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Ronan Ryan seemed to have it all – a 
successful restaurant business, celebrity 
friends and a glamorous TV star wife, so... by Jenny Friel

Stylish: Ronan’s wife, Pamela Flood

hours. His friend Gerry Ryan had 
a meal there the night before he 
was found dead in April 2010. 

Louis Walsh was a huge fan and 
brought showbiz friends from 
London there to dine, while 
celebrity chef Jamie Oliver once 
said it was his favourite restau-
rant in Dublin. 

Pop star Christina Aguilera cel-
ebrated her wedding anniversary 
there with her now ex-husband 
Jordan Bratman in 2006.

There was also a lesser well-
known clientele, property devel-
opers and businessmen who 
thought nothing of ordering the 
most expensive wine on the list.

Indeed Ryan once recounted 
how two Californian billionaires 
came in for lunch one day shortly 
after he opened and spent €10,000 
alone on wine — one of the bot-
tles cost €3,300. ‘They had a glass 
at most of each bottle,’ Ryan 
recalled, ‘and left the rest.’

It was that kind of place.
From the moment Ryan opened 

the doors to Town, as it became 
simply known, on Kildare Street 
in the heart of Dublin 2, it seemed 
destined for greatness. It was 
late 2004 and, still in his early 30s, 
Ryan was already one of the city’s 
most popular front-of-house 
managers since running the Mer-
maid Cafe and Il Primo.

A trained chef, with stints in 
London, New York and Italian 
kitchens under his belt, he proved 
to be a gregarious and accom-
plished restaurateur. Of course it 
helped that Ireland was in the 
middle of a financial boom, the 
likes of which had never been 
seen before in this country.

Town came along at the perfect 
time — a dimly-lit, converted  
cellar with a tasteful mixture of 
exposed brick and whitewashed 
walls, it was full of discreet nooks 
and crannies, where the elite 
could dine without fear of being 
overheard or ogled too much.

Within two years, it’s been 
reported, the restaurant was 
pulling in more than €2.8 million 
annually. By anyone’s standards, 
Ryan — who was in partnership 
with chef Temple Garner who he 
met while working at Il Primo — 
was flying high.

It was a long way from the days 
of when the Tipperary man, who 
left school after his Inter Cert, 
started training as a chef in Gal-
way. Back then he earned just £22 
(€28) a week — £14 (€17.77) would 
be spent on a bus ticket back to 
his home in Thurles.

Little wonder that by 2005 he 
was ready to make another major 
investment — buying a house.

This week Ryan told how he 
bought a four-bedroom, semi-
detached, red-brick house in 
Clontarf, an upmarket suburb on 
Dublin’s northside, for more than 
€900,000. He also explained, in an 
interview with the Irish Inde-
pendent newspaper, that his 
mortgage was combined with 
other borrowings from Bank of 
Scotland, bringing it up to a total 
of €1.1million, on which the house 
was secured.

It was a lot of money for a single 
man to pay for a house, but let’s 
not forget, this was at the very 
height of the property boom.

It’s believed the sale was fully 
finalised in 2006. A short walk 
from the seafront, on leafy Mount 
Prospect Avenue, the house was 
an impressive bachelor pad. At 
1,450sq ft, it had undergone 
something of a transformation in 
2005 when it was renovated and 
given a two-storey extension, 
overseen by acclaimed architects, 
De Blacam and Meagher. 

Back in the city centre,  
business was continuing to boom 

for Ryan and his chef partner. In 
2007, they decided to open two 
new premises, first the Bridge 
Bar & Grill in the docklands, fol-
lowed by South Bar & Grill in 
Sandyford. 

By the time he met former Miss 
Ireland and TV star Pamela Flood 
at a mutual friend’s wedding in 
the south of France in June 2008, 
Ryan was at the peak of his career 
— a successful, hard-working and 
charismatic restaurateur, who 
counted many of his celebrity 
regulars as personal friends. His 
relationship with a former beauty 
queen seemed like a natural next 
step for the then 38-year-old.

His life, many must have 
thought, was charmed. Fast- 
forward a decade, however, and 
things have changed quite dra-
matically for Ryan and his now-
wife, Pamela. 

This week it was revealed they 
are on the cusp of losing that 
beloved family home. 

In a case that came before the 
Circuit Civil Court on Wednesday, 
Judge Jacqueline Linnane told 
how Ryan has not paid anything 
off his €1.1million mortgage for 
more than eight years. 

While Pamela was not named 
on Ryan’s 2006 mortgage with 
Bank of Scotland and is not a 
defendant in the case, she was 
joined as a Notice Party to the 

repossession proceedings relat-
ing to a family home because she 
married Ryan in 2014. 

An American-owned, so-called 
‘vulture fund’ called Tanager has 
taken the case against the cou-
ple. The company bought more 
than 2,000 distressed home loans 
almost ten years ago from Bank 
of Scotland. 

The court heard how the bank 
granted Ryan a 34-year mortgage 
of €1,105,000 to be paid back in 
monthly instalments of €4,434. 
But the last payment made by 
Ryan was in August 2010. The 
loan has now fallen into arrears 
totalling €281,111 and the total 
debt outstanding was stated to 
be €1,207,904.

Documents seen by the Irish 
Daily Mail show the mortgage 
was transferred from Bank of 
Scotland to Tanager in 2014. 

The court case was adjourned 
on Wednesday to allow consider-
ation of legal submissions on 
behalf of both parties. And while 
neither Ryan nor Pamela Flood 
were present on Wednesday, Ryan 
did speak out about the proceed-
ings the following day. 

In that interview with the Irish 
Independent, he told how he 
already agreed to sell the house 
several times, as part of reposses-
sion attempts by previous own-
ers of the loan. But each time, 

deals had fallen through. ‘The 
loan has changed hands three 
times... we never fought it, we 
always agreed to sell,’ he said. 
‘For seven years, we’ve never 
stopped agreeing to sell the 
house. I played ball the whole 
away along, we’ll be gone out of 
that house before spring is over.’ 

Indeed a Google check shows 
that the house was on the market 
in June 2012 with an asking price 
of €650,000. By September 2013, 
it was on again, this time for the 
reduced price of €630,000. 

Ryan also told of his fears of 
being pursued by Tanager if it 
did not get back all the money it 
was owed by selling the house. 

Regardless of the reasons 
behind Ryan making no repay-
ments on his mortgage for the 
guts of a decade, it is a horren-
dous situation for any family to 
find themselves in. Ryan and his 
wife have four children between 
them — Zach, 17, Ryan’s son from 
his first marriage, and the three 
kids they have had together: Har-
rison, 7, Elsie, 5, and three-year-
old Gracie. 

So what happened in those 
intervening years? From when 
Ryan was the golden boy of the 
Irish restaurant scene, to now 
fearing the relentless pursuit of a 
vulture fund. 

Well, it would seem that the 
summer when he met Pamela 
also marked the turn in his good 
fortunes — career-wise at least. 
Quite simply, Ireland spiralled 
into recession and spending on 
dinners out in restaurants plum-
meted almost overnight. 

There had already been damag-
ing delays surrounding the open-
ing of Ryan’s new South venture 
in Sandyford. So by the time they 
did start serving meals, they were 
on the back foot. 

‘Town was doing well and 
Bridge was breaking even, but we 
were in over our heads with 
South,’ Ryan has previously 
explained. ‘We needed to take in 
€60,000 per week to make it work, 
but were only pulling in about 
€50,000. We were taking €10,000 
from Town every week and 
putting it into Sandyford just to 
break even. So when the reces-
sion kicked in and Town went 
down by 10 or 15 per cent, every-
thing snapped and South pulled 
the others over the cliff.’

Ryan, however, was quick to 
admit his own failings in how his 
businesses worked out. ‘I’d love 
to blame the economy, Anglo or 
everyone else,’ he said. ‘But I can 
only blame myself.’ 

By December 2008, South had 
closed it doors with debts of 
€1.35million and a few months 
later Ryan pulled out of Bridge 
Bar & Grill. In June 2009, Town 
went into examinership. It was 
an already very public fall from 
grace, not helped when irate sup-
pliers rang into RTÉ’s Liveline 
radio show to complain Ryan had 
failed to pay huge bills for things 
like cheese, wine, glassware and 
cleaning products.

For the next two years he con-
tinued to manage the restaurant 
on behalf of Treasury Holdings, 

O
N ANY given night 
throughout Ronan 
Ryan’s six-year 
reign at the now 
legendary Town 

Bar & Grill, you were  
pretty much guaranteed 
to spot someone at least 
fairly famous or fabulously 
wealthy. 

In the corner might be Bono 
and The Edge, who once brought 
Bruce Springsteen there for  
supper after one of his gigs. 

On another of the dark-grey 
banquettes might sit a clatter of 
politicians, scheming and plot-
ting in a dimly-lit alcove, confi-
dent that their conversation 
could not be overheard. Former 
Tánaiste and Health Minister 
Mary Harney was said to be a 
regular.

It’s where model and Xposé 
presenter Glenda Gilson would 
meet her former close friend, the 
hirsute developer Johnny Ronan, 
for late-night dinners. 

The late DJ Tony Fenton always 
got the same table, where he 
would entertain pals like The 
Corrs or impressionist Mario 
Rosenstock into the wee small 

Celebrity 
haunt: The 
stars flocked 
to Town Bar 
& Grill

‘For seven years 
we’ve agreed to 

sell the house’

How did  
the golden 
boy of the 
boom lose  
his home?
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Ronan Ryan seemed to have it all – a 
successful restaurant business, celebrity 
friends and a glamorous TV star wife, so... 

owned by developers Johnny 
Ronan and Richard Barrett, who 
invested €500,000 into the business 
to keep it going. 

And Ryan, to his credit, did a 
stellar job of steering Town through 
some tough years. Certainly the 
stars kept coming — director Neil 
Jordan, Irish football captain Rob-
bie Keane, Gerry Ryan’s widow 
Morah and broadcaster Eamon 
Dunphy all were regularly spotted 
at the restaurant. 

Town was put up for sale in 2011 
but Ryan, despite having secured 
finance, failed in his bid to buy the 
place back. It was sold instead to 
Johnny Ronan’s sister Gillian, who 
ran it until a couple of years ago. 

Ryan has admitted to being dev-
astated at the time, he certainly 
felt it was time to finally move on.

After leaving Town there was a 
four month stint at La Stampa res-
taurant, then in April 2012 he 
helped set up Bite Restaurant on 
Frederick Street. He had left there 
by the following September. 

By December 2013, it emerged he 
was about to help launch yet 
another new venture, in a funny 
twist of fate at the same premises 
where he once owned Bridge Bar 
& Grill down in this docklands. 
This time it was an Italian, Pizza e 
Porchetta, with partners Mark 
O’Brien and Dave Kelleher. 

By all accounts this business 
went well for him — he certainly 
credits his time there as helping to 
rebuild his confidence. Indeed, he 
felt up for the challenge of setting 
up another new restaurant in the 
summer of 2015, Counter Culture 
on the top floor of the Powerscourt 
Townhouse. 

This time Pamela was on board 
to help. She has also spoken about 

how her own TV career had stalled 
at this point.  

The couple by now had married 
in August 2014 in 10 Ormond Quay 
in Dublin and had two children. 
Pamela, always described as being 
refreshingly down-to-earth, bought 
her wedding dress off the rack from 
Coast. Guests included former 
RTÉ colleagues and Town regulars 
— Gráinne and Síle Seoige, Morah 
Ryan, Andrea Corr, Caroline Mora-
han, Lorraine Keane and Guggi. 

Their third child together, Gracie, 

was born in December 2015. Since 
then, Counter Culture has moved 
to a premises on Mercier Street 
and Ryan and Flood have branched 
out into the outdoor and office 
catering business. According to 
company records, Ryan resigned 
as Director of Counter Culture Ltd 
in 2016. Pamela, however, is still 
listed as the company secretary.

It would seem, from his com-
ments this week about fearing the 
actions of the American vulture 
fund, that Ryan is once again at 
something of a crossroads in his 
life. But he has faced huge adver-
sity before and he has always been 
upfront about taking the blame for 
when things have gone wrong. 

Certainly, there is no one else he 
can point the finger at for not pay-
ing his mortgage for eight years. 

But like a lot of businessmen, he 
seems to take it all in his stride. 
And when people have compli-
mented him on his ‘carry-on’ atti-
tude, he has pointed out that he 
has had no choice. 

‘It’s just life,’ he explained a cou-
ple of years ago. ‘People say: “Well 
done,” and I’m like: “What are you 
going to do? Starve?” No, you’re 
going to feed your family, and it’s 
cyclical. Standing back, you can 
see this.

‘You have no experience of it, so 
you just ride it out.’ 

‘There is no one 
else he can point 

the finger at’

Blissful: Ronan 
and Pamela 
on their 
wedding day

How did  
the golden 
boy of the 
boom lose  
his home?
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F
ROM the outside, Rachel and Isaac Allen’s life 
 together looked as perfect as one of the sublime 
dishes that appears on the glossy pages of one of 
her best-selling cookbooks. Both blessed with good 
looks and an attractive and easy confidence that 

comes with being raised in, if not affluent, certainly very 
comfortable backgrounds, they had built up together a 
successful cookery empire based around Rachel’s  
culinary talents. 

At last count there were 15 books, several RTÉ television shows as 
well as a regular spot on the BBC’s Saturday Kitchen, lucrative news-
paper columns and at one point the Rachel Allen Tableware range by 

by Jenny  
Friel

the

Tipperary Crystal.
And of course there is the restau-

rant, Rachel’s, opened in March 
2017 and based in Cork city centre, 
which after a bit of a shaky start is 
now being renovated and is set to 
reopen next month, when it’s 
promised it will offer a more  
casual, affordable night out for  
discerning patrons.

Sweethearts since they were just 
18, they have spoken often and 
openly about their passion and 
respect for each other, and how 
working together has, unlike many 
other couples, worked out for them 
very nicely indeed.

Their stunning, open-plan, 
Scandi-inspired home in Shana-
garry, East Cork, where they have 
been raising their three gorgeous 
children, has been regularly put on 
display for all to envy, whether in a 
photo shoot for yet another news-
paper or magazine interview, or as 
the set for one of Rachel’s TV cook-
ery shows.

It appeared to be an idyllic exist-
ence, mixing successful and fulfill-
ing careers with a life in the lush 
countryside, surrounded by a large 
network of family and friends.

But, as often is the way of these 
things, all was not as it seemed.

This week it was revealed that 
Rachel and Isaac’s eldest son 
Joshua had been arrested the  
previous Thursday in connection 
with a seizure of €30,000 worth of 
cannabis. The 18-year-old was 
released without charge on Friday 
afternoon and the gardaí are 
 preparing a file for the DPP.

Given the large amount of drugs 
involved, it’s been estimated that 
Joshua, who his parents said 
‘admitted his guilt immediately 
and co-operated fully with the 
gardaí’, could face ten years in 
prison. The Allens released their 
statement on Monday evening.

‘We are absolutely devastated at 
this turn of events,’ it read. ‘Our 
son is 18 years old, has never been 
in trouble with the gardaí, and has 
made a huge mistake, which will 
have profound consequences for 
him. 

‘We do not in any way condone 
his actions, in fact, we utterly 
 condemn them, but it is not for us 
to condemn him. We must now try 
to look after our son and our family, 
the best way we can. We would ask 
that the legal process would be 
allowed to proceed to deal with 
this matter, without interference, 
and that we would be allowed to 
deal with this, like any other 
 parents, in a similar position.’ 

It has since emerged that gardaí 
do not believe Isaac was involved 
with any drugs gang and that he 
was ‘operating solely’. 

Quite how this young man, from 
such a privileged background and 
barely out of his teens, got wrapped 
up in such a serious crime has yet 
to be revealed. 

This week Rachel was refusing to 
comment on the matter any 
 further than her family’s state-
ment. But she was also refusing to 
let her family woes get in the way 
of prior engagements. Ever the 

workhorse, on Thursday she 
appeared at the Kennedy Summer 
School in Wexford to host a tea 
party alongside comedian Brendan 
Grace. 

This, of course, is not the first 
time the Allen family, whose Bally-
maloe House brand is famous the 
world over, has been rocked by 
shameful scandal. The past misde-
meanours of Joshua’s grandfather, 
Tim, will never be forgotten. 

Rachel, however, must still be 
reeling since learning that her own 
first-born is now possibly facing 
life-changing criminal charges. 
Naturally it’s expected that she 
will fully support him and stand by 
him, whatever happens. After all, 
he is still so very young. But she 
could never have dreamt that she 
would end up in this position, a 
mother anxiously waiting to learn 
if her son will go to jail. 

Her own background is so far 
removed from the dank and dirty 
world of drug dealing. 

Raised in one of Dublin’s most 

affluent suburbs, Foxrock, her 
father, Brian O’Neill, was the  
director of his family’s shoe- 
m a n u f a c t u r i n g  c o m p a n y, 
 Winstanley Shoes, which was once 
based in the Liberties in Dublin. 
The old factory became the famous 
Mother Redcaps Market. 

It was a successful business, set 
up in 1852 by an Englishman, 
James Winstanley, who came here 
with his three half-brothers. Rachel 
has spoken before about how her 
own rather distinctive accent was 
probably influenced by her dad’s 
clipped tones, which he picked up 
at a boarding school he attended 
in England. 

She owes her delicate good looks 
to her Icelandic mother, Hallfridur 
Reichenfeld, who is originally from 
the city of Reykjavik. She was 
studying art at a college in London 
when she came over to Dublin to 
spend a weekend with friends. 
While here, she met Brian in 
Keogh’s Pub on South Anne Street 
and by the following year they were 
married. Hallfridur was just 19. 

Rachel was born in 1971, so she 
turns 47 in November, and she has 
one older sister, Simone. They 
went to Alexandra College for girls, 
a private Church of Ireland school 
in Milltown. While Simone went on 
to study at Trinity and then into 
fashion, working for Jasper Conran 

in the late 1980s for a while, Rachel 
bypassed university. She did toy 
with the idea of going into fashion 
herself. There is a strong artistic 
streak in her family — apart from 
her mother’s interest, an aunt, Gay 
O’Neill, is an artist, while a cousin, 
Marc O’Neill is a designer. 

Rachel did a summer course in 
fashion at the Grafton Academy 
with Marc but realised it wasn’t for 
her. Shortly after she headed to 
Ballymaloe to do an interview for 
their full-time cookery course, 
which is when she was first intro-
duced to Isaac Allen. 

‘I was immediately intrigued,’ she 
has said. ‘I was 17 and so was he, 
but he seemed very worldly and he 
was – he’d packed his bags when 
he was 16, left school, gone travel-
ling. I was attracted to him from 
the second I saw him, he’s very 
good-looking.’ 

Rachel returned to Ballymaloe to 
do the three-month course and 
towards the end of the term, 
romance blossomed with Isaac. 

However, he had arranged to 
move to Paris to try and launch a 
career as a fashion photographer. 
Rachel stayed on at Ballymaloe to 
work and when Isaac returned six 
months later for a holiday, the two 
got together again and he decided 
to stay for good, with Rachel. 

They were married in 1998 at 
Cloyne Catherdral. The reception 
was at Ballymaloe House and they 
honeymooned in New York. A few 
years later, Joshua was born. 

By this stage Rachel was a 
teacher at Ballymaloe Cookery 
School, already a hugely successful 
business under the stewardship of 
Isaac’s mother, the indomitable 
Darina Allen, who had taken over a 
large part of the day-to-day 
 running of the place from the origi-

nal Ballymaloe matriarch, Myrtle, 
who died earlier this year. While 
Myrtle and Darina had both 
 written books and appeared on 
television, it seems Rachel had no 
intentions, at first, of following 
them into a media career. 

‘It wasn’t what I was trying to go 
for,’ she has said. ‘Josh was only 
little and I was pregnant with 
Lucca [their second son], so televi-
sion was the last thing on my mind. 
But a TV producer, David Hare, 
was doing a course for a week and 
he asked would I be interested in 
doing some television. 

‘We shot a pilot, but I didn’t think 

any more about it. Then six months 
later he came back and said RTÉ 
were interested.’ 

In the meantime, Isaac was trying 
out a number of different careers 
for himself. 

‘I tried to set up a fashion  
business, then had a business 
designing and manufacturing 
 furniture,’ he explained. ‘Then I 
ran the restaurant my parents 
were setting up, started my own 
restaurant in Cork, then two more. 
I managed to get out just before 
the whole thing crashed and I 
started working behind the scenes 
with Rachel.’ 

In effect, he became her manager. 
And there was a lot to manage. 
Her first RTÉ series, Rachel’s 
Favourite Food, was launched in 

2004. There followed Rachel’s 
Favourite Food for Friends, 
Rachel’s Favourite Food at Home 
and Rachel Allen: Bake, all for 
RTÉ. There were the books, all 
best-sellers, and food columns 
with a number of newspapers, 
including the Irish Daily Mail. 

In between the TV, writing and 
teaching, which she continues to 
do to this day, there are regular 
appearances at food fairs around 
the country as well as travelling 
the world to wherever her books 
have done well. 

And while once mooted to take 
over from Mary Berry as a judge on 
the Great British Bake-Off, she 
instead has become a regular guest 
chef on the highly-rated Saturday 
Kitchen on the BBC. 

Indeed, it would seem Rachel 
and her Herculean efforts helped 
to breathe a whole new lease of life 
into the Ballymaloe brand. For 
years the domain of Darina, her 
over-sized glasses and no-non-
sense approach to cooking, there 
is a chance people might have tired 
of Ballymaloe and moved on, as 
often happens with celebrity chefs. 
But Rachel injected a certain 
amount of timely vim into Ballym-
aloe, breathlessly persuading us in 
her super-posh accent that anyone 
could recreate what she had just 
made. More than once she was 
referred to as Ireland’s answer to 
Nigella Lawson. 

Her break into television also 
roughly coincided with that other 
Allen family scandal, briefly 
 mentioned earlier. The time when 
the family was at the centre of 
another, altogether more ghastly, 
major criminal investigation.

In 2003, Isaac’s father, Tim Allen, 
pleaded guilty to downloading 97 
images of child (abuse) pornogra-

Attractive, successful and 
with a seemingly idyllic family 
life, news that the TV chef’s 
son was arrested for drugs 
possession shocked many. 
The situation is a far cry from 

her comfortable 
upbringing, her 
wholesome 
image and her 
rise to the top 
at Ballymaloe

‘We’re absolutely 
devastated at the 

turn of events’

She owes her 
good looks to her 
Icelandic mother

In trouble: Rachel with her son Joshua
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Scenic family 
home at centre 
of drug scandal

U
       P UNTIL last Thursday 
Rachel Allen had good 
reason to expect a 
speedy sale of what 
has been her family 
home since 2004. First 

put on the market in June for 
€850,000, it has understandably 
attracted a lot of interest.

As well as its spacious 3,000 sq 
ft contemporary design, the 
Shanagarry home has unbroken 
views of the coast and the 
famous Ballycotton Island Light-
house. It is even a star in its own 
right, having featured as the set 
for numerous series of her cook-
ery programmes on RTÉ, the BBC 
and syndicated worldwide. 

Unusually for a house owned 
by such a wealthy family, there is 
no grand gated entrance. Access 
is along a very ordinary pebble 
driveway that winds down from 
the road into the small hollow in 
which the house nestles.

But last Thursday, the white-
washed home was the centre of 
the sort of attention the family 
could do without. Detectives 
from the regional drugs squad 
and officers from Revenue had 
turned up to arrest her oldest 
son Joshua. 

While the Allens suffer the stuff 
of nightmares for every parent, 
neighbours are still scratching 
their heads in shock.

A near neighbour who very 
quickly identified himself as a 
‘friend of Rachel’, said he 
believed this was nothing more 
than a very silly mistake by a 
teenager. Others refused to even 
talk about it.

Some, however, freely spoke, 
but on condition they did not 
have to give their name. 

One local resident said: ‘I can 
honestly say I did not expect to 
see this happen. I only very 
rarely ever saw the lad. The last 
time was in the local pub, The 
Goal Post. That was probably the 
night before he got arrested. 
They didn’t say much, other than 
the usual nods to various people 

who know his parents.’ Asked if 
there was anything ever out of 
the ordinary about life at the 
house, he said: ‘Just one thing. 
When he was younger, she let 
him spray graffiti on the front of 
the house. That has long since 
been painted over. Sure they 
had the odd party there but 
nothing out of the ordinary, 
nothing disturbing or riotous.’

Another local resident, who 
claimed to know Darina and her 
late mother Myrtle Allen, said: ‘I 
think they are a lovely family and 
I am so sorry to hear what has 
happened. Everything in life 
comes at a price and maybe this 
has happened because his par-
ents took their eye off the ball.’

She added that about a year 
ago, she stopped walking along 
a section of the beach after 
hours — a section that runs 
 parallel to the Allen property.

‘I don’t know if there is any 
connection at all but I noticed 
some rough-looking types hang-
ing around down there,’ she 
said. ‘They would be at a boggy 
area at the bottom of land that 
leads off the Allen’s property.’

Until earlier this week, aerial 
and ground shots of the sprawl-
ing house featured on Joshua’s 
Facebook page, as did pictures 
of a red BMW — believed to be 
his. But those pictures have been 
taken down, as have most of the 
pictures of him with his Spanish 
girlfriend Al Garcia, who is 
believed to be the Allen family’s 
au pair.

This week, one of the main top-
ics of conversation at the Goal 
Post pub was still Joshua Allen.

Little can he have guessed how 
much he would end up being 
such a conversation piece 
among the regulars he said good 
night to last week when he 
popped in for a beer.

By Neil Michael
Southern CorreSPondent

For sale: The 
Allen family 
home in 
Shanagarry

Strong team: 
Rachel with 

her husband 
Isaac

phy. To much uproar, Judge 
Michael Patwell sentenced him 
to 240 hours of community serv-
ice and ordered him to make a 
donation of €40,000 to charity. For 
the next few years Darina, who 
initially claimed the media had 
got reports of her husband’s 
crimes wrong, took a back seat. 

And for a while it felt as though 
Rachel was ubiquitous. On top of 
all of this work there was her 
 hectic home life. Their third child, 
a daughter called Scarlett, was 
born in 2009. And Rachel has 
 spoken before about how she 
loves her sister Simone coming 
down to Shanagarry with her 
family — husband Dodo Michel 
and their twin teenage daughters 
— from their home in South Co. 
Dublin, to stay for weekends. 

There is also, of course, the 
extended Allen clan, most of 
whom still live and work around 
Shanagarry and Ballymaloe. As 
she has mentioned before, life 
could get a ‘little crazy at times’. 

It can’t have helped that thrown 
into this hectic mix, their eldest 

child, Joshua, appears to have 
struggled at school. Almost three 
years ago she told VIP Magazine 
that she wouldn’t be pushing him 
to finish his education. 

‘Joshua is very artistic and has 
taken Transition Year out of 
school,’ she explained. ‘And I 

don’t know whether he’ll even go 
back to do his Leaving Certifi-
cate. People may disagree with 
me, but as his mother, I’m not 
sure formal education is for him... 
He is dyslexic and very creative. 
We’re constantly there for him 
and keeping an eye on him. We 
want him to be happy and busy. 
And right now, he is. He’s done a 
tractor-and-loader course, and 

an outboard motor course. Once 
he’s putting in a day’s work and 
he’s happy and learning, we’re 
happy enough.’ 

It’s believed Joshua didn’t end 
up going back to Newtown 
School, a boarding school in 
Waterford dity. Instead he moved 
out of home some time ago and 
has been living locally while work-
ing on the Ballymaloe estate, a 
fact that was revealed just a 
 couple of months ago during an 
interview Rachel gave about how 
they had decided to put their 
house up for sale. 

The Allens told how they plan 
to build another home nearby. It 
seems their numbers will be 
greatly depleted soon as second 
son Lucca, 16, has become some-
thing of a racing car prodigy and, 
once he has finished Transition 
Year, is expected to leave home to 
pursue a career in Formula Four. 

But for the moment, Rachel’s 
thoughts must be completely 
caught up with Joshua and fear-
fully wondering what the future 
might hold for him. 

Their home has 
regularly been 

on display
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Hair today, 
scandalous 
temptress 
tomorrow!

by Jenny 
Friel

that he and Maura’s mother  
Sharon split a number of years ago 
before he remarried last year. 

Maura is still best known for her 
stint as a hairdresser.

‘Maura used to work in Margo’s,’ 
one local tells the Irish Daily Mail 
this week. ‘It’s called Halo, but 
everyone knows it as Margo’s. And 
I remember Maura working there 
very well. She is a lovely girl, so 
friendly, I’d always talk to her 
about her granny.

‘Her parents are separated a long 
time, but they both still live here. 
I’ve been watching her on that 
show every night, we’re very proud 
of her. I know there are people giv-
ing out about her, but all that stuff 
is for the telly, it’s all an act. Maura 
is a very nice young woman.’ 

Other locals were not as 
impressed with Higgins’s contri-
bution to the show. ‘Everyone in 
the town is watching it,’ one 
woman says. ‘But I wouldn’t say 
that everyone is happy at the way 
she’s putting herself across. The 
other girls aren’t behaving like 
that, I don’t think she’s doing her-
self any favours. There’s been a lot 
of stuff on Facebook about her, 
people saying she’s embarrassing 

the town. I don’t know her person-
ally, I’d know her to see of course 
from around the place. But my 
kids know her and like her. I hope 
she settles down a bit, takes it 
down a notch or two.’

It was at school that Higgins met 
ex-fiancé James Finnegan. They 
began going out when she was  
17 and after several years moved 

into a house on the banks of the 
Royal Canal, which runs through 
Ballymahon. 

‘It’s a fine, lovely house,’ one local 
says. ‘They were together from 
when they were so young and 
engaged and everything.’ 

James, locals say, is currently  
single. He works at a family-run 
garage with his father Paddy, which 
is also on the banks of the canal, 
just a short drive from the centre 

of the town. And this week he 
seemed rather overwhelmed at all 
the attention his former relation-
ship was receiving.

Quiet-spoken and handsome, 
with piercing blue eyes, it’s unlikely 
that he ever expected to end up in 
the pages of tabloid newspapers 
across the UK, as happened this 
week.  

Politely, James declined the Irish 
Daily Mail’s requests for an inter-
view when we called to the family 
busines this week. However, we 
have established that he had no 
idea his former fiancée was due to 
appear in the show.

Nor, apparently, had  James ever 
watched Love Island before — 
though he refused to be drawn on 
whether that has changed since 
Maura became its star.

 Still, perhaps he always knew his 
ex-partner was never going to 
really settle for a life in Ballyma-
hon once their relationship ended. 
After all, the evidence suggests 
that she had already drastically 
changed her appearance, even 
before they split up. 

Photos from when she was in her 
late teens and very early 20s show 
a pretty, if fairly typical, young 

oNCE upon a time 
— though not all 
that long ago — 
Maura Higgins 
was just a typical 

young country girl: good-
looking and garrulous, from 
a nice family, working in the 
local  hairdessers  and 
engaged to the handsome 
young man whose dad owns 
the local garage. 

If she was ever going to be on TV, 
locals in Ballymahon might have 
imagined, it might be on the Rose 
of Tralee. 

Fast forward a few years, how-
ever, and things have take a very 
different turn. Lovely Maura from 
the hairdressers has now become 
one of the most-talked about 
women on the internet — and not 
necessarily in a good way. She has 
been branded predatory and crass 
(and that’s using the polite words) 
in her attempts to seduce a young 
hunk in TV’s most sexualised real-
ity TV show.

Quite aside from all the online 
coments, her suggestive (if not 
downright lewd) antics prompted 
almost 500 complaints by televi-
sion viewers to the UK’s communi-
cations regulator.  

Pouting in a bikini, suggestively 
sucking an ice lolly and openly set-
ting her sights on contestants who 
were already paired up with other 
girls, she has become the breakout 
star of TV superhit Love Island, in 
which barely-clad (and outragously 
good-looking) young men and 
women attempt to pair up for a 
goggle-eyed audience of millenials. 
And since entering the Love Island 
villa almost two weeks ago, the now 
28-year-old from the Co. Longford 
town has become the Mae West of 
the internet age, dividing the nation 
between those who value her frank, 

full-bore sexuality... and those who 
are horrified by it. 

Even the usually prim morning 
TV presenter, Holly Willougby, 
weighed in on the debate this 
week. ‘Maura had that in the bag, 
she could have had him,’ she said 
of Higgins’ efforts to attract fellow-
contestant Tommy Fury. ‘But she 
just went too far, didn’t she? It was 
too much for him, he was just  
like, “Oh my God.” Too much of a 
good thing!’ 

Maura does, however, have fans, 
including last year’s Love Island 
winner, Dani Dyer, who is perhaps 
a little more attuned to what it 
takes to succeed on the island. 

‘I can’t help but love Maura,’ she 
tweeted. ‘She is the funniest one  
in there.’

Film director and Love Island 
enthusiast Richard Curtis, how-
ever, probably summed up public 
opinion most pithily. ‘Maura is just 
hilarious,’ the Four Weddings and 
a Funeral writer/director said. 
‘There were three people in the 
Garden of Eden – and she reminds 
me of the snake...’ 

Those who know Maura say she 
has always been ‘loud’ and up for 
the craic. But they also say that 
this man-eating, sex-obsessed  
persona is being hugely played up, 
if not totally put on, for the 
cameras. 

Indeed her Love Island house-
mates were visibly shocked when 
she said that she had only slept 
with five men in her life.  As she 
explained, however, she has had 
two long-term relationships, one 
that lasted nine years and the 
other that broke up after two 
years. ‘And I don’t do one-night 
stands,’ she added tartly. 

Residents in Ballymahon were 
not at all surprised by this particu-

lar revelation. ‘She wasn’t the type 
who’d be out with different fellas 
at all,’ one young man tells the 
Irish Daily Mail. ‘Sure she was 
going out with James for years, she 
was always with him when she was 
living here full-time. She didn’t 
have that kind of reputation.’ 

Nevertheless, Maura certainly 
received plenty of attention. ‘She 
was always glamorous, you’d never 
see her looking rough. She stood 
out like a sore thumb in this place, 
you’d always notice her walking 
down the street.’ 

For a time it looked as though 
Maura was destined to stay in  
Ballymahon, a midlands town with 
just over 2,500 residents. It’s the 
place where both her parents,  
Seamus and Sharon, are from and 
where she attended the local voca-
tional school. 

Maura is one of four children, 
whose father Seamus drives long-
haul trucks for a living. Locals say 

Five years ago, Maura Higgins was another chatty 
stylist at the Halo hairdressers in Ballymahon, 
Co Longford (pop: 2,500). Now she’s a reality TV 
megastar famed for her skimpy outfits – and a 
reputation as a provocative maneater. So how did 
she go from the salon to the screen... and what 
DO her old friends (and ex-fiancé) think about it?

‘I hope she 
takes it down a 
notch or two’

‘All that stuff 
is for the telly, 
it’s all an act’

V1
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woman with a penchant for big 
hair, lots of make-up and very 
tight dresses. Fast forward a cou-
ple of years and Higgins had trans-
formed her body, to the point 
where she began a successful 
modelling career. 

Now super-slim, with killer 
cheekbones, there were contracts 
with Monster Energy drinks, Oh 
Polly fashion website and Bellami-
anta tanning products, as well as 
stints as a grid girl at motor rac-
ing events and as a ring girl at 
high-profile boxing matches. Soon 
she was flying around the world to 
places like Abu Dhabi, Jamaica, 
Las Vegas and the Coachella 
music festival in the US. 

Any suggestion — and there 
have been many — that she had 
ever resorted to surgical proce-
dures to enhance her looks were 
furiously shot down by her mother 
Sharon in a local Longford 
newspaper. 

‘The only thing she ever got done 
— and she never hid it, she had it 
up on her own Instagram — was 
she got some lip filler,’ she said. 
‘She never had plastic surgery 
ever. That’s terrible stuff.’

Regardless of how she got her 
stunning physique, it helped her 
secure a place as a finalist in the 
Miss Sunday World beauty com-
petition in 2014 and a couple of 

years later she featured in a music 
video by former One Direction 
star, Liam Payne. Her path out of 
Ballymahon was already set. 

Since her modelling career took 
off, Maura has only been seen spo-
radically around the town. But 
when she is home, she always 
makes sure to call in on her old 
friends at the Halo hair salon. 

‘They really like her in there,’ 
says one local. ‘She’s a bit of craic, 
she’s pretty much like what you 
see on the telly, although she 
wouldn’t be talking dirty or swear-
ing around the older ones, she has 
respect for them. 

‘I’d call her popular, she’s always 
very friendly to everyone she 
meets, not stuck up at all. I’ve 
never really seen her out drinking 
in the town much, maybe Paddy’s 
Bar when it was open, but then 
she’s been away working a lot 
these last few years. 

‘It was a major shock when she 
popped up on Love Island. She’s 
been making some impression 
since she went in. 

‘I think people around here are 
being careful about what they say 
about her, everyone knows every-
one, you wouldn’t want it to get 
back to her mother that you’ve 
been bad-mouthing her. 

‘But personally, I think she’s 
playing the game, that she’s hop-

ing to win the money and get some 
more work out of it. 

‘She’s injected a bit of life into 
the place, she’s good craic and it’s 
only a silly television show. People 
need to stop taking it  so 
seriously.’ 

There have been suggestions 
that some of her outrageous 
behaviour was already planned 
long before she entered the show. 
It’s emerged that herself and 
Tommy share the same manage-
ment company, Off Limits Enter-
tainment, a fact that fans have 
pointed out on social media, 
claiming a possible fix. 

However, it would appear  
Maura has most recently turned 
her attentions to another contest-
ant, Danny Williams — who  
has been coupled with the  
other Irish female competitor, 
Yewande Biala. 

Of course there’s a long way to 
go on the show and anything 
could happen. But the producers 
must be thanking their lucky stars 
and congratulating themselves for 
spotting Maura’s potential to stir 
things up. 

Because up until she joined in, 
Love Island 2019 was in serious 
danger of sinking without a  
trace. But now a former hair-
dresser from Longford has every-
body talking...

Talking point: 
Maura is one 

of the most 
divisive 

contestants 
on this year’s 

show

 Before  After

Maura says the 
only surgical 
alteration she’s 
made to herself 
is lip fillers and 
in these before 
pictures, her  
lips appear 
much thinner

And it seems 
that while her 
lips have gotten 
bigger, her 
outfits have 
certainly gotten 
smaller...
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