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The unlikely success of The Cranberries

T h e  C ra n b e r r i e s,  f ro m  t h e  c ove r  o f  t h e i r  d e b u t  a l b u m  E ve r y b o d y  E l s e  I s  D o i n g  I t ,  So  W hy  C a n ' t  We?
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The Cranberries barely knew how to play their

instruments. They became one of the biggest rock bands

in the world.

Brothers Noel and Mike Hogan met Fergal Lawler while breakdancing in a park in the small Irish

city of Limerick.

They were young teenagers at that stage, and as their adolescence went on, their tastes began to

change.

“As we got older, in the late-80s, we became a lot more interested in alternative music,” Noel Hogan

tells Double J. “We started listening to The Cure, The Smiths, Echo & the Bunnymen, that kinda

thing.”

This coming of age coincided with increased activity in the Limerick underground music scene, and

the three friends were right into it.

“Around that time a lot of bands in Limerick started to form,” Hogan recalls. “We used to go to the

gigs, we never really thought we'd be in a band, but we were really, really into the music.”

But they couldn’t resist the allure of being on stage. Before long, they’d started their own garage

band and roped in a more experienced campaigner.

“Eventually Ferg started playing drums, Mike picked up the bass and I got a guitar. A friend of ours

[Niall Quinn] was a drummer in another local band, but he wanted to be a singer. So, he joined us for

a while, maybe five or six months.

“We were absolutely terrible. We were really bad.”

But they got good. Fast.

“Niall left and, through him, a few months later, we met Dolores,” Hogan says.

Dolores O’Riordan was a friend of Quinn’s girlfriend. She was the same age as the three other band

members and the connection between the four of them seemed strong enough.

“He brought Dolores up to meet us on a Sunday afternoon and we just hit it off,” Hogan remembers.

“I played her a few songs we had, she had some of her own stuff, and that was it. The moment the

four of us came together.”

Finding Success

Barely two years after that fateful Sunday afternoon in Limerick, The Cranberries, still teenagers at

the time, found themselves in a Dublin recording studio with The Smiths and Morrissey producer

Stephen Street.

They had signed to Island Records and were making their debut album, Everybody Else Is Doing It,

So Why Can't We?

“We were really, really happy with it,” Hogan says of the album. “We were a bit shell shocked in

some ways that we had, within the space of a few years, gotten together, demoed songs and

suddenly had an album out on a proper label.”

This embryonic stage of their career filled the band with excitement. A label bidding war and

plenty of attention from the press suggested big things were to come. But the thrill of potential

success didn’t last long once the album was released.

“The album came out in the UK and Ireland and it just died,” Hogan says. “It bombed. It was a real

anti-climax for us.

“Nobody was really bothered with it, we got no radio play, we were playing to empty rooms.”

The harsh reality of the music business was about to reveal itself to the band, or so they thought.

“We felt we were probably going to get a phone call from the record company going, 'Look, thanks

for everything but this hasn't worked out. We're going to move on' We'd be dropped and that would

be it.”

The monumental success the band ended up achieving in the early-mid 1990s is a spoiler in and of

itself. A curious thing about The Cranberries’ salvation from a floundering career was that it came

from America, of all places. The toughest market to crack.

“It was almost a year later when 'Linger' was released in the US,” Hogan says.

“We'd been signed by the US office of Island Records. A guy called Denny Cordell had signed us. He

had always said, 'Don't worry. It'll be fine. I really believe in you'. You hear that, but you think, 'Yeah,

they all say that'.”

Cordell – a famed producer who had made hit records with Joe Cocker, Tom Petty and Procol Harum

– had meant it, baking his words up with canny promotion of the band to those who mattered.

“We weren't aware that he had been chipping away at the US, kind of shopping it out to college

radio, getting it pushed on MTV,” Hogan says.

“Suddenly, we get a call out of nowhere – we were on a tour in Europe opening for another band,

nobody had a clue who we were – and suddenly we get this call saying, 'You've got to get on a

plane. Drop what you're doing.'

“'Linger' had charted at number eight on the Billboard charts. So, we needed to get to America. That

was it, that was the moment when things started to change.”

The band flew to America and noticed an immediate change in their position in the eyes of the gig-

going public.

“We came out and the place went crazy,” Hogan says.

“Again, we were the opening act, but everybody knew all the songs. We couldn't believe this. We

had spent the bones of the year before this playing to five people, none of them knew what we were

doing, suddenly we were doing this every night. It just completely took off.

“Then the album was re-released off the back of the success in the US and it just took off

everywhere. All of a sudden, it was a worldwide hit.”

All this just a couple of short years after the band picked up their instruments for the very first

time.

“Believe me, we were more shocked than anybody else when things took off.”

The big hits

“‘Linger’ was the first song that Dolores and I wrote together,” Hogan says. “It's a very, very simple

song. I'd only been playing guitar a short while.”

Hogan gave O’Riordan a cassette demo of the song when she came up to meet the band on that

first afternoon. They reconvened a few days later and the new singer had already written her vocal

part.

“Dolores said, lyric-wise, she had met a guy one night at a teenage disco,” Hogan recalls. “The guy

had just joined the Army and was home of a couple of days or something like that. That was the

song was about, this chance meeting with this guy. 

The band never changed their writing process after this first encounter. They’d stumbled upon a

method that worked and they didn’t change it.

“For the whole 30 years together, we never sat in a room together and wrote at the same time,”

Hogan says. “I'd write at home, Dolores would write at home, and then we'd meet and go through it

then.”

Nothing about ‘Linger’ suggested that it would be the band’s breakout hit. In Hogan’s eyes, it’s only

in hindsight that the song has such a strong role in the band’s narrative.

“For us, it was just another song in the set,” Hogan says. “We didn't think it was anything

extraordinary. But it went down to be such a massive hit.

“It has a special place, it was the first song we wrote together, and it was out first hit that really

launched the band into the public eye.”

But the biggest impact The Cranberries ever had came thanks to ‘Zombie’, the massive single from

their 1994 album No Need to Argue.

“Dolores came in with that one,” Hogan says. “She came in and said, 'I have this idea for a song, but I

think it needs to be really, really heavy'.

“If you listen to the first album, there's a lot of jingly, washy sounds in there, the guitars especially.

There's not any distortion really, at any point. So, she kind of had this idea for this song.”

In 1993, the Provisional Irish Republican Army (IRA) were responsible for a deadly bombing in

Warrington, England. The incident incensed O’Riordan, so she wrote a song about it.

“There had been a bombing in this place called Warrington and two young boys were killed in it,”

Hogan recalls. “She felt strong enough about this that Zombie came out of this. Lyrically, that song

came from that one moment and, basically, Dolores' disgust with it.

“The music needed to match that, and she felt that it had to be aggressive and heavy. She didn't

have to ask twice.

“We were used to playing these softer, sweeping sounds. Once we discovered distortion then that

changed the sound of the band completely. We became a lot heavier.”

‘Zombie’ was not only the band’s biggest hit – it reached number one in many countries around the

world, including Australia – it gave the band an opportunity to shift their sound.

“It was really a godsend to us,” Hogan says. “We had been trying to do what we did on the albums

live, some of the earlier gigs were very empty because of that.

“I guess we had this thing in our head that distortion meant you were a heavy metal band or

something. But we learnt to use it to our advantage.

“When we were recording Zombie, we just basically layered and layered the guitars, so we ended

up with that big, big sound that everybody knows now.”

Despite the song coming from a place of anger, Hogan doesn’t consider it to be a protest song.

“I don't think it's a protest song. I think it's one person's disgust at peoples acts of violence,” he says.

“I think that's what she was trying to get across, that this was so ridiculous and stupid. It was the

mid-90s and people were still doing this.

“Until that point, Dolores hadn't been political in any of the songs, a lot of them were very much

relationship-based songs. So, this was her first jaunt into that area.

“But it wasn't a 'we want to shove our ideas down your throat' kind of thing, because we never

considered ourselves a political band by any stretch. It was just that she felt that moved about that

one act that she felt she had to talk about it.”

Reflecting on the past

The Cranberries wrote many more songs in the ensuing couple of decades. None as commercially

popular as ‘Zombie’, but many that touched their fans just as deeply.

They made eight records – the final one, In the End, will be out in April – and toured the world

countless times.

Dolores O’Riordan died in January 2018, which has given her bandmates plenty of reason to reflect

on their time together.

“Those early days when we first met to up around the time of when things started to take off, you

remember those parts the best,” Hogan says.

“Because we were just this little gang that came from Limerick. It was the four of us, a couple of

friends in a van, playing to empty rooms a lot of the time. But we had a lot of fun in doing it, we

really, really enjoyed it.

“It was just us. There was nobody else involved, there was no outside influences, you were very

much in control. We were just writing songs that we really liked.

“I'll always remember that part with the most fondness, because it was an us against the world

kind of thing. It was our first time doing all this stuff: first time recording an album, first time doing

a tour, first time having a song in the charts - all these things are new to you and you're amazed by

everything.

“We were so young, we were only 19 or 20 when we had the big success. At the time you think you

know everything, but looking back on it 30 years later, I realise how young we were.”

They’d started as barely capable musicians playing jangly indie rock in a freezing shed in Limerick.

They went on to become one of the biggest rock bands on the planet.

It remains a source of complete amazement for Hogan.

“Limerick has grown a lot in that time, but back then it was a small town in Ireland,” he says. “There

hadn't really been that much that had gone on here.

“You don't really think you're gonna be as big as we ended up being. I certainly never thought in a

few years’ time we'd be one of the biggest bands in the world, playing sold out arenas and all that

kinda stuff. If you sold out a room of 500 people, that was a great thing. You were delighted.

“It's baby steps, but when it did happen, we were pinching ourselves that this was real. That it was

the four of us kids. You look out across this crowd of people and think, 'We did all this'. It's a lot to

take on.”

Listen to The Cranberries J Files right here.
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Dolores O’Riordan reminded us of the power of pop
music protest
The Cranberries' 'Zombie' served as a simple but powerful protest against
violence.
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