so that we could say something.

This was always yours.
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A Note Before We Begin

I was born in Dublin and I live now in the east of Clare, and everything

in this book was learned the slow way, in my own family, in my own

silences, and at fires — many of them not in Ireland. I have sat for years

in the sweat lodges of the Lakota way, and I owe that tradition a debt

this book can only honour, never repay: it taught me what going-through

means in the body, and it sent me home to find that my own people had

once known it too. This book is the homecoming.

I do not write as a historian, though I have tried to keep faith with the

history. I do not write as a therapist, though I have tried to keep faith

with the wounded. I write as one of us — a carrier of the same silence,

working at the same grass with the same spade as anyone who reads this.

Nothing here is said from above. All of it is said from inside.

— G. S. M., Clare, 2026
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Prologue
The Fire Under the Grass

There is a fire under the grass of this island.

It has been there longer than the roads, longer than the churches,

longer than the names of the towns. The old people knew it. They built

their days around it. When sorrow came — and sorrow always came —

they did not run from it and they did not bury it. They brought it to the

fire. They wailed it to the open sky. They sat with the dead for three

days and let the grief move through the house like weather, until it had

passed, and the living could live again.

Then the fire was covered over.

Not all at once. A little shame here. A new law there. A priest's

frown, a schoolmaster's stick, a landlord's ledger, a neighbour's raised

eyebrow. Sod by sod, the fire was covered, until the grass grew over it

and the people walked on top of it and taught their children to walk on

top of it, and the children taught theirs, and after a while no one could

say what it was they were walking on. Only that the ground was warm in

places, and it was better not to ask why.

This book is about the fire. What it was. How it was buried. What the

burying cost us — because it cost us more than we have ever once, as a

people, sat down and counted. And how it might be uncovered again.

Not to burn the house down. To warm it.

But before a fire can be tended, the ground must be opened. And

before the ground can be opened, someone has to stand on the warm

patch of grass and say, out loud, what everyone has always known and

no one has ever said:
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There is something under here.

That is what this first part of the book does. It names. Nothing more.

It does not fix, it does not console, it does not hurry on to the hopeful

part. The hope is coming — the hope is the whole reason for the book —

but hope that arrives before the truth is just another way of saying

nothing.

So. We stand on the grass. We look down. We name what is under it.

~ ● ~
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Movement One
The Naming

The Hunger

Begin where we never begin. Begin with the hunger.

Between 1845 and 1852, this island lost a quarter of its people. A

million dead. More than a million gone on the boats. Say those numbers

slowly. A million dead — in ditches, in cabins, on the roads between

one closed door and another, mouths green from the grass they ate at the

end. On an island this size. Within the lifetime of our

great-great-grandparents. Close enough that the ruined cabins still stand

on the hillsides, and we drive past them, and we do not look.

And here is the wound inside the wound: the ones who lived almost

never spoke of it.

Think about that. The greatest catastrophe in our history, and the

survivors handed down almost no telling of it. No stories at the fire. No

accounts pressed into the children's keeping. The folklore collectors who

went out a lifetime later found the old people would talk about anything

— fairies, faction fights, the weather of 1839 — anything but the

hunger. When it was raised, the eyes went somewhere else and the voice

went flat and the answer came: that was a bad time, we don't talk about

that.

Why? Because famine is not only death. Famine is humiliation.

Famine makes people do things that cannot afterwards be said. It sets

neighbour watching neighbour's pot. It makes a father choose which

child. It makes the living step over the dead, because there was no
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strength left for burying, and no coffin, and no keen. The dead of the

hunger went into the ground in silence — pits, bags, boards reused a

hundred times — and the great wild sound this island had always sent up

over its dead was not sent up for them. A million dead, and the keen that

should have carried a million griefs into the sky was never made.

That grief did not disappear. Grief does not disappear. Ungrieved, it

goes into the body. It goes into the family. It goes into the way a people

holds itself. It becomes a permanent low hum of dread that no one can

name because no one was ever told where it came from: there is not

enough. It can all be taken. Do not trust the ground you stand on. Do not

draw attention. Survive, and say nothing.

We are the great-great-grandchildren of the ones who lived. We

inherited their survival. We also inherited their silence. Every Irish

family carries the hunger the way the land carries the lazy-beds — those

ridged lines of the last potato plantings, still visible on a thousand

hillsides under the grass, furrows dug by hands in the spring of a year

the diggers did not live to see the autumn of.

The lines are still in the land. The lines are still in us. We have

simply never let ourselves look down and read them.

That is the first naming. We are a famine people who never grieved

the famine.

The Tongue

The second wound is stranger, and deeper, and almost never counted as

a wound at all: we lost the language our grief was made of.

At the start of the nineteenth century, most of the people of this

island thought, prayed, courted, cursed, and keened in Irish. Within a
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hundred years it was gone from the mouths of all but a remnant. A

whole people changed the language inside their own heads in the space

of three or four generations. That is not a footnote of history. There is

hardly another people on earth who did it so completely and so fast, and

there is a reason for the speed: the language did not fade. It was driven

out, and — harder to say — we helped drive it.

The hunger fell heaviest on the Irish speakers; the dead and the

emigrants took the language with them by the million. The new National

Schools taught in English and only English. Around the child's neck

went the bata scóir, the tally stick — a notch cut for every word of Irish

that slipped out of the child at home, and for every notch, a beating at

school. Read that again. The parents cut the notches. Not because they

were cruel, but because they had looked at the world with famine-taught

eyes and concluded that Irish was the language of hunger and English

was the language of the boat, of the job, of survival — and survival, as

we had learned, was everything, and everything else was luxury.

So it was done, and it worked, and the children lived, and something

in them starved instead.

Because a language is not a code with another code waiting to

replace it. A language is the shape of a people's inwardness. Irish held a

thousand years of this island's particular way of sorrowing — the

caoineadh itself, the vast dark treasury of lament, the prayers muttered

over cradles and coffins, the words that fit the exact grief of this exact

rain-dark place because they had been worn into shape by it, generation

over generation, like a path worn into a hillside.

All of it was in the old tongue. And when the tongue went, the path

went. The grief remained — grief always remains — but now it sat in

the body of a people who had lost the words it was made of. We became

a nation carrying sorrow in a language that had no fitted words for it,
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making do with a borrowed tongue that was also the tongue of the ledger

and the eviction notice.

They say we took that borrowed tongue and made it sing, and we did

— no people ever revenged themselves on a language more beautifully.

But listen to what we built in English: the wit, the deflection, the

gorgeous evasion, the sentence that circles the feeling and never lands

on it. We built in English the architecture of going-around. The

going-through had lived in Irish, and we buried it there.

That is the second naming. We lost the words our grief was made of,

and we have been sorrowing in translation ever since.

The Telling

The third wound has no date, because it was not an event. It was a telling

— the same telling, repeated for centuries, from above: you are less.

Less civilised. Less clean. Less clever. Less human. The old laws

said it in statute: the native Irish outside the law's protection, the

marriages forbidden, the names forbidden, the faith forbidden, the horse

above a certain value forbidden. The cartoons said it in ink: the Irishman

drawn with the jaw of an ape in the respectable papers of London, within

our great-grandparents' lifetimes. The ledgers said it in arithmetic: a

tenant people on our own land, rated and valued and evicted by men

who called our poverty our nature.

Centuries of that. And here is what centuries of that does, and this is

the part we do not want to look at: after long enough, the telling moves

inside. The occupier can go home — and he did — but by then the voice

has been installed, and the voice stays, and the voice speaks now with

our own accent.
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We know this voice. Every one of us knows this voice. It is the voice

that says who do you think you are — the great Irish incantation, spoken

to every child who ever stood up too straight. It is the begrudgery that

cannot bear a neighbour's rise, because centuries taught us that one

man's rise meant another's eviction. It is the flinch at praise. It is the

reflex apology. It is the way we say ah sure it's grand about things that

are not grand and never were. It is the national talent for self-mockery,

which the world finds so charming, and which is real charm, and real wit

— and which is also, underneath, a pre-emptive strike: we will say we

are nothing before you can say it, and we will say it funnier.

We have a name for all this. We call it humility, and we are proud of

it — proud of our smallness, contemptuous of any of our own who

forget to be small. But hear the thing said straight: contempt for yourself

does not become a virtue just because you inherited it. What we call

keeping the head down was once a survival skill, learned under a power

that punished any Irish head held high. That power is gone a hundred

years. The habit is still here, still passed to every child, still enforced by

us, on us, with a vigilance the old landlords would envy.

That is the third naming. They told us we were less until we took

over the telling ourselves — and we have never once handed in our

notice.

The Cloth

The fourth wound is the hardest to name, because it wore the face of

holiness, and because there is no they to blame at a safe distance. This

one happened inside the house.

When the old power left, a new power was already standing in the

vacancy, and it wore black cloth. And let it be said honestly: the people
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gave themselves to it, and there were reasons. The Church had stood

with the poor when little else did; the faith had been forbidden once, and

clung to at real cost; and a humiliated people were offered something

intoxicating — you are not less; you are God's own, purer than the

empire that scorned you. After centuries of the telling, who would not

drink that?

But mark what was offered and what was not. A wounded people

came in from the hunger and the boats and the centuries of contempt,

carrying grief beyond measuring, and what they were handed was not

healing. It was control. The wound was not tended; it was policed.

Sorrow became sin, the body became shame, and the wild old

grief-practices of the island — the keen, the merry wake, the fire on the

hill — were named pagan, backward, an embarrassment before God and

the respectable world, and were shamed into the ground. The one

institution with the authority to help a broken people go through chose

instead to teach them that the breaking was their own sinfulness, and

that the cure was obedience.

And for the ones who broke anyway — or loved wrongly, or were

poor enough, or were simply girls — there were buildings. We all know

the buildings. The industrial schools. The laundries. The mother and

baby homes. Walls in every county, and behind the walls, the children of

the nation worked, beaten, buried without names. In Tuam, the bodies of

small children in a disused septic tank, counted in the hundreds. This is

not medieval history. There are women alive today who scrubbed in

those laundries. There are men alive today who flinch at the smell of

institutional soap.

And here is the naming within the naming, the part that belongs to us

and cannot be posted elsewhere: everyone knew. Not the details, maybe.

But the town knew what the building on the hill was. The family knew
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where the sister went, and why the subject changed when her name came

up. The van that came for the child was seen from the windows. We

averted our eyes with a skill we had been perfecting for two hundred

years, and the great instruction did its work: whatever you say, say

nothing.

The cloth taught us that our pain was our guilt. And we, already

trained by hunger and contempt to believe the worst about ourselves,

said amen.

That is the fourth naming. We handed our wound to an institution

that punished us for having it — and we kept its secrets for a century.

The Boat

The fifth wound never stopped happening. It is happening tonight, in an

airport, in a departures queue.

Since the hunger, this island has bled its people. Ten million gone

since the famine ships — from an island that has never since held more

than seven. There are more of Irish descent abroad than there are Irish in

Ireland, several times over. We are the only country in Europe whose

population today is still below what it was in 1841. Read that sentence

twice. Every other people recovered their numbers. We never did. The

boat saw to it.

We tell the emigration story as an epic, and it is one — the letters

home, the money sent back, the Irish building other nations' cities and

other nations' songs. But an epic is another kind of going-around.

Underneath the epic, emigration was a haemorrhage, and a haemorrhage

that a body endures for one hundred and eighty years changes what the

body is.



17

Count the cost the way it was actually paid. Generation after

generation, the island raised its young and gave them away at the age

when they were strongest and brightest and most likely to make trouble

— and the ones most likely to make trouble were precisely the ones

most likely to go. The safety valve hissed for two centuries: every rising

generation that might have turned and demanded the country be

otherwise was already gone by twenty-five. What stayed was what could

bear to stay quiet.

And count the private cost, the one paid at kitchen tables. The

American wake — we held funerals for the living, because the going

was a death: the mother keening a son who was still standing in the

room with his ticket in his pocket. Later the funerals stopped but the

goings didn't, and we swapped the keen for the stiff jaw at the airport,

the sure you'll be home at Christmas, the long drive back from Shannon

with the radio doing the talking. Every parish in Ireland is ringed with

absences the way it is ringed with ruined cabins. Every family album has

its missing. We do not call this grief. We call it the way of it. But a loss

that is called the way of it is simply a grief that has given up asking to be

felt.

That is the fifth naming. For seven generations we have exported our

young and called the wound an economy — and the mourning we owed

for ten million goings is still unpaid.

The Bottle

The sixth wound we joke about most, which is how you know.

The world calls us drinkers and we play along — we put the pint in

the postcard, the craic in the brochure. The joke is old and we are fluent

in it. But stand at the far end of any Irish funeral, any Irish Christmas,
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any ordinary Irish Tuesday, and watch what the drink is actually doing,

and the joke goes quiet.

The drink is doing the feeling.

That is its job here. That has been its job for a long time. In a country

where the instruction was say nothing, the pub became the one licensed

room — the single place a man could weep, sing, rage, or tell his friend

he loved him, provided the drink could be blamed for it in the morning.

The bottle became our confessional without penance, our therapy

without memory, our keen without the courage. Whatever could not be

said sober was permitted drunk, and so nothing ever had to be said

sober, and so nothing ever was.

Understand it truly: the drinking is not the wound. The drinking is

the anaesthetic. It is what a people does with pain it has been forbidden

to speak — the hunger's dread, the lost tongue's muteness, the installed

voice's contempt, the cloth's shame, the boat's emptied chair. Pour all of

that into a person, hand him the instruction, and then put a pub on every

corner. What did we think would happen? What has been happening, in

plain sight, for two hundred years?

And the anaesthetic collects its price. It collects it in the livers and

the crashes and the fists, in the children lying awake listening for the

latch, in the ones who fought it and the ones who didn't, in the mortal

quiet of the men — and it is so often the men, raised hardest under say

nothing — who ran out of anaesthetic and saw no other door. We bury

too many young men in this country. We stand at their graves saying

there were no signs, and we are wrong. The sign was two centuries old.

The sign was that we built a culture where the only way to say the

unbearable thing was to be too drunk to remember saying it — and some

of them could not get drunk enough.
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That is the sixth naming. We numbed what we were forbidden to

feel, and we called the numbness the craic — and it is killing our

children in the present tense.

The Silence

And so we come to the last naming, which was inside all the others. The

master wound. The one that binds the six into a single inheritance and

hands it on.

Whatever you say, say nothing.

We say it with a wink now. It gets printed on tea towels. But hear it

freshly, as an actual instruction given by actual parents to actual children

for two hundred years, and hear what it is: a people formally teaching its

young that speech is danger. And they were right to teach it — that is the

tragedy. Under occupation, the loose word hanged men. Under the

landlord, the raised voice lost the roof. Under the hunger, the admitted

weakness lost the ration. Under the cloth, the told truth lost the child.

Silence was not a folkway. Silence was armour, forged in conditions

where it saved lives, fitted onto every child, generation after generation.

But armour that is never taken off stops being armour. It becomes the

body.

Look at what the silence does now, today, in the free and prosperous

country the silent generations dreamed of. It sits at every kitchen table

where the one true subject is the one subject never raised. It stands in

every yard where a father who would die for his son has never once told

him anything of the kind. It runs the wakes where we speak of

everything except the dying that is in the room. It patrols our

friendships, where a man can meet the same men every Friday for thirty
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years and be known by none of them. It edits every conversation in this

country a half-second before speech — that tiny national pause, that

flicker of don't — which we have all felt and none of us installed. It was

installed for us, long ago, for good reasons that are gone.

The hunger could not be spoken, so it was not grieved. The tongue

was lost, so the grief had no words. The telling moved inside, so the

shame could not be shown. The cloth punished the showing. The boat

took the ones who might have shouted. The bottle managed the leakage.

And the silence — the silence coordinated all of it, wound after wound,

generation after generation: the wound must not be named, therefore the

wound cannot be grieved, therefore the wound cannot close, therefore

the wound is handed, intact and gathering interest, to the next child,

along with the instruction that keeps it intact.

That is the machine. That is the whole machine. It has run for two

hundred years and it is running now, in your family and in mine, and its

fuel is nothing but our obedience — one generation more of saying

nothing.

So let us name the last thing, and have the inventory done.

We are a wounded people. Wounded by hunger we never mourned,

in a tongue we no longer own, shamed by a telling we now do to

ourselves, betrayed by the hands we prayed into, bled of our young for

seven generations, numbed by the bottle we joke about — and sworn,

every one of us, from the cradle, to secrecy about all of it.

There. It is said. It has never been said all at once, in one breath, as

one thing — and now it is said.

The ground is open. The warm grass has been cut away, and we are

standing at the edge of what was buried, and we can smell the old smoke

off it.
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Now we can begin.
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Movement Two
The Going-Around

A people cannot live on top of an unnamed wound with nothing between

them and it. Something must be built over the warm grass — a floor, a

house, a whole way of being — so that life can go on above what cannot

be looked at below.

We built magnificently.

This is the part of the book where we walk through the house we

built. And let it be said before we start: it is a beautiful house. The world

thinks so. The world comes on holidays to visit it. The world makes

films about it and writes songs about it and tells us we are the friendliest,

funniest, warmest people on earth, and the world is not wrong. The arts

of going-around are real arts. They took two hundred years to perfect.

They saved lives. They saved ours.

But every room in the house was built for the same purpose, and the

purpose was: do not look down.

So we will walk the rooms now, slowly, with affection — because

these arts are ours, and we love them, and half of them we would keep

even in a healed Ireland. But this time, in each room, we will do the one

thing the room was built to prevent. We will ask what it is standing on.

Six arts, and then the master art that holds them all together. You

know every one of them. You practised at least three of them today.

The Slag

Begin with the funniest one. Begin with the slagging.
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There is no people on earth that expresses love the way we do — by

insult. The Irish man greets his oldest friend with an assessment of his

weight, his hairline, his county's football team, and the state of his

jacket, and this is tenderness, and both of them know it is tenderness,

and neither of them will ever say so. The worse the slagging, the deeper

the love. To be truly accepted in Ireland is to be abused warmly by

people who would carry you on their backs across the country if you

needed it — and who would rather carry you the length of it than tell

you why.

It is a real art. It is quick and dark and democratic; it has a genius for

puncture; it keeps every head at the same height. And it is, hand on

heart, one of the great pleasures of being Irish. No one is proposing an

Ireland without slagging. God forbid the day.

But watch what the slag also does. Watch it at close range, in the

moment that matters.

A man at the funeral of his father, holding himself together with both

hands, and his friend approaches, and there is one available register: the

state of you, did you comb your hair with a rock. And it lands as

kindness — it is meant as kindness, it is received as kindness — and it is

also, in the same instant, an agreement signed between the two of them

that the real thing will not be approached. The slag is a fence with a

friendly gate painted on it. It says: I am here, I see you, and we will not

be going in.

And watch what it does over a lifetime. Sincerity in Ireland is a

high-wire act with no net, because the moment a person reaches for a

true sentence — I've been low lately, I'm proud of you, I miss her — the

whole room tenses for the joke that will rescue everyone from it. We call

a man who speaks plainly about his heart intense. We say he'd wear you

out. The slag polices the border of the sayable, and it polices it in both
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directions: it stops the wound getting out, and it stops the love getting in.

There are men in this country who have been best friends for fifty years

on a diet of pure mockery, and each would be shocked — genuinely, to

tears — to learn at the other's funeral what he had meant to him. And he

will only learn it there, in the eulogy, which is the one speech the slag

cannot reach, because the man it is about is safely beyond

embarrassment.

We insult each other because we cannot bear to say the other thing.

The other thing waits its whole life for a gap in the joking. In most Irish

lives, the gap never comes.

That is the first art. Love, disguised as abuse, so that it never has to

risk being love out loud.

The Grand

The second art is a single word, and it may be the most Irish word there

is, and it is a lie almost every time we say it.

Grand.

How are you? Grand. How's the form? Grand. How are you coping,

since — ? Grand, grand. Sure I'm grand.

Listen to the word doing its work. A woman three weeks widowed is

grand. A man whose business is failing is grand. A girl who has not

eaten properly in a month is grand, not a bother on her. The word is a

small flat stone laid over the opening of a well. It costs nothing to say, it

fits every occasion, and it tells the asker the one thing they need to

know, which is: you are not required to go any further. Indeed — be

honest — you are not permitted.
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And around the little stone we built a whole vocabulary of

minimisation, the great Irish thesaurus of not that bad: ah sure. It could

be worse. It is what it is. There's worse off. No point complaining. You

have your health. These are the phrases of a people who learned, in

earnest and terrible circumstances, that complaint was useless and

expectation was dangerous — that the safest posture before fate was to

keep the voice level and ask for nothing. Our great-great-grandparents

said it could be worse about things that could scarcely have been worse,

because saying so was the only power left to them: the power to not be

destroyed by the admitting of it.

That is where the grand comes from. It is famine-speak. It is the

linguistic ration book — emotional expenditure cut to the bone, hope

kept small so its loss stays survivable. And like the tally stick, it worked,

and like the tally stick, we kept cutting the notches long after the

schoolmaster was gone.

Because here is what the grand costs now. It costs us the information.

A society where everyone is grand is a society flying blind — nobody

knows who is drowning, because the drowning are fluent in grand; they

are often the most fluent of all. Every Irish family has its story of the one

who was grand, right up until they weren't, and everyone at the funeral

saying but I only saw him Tuesday and he was in great form — and he

was in great form, because great form is a form, a shape you pour

yourself into at the door, and we are all raised to hold that shape with our

last strength. The grand is the reason there were no signs. The grand is

the sign, and we cannot read it, because we are all writing it too.

That is the second art. A word laid over the well, so smooth and so

light that we forget, for whole generations at a time, that there is a well.
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The Weather

The third art is the changing of the subject, and its patron saint is the

sky.

No people on earth discusses the weather like us, and no people

needs to less — we know the weather; the weather is rain. And yet:

fierce day. Desperate rain. Grand stretch in the evenings. Any Irish

silence more than four seconds old will be filled by one of these,

guaranteed, the way water finds the crack. Two Irish people in a lift, a

waiting room, a graveyard, and the barometric report begins.

Do not mistake this for stupidity. It is the opposite: it is a technology,

refined and precise. Small talk is the national air-traffic-control system,

and its function is to keep every conversation at cruising altitude — up

where the weather is, and the match, and the price of things, and the

traffic on the road in — and away from the ground, where the true

subjects live. Watch a master at work: watch a country kitchen when a

dangerous topic enters — a diagnosis, a separation, a name that

shouldn't have been said — and watch the speed, the sheer reflexive

grace, with which someone reaches for the sky. Well, we got the day for

it anyway. And the whole room exhales, and banks upward, and the

danger falls away below.

We are all masters. We were trained from the cot. An Irish child

learns the manoeuvre before it learns the reason: learns that certain

silences have a charge in them, and that the charge is dispersed through

the discussing of rain. Nobody teaches it as a lesson. It is caught, like an

accent. By adulthood it is involuntary — that tiny national pause we

spoke of, the half-second edit, and then out comes the weather, smooth

as a bead on a string.
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And once more: it is not nothing, what the small talk does. It is a way

of saying I am peaceable, I am with you, I claim nothing from you — a

courtesy developed by a crowded, watched, precarious people for whom

every exchange once carried risk. The talk of weather is talk with the

weapons visibly laid down. There is real gentleness in it.

But a system built to keep every conversation safe will, given two

hundred years, succeed — and then the country is full of people who

have never once been in an unsafe conversation with the people they

love. Ask the widows and the widowers what they regret, and it is rarely

a thing that was said. It is thirty years of evenings, and the weather

discussed, and the true subject sitting between them at the table like a

third chair, patient, never once addressed, and then one day the chance

of addressing it gone in an ambulance. The sky has taken more Irish

confessions than the Church ever did. The sky never absolved a single

one.

That is the third art. The subject, changed — a half-second before it

could become the subject.

The Story

The fourth art is the most beloved, and the hardest to say a word against,

and we must say the word anyway: the story.

We are tellers. It is the oldest thing about us. The bards ranked above

the law-makers once; the seanchaí held the parish's whole memory in his

mouth; the pub with a storyteller in flight is the nearest thing to the old

fire we have left. And the world adores us for it — the gab, the gift of it,

kissed into us by a stone. An Irish person recounting a small disaster is

one of the great performances available on this earth: the timing, the

embroidery, the sudden swerves, the escalation of the row in the post
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office into the fall of Troy.

Nothing said here is against the story. The story is the family silver.

But notice — quietly, without spoiling the evening — what the story

so often does with the teller's own life. It processes it into material. The

Irish narrator stands always at one remove from his own experience,

working it, shaping it for the room, alert above all to where the laugh is.

And pain makes tremendous material. The disastrous Christmas, the

father's drinking, the mother's tongue, the breakdown itself — give them

a few years to cool and they enter the repertoire, polished into bits,

honed until they land. Watch an Irish person tell the story of the worst

year of their life to a delighted table, every beat perfected, and

understand what you are watching: you are watching the wound,

displayed at the safe distance of performance — brought out, exhibited,

applauded, and never once felt in the room. The story of the thing has

been so well told, so many times, that it has replaced the thing. The teller

has said the words hundreds of nights and has never once said them

plainly, to one person, with the shake left in his voice.

That is the trick of the fourth art, and it is the subtlest trick in the

house: it counterfeits the going-through. It looks like speech — it is

speech, brilliant speech, speech about the very wounds this book has

named. And that is its perfection as an evasion. The slag deflects, the

grand denies, the weather diverts — but the story seems to disclose, and

so no one can accuse the teller of silence. He talks about it constantly!

He's very open! He has it down to twenty minutes with three big laughs

and a round of applause at the end!

The difference between the story and the truth is not the facts. The

facts may be identical. The difference is that the story is sealed —

finished, varnished, safe to handle — and the truth is live. And a country

of magnificent storytellers can be, at the very same time, a country
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where almost nothing true is ever said aloud. We are the proof.

That is the fourth art. The wound, told so well, so often, and so

entertainingly, that it never once has to be spoken.

The Busy

The fifth art has no wit in it at all. It is the plainest of them, and the most

respectable, and it may be the one we lean on hardest: the busy.

Watch an Irish house on the day of a death. Within the hour, the

kettle is on and the women are moving — and it is still, mostly, the

women. Sandwiches begin. Surfaces are wiped that were wiped an hour

ago. Someone is sent for milk; someone else counts chairs; the good

room is opened and aired; ham is discussed with the gravity of state. A

machine of provision assembles itself around the grief, and it runs for

three days flat out, and it is genuinely a wonder of the world — no

people mobilises comfort like us; the bereaved of other nations are left

alone with casseroles while ours are carried on a river of tea and traffic.

And the kettle is the sacrament at the centre of it. I'll put the kettle on

is the Irish response to every magnitude of catastrophe, from a burst pipe

to a burst life, and it is not an empty gesture — it is an act of love with

boiling water in it. It says: you will not sit in this alone; here is warmth;

here is something in the hands.

But stand in that kitchen a moment, in the thick of the providing, and

ask a quiet question: where, in all this motion, is the widow's grief to

happen? Everyone is doing, and the doing is love, and the doing is also

— every soul in the kitchen half-knows it — a place to put ourselves

that is not beside her, inside the unbearable thing. The busy is love and

cover at once. We mind each other magnificently as a way of not having
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to meet each other. The full hands excuse the closed mouth. There will

be time enough to talk, the busy promises — after the funeral, after the

month's mind, after the clearing of the house — and the time enough

never comes, because the busy always finds a next thing, because the

busy is not on the side of the talk. It never was.

And beyond the house of the dead, the art generalises. The country

hums with purposeful motion — the jobs, the commutes, the training on

Tuesdays and the matches on Sundays, the doing-up of houses, the runs

booked and the flights booked — and a great deal of it is life, real life,

and some measurable fraction of it, in every Irish life, is flight: the shed

that gets a man out from under the roof where the true subject lives; the

overtime that was never really about the money; the woman who cannot

sit down in her own kitchen, has not sat down in it in forty years,

because sitting down is where the thinking starts. We even grieve by

renovation now. The bereaved Irish do the garden. The bereaved Irish

paint the hall. Movement, movement — anything but the chair, the

quiet, the ten unfilled minutes in which the fire under the grass can be

felt through the soles.

That is the fifth art. The hands kept full, so the heart never has to be.

The Door

The sixth art is the last resort, for when the other five fail and the true

subject gets too near: the door.

Every Irish house has one man — often more than one — famous for

the manoeuvre. The conversation turns; a charge comes into the room; a

sentence begins that might, this time, actually land — and he is up.

Checking on something. The cattle, the car, the immersion, a thing he

suddenly remembers in the shed. The Irish shed deserves its own chapter
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in the history of the national heart: half the fathers of this country

conducted their entire emotional lives in sheds, among tools they were

not using, waiting for it to be safe to come back inside. The field served

the same office, and the walk, and the going-out-for-the-messages that

took two hours, and the pub — the pub above all, the great communal

shed, the door that stood open every evening at the end of every street.

And the art of the door has a genius particular to it: it never has to

declare itself. The man who leaves the room is not refusing to talk —

nothing so crude. He is needed elsewhere. There is always, in a life

properly arranged, an elsewhere to be needed in; the art lies in the

arranging. Some men build the elsewhere for forty years — the job with

the travel in it, the committee, the club, the second job, the golf — an

architecture of legitimate exits, so that at no single moment can it be said

of them that they left, and yet they were never once fully in the room.

Present all their lives, and never once findable.

We have named the boat already among the wounds, and it belongs

there. But be honest enough to name its shadow here among the arts: for

some fraction of the ten million, in every generation, the boat was also

the door — the grandest exit of all, the elsewhere that could never be

argued with. You cannot be reached for the conversation if you are in

Boston. Whole family reckonings have waited decades on the far side of

an ocean, and been buried, one funeral at a time, unheld. Emigration was

done to us, and it was also, sometimes, quietly, done by us — the door

used at the scale of a life.

And the ones left in the room learn the lesson the door teaches, which

is the coldest lesson in the house: do not start the true conversation,

because the other person can simply stand up. Every Irish child who

watched a parent rise and leave at the approach of feeling took the

instruction in deeper than words: this is what happens when it gets real.
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The door does not only remove the leaver. It teaches the stayer never to

make anyone want to leave — to keep it light, keep it grand, keep the

weather handy. One man's exit trains a whole family's silence.

That is the sixth art. The elsewhere, always ready, so that the here

never quite happens.

The Personality

And now step back, out of the rooms, to the end of the road, and look at

the house whole.

The slag, the grand, the weather, the story, the busy, the door. Six

arts, each learned in the cradle, each practised daily, each passed on

without a word of instruction ever being spoken. Assemble them in one

person and what do you have?

You have the Irish personality. You have the most charming human

being on the face of the earth.

This is the master art, and here is the master stroke of it: we took the

six evasions and fused them into a character — witty, warm,

self-deprecating, endlessly sociable, mad for the chat, great in a crowd,

marvellous at a funeral — and the character is so attractive, so genuinely

delightful, that the whole world fell in love with it. And then — mark

this — the world's love became the final seal on the whole arrangement.

The personality is now our brand and our export, our tourism and our

diplomacy; it is praised in every airport lounge on earth; and a people

will never, never dismantle the thing it is most praised for. Why would

we look under the floor? The world keeps telling us the house is the

loveliest house it has ever visited.

So let the book say the unsayable thing, with love, from inside:
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The Irish personality — the one on the postcards, the one we perform

even for each other, the one we perform, God help us, even for

ourselves, alone — is a wound-management system that got five stars. It

is the going-around, perfected, embodied, and applauded. Charm is what

a wound learns to do when it is never allowed to speak. The quickness is

real, the warmth is real, the wit is real — nothing here says otherwise,

and half the world's dullness would pay gold for our worst Tuesday of

talk. But the shape of it, the relentless outwardness of it, the way it

cannot stop, cannot sit still, cannot let four seconds of true silence stand

in a room — that shape was poured around a hole. We are not charming

the way a contented people is charming. We are charming the way a

man is charming who must not, at any cost, be asked the second

question.

And the proof is what happens when the performance has no

audience. The country's own quiet hours tell it: the great sociable Ireland

of the evening, and then the 2 a.m. Ireland, the kitchen-light Ireland,

where the personality comes off with the coat and what is left

underneath has never been introduced to anyone — has no words, was

never given any, was given jokes instead. The loneliest people in

Europe, the surveys keep finding, on the friendliest island in the world.

Both true. Of course both are true. They are the same fact.

That is the seventh art, the master art. We built a self to be worn over

the wound — and it was so good, and so loved, that we forgot it was

clothing.

~ ● ~

And there is the house, walked. Six rooms and the beautiful front it

presents to the road. Nothing in it was built in malice, most of it was

built in love, all of it was built for survival — and it worked. Let that be
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said one last time, plainly, for the ancestors who built it: it worked. We

survived. We are here.

But the house was built for people getting through a catastrophe, and

we have been living in it so long we think it is simply what a house is. It

is not. It is a shelter thrown up beside an unburied grief, two hundred

years ago, in an emergency — and the emergency, whisper it, is over.

The landlord is gone. The hunger is gone. The cloth has fallen. There is

food in every press and freedom in every direction, and we are still

living crouched, still speaking in code, still slagging and grand-ing and

weathering and storying and busying and edging out the door — still

going around a fire that no one alive has ever actually looked at.

Which raises the question the whole book has been walking toward.

If we stopped going around — if we cut the grass back and opened

the ground — what exactly would we find? What was down there before

the burying began? What did this island do with sorrow, in the long ages

when it still knew how?

It is time to dig. Not into the wound this time. Into the older thing

beneath it.

The fire.
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Movement Three
The Buried Fire

We have named the wound. We have walked the house of avoidance

built over it. Now comes the question that turns the book:

Was it always this way?

Because if the silence is simply what we are — if the going-around is

Irish nature, bred in the bone — then this book ends here, and we make

our peace with the house, and we live in it, charming and unfindable,

until the last of us.

But it is not what we are. And the proof is in the ground.

Everywhere on this island, under the grass, there are embers.

Practices — old, tested, sophisticated practices — by which the people

of this island once did exactly the thing we have forgotten how to do:

they went through. Through grief, through loss, through the turning of

the seasons and the terrors of the body and the departures of the beloved

dead — through, together, out loud, with the whole self. Not one of

these practices was primitive. Not one was accidental. Each was a

technology, refined over more centuries than we can count, doing

precise work on the human heart — and every single one of them was

taken from us, or shamed from us, or starved from us, within the last two

hundred years. Which is to say: within the same two hundred years as

the wounds. The fire was buried in the very generations that needed it

most. That is the cruelest arithmetic in our history, and we have never

once done the sum.

So let us dig. Six embers, and then the thing they all have in common

— the master knowledge, the grammar underneath.
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And as we dig, one caution, made once and meant throughout:

nothing here is a costume. We are not going to end this book dressed up

in the eighteenth century. What we are recovering is not the form of

these practices but the knowledge inside them — the knowledge is the

fire; the forms are only its grates. But you cannot recover a knowledge

you have never been shown. So look at what your own people knew.

The Keen

Begin with the greatest of them. Begin with the caoineadh — the keen.

When death came to a townland in the old Ireland, a sound went up.

It was made by women. It was loud, unearthly, wild past all

respectability — a vocal cry over the corpse, rising and breaking in

waves, part music, part wailing, part poetry made in the moment of its

saying. The bean chaointe — the keening woman — led it. She was not

a hysteric. She was the most skilled woman in the parish at the most

necessary art in the world: the art of giving grief a voice big enough to

fit it. Over the body she improvised the lament — praising the dead,

calling them by name, reproaching them for leaving, telling the story of

the life, crying out the loss in verse older in its patterns than Christianity

in Ireland — and at the end of each verse came the gol, the cry itself, and

here is the technology, here is the genius of it: the whole gathering

joined the cry. The keener lifted the grief up on her own voice, and then

everyone — the widow, the neighbours, the men at the back — poured

their grief into the communal wail, wave after wave, for as long as it

took.

Understand what that structure does. The bereaved of most of the

world must find their own way into grief, alone, and most never fully go.

The keen carried you in. It gave the shyest mourner a door: you did not
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have to speak; you had only to join the cry that was already in the air. It

made grief communal, so no one bore it alone; embodied, so it moved

through the throat and chest instead of lodging there; bounded, so it had

a beginning and a crescendo and an end, and when it ended something

had actually happened — the grief had been moved, publicly, out of the

body and into the sky, witnessed by everyone who mattered. The keen

was the going-through, perfected, and set to music.

And it was not small art. The greatest poem in the Irish language —

the Caoineadh Airt Uí Laoghaire, Eibhlín Dubh's lament over her

murdered husband — is a keen. The form that produced it was practised

at gravesides by ordinary women in every parish on this island, for

perhaps two thousand years.

Now watch it die. The Church condemned keening, and condemned

it, and condemned it — synod after synod, century after century, priests

denouncing it from the altar, imposing penance on the keening women,

calling the sound pagan, heathenish, a scandal — and understand that

they condemned it because it would not die, and it would not die

because the people knew what it was worth. What killed it in the end

was the century of the wounds: the hunger, which buried a million in

silence and broke the chain of transmission; the lost tongue, which took

the language the laments were made in; and above all the new

respectability — the great desire, in a shamed and watched people, to be

decent, to mourn quietly like the better classes, to not be wild Irish

keening in a graveyard while the world looked on. The keen was not

forgotten. It was renounced. We handed it up ourselves, to look

respectable in the eyes that had called us savage — and we received in

exchange the silent Irish funeral, the firm handshake, the sorry for your

trouble, the grief going down into the body of the widow like a stone

going down a well.
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The last true keeners died within living memory. Recordings exist.

Listen to one, once, and something in your chest will turn over and know

it — and that turning-over is the point of this whole movement. The

knowledge is not gone. It is buried. There is a difference.

That is the first ember. We were a people who wailed our grief to the

open sky, in structured, communal, magnificent art — and we let it be

shamed into silence in exchange for looking respectable.

The Wake

The second ember is the one still warm — the one the cloth and the

respectability never quite managed to kill: the wake.

The old Irish wake was three days at the centre of the world. The

body stayed in the house — washed and laid out by the women of the

townland, in the good room or the kitchen, candles at the head. The

clocks were stopped. The mirrors were turned or covered. A window

was opened to let the soul go out. And then the house filled, and stayed

full — day and night, for the whole of it, the dead were never once left

alone — and into that house came everything. Prayer and porter.

Rosaries and snuff. Tears at the bedside and, twenty feet away, stories

that had the room roaring. Songs. Matchmaking, even, in the old days.

Games — actual games, riotous ones, played in the house of the dead, to

the standing scandal of every bishop who ever heard of them.

The respectable world never understood the merry wake, and

mocked it, and the Church legislated against its games for centuries.

They thought it was disrespect. It was the opposite. It was the deepest

respect ever paid to the whole truth of a death — because a death is not

one thing, and the old people knew it. A death is unbearable loss and the

going-home of a soul and the gathering of the living and the strange
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giddy nearness of the veil, all at once, and the wake made room for all of

it in one house on one night. Grief and laughter were not rivals there;

they worked in shifts. A man could weep at the coffin, eat a sandwich,

laugh until he choked in the yard, and weep again — and by the third

day something in him had processed, had actually moved, because the

wake is a machine for metabolising death, and every part of it — the

body present and touchable, the time generously long, the community

physically there through the nights, the permission for every register of

feeling — every part is doing work that grief science, two centuries

later, is only now writing down in journals.

And here is the thing to say about the wake, said with real wonder:

we still have it. Beaten down, shortened, funeral-homed, the games

gone, the three days gone to one — but alive. Ireland is nearly the last

place in the western world where the dead still come home, where the

neighbours still file through the kitchen, where the body is still touched

and sat with and talked over. Visitors from other countries stand in Irish

wake-houses amazed, and say so, and they are right to be amazed: they

are looking at the last working room of the old fire-house. It is the one

going-through we never fully surrendered — and it is precisely why

death, of all things, is the one wound this country handles best. Notice

that. Let the book stand still a moment and insist that you notice it:

where the old technology survived, we are competent and communal

and brave. Where it was destroyed, we are silent and alone and drinking.

The wake is the control experiment. The wake is the proof that the fire

works.

That is the second ember — except it is more than an ember. It is the

pilot light. It never went out, and everything this book hopes for is lit

from it.
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The Sweathouse

The third ember will stop some readers dead, because almost no one has

been told: Ireland had sweathouses.

Not a metaphor. Stone structures — small, corbelled, beehive-shaped

houses of dry stone, low door, turf-sealed — and they stand on this

island in their hundreds, thickest in Leitrim and the drumlin counties

around it, mossed over in the corners of fields, marked on the old maps

as teach allais: the house of sweat. The practice ran into the nineteenth

century, in places to its end. A fire of turf was burned inside for the

better part of a day until the stones held the heat; the embers were raked

out; rushes or bracken were laid on the floor; and the people went in —

crawled in through the low door, into the dark and the heat, sometimes

several together, and sweated. For the rheumatism, the old accounts say;

for aches, for skin, for melancholy, for whatever the body was carrying.

And afterwards, out through the low door and, where the siting allowed

it — and it so often allowed it — into the cold water of the stream or

pool beside. Heat, dark, sweat, cold water. Read those words again

slowly.

Anyone who has sat in a sweat lodge anywhere on this earth has just

felt the ground shift.

Let the claim be made carefully, because it deserves care: no one can

say now what the teach allais held beyond its cures — whether prayer

went in through the low door with the people, what was spoken in the

dark, what the heat was understood to carry off. The accounts that

survive are the accounts of outsiders and doctors, written down after the

respectable world had already decided such things were peasant

medicine. But this much stands without speculation: on this island,

within our great-grandparents' reach, ordinary people built stone vessels
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for going into darkness and fire together and coming out through cold

water — the oldest and most universal grammar of purification the

human species knows, found wherever people have needed to be made

new: the bäastu of the north, the temazcal of the south, the inipi of the

plains, the hammam, the banya. That grammar is perennial. It belongs to

no one people because it belongs to all of them. And we were one of

them. The house of sweat is ours by inheritance, sitting in the corners of

Leitrim fields under the moss, waiting for someone to notice what it is.

It died quietly, this one — no synod needed. It died of the same

century as everything else: the hunger emptied its townlands, the

dispensary doctor replaced its cures, and the respectability filed it under

superstition. There was no shame campaign because there was no

resistance left; the sweathouses simply went cold, one by one, and the

grass came over them, and within two generations the people walking

past could no longer say what the little stone beehive in the field had

been for.

That is the third ember. We were a people who went into the dark

and the heat together to be cleansed, in stone houses our own hands built

— and the houses are still standing, and we walk past them, and we do

not know.

The Fires

The fourth ember gave this book its name, and the philosophy behind

this book its name, and it is the oldest of them all: the actual fires.

The Irish year was hinged on fire. At Bealtaine, the first of May, the

fires of the country were put out — think of the courage of that, in a

world where fire was life — and then kindled new from the great

communal fire, the hill fires answering each other across the darkness,
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Uisneach blazing at the navel of the island, and the cattle driven out

between two fires to be purified for the summer, and the people's own

new year carried home as a living flame from the shared blaze. At

Samhain, the other hinge, the fires again — the year's death, the veil

thin, the dead expected home and a place set for them. At midsummer,

St John's Eve, the bonfires on every hill and at every crossroads, the

whole island lit like a constellation fallen on the fields — and into those

fires, in the old custom, went the bones and the rubbish and the worn-out

things of the year, and the ashes went onto the fields for the crops, and

the old people walked the fire's smoke through the land and the beasts

and themselves.

See the knowledge working. The fire year is the going-through,

scaled up to a whole people and bolted to the turning sky. It said: time is

not a road, it is a wheel, and the wheel has thresholds, and at a threshold

you do not tiptoe — you burn. You end the old year actually, in flame,

publicly, together; you do not carry it with you unfinished. What is worn

out, what is done, what is dead — into the fire, and the field grows from

the ash. No Irish man or woman standing at a Bealtaine fire needed a

book to explain that transformation requires burning, that endings must

be marked or they never end, that a community must gather at its

thresholds or scatter in its crossings. They had the knowledge in their

hands, in a torch, carried home in the dark to light the hearth for another

year.

And this one, too, is not quite dead — that is the astonishment.

Bonfire night survives on St John's Eve in the west and in Cork, ragged

and unexplained, children building pyres for a reason no one can any

longer tell them. Uisneach has been lit again in our own century, and

thousands stand on the hill to watch. The instinct outlived the instruction

by two hundred years. The hands remember what the heads were made
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to forget.

That is the fourth ember. We were a people whose whole year turned

on communal fire — who knew in the body that thresholds must be

burned across, not crept around — and the children building bonfires in

June are still obeying an order none of us can any longer read aloud.

The Mountain

The fifth ember the cloth did not bury. The fifth ember the cloth kept —

and that is a strange and important story.

The old island did its going-through with the body, and one of the

great forms of it was the hard journey: the pilgrimage, the pattern, the

climb. And uniquely among the embers, this one was baptised rather

than buried. The old holy mountain became St Patrick's mountain, the

old stations became the stations of the saints — and so, alone of all the

practices in this movement, the hard journey came down to us intact,

running, inside the very institution that suppressed the rest. Whatever

else is owed to the cloth, let this be credited to it honestly: it knew the

worth of the ordeal, and it kept the ordeal alive.

So it is that on the last Sunday of every July, in our own time,

thousands of people climb Croagh Patrick in the dawn, and a stubborn

remnant of them climb it barefoot — barefoot, on the loose sharp scree

of the cone, deliberately, choosing with every step the pain they could

avoid. And so it is that every summer, on an island in a Donegal lake, at

Lough Derg, people keep a vigil that is among the most extreme ordeals

in the Christian world: three days fasting on black tea and dry toast, a

whole night without sleep, the stations walked barefoot on stone, round

and round, praying. No one is sent. They book it like a holiday, ordinary

people, farmers and nurses and students — and they come back year
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after year, and if you ask them why, they go quiet and then say

something like: it does something for me that nothing else does.

They are telling the exact truth, and this book can name what the

something is. The mountain and the island are going-through, in its

rawest bodily form. The fast, the vigil, the barefoot stone — these strip

away every one of the six arts at once. There is no slagging on the third

circuit of the beds at four in the morning; there is no grand left in a body

that has not eaten or slept; the weather cannot be small talk when you

are barefoot inside it. The ordeal takes the personality off the way heat

takes off old paint, and what is left underneath — raw, wordless, wide

open — is the thing that came to the mountain to be met. People weep

on Lough Derg and cannot say why. The island knows why. It was built

for exactly that, by a people who understood that some of what the heart

carries can only be walked out, hungered out, waked out through the

soles of the feet.

That is the fifth ember — and it never went out either. It is burning

next July, and there is a boat.

The Well

The sixth ember is the smallest and the tenderest: the well.

They are everywhere — thousands of holy wells, more than any

country in Europe, tucked in field corners and cliff hollows, each with

its saint, its pattern day, its rounds. And the practice at them was exact,

and everyone knew it: you came with your trouble, and you walked the

rounds — sunwise, deiseal, always sunwise, a set number of circuits,

praying — and you drank or touched the water, and then, at so many of

them, you did the quietest, most eloquent thing in all Irish folk practice:

you tied a rag to the tree.
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The rag tree. A scrap of cloth — from the clothing of the sick person,

from the garment of the grieving — tied to the branch over the well, and

left. And the understanding, old and gentle and utterly precise, was this:

as the rag weathers and fades and falls apart, so the trouble fades with it.

You did not carry the trouble home again. You left it, tied where the

saint and the sky could work on it, and you walked away lighter, and the

tree stood there year-round, fluttering with the sorrows of the whole

parish, bearing them communally, publicly, slowly back into the

weather.

Stand at a rag tree once and understand what you are looking at: an

externalisation technology. The exact thing the therapist's office labours

toward — get it out of the body, give it a form, set it at a distance, let it

be witnessed, let it go on a timescale the heart can trust — done with a

strip of cloth and a hawthorn, for nothing, for centuries, by people who

were never once told they were doing psychology. And done in company

across time: every rag on the tree said to the next comer, you are not the

only one, look how many, look how the old ones have gone to threads

and their troubles with them. The well was where the parish's pain was

allowed to be visible. It was the one place the grand did not have to be

maintained.

The patterns were beaten down in the nineteenth century — the days

of them, the church said, had grown wild with drink and faction, and

there was truth in it, and the respectability finished what the pulpit

began. But the wells themselves — go and look. This is the ember

anyone can test this very week, in any county. Go to the well nearest

your house, and see the tree, and see on it the fresh rags — and the

ribbons, and now the children's soothers and the hospital bands and the

mass cards gone soft with rain — tied there this year, this month, by

neighbours of yours who would say grand to your face in the shop. The
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silence holds everywhere in Ireland except at the tree. The tree has been

taking what the kitchen table could not hear for two hundred years, and

it is taking it still.

That is the sixth ember. We were a people who knew how to set

sorrow down — visibly, together, at a fixed and holy place — and trust

the weather to unmake it; and in the corners of the fields, quietly, some

of us know it yet.

The Grammar

Now lay the six embers out in a row and look at them together. The

keen. The wake. The sweathouse. The fires. The mountain. The well.

Different sizes, different work — one for death, one for the year, one for

the body, one for the trouble that has no name. But turn them over, and

underneath, every one of them is built on the same five stones. This is

the master knowledge. This is the grammar of the buried fire, and it can

be written in five short lines:

It was spoken aloud. Grief in the old Ireland had a voice — a wail, a

lament, a prayer at the rounds, a story told over the body. Sorrow moved

through the throat. It was never once, in any of the old forms, expected

to stay inside in silence. The silence is the innovation. The silence is the

modern thing.

It was done with the body. Wailed in the chest, sweated in the dark,

walked barefoot on stone, carried as a torch, tied with the hands to a

branch. The old island did not believe you could think your way through

what the body was carrying, and it was right, and the proof cost us a

century of kitchen tables.
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It was done together. Not one of the six embers can be practised

alone. The keen needed the gathered cry; the wake needed the full

house; the fires needed the whole hillside; even the well's solitary round

was made communal by the tree. The old knowledge held that

going-through is not a private achievement but a thing a community

does with you and for you — that witness is not an audience but a

load-bearing wall.

It was bounded. Every form had its edges — three days, one night's

vigil, the rounds counted exactly, the fire burned to ash. Inside the edge,

everything was permitted; at the edge, it ended, and life resumed. Grief

without a form goes on forever precisely because it never gets to finish

anything. The old people gave the flood a channel, and so it could be

total and temporary — the two things our modern feeling never manages

to be at once.

And it was unashamed. This is the stone under the other four. The

wildness of the keen, the laughter in the wake-house, the bare feet, the

rag hung out where the parish could see it — none of it hid. The old

grammar assumed that sorrow was not a malfunction or an

embarrassment but a common human weather, and that the person in it

deserved not privacy but company. Every wound in Movement One

drove shame into us like a nail; and here is the measure of what we lost

— we once had an entire culture whose grief-forms were built on the

assumption that there was nothing, nothing whatever, to be ashamed of.

Voiced. Embodied. Communal. Bounded. Unashamed. That is the

whole grammar — five stones, and on them once stood everything, and

any people on earth could build on them again, because there is nothing

Irish about the stones. They are the perennial knowledge, the same under

the teach allais and the temazcal and the inipi, the same in every

tradition that ever helped a human being go through instead of around.
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What was Irish was the particular music we built on them — and the

music is what was taken.

And now, at last, the whole shape of the book can be seen at once,

and it can be said in three sentences. Movement One: a people took

wound after wound for two hundred years. Movement Three: in those

same two hundred years, the five-stoned grammar that would have

carried them through was dismantled — shamed, starved, baptised, or

simply let go cold. Movement Two: and so the people, wounded and

stripped of the means of going-through, built the only thing left to build

— the great house of going-around — and called it their personality, and

the world applauded.

That is the story. Not a flawed people. A wounded people, disarmed.

There was never anything wrong with us. There was something taken

from us — and the taking has a history, and the history has an ending,

and the ending is not yet written, because the grammar cannot be killed.

It is perennial. It waited under the grass through everything, in the

wake-houses and the June bonfires and the rag trees and the boat to

Lough Derg, in every ember this movement has held up to the light.

The fire is still there. It was always still there.

The only question left is the living one — the one the next movement

must answer, person by person, kitchen by kitchen, townland by

townland:

How do we tend it now?
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Movement Four
The Turning

Everything in this book so far has been about us — the people, the

island, the two hundred years. And that was right, because the wound is

collective and had to be named at its true size.

But no people ever turned all at once. There is no law to pass, no

march to hold, no referendum on the national silence. The going-around

was built one kitchen at a time, one held tongue at a time, one child at a

time watching a parent leave the room — and it will be unbuilt the same

way. The turning of a people is only ever the turnings of persons,

accumulating, until one day the culture looks around and finds it has

changed and cannot say the date it happened.

So this movement is written smaller than the others. It is written to

you — the one holding the book, in the chair, in the kitchen, with the

people of your life asleep or away or below in the yard. It will not give

you a programme. God knows the last thing this country needs is a

programme; we would complete it, frame the certificate, and stay

exactly as we are. What it will give you is the grammar, brought down to

the scale of one life — the five stones, laid where your feet actually are.

Voiced. Embodied. Together. Bounded. Unashamed.

Six turnings, from the smallest circle outward. And then the first

brave thing.

One caution before the first of them, and it matters. Nothing here

replaces the doctor, the therapist, the help that is real and professional

and needed — if you are in danger in yourself, go there first, and go

today, and let that be your first brave thing and the proudest one in this
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whole movement. The old grammar and the new helps are not rivals.

The keen and the counsellor are on the same side. Everything that

follows assumes it.

The Chair

The first turning happens alone, and it is the hardest one in the book, and

from the outside it looks like nothing at all.

Sit down.

That is the whole instruction. Sit down in your own kitchen, or the

car gone quiet in the yard, or the end of the bed — and do not reach for

anything. Not the phone, which is the newest room in the house of

going-around and the busiest; not the telly, not the kettle, not the list of

jobs. Sit, and let the quiet come up around you like water, and stay.

You will last about ninety seconds before the whole inheritance

arrives to move you on. Watch it come. The itch toward the phone —

that is the busy. The sudden remembered task — that is the door,

opening in your own hand. The voice that says this is a queer way to be

carrying on, sitting idle, who do you think you are — you know that

voice now; you met it in Movement One; it is not yours. Every art in the

house will rise in you inside three minutes, and you will feel, underneath

them, the reason for the house: a low unease with no name on it, rising

through the floor of you like warmth through grass. The thing we have

all been walking around. It is in you too. It was handed to you with your

name.

Stay in the chair.

Not to wallow — the chair is not a punishment, and this is not about

making yourself feel bad. It is about ending, in your own person, the
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two-hundred-year emergency. The crouch was for survival; you are the

first generation with nothing chasing you; sit still and let the body find

that out. The old people had the well and the rounds for this — the

bounded time apart, where the trouble could rise and be met. You have

the chair and ten minutes. Bounded: ten minutes, no more, then up and

on with the day — the edge is what makes it possible. Embodied: feel it

in the chest and the throat, where it actually lives, not in the head where

we file the reports about it. Unashamed: whatever rises has been rising

in your family since before the Famine road was built. It is not a

malfunction. It is the mail, arriving at last, generations late.

Nothing may happen for a long time. That is fine. The sitting itself is

the turning — the first refusal handed back. Somewhere in the second or

third week of it, most people meet something: a sadness with no story

attached, an anger older than its owner, a want so plain it embarrasses —

and the meeting is quiet, and no one sees it, and it changes the ground

the whole life stands on. Because you cannot say the true thing until you

know what it is. The chair is where you find out.

That is the first turning. Ten minutes, sitting, unarmed, on your own

warm patch of grass.

The Word

The second turning needs another person, and it is one sentence long.

Somewhere in your life there is a true sentence you have never said.

You knew it before you finished reading that line — it stood up in you

the moment it was named. I've been struggling. I'm not over it. I was

lonely the whole of those years. I drink more than I let on. I miss her

every day still. I'm afraid. I love you — you, specifically, my son, my

father, my oldest friend — I love you and I don't think I've ever once said
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it in plain words.

The second turning is the saying of it. Out loud. To the person it

belongs to. In your own accent, at your own table, with the shake left in

your voice.

Everything in you and in the culture around you is engineered to

prevent this. You will reach for the slag — you'll feel the joke

assembling even as you draw breath, offering to carry the sentence in

disguise so it can be laughed off if it lands wrong. Refuse it; the disguise

is the defeat. You will reach for the story — the urge to give it context,

background, a proper run-up, until it is a performance and not a

disclosure. Refuse that too. The run-up is the going-around,

miniaturised. The old keeners knew: the cry does not explain itself. Say

it short. Say it plain. There's something I want to say to you, and I'm no

good at this, so I'll just say it. — and then the sentence, and then stop,

and let the silence stand there in the kitchen between you like a third

person you have both finally agreed to acknowledge.

Know beforehand what may come back, so it cannot rout you. The

other person is Irish too. They may reach for the weather. They may say

ah stop or sure don't be daft or make the joke you refused to make —

not from coldness, but because you have just handed them the realest

moment of their year with no warning and every reflex they own is a

deflection. Do not take the deflection as the answer. The answer comes

later — in the way they are with you after; in the call that comes the

following week with no stated reason; in the sentence they say back to

you, months on, in a car, in the dark, out of nowhere. A true word in this

country is a seed under a whole winter of thatch. It comes up in its own

time. Your work was only the planting.

And understand what the sentence does beyond its own meaning. It

gives the other person a door — the same door the keen gave the shy
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mourner. Nearly everyone in this country is carrying a true sentence and

waiting, without knowing it, for proof that saying such things is

survivable. You go first. That is the whole mechanism by which a silent

people becomes a speaking one: somebody's father does it, somebody's

daughter does it, somebody at the funeral does it, and everyone who

witnesses it walks away carrying the proof.

That is the second turning. One true sentence, said plainly, to its

owner — the keen, restarted, at the scale of a kitchen.

The Ear

The third turning is the mirror of the second, and it may matter even

more, because every first brave sentence in Ireland dies or lives by what

meets it.

Someone, sometime soon — sooner, once you start turning, because

it shows, and the carrying ones can tell — someone is going to hand you

a true sentence. Across a pint, in the car where all the real Irish talk

happens because the eyes can stay on the road, at the sink with the towel

in your hands. It will come sideways, disguised, half-retracted even as

it's offered: ah, I've been a bit all over the place lately — said lightly,

with a laugh stitched onto the end of it. That laugh is not amusement.

That laugh is a man standing at a door he has never once opened,

watching your face to see if it's safe.

Here is the whole third turning: do not reach for the weather.

Every reflex you own will offer itself in the half-second — the

reassurance (sure you're grand, you're flying), which is the door closed

kindly in his face; the matching joke, which is the fence rebuilt from

your side; the fix (would you not try the gym / the doctor / getting away
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for a few days), which sounds like help and is mostly your own

discomfort, hurrying his trouble off the table. And the busy will offer

you the kettle — and mind that one; the tea can come, but not yet; the

kettle boiled too early has ended more true conversations in this country

than any argument ever did.

Instead: stop what your hands are doing. Turn toward him. And say

the smallest thing that keeps the door open. Have you? Tell me. What's it

been like? Then be quiet — and stay quiet through the silence that

follows, because he has never done this before and the words come slow

from a dry well, and if you fill the pause you take his one chance away

with your kindness. The wake-house knew this: presence is the

technology. Not advice. Not answers. The neighbours filing through the

kitchen never fixed the death; they sat with it, and the sitting was the

medicine. Sit with the man. Let him get it wrong and start again. Nod.

Say that sounds heavy and mean it. Ask the second question — the one

nobody in Ireland ever asks — the second question is the whole art: and

how are you in yourself, with all that?

And afterwards, hold it. What was said in the car stays in the car —

not as secrecy, the old poisoned kind, but as sanctuary, which is silence

in the service of speech instead of against it. He will test the ground the

next time he sees you: a look, a half-reference, a joke about the

counselling session — and your steadiness in that moment, the no-fuss

of you, tells him the door held, and can be used again, and might even be

his to offer someone else someday.

That is the third turning. To be, for one other person, the room where

the personality can come off — the first working wake-house of the new

Ireland, built of nothing but your shut mouth and your open face.
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The Table

The fourth turning widens to the family, and it runs on the tenderest law

in this whole book: the silence is handed down, and therefore the speech

can be too.

Every Irish family is a relay of the unsaid. The hunger taught the

great-great-grandmothers; they taught by their silence; the silence came

down the line, table to table, each generation certain it was protecting

the next by it — and each child at each table learning, before the age of

reason, exactly which doors in the family are painted shut. The names

not mentioned. The years skipped over. The brother in England no one

explains. The way the room changes when a certain photograph is

handled. Children miss nothing. They inherit the map of the unsayable

whole, and add their own rooms to it, and hand it on.

The fourth turning is the deliberate breaking of the relay, and it has

two motions — one facing backward, one facing forward.

Backward: ask the old people. This is urgent in the plainest way —

the archive is dying; every funeral in this country closes a library of the

unsaid. Sit down with the oldest ones you have, and ask the questions

the family map forbids, gently, one at a time. What was your mother like

— no, really like? What happened to the farm? Who is this in the

photograph? What was it like, the year you went to England? What do

you wish you'd been able to say to your father? You will hit walls;

respect them; a wall acknowledged kindly often opens on the second

visit, or the fifth — the old people have been waiting fifty years for a

single genuine question, and many of them, given one, will astonish you.

And when they talk: the third turning. The ear. No fixing, no flinching,

the second question. What you receive, write down or record — not for a

project, but because a told story enters the family bloodstream and an



56

untold one enters the family body, and your children's children deserve

bloodstream.

Forward: let the children see you turning. Not lectures — children

are unteachable by lecture and infallible by observation. They learn the

map from watching, so change what there is to watch. Let them see a

father say I got that wrong, I'm sorry out loud, at the table, uncushioned

by any joke. Let them hear sadness named in passing — I'm a bit low

today, it's not your doing, it passes — so they learn that weather moves

through people too, speakable, survivable. Let them catch the parents in

one true exchange — they will pretend not to notice; they notice

everything. One generation of children raised at a table where true

sentences are ordinary — not constant, not dramatic, just ordinary —

and the relay is broken. Not softened. Broken. The map they inherit will

have doors where the walls were.

That is the fourth turning. The family made speakable — backward

before the archive closes, forward before the map is copied again.

The Grave

The fifth turning goes where the old fire burned strongest and the new

silence bites hardest: to grief, and the grave.

We established it in Movement Three and it bears saying once more,

because it is the strategic fact of the whole recovery: death is the one

door still standing. The wake survived. The removal, the house, the

neighbours, the open coffin, the sitting-up — the machinery is intact, the

whole country still knows how to work it, and so death is the one place

an Irish person can begin the turning with the culture at their back

instead of in their face. Begin there.
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Which means, first, simply: go. Go to the removals. Go to the

houses. Never mind that you didn't know him well; that was never the

point; the point is the filing-through, the load spread across a hundred

pairs of shoulders for the family to see. And in the line, when your turn

comes — here is a small turning inside the turning — say one true

sentence instead of the formula. Sorry for your trouble is worn smooth

and it serves; but if you have one memory of the dead, spend it there: he

helped us the winter of the snow and he never once mentioned it after.

Watch what one specific sentence does to a bereaved face amid four

hundred handshakes. You are giving them a piece of their person they

didn't have. That is keen-work — the naming and praising of the dead —

passed hand to hand in a funeral-home queue.

Then, deeper: reclaim the parts we surrendered. Stay longer in the

house. Tell the stories with the body in the room — the funny ones

especially; the merry wake was never disrespect, it was the whole truth

of a life given air. Sing, if there was ever a song in the family; the first

voice cracks and the room comes with it, every time, because the room

was only ever waiting for permission. Let the tears be public. A man

weeping openly at an Irish funeral is doing more for the country's sons

than a hundred campaigns; every boy in that room is being handed the

proof — the proof, again; it is always the proof — that a man can break

open in front of the parish and be standing after, taller if anything.

And afterwards — this is the ember most worth carrying home from

the whole movement — mind the mourner past the month. The old

forms knew grief's true length: the month's mind, the year's mind, the

anniversaries kept. The modern silence gives the widow three weeks of

casseroles and then a lifetime of how is she doing, God love her said to

everyone except her. Be the one who says it to her. On the plain Tuesday

in February, months on, when the busy has moved on and the house has
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gone quiet as a held breath — the call, the knock, the I was thinking of

him today, the way he'd stand at the gate — and her grief, which the

whole parish has stopped being able to hear, gets its voice back for an

hour at your kitchen table. Bounded, witnessed, unashamed. The keen

did that for a townland. You can do it for one woman.

That is the fifth turning. To work the one surviving door until we

remember, through it, how all the others opened.

The Fire

The sixth turning is the widest circle, and it is where the embers of

Movement Three stop being history and start being Tuesday: the

gathered fire — the going-through, done together, on purpose, now.

Because the chair, the word, the ear, the table, the grave — all of

them are turnings a person can make inside the life they already have.

But the old island knew something more: that a people also needs set

places and set times where the going-through is the very reason for the

gathering. The keen, the wake, the sweathouse, the hill fire, the pattern

day — these were appointments with the fire, standing in the calendar,

held by the community, so that no one had to invent their own courage

from nothing each time. That scaffolding was the thing most completely

destroyed. And so it is the thing that must be most deliberately rebuilt —

and here, at last, the book turns from remembering to making.

It will not be rebuilt by costume. Say it plainly, once, and let it

govern everything: we cannot and should not fake the eighteenth century

— hire mourners, playact the past. The forms died; the grammar didn't;

what we build now must be built from the grammar up, in this Ireland,

in these accents. And the five stones are the whole architecture, the test

of anything we make. Is it voiced — does the true thing get said aloud,



59

or does the gathering collapse back into slagging and weather? Is it

embodied — is there fire, water, walking, singing, breath, or is it all

neck-up talk? Is it together — witnessed, companioned, no one carrying

alone? Is it bounded — a beginning, an edge, an end, a door back into

the ordinary evening, so that it is total and temporary? And is it

unashamed — held somewhere and somehow that says this is not

therapy for the broken, this is the oldest normal thing on the island, this

is what the hills were lit for?

Build small and build real. A fire in a yard on the old nights —

Bealtaine, midsummer, Samhain; the neighbours in; and one shaped

hour inside the ordinary craic: each person, if they choose, naming into

the flames one thing they are done carrying — one thing burned, the

way the June fires took the worn-out year. A walking of the old well on

the pattern day, the rounds made, the rag tied, the trouble named to one

companion on the road home. A men's fire on the first Friday of the

month, in a shed, God knows the sheds are there already — the one rule

being that the weather is left at the door. A keen for our own day: the

parish's griefs of the year gathered on one November evening, the names

read aloud, one voice leading and the room permitted, at last, to cry

together in the dark like their great-grandmothers did. None of this needs

money. None of it needs permission. All of it needs one steady person to

hold the edge of it — to open, to keep the space safe and the shame out,

to close — and that holding is itself a craft, old as the bean chaointe, and

it must be learned and taken seriously, because an opened person is a

sacred responsibility and this country has seen enough of opened people

mishandled.

And a word to the young ones especially, because this turning is

yours before anyone's. You are the first generation free enough to do this

in the open — and the generation paying the silence's newest tax, the
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phone-lit loneliness, the anxiety with no name on it, the friends lost the

way we lose them now. Do not wait for the culture's permission; the

culture is upstream of you, and you are the current. Build the fires. You

were always going to be the ones. The children on the June bonfires

have been keeping the appointment for two hundred years without being

told why. You are why.

That is the sixth turning. The appointments with the fire, set again —

small, real, five-stoned, in this Ireland — until the calendar itself is on

our side once more.

The First Brave Thing

And now the movement closes where it must: back down to the single

moment, the one this whole book has been narrowing toward.

Six turnings have been laid out, and a reader could feel them as a

weight — a curriculum, a mountain, one more thing to fail at. So let the

truth about them be said, and said in italics, because it is the hinge of

everything:

You do not have to do all of this. You have to do one thing.

That is how it actually works — how it has always actually worked,

in every tradition that ever carried a person through fire. Not the whole

path at once. The next step only. One chair sat in. One sentence said.

One kettle held back. One question asked of one old woman before the

library closes. One specific memory spent in a funeral queue. One small

fire lit in one yard with four neighbours standing at it, half-mortified,

entirely there.

One. The first brave thing.



61

And here is what the first brave thing knows that the trembling

person doing it does not: it is never only itself. Every act against the

silence is public even when it is private, because it changes its doer, and

the change shows, and the showing is the proof, and the proof is the one

thing a silent people has been waiting on for two hundred years. Nobody

in Ireland is waiting to be argued out of the silence. They are waiting to

see somebody survive the breaking of it. Your one thing is somebody

else's evidence. That is the whole engine of the turning of a people —

courage is the only thing on this island more contagious than shame.

So: you, now, with the book in your hands and the house quiet. You

already know which one it is. It stood up in you two movements ago and

it is standing in you still — the sentence, the person, the chair, the call,

the fire. It is the thing you thought of, unbidden, and then thought ah no,

not that — and the ah no is the two hundred years talking, and the that is

the fire under your own patch of grass, and you are the first person in

seven generations standing over it in open weather, unhunted, unhungry,

free, with a spade in your hands.

The emergency is over. The instruction is dead. Say something.

Begin.
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Movement Five
The Return

The Tempering

First, be told plainly what the return is not, so that no false hope is sold

in this last movement of the book.

The return is not the undoing of the two hundred years. There is no

undoing. The million stay dead. The tongue does not come back to the

cradles by wishing. The laundries happened; the boats sailed; the fathers

who died unfindable are not going to be found now. A people cannot be

healed the way a slate is wiped — and any voice that promises

otherwise, in this land or any other, is selling something, and what it is

selling is one more way around.

Nor is the return a going-back. The old Ireland is not behind us

waiting, thatched and singing. The embers we uncovered in this book

are not a destination; they are an inheritance — which is a different thing

entirely. You do not move into your grandmother's life. You take what

she carried and you build with it, here, in the weather you actually live

in.

What the return is, is this: tempering.

The smith knows it. Steel that has been through the fire — through it,

mind, at full heat, held there, and brought out, and cooled — is not the

same steel after. It is not steel that pretends the fire never happened. The

fire is in it now, in the very grain of it, and the fire is exactly what it is

stronger by. That is what stands on the far shore of the turning: not an

unhurt people — there is no such people anywhere on this earth, and the
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nations that claim it are lying in their anthems — but a tempered one. A

people who know their own story, all of it, out loud; who carry their

dead named and their wounds acknowledged; and who are, by that

carrying, not the weakest people in the room but the strongest, the way

the mended and reforged blade out-bears the one that was never tested.

We have been through fire enough for any ten nations. That was

never the question. The question — the only question, the one this whole

book has turned on — is whether we went through it awake. And that

question is not answered by history. It is answered now. Going-through

is not what happens to you. It is what you do with what happened to you.

The hunger put us in the fire; only we can decide, seven generations on,

to come out of it tempered instead of merely burnt.

The return, then, is not a place and not a past. It is a decision, taken

one person at a time, to finish — awake, on purpose, together — the

passage our ancestors were plunged into asleep.

And it has already begun. Say that too, plainly, because it is true and

because hope must be honest to be any use: the turning is not waiting on

this book. It is moving in the country now, and has been for a generation

— in the tribunals and the testimonies, in the ones who stood up about

the schools and the laundries and would not sit down, in the referendums

where the people looked at old shames in the daylight and voted them

over, in the young ones talking about the insides of their heads with an

ease that stuns their grandparents, in every packed therapy waiting-room

and every man who has said the word counselling out loud at a bar

without lowering his voice. The grass is already opened in a hundred

places. The book only says the name of what is happening, and asks it to

know itself, and to keep going, and to go deeper — down past the

scandals to the grief, down past the grief to the grammar, down to the

fire.
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The Ordinary Miracle

So look now — the book has earned this; you have earned this — look at

the far shore. Not a utopia. Something better and far stranger: an

ordinary Irish life, with the silence gone out of it.

Look at the kitchen. The same table, the same tea, the same slagging

— nothing charming has been lost; the fear that the turning would cost

us the craic was the silence's last lie. But there is a difference in the

room, and you could stand a moment before you named it: the third

chair is empty. The unsaid thing that sat between the two of them for

thirty years, patient, never addressed — it is not there anymore, because

it was addressed. It was said, one ordinary Tuesday, with the shake in

the voice, and it was survived, and now the talk at that table runs over

open ground. The weather still gets discussed — it is still Ireland, it is

still raining — but the weather is only the weather now. It is not the

guard on the door. There is no door. There is no need of one.

Look at the child. She is doing her homework at that table, and she is

inheriting a map like every Irish child before her — but her map has no

painted-shut rooms in it. The names are all mentionable. The brother in

England is explained. When she is sad she says so, the way she'd say she

was hungry, and the saying is met the way hunger is met — practically,

warmly, without the room going strange. She will never once in her life

feel the half-second national pause, the flicker of don't, because it was

not installed. It stopped, the installation, one generation back, at this

table, on purpose. She does not know she is the first free one. That is

what freedom is — not knowing.

Look at the funeral — for there are still funerals on the far shore; the

return does not repeal death, it only meets it. The wake-house is full, as

it always was; that never left us. But listen: there is singing again before
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the end of the night, and the singing cracks and the room goes with it,

unashamed. The men cry in the daylight with their faces open. In the

line, the formula has given way to the spent memory — four hundred

hands, and half of them carrying a specific gift: he helped us the winter

of the snow. And in November, in the parish hall, the year's dead are

named aloud, one voice leading, and the gathered dark is permitted to

cry together — and no one present calls it new, because it is not new. It

is the oldest sound on the island, back in its place. The keen, home.

Look at the pub. Still full, still roaring, still the best talk in Europe —

the return was never temperance, and the fire was never against the fire

in the glass. But the drink has been let out of its old job. It accompanies

the feeling now; it no longer has to do the feeling, because the feeling

has other rooms at last, sober rooms, daylight rooms. A man can say the

true thing on a Tuesday with tea in front of him — and so what gets said

over the pints on Friday is no longer the year's whole smuggled cargo of

the heart going out under cover of darkness. It is just talk, and song, and

slagging: the pleasures, restored to being pleasures. The great communal

shed, no longer the only unlocked room in the country.

And look — last — at the 2 a.m. kitchen. The light is on; there is

always a light on somewhere; the return does not abolish the hard nights.

But the one sitting in it is not sealed in the old way. The personality is

off, hung on the chair with the coat — and underneath it there is not,

anymore, an unintroduced stranger with no words. There is a self that

has been met: in the chair, in the sweat and the dark, at the fires, in the

telling — a self with a voice, and with names for its weather, and with

three people it could call this minute who would come, and who know it,

which is why it can sit peacefully alone and need to call no one. The

loneliest people in Europe on the friendliest island in the world — the

two facts have come apart at last. What is left is the friendliness,
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standing free of the wound that built it, friendlier than ever, because it is

no longer working a double shift.

None of this is paradise. It is Tuesday. That is the whole vision of

this book — not a shining city, but the same rain, the same roads, the

same faces, with the fire tended instead of buried under them. The

ordinary Irish miracle: a people at home in their own house at last, all

the rooms opened, the warm patch of grass dug, the heat brought inside

where it belonged all along.

The Gift

And now lift the eyes once, before the blessing, to the horizon —

because the return is not only for ourselves, and it would be a smaller

thing if it were.

The world is wounded in the way we are wounded. Look at it.

Displacement, dispossession, famine, the boats — other people's boats

now, crossing other seas, full of other versions of us. Languages dying at

a rate the old empires never dreamed of. Whole nations sitting on

unnamed grief, building their own houses of going-around, developing

their own grands and their own weathers, drinking and scrolling and

busying themselves around their own warm patches of grass. The silence

is not an Irish invention. It is the human default under unbearable and

unspeakable loss. We were only early. We were only thorough.

Which means a people who go through it — awake, on purpose, and

can say how — do not come out with a private recovery. They come out

with a gift.

And no people on earth is better positioned to give it. Consider what

we are holding, all in the one hand: a wound old enough to be fully
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visible, recent enough to be felt; a documented dismantling, name by

name, of the very practices that would have healed it; the embers of

those practices still findable in our fields and our archives and our

surviving wakes; seventy million of our own scattered through every

wounded country on the planet, carrying the same fire under the same

grass and half of them already digging; and the tongue — the borrowed

tongue we made sing — which happens to be the tongue the world

listens in. No small nation was ever handed such equipment for one

particular work. We have spent a century asking what Ireland is for —

what a small wet island on the edge of everything has to offer a world

that has long since stopped needing its cattle or fearing its position. Here

is an answer worth the size of the question: Ireland can be the first

nation to grieve itself honestly, out loud, all the way through — and by

doing it, show the rest of them it can be done.

We have been the world's charmers long enough. We could be its

keeners. The ones who go first into the dark of the thing and lift the cry,

so that every shy mourner among the nations finds the door — that was

always the bean chaointe's office, and it could be a people's. Not

preaching; the world needs no more preachers, and the Irish ear that

slams shut against sermons is right, and the world's ear is the same.

Witnessing. Demonstrating. Surviving the breaking of the silence in full

view — because nobody, we said it of our own and it is true of

everyone, nobody is waiting to be argued out of a silence. They are

waiting to see somebody survive it. A whole people could be that

somebody.

Whole, and scarred, and lit. That is the far shore, and that is the gift,

and they are the same three words. Whole — not unbroken, but

unhidden; nothing amputated, nothing walled off, the entire story

owned. Scarred — and done apologising for it; the scars worn the way
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the smith reads the temper-line in good steel, as the proof of the passage,

the certificate of the fire. And lit — the third word is the mission: warm

to stand near, bright enough to be seen from other shores, burning with

the thing we buried and dug for and carried home. A lamp is only a

wound that learned what it was for.

The Blessing

And so the book is nearly done, and it ends the way the old forms ended

— the rounds completed, the fire burned down to its work — with a

blessing. Stand for it, wherever you are; it is short; and it is yours, and

your father's, and his mother's, and the whole long silent line's, spoken at

last in open weather:

May you sit in the chair and not be moved.

May the true sentence find its hour in your mouth, and the shake stay

in your voice, for the shake is the sound of the grass opening.

May you be, for one other soul at least, the room where the coat

comes off.

May you ask the old ones before the library closes, and be asked,

before you are the old one.

May you spend your memories of the dead like silver, and stand up at

the wake and let your face be seen, and sing the crack into the room.

May you keep the appointments with the fire — the yard, the well,

the shed, the hill — and hold the edge for others when your turn comes

to hold it.

May your children inherit doors.
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May the drink be only drink to you, and the weather only weather,

and the craic, God preserve it forever, only and entirely the craic.

May you do the one thing — the first brave thing, the one that stood

up in you chapters ago and is standing in you now — and may

somebody see you survive it, and be freed by the seeing, and go and do

their own.

And when your fire is lit — for it will be lit — may you carry it the

way the Bealtaine hearths were carried, home through the dark, and

hand it on alive.

We were never broken beyond mending. We were wounded, and

disarmed, and sworn to silence — and the swearing is over, because we

just spent a whole book breaking it together, you and I, and here we both

still are.

Whole. Scarred. Lit.

Go now, and say something.

~ ● ~



70

Epilogue
The Fire on the Hill

There is a fire under the grass of this island. That is how this book

began, and it was true, and it is still true tonight.

But go up any hill in Ireland on a clear dark evening now, and wait,

and watch the country come on below you — the townlands, the

crossroads, the scattered kitchens — light after light after light in the

dark, like a constellation fallen on the fields.

The old people, standing at Uisneach, would have known exactly

what they were looking at.

Every one of those lights is a house. Every house has a table, and a

kettle, and a warm patch of grass beneath it, and people in it who are

carrying what you now know they are carrying — and in some of those

houses, tonight, this year, this generation, somebody is sitting down in

the chair. Somebody is saying the sentence. Somebody is holding back

the kettle and asking the second question. Somebody is teaching a

daughter, without one word of instruction, that the true thing can be said

in this family now.

One by one. Kitchen by kitchen. Fire answering fire across the

darkness, the way the hills once answered each other at Bealtaine —

each blaze kindled from a shared flame, each one proof to the next hill

that the burning can be done.

The fire was never out. It was only under the grass, waiting, the way

fire waits in turf — black, quiet, patient, holding two hundred years of

summers — for one spade, and one match, and one people brave enough

at last to warm themselves at their own hearth.
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The spade is in your hands. The match is in the book. The hearth is

wherever you are sitting now.

It was never too late. It is not too late tonight.

Tend it.
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The Letter

What follows is this whole book, made small enough to carry.

It was written to be given away. Read it aloud — at a fire, at a kitchen

table, at a wake, wherever two or three are gathered and the weather has

run out. Copy it. Print it. Send it to the one abroad. Leave it where it will

be found.

It may be reproduced freely and in full, with its title, anywhere it might

do good. No permission is needed. It is yours now. That is the whole

idea.

~ ● ~

An Open Letter to the Irish People

We need to talk about the thing we never talk about.

Not the weather. Not the match. Not the price of things. The other

thing. The one under all of it. The one we have been walking around for

two hundred years the way you'd walk around a hole in the ground at

night — carefully, without looking down, pretending it isn't there,

teaching the children to walk around it too without ever once saying its

name.

We are a wounded people. Not were. Are.

We know this. We have always known it. It is in the drink we take to

quiet ourselves. It is in the joke we make when someone gets too

sincere. It is in the way we cannot receive a kind word without

deflecting it, as if kindness were a bill we couldn't pay. It is in the young

men we bury who never told anyone. It is in the silence of our fathers
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and the worry of our mothers and the great national instruction, passed

down like a family heirloom: whatever you say, say nothing.

Say nothing. And we said nothing.

We said nothing about the hunger, though it emptied the land and

shamed the survivors so deeply they could not speak of it even to their

own children. We said nothing about the language, though losing it

meant losing the very words our grief was made of — so that the sorrow

stayed in the body with no tongue to carry it out. We said nothing about

the centuries of being told we were less, until we started saying it to

ourselves, quietly, and calling it modesty. We said nothing about the

laundries and the schools and the homes, though the walls of them stood

in every town and everyone knew. We said nothing when the boat took

another one, and another, and another.

We became the best in the world at saying nothing. We made an art

of it. We made poetry and music and laughter out of the going-around

— and it is beautiful, and it saved us, and it is not enough. Because a

wound that is walked around does not close. It waits. It passes down. It

comes out sideways — in the bottle, in the temper, in the flat grey

sadness no one names, in the child who learns before the age of reason

that some things are not asked about in this house.

Here is what we want to say to you, and we say it as one of you, from

inside the wound, not above it:

We were not always this way. And we do not have to stay this

way.

There was a time when this island knew how to grieve. When a death

brought the keen — women who stood at the graveside and made a

sound that was the sorrow itself, wild and unashamed, so that everyone's

grief could ride out on it. When the wake put the loss in the middle of
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the room for three days and the whole townland came and sat with it.

When we understood, without needing a book to tell us, that the only

way past a thing is through it.

That knowledge was taken from us. Shamed out of us. Called

backward, called savage, called unrespectable. The keen was silenced

and nothing was put in its place, and so the grief of a whole people went

underground, where it has been ever since — under the grass, under the

manners, under the great national performance of being grand.

We are not grand.

And saying so is not weakness. Saying so is the first brave thing.

This letter is not an accusation. There is no one left to accuse who

isn't us. It is not a demand that we all fall apart. It is an invitation to stop

pretending — to look down, at last, at the hole we have been walking

around, and to say, together, out loud: there it is. That's the wound. It's

real, it's ours, and it did not start with us — but it can end with us.

Because here is the truth the old people knew and we forgot: a people

who have been through fire and know it are not a broken people. They

are a tempered one. Our wound is not our shame. Our silence about it is

the shame — and silence is a habit, and habits can be broken.

So this is what we are asking. Not for money, not for votes, not for

outrage. For courage of a quieter kind:

Say something.

To your father before it's too late. To your daughter before she learns

the silence. To the friend you drink beside. At the funeral, at the kitchen

table, in your own heart at night. Break the instruction. Say the true

thing. Let the keen back in.
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We were the people who wailed our grief to the open sky and were

not ashamed. We can be that people again — not by going back, but by

going through.

The fire is still under the grass.

It is time to tend it.

— from the Fire Community, with love, from inside
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A Note on the History

This book stands on the public record, and the record is vast and open to

anyone. The reader who wants to go further is directed above all to the

National Folklore Collection at University College Dublin, much of it

freely readable online at dúchas.ie, where the memories of the last

generations to know the old forms — the keen, the wake, the patterns,

the cures — were set down from their own mouths in the 1930s and

after. Recordings of true keening survive in the folklore archives; listen

to one, once.

The famine figures given in Movement One are the settled consensus

of the historians. The bata scóir, the tally stick, is documented in the

school records and folk memory of the nineteenth century. The stone

sweathouses — the teach allais — stand today in their hundreds, thickest

in Leitrim and its neighbouring counties, and are recorded in the

archaeological inventories of those counties; what was practised in them

beyond the cures the record does not say, and this book has been careful

to claim no more than the stones themselves declare. The suppression of

the keen and of the wake games by repeated Church condemnation over

centuries is a matter of synodal record. Lough Derg keeps its three-day

vigil still, and Croagh Patrick is climbed on the last Sunday of every

July, and the holy wells and their rag trees may be verified by the oldest

method of all: go and look.

Where this book has erred in any particular, the error is the author's,

and correction is welcomed — that, too, is a form of saying something.
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About Fire Community Books

Fire Community Books publishes work grounded in a single conviction:

that transformation happens by going through difficulty, not around it.

The Fire Community's books, songs, and practice texts — for adults, for

children, and for those who hold space for others — can be found at

firecommunitybooks.com.

The fire is for everyone. Bring what you carry.


