


By Tom Lanham

She's not sure exactly when it happened. But there was 
a time when flutter-throated Celtic thrush Dolores 
O'Riordan really lost her way, spiritually. And it had 

everything to do with the skyrocketing popularity of her 
band, The Cranberries, and its early interna-
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up." Finally, she sighs, "I got to the point where I knew that 
I was happier before the success. I was happier when I was 
poor - 1 had crappy boots, but 1 ate properly, I slept well, 
and I liked myself/1

O'Riordan arrived at a solution, and it was drastic. "I 
went off to the forest," she says. "I disappeared into the for
est in Canada and I had a baby. And I do remember hitting 
a brick wall and being very suicidal before I had a baby - 1 
remember telling my mom that I just didn't want to live. I 
hated it. I hated people following me, 1 hated cameras, 

j and I wanted to go back, I wanted to be nobody again, 
y And you don't really expect that. You kind of think that 
f if your band does well, you'll love it. But it’s really weird, 
not being able to just fit in, not being able to walk outside 
your house without people noticing." She sighs. "But that's
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mercial the American Dream had become. As a kid, he 
said, his father would drive the family through wealthy 
neighborhoods, just to look at the posh, pricey houses. But 
never once did he point to them as the ultimate achieve
ment in life, as something to be coveted by the average 
hard worker -  the American Dream back then simply 
revolved around being comfortable, able to put a roof over 
your family's head, and feed and protect them. Now, it's 
warped into absurdly entitled imaginings of wealth and 
notoriety; teachers quiz students on what they want to be 
when they grow up, and they often reply "Famous."

Any parent who would drive past mansions and pass 
them off as entertainment, as aesthetic architectural works 
to be enjoyed at a distance? "Now that’s a good dad, a great 
spirit, a great father," says O'Riordan, a mother of three, 
stepmother of one with her husband Don Burton. "Because 
I'm the same way to my children. I happen to be doing 
very well in my life, but I come from a very poor back
ground. My mother had to take the neighbors' kids and 
babysit them because she didn't want to leave us, so there 
were always about 30 kids at the house. And once we got 
to a certain age, then she went out to work in factories, and 
she always worked so hard. So me, becoming successful 
with the band and making a bit of cash and going from one 
extreme to another, 1 had a bit of an identity crisis. Like, 
'What the hell am I supposed to do with all this money?'" .

Ironic, since O'Riordan wasn't even part of brothers 
Mike (bass) and Noel (guitar) Hogan’s original band/con
cept with drummer Fergal Lawler: The Cranberry Saw Us 
in their hometown of Limerick -  Niall Quinn was their 
late-'80s frontman. When Quinn quit, the trio advertised 
for a female vocalist instead, and lucked out with 
O'Riordan, who immediately proved her worth by adding 
a rough-mix melody line to what would soon define the 
group, their breakthrough smash "Linger." Once MTV7 got 
behind The Cranberries' '93 debut. Everybody Else Is Doing 
It, So Why Can't We?, the rest (four more albums and a 2002 
greatest-hits package) was chart-topping, multi-platinum 
history. And therein hangs the tortured tale.

As a photogenic female, O'Riordan recalls, "Suddenly I 
found myself surrounded by all these designer-label type 
people, and they'd go 'Who's your bag by? Is it Prada? 
Guccci? Versace?' And I'd be like, 'Uhh, actually it's from a 
cheap little shop in Ireland!' And I remember I got to the 
point where I was feeling like I'd better get a designer bag, 
because I wasn’t feeling very good about myself. Because 
you've got pressure: chicks would come up and go, 'Who 
made your shoes? What do you weigh? What size are 
you?’ And I just completely lost myself. I found that suc

cess was great, but it brought an 
awful lot of crap and pressure 
I with it, and I got a bit messed

the added irony: be careful what you wish for, 'cause you 
might just get it.”

The singer fell so deeply in love with her log cabin in 
the Ontario wilderness (where she began sculpting her two 
solo sets, 2007’s Are You Listening? and No Baggage in 2009) 
that she and her clan have permanently relocated there 
from their old home in Dublin. ’Because I’d ended up in 
such a shallow place when the band got big, I realized that 
I had to go back, I had to go back at all costs," she says of 
her return to a simpler existence. "Even if it meant giving 
up the band and going off to find out who I was before I 
became this trainwreck. So then I had kids, and that really 
brought it all back to me -  the instincts suddenly are there 
with your baby, and you're breast-feeding and that's it. 
Nothing else matters. It was so nice to get back to that ani
mal instinct, and who cares what you're wearing then? 
Who's actually gonna look down at your clothes and say 
’What label?' Having kids was brilliant, just to bring me 
back to what life is all about."

And O’Riordan -  now a wise, Iived-to-tell 40 -  unleash
es many of her hard-won philosophies throughout Roses, 
from the carpe diem insistence of the chiming lead single 
"Tomorrow" (’Tomorrow could be too late / If only you had 
faith” she chirrups in her brassy brogue) to humble pleas 
for sanity ("Losing My Mind"), grace ("Fire & Soul"), and 
daily guidance ("Show Me The Way”). And she bounds 
inquisitively into the metaphysical, as well, on the neo
psychedelic dream study "Astral Projections." The ebul
lient anthems ring like a cathedral bell (as producer Street 
oversaw much of The Cranberries' early material). But 
O'Riordan’s thoughtful, carefully considered lyrics also 
inspire discussion, further analysis, maybe even tire occa
sional argument. But this celebratory reunion would not 
have been possible with her reflective time away, a grow
ing experience that helped the quartet grow, too:

For a long time, there was no real contact between the 
Hogans and their estranged frontwoman -  they'd simply 
folded up shop and moved on with their lives, personally 
and professionally. Noel made solo records. Mike opened 
his own restaurant in Limerick. Fergal hired on with sev
eral other Irish acts. But in 2008, when O'Riordan was 
awarded an Honorary Patronage from Dublin's Trinity 
College Philosophical Society, she rang up the Hogans, 
spur of the moment, to back her for some songs at the cer
emony. A year later, as No Baggage was hitting shelves, her 
son had his confirmation, and she again invited the 
Hogans and Lawler to join in the festivities. The band 
members arrived with their wives and 11 kids in tow. A 
whole generation had sprouted since The Cranberries 
were last together, O'Riordan noted to herself. "I was think
ing 'My God! Time is moving on! And we are not getting 
any younger!’ So we all talked about it, had a few' jars, and 
finally said 'Let's do it! Let’s do a reunion!’"

A huge world tour ensued. But at the time, O'Riordan 
wasn't sure it would lead to anything more significant, 
such as a sixth album. "It could happen," she said tenta
tively three years ago. "If the new material we come up 
with sounds good and different, we're gonna go for it. But 
if the chemistry's not there, it's not there. And I think we'll 
know-' ourselves whether or not ifs gonna happen, so were 
kind of winging it for now."

Fortunately, the spark was still there. Although Noel 
Hogan wasn't sure about it for quite some time -  he was 
repeatedly sending his singer musical ideas, but getting no 
concrete response. Little did he know7 that she was taking
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every last note seriously, and furiously -  
albeit secretively -  composing words and 
melodies to complement them. The air for 
the title track, in fact, was so compelling 
when Hogan first e-mailed it to her on her 
smart phone, O'Riordan sat down by the 
popcorn machine as she and her kids- were 
entering a movie theater, just to start sketch
ing its lyrics. "Noel sent me the music very 
spontaneously, so I told my kids Til be with 
you in two minutes; and I just started in on 
the words, literally within those two min
utes," she says.

Some Roses cuts -  like "Astral Projections" 
and "Raining In My Heart” -  date to 2003, 
before The Crans went on indefinite hiatus. 
The next track they wrote together was 
"Schizophrenic Playboy," in 2006, "Fire & 
Soul" around the same time. "So songs were 
just trickling in over five years," O’Riordan 
notes. "So it wasn’t a hiatus, really -  we just 
had no major plans, and we were thinking 
we could put a song in an odd soundtrack or 
whatever. But because I was doing solo 
albums at the time, I was just [writing with] 
Noel as a laugh, although he didn't really 
know what I was up to. But when we got into 
the studio with Stephen, he finally heard it 
all. And that's when Roses really came togeth
er."

"Tomorrow" revolves around mortality7 -  
something that's been weighing heavily on 
O'Riordan's mind since the death of her dad 
last year. "I was with my father when he left 
this world, when he drew his last breath," she 
sighs, somberly. "I was holding his hand, 
actually; and 1 had a candle in the other hand. 
He had cancer for six-and-a-half years, and 1 
have to say, in a very strange way, it was 
actually one of the most enlightening 
moments of my life. Because I really could 
feel his spirit just going into the other medi
um. It was spiritual and quite beautiful, as 
well, even though it was sad. It gave me faith 
and made me think that really is something 
else, and I know for sure without a doubt 
now."

And as anyone who's experienced tire 
death of a parent will attest, in the aftermath 
a switch gets flipped in the survivor, an accel
erator seems to get punched, and whatever 
work they're involved in assumes almost 
prime-directive importance. In short, anyone 
who creates for a living starts creating more 
and more. "Because you realize that you're 
not here forever," O'Riordan completes the

thought. "This is not a rehearsal, so you real
ly have to go through it with conviction and 
believe in yourself, and do what you really 
feel you were put here to do. So 'Tomorrow' 
is rooted in that, and all of those wonderful 
prayers that you read growing up. Because 
you can’t really lie down and go into a fetal 
position and cry when times get tough -  life's 
not about that. You have to stand up and face 
these challenges, because they make you 
stronger, all the time. So you've gotta open 
the doors for the new people to come in, and 
even when you go and shut your final door, 
you're just going into another place, anyway."

And in "Astral Projection," the lady is 
singing about the real, leaving-your-corpore- 
al-form deal -  a condition she's been experi
encing for many years now: "But I thinkf 
that's the creative side,_ isn't it? It just happens 
to me when I'm sleeping a lot, and it happens 
to me when I’m stressed, more than any
thing. And you know when you’re asleep, 
and you know you're asleep, because you're 
looking at yourself sleeping? It's horrible, 
and it drives me mad because I can't wake up 
and I'm all freaked out -  it’s almost like a 
house of mirrors, where you see yourself, 
reflected over and over again, all the way 
down the line."

Even though she might sometimes be 
floating high above her own sleeping form, 
O’Riordan remains remarkably grounded 
these days. It helps to have five brothers -  
plus 43 nieces and nephews -  to help look 
after her children while she and The 
Cranberries are out reclaiming the jangle-pop 
throne. That’s why raising her kids in the 
woods made great sense, she says. "It gives 
them a great sense of reality, and that’s 
important if you're an entertainer -  you don't 
want your kids to be exposed because of 
your fame. I w7anted to give them a normal 
childhood, then when they grow up, they can 
go do whatever."

Roses may pose a lot of existential ques
tions. But O'Riordan has a more direct one 
that she likes throwing out there lately, even 
if it's only rhetorical. "Do you ever get to that 
point in your life w7here you just know7 to fol
low7 your intuition?" she asks. "I mean, 
nobody knows better than yourself about 
decisions, and you kind of get that wisdom 
as you get older -  the more you believe in 
your own intuition, the better you'll do in life, 
there's no doubt about it.

"So you just have to be tough and say 'No' 
to people w7ho are trying to tell you that they 
know better, because when it comes to you 
and your life, you know7 what you should do. 
And at the end of the day, let it never be said 
that somebody told you what to do. Because 
you did what you wanted to, and you did it 
your w7ay."

Appearing: 5/16 at Riviera Theatre (4746 N. 
Racine) in Chicago.
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