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First of all,

Lend me your ears!

During your time in Dublin, remember to take every opportunity 
to listen to English as it is spoken by the natives. Take out your 
headphones and allow the glorious sounds that make up the 
language as it is spoken by the true blue Dubbaliner to envelop, 
educate and entertain you. Don’t be surprised if someone you 
have never met before calls you “Love” or “Chicken”. It’s perfectly 
normal. Don’t be put out by little old ladies at bus stops who 
want to know where you come from, how long you are staying 
and what you have had for breakfast. Don’t take it amiss if your 
Irish neighbour asks how you are and then walks away before 
you are finished replying. It’s just our way. 

While you may not find the language of the street in your 
English textbook, familiarising yourself with some of it and 
being able to use it, might just be the thing that will endear 
you to us. When you use an idiom or expression natives will 
often step back in awe and wonder where you picked it up. You 
will immediately become one of us. You will be as Irish to us as 
cool pints of Guinness on a hot summer’s night (we have the 
former frequently and the latter occasionally!). So the next time 
you are sitting on the Luas, the Dart or a bus, keep your ears 
open to the mellifluous (look it up!) sounds that surround you 
and you may hear conversations like I did recently between two 
wonderful Dublin ladies named Eleanor and Jude. 
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Eleanor and Jude
T O M  O ’ B R I E N

EL: Howaya chicken? Don’t tell me you 
have a bee in your bonnet about something?
JUDE: My young one was at a hen party a 
while back and ‘a course she met a few stags 
on the town, out to pull a few birds.
EL:  Don’t tell me her goose is 
cooked?
JUDE:  Well I’m not letting the cat out 
‘a the bag if I say it is.
EL:  What did himself say?
JUDE:  He went ape.
EL:  And he’s ratty at the best of 
times.
JUDE:   Still drinking like a fish too. 
Last night at a do he made a pig of himself.
EL:  How is he today?
JUDE:  Bullin’ ‘cos I was at him. Called 
me a cow he did.
EL:  It’s donkey’s years since I seen 
him but he sounds like he’s gone to the dogs.
JUDE:  He’ll be cryin’ crocodile tears 
later saying he didn’t mean it.
EL:  And that gets your goat?
JUDE:  I’d be floggin’ a dead horse 
trying to get him to change his ways.
EL:  And is he hard on your young 
one?
JUDE:  Well I get the lion’s share of it.
EL:  Do ewe love?
JUDE: He do be passive aggressive be times 
though, saying nothing – the elephant in the 
room.
EL: My fella ’s worse. He wouldn’t work 
for all the tea in China. He’d weasel out of it 
somehow.
JUDE: Was he not working above in 
Sharkey’s furniture shop?
EL: He was but he gave it up ‘cos he 

couldn’t bear it.
JUDE: Well I’ll be a monkey’s uncle. I heard 
he was a great salesman.
EL: He was a one-trick-pony I’m afraid.
JUDE: Still on the gargle, is he?
EL: No he stopped cold turkey.
JUDE: He didn’t.
EL; I nearly had a canary but I have to 
watch him like a hawk in case he goes back on 
it.
JUDE: And how is he, off the drink?
El: He has ants in his pants. Be times he’s 
as mad as a hornet, be times he’s as quiet as a 
mouse but he wouldn’t hurt a fly.
JUDE: Wasn’t his owl fella the same?
EL: Monkey see, monkey do. When I 
married him I thought the world was my 
oyster.
JUDE: We had a whale of a time at the start.
EL: But they all turn out to be wolves in 
sheep’s clothing.
JUDY: The days of puppy love, remember?
EL: Butterflies in the stomach.
JUDE: But we always had to keep our eagle 
eyes on them.
EL: We did. But we kept our ducks in a 
row.
JUDE: Till they opened a can ‘a worms.
EL: Time flies.
JUDE: I always thought it went at a snail’s 
pace.
EL: Deer oh deer! I’m getting’ peckish.
JUDE: Have this Penguin bar.
EL: You’re all right. I’ll wait for me oxtail 
soup.
EL: So when is your young one due?
JUDE: No, sure she’s not comin’ here.
EL: Bun in the oven?
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JUDE: Whah?
EL: You look like a rabbit in the headlights.
JUDE: Whah?
EL: Eatin’ for two! In the puddin’ club! 
Knocked up! Didn’t you say your daughter was 
preggers?
JUDE: After the hen night when she met the 
stags?
EL: And himself went ape and everythin’?
JUDE: No, no, no. I didn’t mean she was 
preggers. I meant she got a tattoo.
EL: Come on with me. I have to see a man 
about a dog.
JUDE: The Lord leppin’ lamb a Jaysus. Not 
more animals?
EL: And then I’m going home to listen to the  
Beatles!
JUDE: (Laughs.)You’re a hoot, you are!
EL: (Laughs.) And you’re a howl!
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Ad victoriam
C L A Y T O N  R O D R I G U E S  |  C L A Y N E R O @ H O T M A I L . C O M

Did you know the English lan-
guage was developed from lat-
in? Other languages as Italian, 
French, Spanish, Portuguese and 

Romanian also was set up from this classical 
language.

Latin was originally spoken in Italy in the 
middle ages from dialects around Rome.  Two 
thousand years ago, give or take, this language 
was rised in the middle Europe. Nowadays only 
one country in the world has latin as official 
language: the Vatican State - only for burocracy 
and religion parties.

The latin has been passed through down 
in theology, biology, army and medicine. Be-
low are a few expressions that may help you 
to compare latin to english, our beautiful and 
universal language:

Ad infinitum – to infinity

Ad victoriam – to victory

Ex libris - from the library

Et cetera – and the others

Carpe diem – seize the day

Aqua vitae – water of life

Ante bellum – before the war

Pater familias – father of the family

Scientia – knowledge

Versus – against

Vox populi – voice of the people
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One down
J O H N  R Y A N  |  J O H N @ E N G L I S H O U R . I E

Where’s my nightie? Elaine was 
getting frantic now. The con-
tractions were getting closer 
and Dan, God bless him, was 

just not helping at all. He ran into the bedroom.
‘Which one Elaine? The blue one?’
‘No! The white one! I showed it to you yes-

terday! The white one!’
‘Okay. I think I know where it is. Just breathe 

love.’
And he was back out the door again. Elaine 

could hear his thud thud thud on the stairs, 
and as she lay back on the bed, breathing heav-
ily through her nostrils, she realised that the 
time had finally come. The months of prepara-
tion and worrying, of research and endless dis-
cussions with friends all offering contradictory 
advice, had now come to this moment in time. 
The birth. Soon two would become three. An-
other contraction came.

‘Dan! What are you doing down there? Are 
we ready?’

As if by magic, Dan appeared in the doorway 
smiling and holding a bag. 

‘Done. Let’s go have a baby!’
Sitting in the passenger seat of their car, 

Elaine clutched her overnight bag with one 
hand and tried to make the seatbelt more com-
fortable with the other. Dan looked over at her 
and nodded at the bag.

‘Open it. I got you a present.’
Elaine smiled and unzipped the bag on her 

lap. Sitting on top of her bits and pieces was a 
book. Jumbo easy crosswords. It was thick. Her 
smile lost its elasticity.

‘What’s this Dan?’
‘I thought you might like it. You never know 

how long you could be waiting around in that 
hospital.’

‘But I’ve never done a crossword in my life!’
‘You’ve never had a baby in your life. It’s a 

day for new beginnings!’ 
Elaine opened the book to the first page. It 

was big. There must be a hundred clues there, 
she thought. She looked at the first clue. One 
down. Sounds like this monkey was ejected 
from the exam, 7 letters. This monkey was 
ejected from the exam. A monkey. Ejected 
from an exam. An intelligent monkey? Elaine’s 
mind was blank. And then Ow! Another con-
traction.

Inside the hospital everything was very white 
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and bright. Elaine’s contractions were getting 
more frequent now and as she lay on her bed 
she could hear a little whistling noise com-
ing out of her nose. Her heart rate was defi-
nitely up, and little beads of perspiration were 
forming on her brow. Amongst the havoc be-
ing played on her body, the crossword floated 
back into her mind. Sounds like this monkey 
was ejected from the exam. Did the monkey 
cheat? But why would a monkey be doing an 
exam anyway? Maybe it was a driving test? But 
that’s ridiculous! Monkeys don’t drive. And 
they don’t do exams either. Stupid clue. Stupid 
crossword! 

The midwife Sandy was standing beside her 
bed now. She was holding Elaine’s wrist and 
looking at her watch. Elaine noticed some-
thing sad in Sandy’s eyes. And she could sense 
Dan’s presence behind her. He was combing 
his fingers gently through her hair. Elaine was 
in pain, but Dan made it easier. He always did. 

OOWW! Another contraction. This one 
even more painful than the last. 

‘This is it Elaine, we’re in business now. I 
want you to start pushing darling.’

It was Sandy speaking. Elaine pushed and 
looked up and saw the lights on the ceiling 
flash over her and then another contraction, 
sharp this time, forcing her eyes shut, and the 
intense breathing kicked in again in an effort 
to ease the pain. With each quick breath she 
tried to focus on something nice. Like a field 
full of buttercups in May, and children run-
ning through it, blowing dandelion seeds and 
laughing ha-ha! And the children, now all at 

desks doing their exams and the monkey sud-
denly being thrown out! One down. Sounds 
like this monkey was ejected from the exam. 
This monkey. Keep breathing. A play on words 
perhaps? An anagram? Elaine wasn’t sure. 
Monkey. Keymon? Omkeny? Ekmony? 

Nothing was coming. Elaine breathless-
ly looked up and saw Dan’s upside down, but 
kind face looking at her. Their first child, and 
they had been trying for three years. She knew 
how happy he was right now and also how con-
cerned he was for her. They were about to open 
a new chapter in their lives together. But why 
would a monkey be doing an exam! And why 
would he be ejected? Was he misbehaving? Did 
he walk into the wrong exam hall? Did he start 
a fight with someone? Maybe it’s a gorilla!

OH MY GOD! Another contraction. An 
enormous one. A huge pain shot up from her 
pelvis spreading in all directions into her legs 
and then through her torso into her breasts 
and then into the part of her brain, which deals 
with language and processes crosswords. The 
clue was gone. She was one hundred percent 
back in the room.

‘Push! Push Elaine!’
She was pushing. Or at least she was trying 

to but her body was dictating an occasional 
out-breath, and on the stupid out-breath she 
couldn’t push! The pain was now truly unbear-
able. She felt like her heart would explode, the 
way it was drumming against her ribcage. And 
below, it was terrible. She felt really afraid. The 
type of fear people experience when they swal-
low a bowling ball and know now is the time 

P H O T O : P E X E L S . C O M
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to pass it. 
‘Push!’ Sandy, whose head was bobbing up 

and down now like the toy doggy in the back 
window of a car, was really getting into the 
spirit of things now.

Elaine pushed. She pushed hard. Something 
was happening now. The wall, which had been 
so painfully closed before, was beginning 
to give way a little but with even more pain.  
Something was coming out. She felt herself 
stretched to the limit. Any more and she would 
rip open. Glancing to her right to get her neck 
in a better position, she saw fuzzily that Dan 
now had left her hair to it’s own devices and 
his attention was firmly focused on the far end 
of her body.

‘That’s it Elaine darling. We have the head. 
Now push girl! Push! Nearly done now!’

Tears were flowing down Elaine’s cheeks 
and she wished they weren’t because she knew 
they were using energy, energy that she simply 
didn’t have. She was exhausted but there were 
more steps to take on this journey. She took 
another suck of air and then pushed. 

‘AAAAHHHHHHHH!’
Something slid out of her. It just slid out. 

And then came the most magnificent relief. 
Like after a huge belch, or after trapped wind 
finally leaves the body and decompression can 
finally take place. She lay with her eyes closed 
and listened. There was silence outside her. Her 
breathing was still loud in her ears, but outside 
there was silence. No noise at all, which didn’t 
sound good. She took a sharp intake of wor-
ried breath and then to her relief, she heard a 
scream. A baby’s scream. The child must have 
done the same as she had. The child must have 
taken it’s first breath and then on the release 
screamed. What a way to spend their first mo-
ment together. Mother screaming, and then 
a moment and then child screaming. And to 
Elaine, that scream was the nicest sound she 

had ever heard.
She opened her eyes and saw Dan’s lovely 

face beside hers. There were tears on his cheeks 
and sweat on his brow, and he looked serenely 
happy. 

‘It’s a boy. He’s beautiful Elaine.’
Elaine cried again. She held Dan’s face in 

her hands and kissed him leaving her snot and 
tears on his cheek. He laughed, a kind of gig-
gle even, and Elaine did too. They giggled to-
gether in snot and tears. And then Sandy’s face 
came into view. She was holding out something 
white and then planted the little cotton what-
ever it was into Elaine’s hands. Elaine looked 
down and saw a tiny wrinkled face staring out 
into the middle distance. Her child. Her son.

‘He’s gorgeous Elaine.’
This was Sandy’s voice. Elaine looked up at 

her and wanted to say something, but her gaze 
was immediately drawn back down to the little 
creature, which had so forcefully entered their 
lives. She stared at the tiny face swaddled in her 
arms and saw that Sandy was absolutely right. 
He was gorgeous. He had jet-black hair, and a 
good head of it too. It stuck to his tiny forehead 
in a little point. Like a little baby monkey. A lit-
tle baby monkey in her hands. And then Elaine 
stopped. It came like a bolt from the blue. A 
moment of pure, perfect, enlightened clarity. 
She had it!

Sandy leaned in to her and looked at the 
child.

‘So do you have a name for him yet?’
Elaine looked up at Sandy and suddenly 

burst out laughing in a cacophony of tears and 
mucous. 

‘We’re not sure Sandy. It’s either David, after 
his grandfather, or Cheetah.’

Dan and Sandy looked at each other and 
Elaine looked again at the baby.

‘Cheetah. Definitely Cheetah.’ ◆
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The turning point 
in all my life
W O N  T A E K  H W A N G  |  S H A Q 3 6 1 4 @ G M A I L . C O M

I thought that I was looking forward to 
going somewhere to learn English when 
I was in the military. People who are 
around me didn’t think I was serious.

Because most enlisted soldiers tend to think 
about their future when they are in the mili-
tary. furthermore, I had to serve my time to 
military service for 21 months what’s more, we 
usually enter  the military when we are in early 
20s which is a crucial point in life.

Before I chose to go to Ireland, there were 
some countries that I was able to settle in easily 
compared with Ireland. Because my relatives 
have been living in countries where people can 
speak English for many years. At the time, I 
preferred adventure to a quiet life and I want to 
be independent as well.

That’s why I went with Ireland. I think I made 
the right choice fortunately.  I still love living in 
Ireland in many ways even though the weath-
er is changeable every moment. As a matter of 
fact, I’d like to ultimately find out what I want 
in Ireland which is my lifelong aim.

I haven’t found out what I want yet, but I’ve 
been still looking for what I really want opti-
mistically.

Although I couldn’t find out something else 
during my stay in Ireland. It’ll definitely be a 
meaningful experience in my life. For sure, It 
would be one way to look for my path and It’s 
significantly invaluable to be able to learn how 
to get by and communicate with people not 
only learning English.

I’d like to say everything I’ve experienced will 
probably work well in a good way for the rest of 
my life. One day, I’ll be able to discover myself 
in the future who can get over something that I 
wasn’t able to overcome before. In my humble 
opinion, if there were people who want to learn 
something else abroad, I’d say that ‘ there is no 

such thing as a perfect life and you don’t have 
to be reluctant to do anything as well, just go 
for it. It sounds rather bold but thoroughly hid-
ing your own inner voice could be worse than 
exposing it confidently from time to time. The 
more you acknowledge frustrating things, the 
easier you get used to dealing with them.

What I’ve learnt so far is to make me change 
from a narrow view to a broad view .

I don’t have to hesitate to do something that 
I really want, even if there were some troubles 
or interruptions, I could go through them dis-
creetly or get over them. 

I’m grateful to Englishour, I’m so glad to 
meet new people and i can’t forget fantastic 
memories that I’ve never expereinced before as 
regards Englishour. ◆
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Life for dessert
A N N A  K R Y S  |  M O R N I N G  F I R S T  C E R T I F I C A T E  C L A S S

I will die today. Finally, — he thought. He 
has removed the arm of cuddling wife 
and has kissed her on the forehead. Out 
of habit. With a smile he went to a shower, 

then carefully shaved.

— Why did you get up so early?
— It’s important day. I need to do plenty of 

things. Do you remember about dinner tonight? 
Please, remind our children. Don’t be late.

He checked the safe. Shifted insurance. She 
must find it quickly.

In the office he behaved as usual, although real-
ly wanted to say goodbye. Gave a couple of prac-
tical tips on investing. Good guys, let it all work 
out for them.

The family dinner went with a special warm 
atmosphere. It hasn’t been like that for a long 
time. A daughter finally made up her mind and 
stopped talking about endless boyfriends and 
clothes. I should have paid more attention in her 
childhood. It’s a pity she’s so stupid. Son is a more 
successful project. Younger, but already run his 
own business. Day to day he will receive a large 
investment. My wife… How did she get me dur-
ing 25 years? What did I think about then, in 
my youth. Opening restaurant which I dreamed 
about could had been much better option. 

They laughed, joked, drank wine and seized the 
grievances against each other by expensive food. 
With the hope that everything would change 
once upon a time. Maybe tomorrow?

***

— The body can’t be identified. His car fell 
down. He didn’t manage to drive. Explosion. 
Burned to the ground. I understand this all is un-
expected. I’ll do my best for you. Just give me the 

documents and insurance. We were friends. Just 
yesterday got useful advices from him. I can’t be-
lieve it’s true…

Funeral. Tears. No road back.
My wife settled her lover in our house very 

soon. Payment for such a terrible death turned 
out solid. I left beautifully.

***

— Mom, tomorrow is the anniversary of a 
tragedy. I want to warm you that I’ll not be alone. 
Boyfriend returned from Africa. 

The same place. One year later. Same wine, 
dishes, even waiters. Only new participants of 
conversation.

— Dad drove us home and went to the store. 
We wanted to go on a picnic. But the rain… And 
then you know.

— Honey, stop it. He was amazing. And real-
ized almost all the dreams, except opening the 
restaurant. I dissuaded.

— By the way, in Africa I met the owner of a 
fish tavern. There’s not even a year yet, but the 
glory of one of the best in it’s niche is already 
passing. I have a photo with him. So charismatic 
and cheerful man. He says it’s never too late to 
start a new life. Oh, actually, here it is. Take a look 
for yourself.

— God... This is... Daddy. ◆
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My world upside down
F A B I A N A  M A R Q U E S  R O D R I G U E S

I don’t know you, but I could bet you 
have been asking to yourself “What the 
hell am I doing here?”,  every now and 
then. Well as I said I do not know you, 

but I am asking to myself this very question 
more and more, nowadays. 

Let’s start from the beginning, I have been 
here in Dublin for 1 year and 2 months and it 
has been a great and incredible experience, but 
time has passed so fast and so many things had 
happened since I found out my home-sweet-
home, first jobs, first Guinness, trips to places 
that I wouldn’t never imagined been . I am not 
here to talk about all the difficulty which a per-
son doing exchange can find or will found it, I 
here only to talk, perhaps find someone who 
could related with me, but prepare yourself I 
am a little bit emotional.

So, back to the beginning, I have been liv-
ing here for over 1 year and so much happened 
to me and then some. Have you ever had that 
kind of dream, where seems like you are totally 
out of your body, and you become a bystander 
of yourself? Those kind of dreams, which looks 
like you are wake? Well sometimes seems as 
my life had become one of those dreams. Since 
when? I have to say seems I got here, don’t take 
me wrong, I am not crazy (at least not total-
ly-LoL), I will try to explain.

I have to be totally honest here, living abroad 
has been one of my most unreal dream, since 
I was very young, when I used to watch those 
American movies, and I used to think about 
speaking that strange language, being totally 
immersed in a culture totally different of my 
own, with speakers of a language I love and a 
language which I always thought impossible to 
learn, well is something really huge to me be-
ing here and when I finally got here seems like 
I am out of my body and is like I would wake 
at any moment.

However, this had been my longest dream, I 
have to admit after my honeymoon phase had 

passed, things turned chaotic. In resume my 
expectative about came to Dublin wasn’t that 
high, let me see, back at that time I said ‘By the 
end of my fist renew, I will have been fluent 
in English and I will have visited 10 different 
countries’.

I was so naïve [laughs], turned out that this 
was impossible, first of all when I got here I 
either wasn’t able to make a proper sentence 
or at least speak, my dearest flat mate Alessia, 
always laughed about those times, when she 
used to speak with me and I would look to her 
with that most stupid blank face, actually she 
still has plenty of fun with me.

The point is, I was irrevocably in love with 
Dublin and also Penny’s, meanwhile I was con-
stantly feeling stupid, totally out of my com-
fort zone, most of time embarrassed with that 
damn blank face, always eager to try to speak 
but ends up as a frog trying to come out of my 
throat, because vocabulary and grammar sud-
denly turns blank as my stupid face. 

Slowly losing pieces of myself as working 
in an area different of my reality, giving up to 
be flawless with a perfect make-up, hair and 
clothes, look at the mirror and not recognizing 
myself, feeling constantly soreness, because I 
work so damn much, even my personality has 
changed, and among of all I forgot why I was 
here, I cannot remember why was so impor-
tant being here or at least abroad.

Have you looked at yourself and hadn’t felt 
anything, but a constantly question mark, just 
above your head and you just can’t answer it 
anything? You just see yourself  living in a con-
stantly routine, which you hate most of any-
thing, and then you start forgetting about your 
dreams, goals and you just lost your strength 
to keep fight  [don’t worry I am not depressed, 
I am only mindful], all of this thoughts make 
me wanted remember why I am here, make me 
better.
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Therefore, I had to came back when at first time I 
truly connected with the language ‘English’, I don’t  
know you my dear, but  I really and truly love English, 
all my curiosity started because of it.

I was 12 years old, of course at that time I had lis-
tened English music’s, but I had never stopped to real-
ly listened, as all my most closest friends know Celine 
Dion is my favorite singer in the whole world, she is 
amazing, isn’t she? Well there is a reason and nothing 
has been with Titanic.

Back to when I was 12, at that time, we hadn’t inter-
net or lyrics easily, to be honest not even DVD [OMG! 
I am so old], we only had the CD and if we had luck, 
the CDs was fallowed with a little book with the all 
lyrics, turned out that I borrowed the Celine Dion’s  
album of a friend of mine, I was doing my dishes 
when the first song played through my kitchen, for 
the first time in my whole life I had connected to a 
song, for the first time I wished I could know what 
she was saying, I grabbed the little book and I tried 
to read the lyric. I couldn’t understand why on earth 
I was reading something but this very something was 
being said in a different way, since then I started a 
total obsessive state, about English and Celine Dion 
[laugh], every country which that strange language 
was spoken, I was into. 

This isn’t many and many year ago, but...

One year ago, after 1 month of classes I bought this 
book, the name of the book isn’t important, but I was 
very keen to read it, but sadly I couldn’t, I was held 
down at the two first pages, I couldn’t know what meant 
(should, could, should’ve or might), I almost cried like 

a baby. I moved my life since then, and started read 
small books, and I didn’t realize how I was improving. I 
was feeling so confident that I took that old book, and I 
started read, without, it was like closing a circle.

I used to dream about being out, learning this lan-
guage, reading books, writing huge texts, being im-
merse at this culture.

And well, here I am!
Then, afterwards when I once more questioned my 

reasons, I go back to that moments, that feels, back 
to my frustration trying to speak, reading, writing. 
How difficult was the most minuscule thing used to 
make me felt so small, and how I improved since then. 
While I was questioning everything I hadn’t realized.

I had I dark phase, but I could connect myself to 
that essence that I had lost at my path, now  I can’t 
help myself being terrific for being here. I am so grate-
ful for living my childhood dream.

Although, I could answer my questions, clean up 
my doubts, my time in Dublin has been finishing, not 
now, I still have more 8 months, even though I am al-
ready feeling a quiet longing, about this weird country 
with a lot of potatoes and a lot more of pubs, which 
gave me this unique sensation of being out of my very 
body.

I not long questioning everything, I am living my 
moments, though this moment of being mindful is 
important and is part of the process of maturity, per-
sonal growth and turning yourself in your better self.

So live all the moments the this experience can 
bring to you…just don’t give up, after the rainbow we 
can always find something unexpected. ◆

P H O T O : G O  T O D A Y
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Learning to speak a 
foreign language
J O H N  R Y A N  |  J O H N @ E N G L I S H O U R . I E

It is exciting to be able to speak anoth-
er language, although the learning path 
can be frustrating! Not being able to ar-
ticulate what you want or how you feel 

or what your opinion is on something can feel 
terrible. Being with a group of native speakers 
and not being able to follow the group conver-
sation can leave you feeling alone.

Many years ago, when I arrived in Spain for 
a year of teaching English, this was exactly how 
I felt. When I arrived, my Spanish was nil. I 
didn’t even know the word for ‘hello’. I had a 
little Spanish/English dictionary and a note-
book, and I started to learn words and phrases, 
as I needed them. If I were going food shop-
ping, for example, I would pre-learn the words 
which I anticipated I would need for my shop-
ping expedition. Leaving my house, I would be 
repeating the words for ‘bread’ and tomato’ and 
‘pork chop’ as I wandered down the foreign 
street surrounded by signs and people I didn’t 
understand. 

I lived in a small flat with two Spanish guys 
who didn’t speak a word of English. It was per-
fect for me to immerse myself in Spanish. For 

the first couple of months we were like three 
mime artists in the kitchen, acting out what we 
were going to cook, flapping our arms to show 
the rent was due and whatever other messag-
es they needed to pass to me or I to them. At 
that time, I used to go home for lunch every 
day and sitting opposite Miguel, I would have 
conversations with him in my broken language 
but I was only half sure what we were talking 
about. But every one seeped in somehow and 
slowly my brain was accepting this new form 
of communication.

Then I got really lucky. One evening (still ear-
ly in my time there) while waiting for a friend 
outside her school (she was teaching an En-
glish class) I was watching a television match 
in a shop window. There was another guy there 
also watching the match, and it turned out that 
he was waiting for his girlfriend who was inside 
and was one of my friend’s students. We started 
talking in the usual mime/stone age man-type 
language, and when they came out we all went 
for a beer together. This marked the beginning 
of my friendship with Emilio and Maria Jose.

Every Friday they invited me out with their 
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large group of friends. I remember the first ten 
minutes always going well, everybody sober, 
talking slowly to me and me listening intent-
ly, trying to follow the conversation. Then the 
beers kept coming and the conversation got 
faster, the lights got brighter and everything 
became more garbled. People would look at 
me and see that I didn’t understand and would 
stop the group to bring me up to date but I hat-
ed that as I felt that I was ruining the dynamic 
of the group. I didn’t want them to stop just to 
keep me up to date. 

I felt lonely. I was surrounded by friends, but 
they were friends who I couldn’t really com-
municate with; apart from smiles and a nod-
ding of my head.

I returned to Ireland for Christmas and 
when I went back to Spain in early January, 
something strange happened to me. I started 
to understand! It was if my absence for a cou-
ple of weeks had given my brain the time to 
digest all the backlog of new language it had, 
and it was now able to run past my lips with a 
degree of fluidity. Words I heard or read began 
to have meaning and I felt that I was no longer 
a beginner, but someone on a (slightly) higher 
rung of the language ladder. 

Breaking through this barrier felt so good! 
I still had many problems understanding and 
expressing myself of course, but this was pep-
pered with the joy of catching a word, or a dif-
ficult expression which I actually understood! 
I began to feel that their language was now also 
becoming my language. It was something we 

shared rather than something that separated 
us. 

This personal experience informs what I 
do today in my English classes. I feel that the 
job of the English teacher is to empower the 
learner. To give the learner ‘bullets’ for their 
‘language gun’. I know the joy of being able 
to express oneself beautifully in another lan-
guage (or at least thinking I do) and to be able 
to understand subtlety coming from someone 
else’s lips. When that happens, all the frustra-
tion and loneliness suffered at the beginning 
becomes worth it.

Often students say that they feel that they 
have stopped learning. That they have reached 
a plateau or even worse have regressed and are 
now understanding less. This, unfortunately, is 
the game of learning a language. It’s swings and 
roundabouts, highs and lows. But like all the 
great things in life you have to work at it. You 
have to suffer before the good stuff comes. And 
it does come, just keep at it! ◆

P H O T O : P E X E L S . C O M
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Two ducks fl ying over Belfast. One says ‘quack.’ 
Th e other says ‘I’m going as quack as I can.’

I told my wife she was drawing her eyebrows too 
high. She looked surprised.

Th ere is always room for jokes
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Riddle me this?

M
y first is in ass, but not in interplanetary
My second is in haemophiliac, and also in haemophiliacs
My third is in on, but not in endangerment
My fourth is in gorgeous, but not in fuck
My last is in trepidation, but not in the word
for that thing you clamp a horse’s foot with
before you take the shoe off.

What is it?

D a r r e n  O r r
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