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A Quiet Bar in Ireland

Hundreds of the happiest weeks of my life have been spent in Ireland, north and south. It’s a country which continues to produce some of the kindest but daftest people in the world. I mean that with genuine affection.

A couple of years back I was in southern Ireland with my constant fishing companion, Mick Fazboy the fat — so called because of his frankly hideous unhealthy plumpness— and in just seven days we managed to sample every eccentricity that this most hospitable of countries has to offer.

We were near to Shannon. For once, the fishing was really hard and we retreated to a nice little pub in the middle of absolutely nowhere. Except, of course, it wasn’t really in the middle of nowhere. Standing on the original old stone floor by the peat-burning stove and looking out of the window down across the rock-strewn fields towards the wild waters of Loch Ree, you could be forgiven for believing that you were totally isolated. We were actually only fifteen miles from the big town of Athlone where the jukeboxes in the cafes were playing the Spice Girls.

If you talked to the regulars in that bizarre pub, you’d think you’d stepped into another age. The locals simply could not adjust to the fact that Athlone was only about half an hour away by car. In fact, we weren’t much more than an hour from Dublin, but most of the pub’s inhabi​tants had never, ever been, nor even contemplated going.

One old farmer talked to me a lot about ‘that far country’, which I assumed to be England, but eventually it transpired that by ‘that far country’ he meant the other side of the Loch from where we were fishing, a round journey of perhaps forty miles. Neither he, nor his father, had ever made it.

The idea of coming from London that same day — even though we were only an hour and forty—five minutes by plane and rental car from Heathrow — was completely beyond them.

The landlady, a marvellous old woman of something over eighty years of age was still as fit and as tough as a prize fighter and yet as mad as a trumpet. Her pub is still lit by candles. None of that new-fangled electricity nonsense for her. And even the mere mention of a television set could lead you to being asked to leave her hostelry, possibly never to return. It was rumoured that there had once been a husband, but he was long gone and never openly mentioned. 

Certainly, there had once been a someone because there was a daughter to prove it. She was a rather silent, wild-eyed and frankly terrifying look​ing creature called Maggie, who we all tried hard not to get served by. Although decades past her sell by date, she was clearly an absolute raver given half a chance. I swear that sometimes I could see smoke coming from under​neath her frock!

One night, when we were full to bursting with the local Guinness, Fazboy The Even Fatter had tried in all innocence to give ‘Ma’ a goodnight peck ‘on the cheek by way of saying thanks for a great evening, and she’d been outraged.

‘Don’t you be giving me your kisses, you creature of the devil. I’ll have no man’s kisses on my lips.’ Then, in a frenzy before her cowering clientele, she hissed at Fazboy, ‘You stay away from me — I’m not the kissing kind.’

Still raving, she added, ‘Take her, if you must — the baby,’ pointing to her trembling daughter. ‘She’s the one for the kissing.’

So Fazboy, anything to oblige and doing his unselfish bit for Anglo-Irish relations, gave the steaming daughter a polite peck, at which point she grabbed him in a headlock that would have done Hulk Hogan proud, and almost disappeared, tongue first, lace-up boots and all, down Mick’s throat. Maggie, the ‘baby’ of the family, certainly was the one for the kissing, even though she was fifty-eight years old!

We stayed away, understandably, for a couple of days, out of sheer cowardice, but finally, unable to resist the joys of such a splendid tavern any longer, we just had to pop back one more time on our last night.

Fazboy claims to be Irish, or at least he does whenever he’s over there, even though he left Virginia, Co. Mayo, some time before his third birthday and sounds about as typically Irish as the ‘Singing Postman’, to my continuing embarrassment. This night was no exception and, as soon as he’d had a pint of Guinness and a couple of whiskeys (Irish, of course!) he started sounding off in a loud voice which he thought was typically Irish and would endear him to the locals.

It was an accent somewhere between Kenny Dalglish and Dale Winton, and was utterly incomprehensible to everybody in the little pub, including myself and I’ve been through the whole cringe-making business many, many times before.

‘Okay, lads. Sure now, and who’ll be having a wee dram with me of the hard stuff, bejeebers, och aye and Paddy Mcginty’s kilt?” he enquired of the stunned silence all around him. ‘Uh, come on, lads, be Jaysus, long may your lum reek, long may your sporran squeak, er ... to be sure now, who wants what?’

I helpfully provided sub-titles. ‘I think Mick wants to buy a round.’

The scales fell from the locals’ glazed eyes and they realized that the fat Englishman wanted to treat them all to a drink! They needed no second bidding.

‘Thank you Fazboy.’

‘You’re a great man Mick.’

‘Large Powers here and a pint of lager for the wife.’

‘Two Black Bush, a Guinness and three pints of lager.’

‘Two vodkas, a gin and tonic, four pints of Guinness and a steak and kidney pudding for the donkey tied outside you’re a great man Big Faz.’

And so it went on, with Faz happily pouring out the contents of his fast dwindling wallet shouting out things like, ‘It’s great to be home, lads’ and, ‘Let’s forgive and forget all about Glencoe’ over the noise of the orders at the bar.

It was a great night and, even though Faz was clearly being taken to the cleaners, the atmosphere was tremen​dous. Or, as the Irish themselves put it, ‘the crack was mighty’!

All except, that is, for the one barren corner of the bar by the peat-stove where three sour-looking creatures remained totally unmoved by Mick’s generosity and continued to sit unsmiling on their own. They had big black Quaker-type hats, a full beard apiece and took it in turns to puff away at an old clay pipe. They slowly sipped their pints of Guinness through their thick froth-encrusted whiskers and sat sullenly smoking and ignoring all the other increasingly loud men around them.

Fazboy, intent on buying the entire pub a drink, didn’t even notice the fact that these three were coldly ignoring him. In the end, having bought a round for almost the whole of western Ireland, he said to the amused old landlady, ‘Okay, just those three in the corner, the bearded lads. C’mon boys, what’ll it be? More Guinness, a whiskey if you want?’

The bearded lads drank on and puffed their pipes without even looking up.

‘Ma’, with great tolerance, took Fazboy on one side and said, ‘Save your breath, Mick. They’ll not drink with you, and they’ll take no drink from any man ... for those are the mountain women of Drumshanbo.’
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