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Haunting truth of
by Jenny
Friel

F

OR several days they have been
coming to this remote, barely
known corner of east Cork; small
groups, many of them parents
with their children, scrambling
over ditches and walls, crouching
under barbed wire and electric fences
and tramping along the side of a vast,
muddy field.

They’re all here to get a proper look at the
‘ghost ship’ Alta that ran aground in the early
hours of last Sunday morning.
The more adventurous hike down to a better
vantage point to see the hulking 77m cargo
ship, many of them slipping in the muck along
the way, destroying their trainers and shoes.
Others have come better prepared, wearing
wellies and carrying sticks that help them to
balance as they negotiate the steep path down,
swatting through prickly bushes of yellow
gorse and large, lethal-looking brambles.
They’re willing to brave the elements for what
they believe is a once in a lifetime opportunity.
And, indeed, it is just that. For though the Mail
can reveal that something eerily similar has

‘We haven’t got this
much attention since
Marlon Brando came’

The arrival
of the Alta
to the Cork
coastline has
captivated
locals and
visitors alike
but the scene
is eerily
similar to
one from 125
years ago – to
the very day...

happened before in this south-eastern corner
of Cork, it was well over a century ago.
While on my own adventure to see the ship, I
meet Peter O’Shea, a mechanic with Ballycotton RNLI, who has also written a history
book about the local area, Well Here I Am in
Ballycotton. On the way back to my car, I get a
call from him. He has been looking
through his book and something in Conna, near Fermoy, with his
has caught his attention. Another cousin John Carr. Both are covered
boat was wrecked off that coast, in mud from their knees down, but
just a couple of kilometres further neither seem bothered. ‘We work
up, at Ballycroneen. The Swedish in the seafood industry and we had
brig, Saga, was found after it today off because the weather is
drifted ashore. It was rudderless bad, no boats are out. So we
and had no crew on board, just like decided to come down for a look.
‘I know the area a bit, otherwise
the Alta, a ghost ship. Nothing was
ever known about the crew or what you’d find it hard to find. I’d have
an interest in ships and boats anyhad happened.
According to Lloyd’s shipping list, way, but the whole story about this
the brig set sail off South America one, it’s all so mad. As the fella
on January 14, 1895. She hit Cork from the RNLI said, it’s a one in a
on February 16, the exact same million chance that she’s landed
date as the MV Alta landed last up here. We’re just lucky it happened here in Cork, if it was a field
Sunday, exactly 125 years later...
While those who came to see the in Kerry you had to walk through,
Saga probably had to face even the farmer would be out charging
more hardships than I do this you an entry fee by now!’
Indeed the story of how the cargo
week, it’s still nonetheless a rather
precarious hike. But I get plenty of ship found its way to this stretch
help along the way; strangers of coastline off east Cork, about
thrust out their hands to steady 4km from the fishing village of Balme, others hold down barbed wire lycotton, is pretty extraordinary.
First registered in Tanzania in
as I climb under fences.
Locals may be losing patience 1976, up until last weekend it was
with the attention their tiny town- floating unmanned around the
land has been attracting over the Atlantic Ocean for the last 17
last week, while the council and months, abandoned by its tenemergency services are ominously strong crew in October 2018.
While sailing from Greece to Haiti
warning that there’s bound
to be an accident soon (there’s with ‘mixed cargo’, on September
already been a report of one 19, 2018, its engine failed about
woman fracturing her ankle), but 1500km off the west coast of Africa,
those who have made the effort to 1000km east of the Caribbean.
For about two weeks it drifted
see the MV Alta say it’s been well
north before the crew ran out of
worth the trek.
‘It’s just so freaky to see some- hope of restarting it and radioed
thing like this,’ says Allan Carr, for help. Why they waited so long
who has driven here from his home has not been explained. Contact-

ing the US coastguard on September 30, they told them they had
enough food for two days and
enough water for 15 days.
A couple of days later a US coastguard plane airdropped a week’s
food and supplies to the crew. At
that stage they were 2200km
southeast of Bermuda. Five days
after that, the ten men were rescued by a US coastguard cutter,
which had travelled 2400km to get
to them. They were taken to

‘It’s a very basic
cargo ship,
nothing fancy’
Puerto Rico for a medical checkup and released.
The owners of Alta were contacted and it was thought that a
tugboat had been organised to tow
the vessel to Saint Maarten in the
Caribbean. But for some reason
the tugboat never got there.
It’s likely that the approaching
Hurricane Leslie, which turned out
to be the strongest hurricane seen
in Spain and Portugal since 1842,
thwarted the planned rescue.
Instead the cargo ship, which
had been sealed up by the departing crew, drifted for the next year

and five months. According to
reports it was spotted only once,
on August 31, 2019, by the British
navy’s ice patrol ship, HMS Protector. Crew members tweeted
about how they got close to Alta
but it looked like it had been derelict for some time.
For the next five and a half
months the Ghost Ship followed
the north Atlantic drift, the current that brings warm water from
south America to our shores, until
last weekend, when Storm Dennis,
with its 120km winds, finally
washed it ashore.
It was the smell of diesel in the
air that first alerted local man
Barry McDonald, who happens to
be a volunteer with the RNLI Ballycotton Lifeboat Service, that an
almost 80m-long boat had run
aground. While out for a jog on
Sunday morning he noticed the
odour and at first thought there
was something wrong with his car.
But while out running close to
the coastline he spotted the Alta.
He told later how surprised he was
that such a huge vessel, about
2,400 tonnes worth, had managed
to lodge itself on the rocks so close
to land without being noticed.
The Irish coastguard sent a rescue helicopter but quickly established the boat was abandoned.
‘This is one in a million,’ John
Tattan, Ballycotton’s lifeboat
operations manager told a local
reporter. ‘I have never, ever seen
anything abandoned like that

before.’ He added that it was particularly odd how the Alta managed to make it past the many
fishing boats off the southern coast
without being detected.
Cork County Council immediately sent out an oil spill assessment team to inspect the area for
risk of pollution. Given that it was
most likely diesel-fuelled, they said
it posed less risk of polluting than
heavy fuel oil. They also asked
members of the public to stay
away from the wreck location ‘as
it’s located on a dangerous and
inaccessible stretch of coastline
and is in an unstable condition’.
But it was too late. News that an
abandoned ship, in relatively good
condition, had been washed
ashore, has proved hard to resist.
All week, visitors have been
descending on Ballycotton and the
nearby townlands. It’s been a perfect distraction for the school midterm, when parents are looking for
things to do with their kids.
Locals in Ballycotton, however,
seem bemused, if not a little exasperated by the interest in the
‘ghost ship’. ‘People are obsessed,’
one lady out walking her dog
exclaims. ‘Since Monday the place
has been crawling with people out
looking for it. You can’t see it from
here, but I suppose they hear Ballycotton mentioned in the news
and head straight for here. I’ve no
interest at all in it.
‘And then some of the ninnies,
I’ve heard, have been climbing on
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f the Ghost Ship

Keen onlookers: Top, Oliver Hawes, Vincent
McMahon and Patrick Leahy; above, Leslie and
Pearse Edwards seek out the Alta, left
board. How dangerous is that?
Someone is bound to get hurt.’
Indeed there have been reports
of youngsters, and people old
enough to know better, getting on
to the ship. A couple of days ago it
was announced that random security checks will be carried out in
the area to make sure no one else
tries to get on board.
‘I suppose it’s such a rare thing
to have happened in recent times,’
says Peter O’Shea. ‘But the truth
of the matter is that it’s a very
basic cargo ship, there’s nothing
fancy about it. I can’t quite believe
the interest there’s been in it,

‘Apart from the
mast, she’s in
good shape’
newspapers from all over the
world, TV Channels like Sky News
and Euronews. The last time we
got this amount of attention was
when Marlon Brando came to live
here for a while in the mid-1990s.
‘He was here doing a film, Divine
Rapture, but I think he left after
someone took a photo of the poor
fella in his underwear at the window of the house he was staying,
desperate carry-on.’

Living on a rugged coastline that
faces into the wildness of the
Atlantic Ocean, you get used to
seeing things wash ashore, says
Peter. ‘Containers often fall off
ships, so a while back we had hundreds of tubs of Utterly Butterly all
over the beaches, or another time
the island across from us there was
covered in adult nappies.’
The ghost ship, however, is by far
the most interesting thing to land
in the vicinity for quite some time.
At one point, as I chat to two
laconic fishermen on the pier, who
are both adamant that it’s no big
deal, a white van grinds to a halt
beside us. A lanky teenager with
fair hair and a thick Cork City
accent jumps out. ‘Come here,
lads,’ he roars at the fishermen.
‘Where’s this boat then?’ The two
men give him detailed directions,
he shouts his thanks and jumps
back in to the waiting van.
I spot him later while squelching
my way across the field towards the
coastline. ‘It’s about another five
minutes,’ grins the teenager, who is
on his way back. ‘Just over the top
of this field, you can’t miss it.’
His companion, an older man,
throws his eyes up to heaven. ‘It’s
a fair trek away, you’ll be getting
muddy,’ he says. ‘The path down is
fierce steep, so be careful.’
I trudge on, doing my best to
avoid the already well-worn and
extremely muddy trail that hugs
the side of the large field. Pearse
Edwards and his 12-year-old son

Leslie are also negotiating their
way towards the coast. ‘We live in
Carrigtwohill, so it’s not too far
away,’ says Pearse. ‘Leslie is mad
for exploring and adventures and
things like that, so when he heard
about the ghost ship, he really
wanted to come and see it. Truth
be told, so did I, so here we are.’
Kerrie O’Donoghue from Ballincollig is standing at the top of the
steep path that leads down to the
best vantage point. ‘I’ve got the
wrong footwear on,’ she says,
pointing to her mud-covered black
boots. ‘They’ve no grip on them,
it’d be lethal trying to get down
there in them. My friend has gone
on, so I said I’d wait for him here.
It was hard enough to find, but we
stopped at a shop further out the
road and they told us where it was.
They were very nice to us, I didn’t
notice that anyone was fed up or
anything but as long as people are
responsible and respectful, I don’t
see what the problem would be.’
It takes a lot of concentration
and a couple of helpful hands but
finally I make it down to the outcrop that looks out over the Alta.
She’s big. And remarkably intact
for a boat that’s been floating the
Atlantic for the last 17 months
with no one to take care of her.
Vincent McMahon, Oliver Hawes
and Patrick Leahy are standing
talking quietly together on the
flattened out bracken. Below them
the waves are crashing against the
Alta but she looks firmly wedged

in. All three men are in their early
to late 70s, but the climb down
doesn’t appear to have knocked a
feather out of them.
‘Myself and Vincent are from
Cobh, we’re members of the World
Ship Society Ireland,’ explains
Oliver, who is properly decked out
for this muddy mid-week excur-

‘A boat like that
could cause a
lot of damage’
sion. ‘In fact Vincent is the chairman, so we have a particular interest in seeing this wreck.’
‘I’m surprised she’s so intact but
the bottom is probably severely
damaged,’ says Vincent. ‘She’s a
typical design of cargo ship, a pallet carrier is what they call them.’
‘On the other side of the ship are
two doors,’ adds Oliver. ‘And there
are two forklifts that are loose
inside, apparently they’ve caused a
lot of damage because they’ve
been rolling around inside of her.’
While there may be damage, the
men are shocked at how normal
her deck looks. All the lifeboats
and life rafts are still in place; the
hatches, they tell me, are perfect.
And you can even see wheelie bins
still strapped into place against a

railing. ‘Apart from the mast being
broken, she really does look in
good shape,’ says Oliver, ‘considering how long she’s been drifting.
‘There’s a navy, a coastguard and
satellites in the sky. That ship is a
danger to shipping traffic but
nobody went out to sink it. It’s all
very peculiar. Usually boats like
her are sunk by a navy for target
practice, they love it, like.’
Patrick Leahy, 77, runs a farm
about 1km up the hill behind us.
‘She’s in the safest place now
really,’ he says. ‘We were just saying, she could have struck anything
on the way in here, a gas rig for
instance. A boat like that would
have caused a lot of damage.’
It was reported earlier in the
week that someone claiming to
represent the owner of the Alta
has made contact with the Revenue Commissioners. A Revenue
spokesperson said they will be pursuing the matter further. Oliver
and Vincent, however, believe she’ll
probably be cut up where she is
and scrapped in pieces.
‘That’s generally what happens
to wrecks,’ says Vincent. ‘There’s a
fear that when the weather gets
better people might come out on
boats and try and scavenge her.’
With locals’ patience wearing
thin about the influx of visitors to
their usually hidden hamlet, and
fears growing that someone will be
badly injured either on or near the
boat, it’s likely a decision will have
to be taken soon about her future.

The nightmare
murder of our
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HERE were times during Patricia O’Connor’s
seven-week long murder trial, when her youngest
sisters, Colette Barry and Rita Slevin, found
themselves simply staring at each other in silent
bewilderment and disbelief.

As happens with many families of murder victims, the court case
was the first time they heard much of the detail of what had
happened to their sister. All they had known for certain was that
the 61-year-old grandmother-of-seven had suffered a particularly
brutal death and that her body had been cut up into 15 different
pieces, which were scattered across nine locations in the Dublin
and Wicklow Mountains.
They also knew that her daughter’s partner, Kieran Greene, had
admitted to gardaí that he had
killed her on a day in late May 2017.
And that in September of that
same year, Patricia’s husband Gus,
their daughter Louise, their granddaughter Stephanie Johnston, and
her father Keith Johnston were all was an angry woman at all and
arrested and later charged with there’s no way you can convince
impeding the investigation into me otherwise.’
her death.
Colette knows better than most
But as the court case revealed, about the depths of Patricia’s kindthe events around Patricia’s mur- ness. When she was 16 years old
der and subsequent cover-up were and living at home in her parent’s
particularly grim and sordid, house in rural Kilkenny, Colette
involving several of her closest got pregnant.
family members, people who her
‘My parents were mortified, that’s
sisters believe she loved dearly and what it was like back in those
had worked hard for all her life to days, they thought I was bringing
help provide them with a home.
shame on the family,’ explains
They also had to listen to Patricia Colette, now 53. ‘But Tricia straight
being described in court as a away told them: “Don’t worry,
violent bully, who verbally and she can come and stay with me
physically abused her family, mak- in Dublin.”
ing life in the four-bedroom house
‘And that’s where I began my life
in Mountainview Park, Rathfarn- really, I lived with her, in on top of
ham on Dublin’s southside, a her own family, for nearly five years.
When I had my little girl she gave
me a chance. If she hadn’t taken
me in, I’d hate to think where
would I have ended up. I’ve a lot to
thank her for, my own mother
didn’t want me at home. In all the
time we lived with her, I never saw
her lose her temper once, she was
so easy going.’
‘She was a mother figure to us
all,’ adds Rita. ‘I remember going
up to her house in Dublin for sum‘nightmare’. It was not a woman mer holidays for a week or two at a
they in any way recognised.
time, when I was a young child.
But perhaps the most shocking And then her son Richard would
detail they learned, the one that come down to stay with us.
completely floored them, was evi‘He’s just a year younger than
dence that involved Stephanie, me, he’s 47 now. Tricia always
now 22, who was found guilty last treated me like one of her own
week of dressing up as her grand- kids, she was always bringing us
mother and leaving the house with places, to the park or the beach.
a suitcase as ‘a ruse’ to pretend There was always something to do,
Patricia had stormed off after she was so busy, she never just sat
a row, when in fact she was around. That’s how I’ll always
already dead.
remember her.’
‘Tricia loved the bones of that
The Cooke’s family home was in
girl,’ Colette says quietly. ‘She took Windgap, a small village in the
her on holidays every year, south-west of Kilkenny. There were
gave her money all the time, they 13 children in the family: John,
had a close bond. That shocked Kathleen, Mary, Breda, Helen,
me hugely.’
Michael, Anne, Patricia, Pat, Jamie,
‘But there were so many times Colette, Valerie and Rita. Another
we looked at each other in the child died in early infancy. Seventh
courtroom during that trial, and in the family, Patricia, or Tricia as
just said to each other, “This can’t her family called her, was ten years
be true”,’ says Rita.
older than Colette.
‘We just couldn’t believe what
‘Daddy was a forestry worker and
we were hearing was about our Mammy was the homemaker,’ she
family, something that was hap- says. ‘Tricia went to Dublin when
pening to us.’
she was about 16 — back in those
‘When we came out afterwards, I days you had to go there to get a
still couldn’t really take it in,’ says job. She first worked at the
Colette. ‘We’re such an ordinary Cappagh Hospital, cleaning and
family and we’re still trying to general work like that. I’m not sure
comprehend why she was treated how she met Gus, probably
so badly. There’s no way she through work, but I know they
deserved that. I don’t believe she lived near Donnybrook at one

by Jenny
Friel

‘When I had my
little girl, she
gave me a chance’

Having listened to their
sister’s character being
assassinated in court,
Colette and Rita
want people to
know the real
Patricia: who was
generous and
kind, with the
‘biggest heart’

stage. She got married when she
was very young, and I remember
when I was small going to stay with
her and they were living opposite a
popcorn factory, which was great,
it smelt lovely.
‘Then in time, they went on the
list and got a council house in
Rathfarnham. She always worked,
there was never a time I didn’t
know her working.’
‘She had a very motherly instinct
about her,’ says Rita. ‘She was
always taking care of us when we
were younger, minding us, she was
very responsible and very generous. She’d bring bags of clothes
back from Dublin for us.’
Patricia and Gus had two children, Richard and Louise, now 41.
The couple separated at one point,
with Patricia moving out of the
house for several years.
‘That was a very long time ago, it
was life, and they got on with it,’
says Colette. ‘I don’t remember it
being bad, they still got on with
each other. And it was still amicable enough that Tricia could come
back and say: “Well this is my
home, I paid for it, so I’m going to
live here.”’
When she moved back into the
house, which her sisters believe
was well over ten years before she
was killed, herself and Gus slept
in separate bedrooms, while the
other two bedrooms were shared

between Louise, her children and her partner
Kieran.
Louise has two older
children from her relationship with her ex-partner,
Keith Johnston, and three children
with Kieran Greene.
‘Tricia loved the children and as
for the grandchildren, I think they
were what kept her going,’ says
Colette. ‘She was mad about them,
she lit up when they were around,
she was always singing and dancing with them.’
Up until her retirement in 2016,
the year before she was killed,

‘That’s my huge
regret, we didn’t
visit her enough’
she worked as a catering lady in
Beaumont Hospital.
‘She loved it, she was there over
30 years, and the people that
worked with her said she was so
jolly and happy,’ smiles Colette.
‘They remember her singing and
chatting away to the patients and
she knew all about them and their
dietary requirements. We’ve heard
so many lovely stories about her
from her colleagues since she died,
which has helped us a lot.’
As happens in large families, it
had been quite a while since either

Colette or Rita had seen Patricia in
person before she was killed.
‘Really, when I think about it, we
didn’t visit her enough,’ says
Colette. ‘We have family still in
Dublin and I have said to myself,
since all of this happened, we
should see each other more. That’s
my huge regret now, I should have
contacted her more, and I didn’t. I
took it for granted that she’d
always be there and that her door
was always open.’
‘She was always inviting us to her
house,’ says Rita. ‘Saying, “Don’t
be waiting for me to come down,
you know where I am.”’
‘But life takes over,’ explains
Colette. ‘Between kids and grandkids, you wonder suddenly where
have all those years gone.’
‘We just thought she was doing
grand and she’d be down when
she was ready,’ says Rita. ‘We’re
still waiting for her now and it’s
very tough.’
During the trial, Patricia’s son
Richard gave evidence explaining
there was a ‘fair bit of friction’ at
his family home, which stemmed
from his sister Louise and her family living there and ‘not keeping up
with the usual upkeep of the
house’. He also described his
mother as a ‘straight shooter’ and
said: ‘If you were in the wrong, she
would tell you you were in the
wrong and if you needed a kick in
the arse, she’d give you one.’
‘She was very house proud,’ says
Colette. ‘She was always folding
clothes, hoovering and cleaning.
And with everyone living with her,
it was tough, coming home and

betrayal and
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say nothing and you have to hold
in your emotions,’ says Rita. ‘That
was so hard. You want to scream
and shout and say: “That’s a lie,
that’s not our sister.”’
Every day for the seven-week
trial, at least seven to eight of her
brothers and sisters made it into
the courtroom.
Just before the trial started, Gus
O’Connor pleaded guilty to reporting his wife as a missing person to
gardaí on June 1, 2017, when he
knew she was dead. ‘That was a
shock,’ admits Colette.
Last week, Kieran Greene was
found guilty of murdering Patricia,
while Louise O’Connor and Stephanie Johnston were both found
guilty of impeding the apprehension or prosecution of Greene,
knowing or believing him to have
murdered Patricia.
Keith Johnston, Louise’s expartner, was also found guilty of
impeding the apprehension or
prosecution of Kieran Greene.
He’d denied helping Greene to buy
DIY tools.
The jury accepted the prosecution charge that Johnston had
known or suspected that the tools
were to be used in the dismemberment of Patricia’s remains. All four,
as well as Gus O’Connor, are due
to be sentenced on April 20.
‘The verdicts, that’s what we
wanted, I didn’t want anyone walk-

Stylish: Patricia took great
pride in her appearance

Bewildered:
Colette and
Rita couldn’t
believe what
they heard
in court
having to do everything after a
day’s work.’
‘That’s where the arguments
stemmed from, I’d say,’ adds Rita.
‘She would come home and the
house would be untidy again. She
possibly was at them, to tidy up
after themselves. But definitely
not the way it was portrayed, that
she was angry all the time for no
reason, I never heard her raise her
voice, ever.’
‘To me it seemed like people
thought she was this big burly
woman shouting and screaming all
the time,’ says Colette.
‘She was tiny, 5ft 2in, if even, a
small little woman, so petite and
with the biggest heart. I don’t care
what anyone else says, she had the
biggest heart.
‘As her sister, I never in all my life

saw her angry. I never actually saw
her in a situation where anything
really bothered her. I just adored
her zest for life. She never drank
that much, she often said to me:
“Sure what why would I be bothered? I don’t need it!” And I
remember her at Richard’s wedding, it’s where that photo of her
laughing was taken, she was so
happy and so very proud that day.
‘Everyone living in the house like
that, it wasn’t unusual for her at
all, she’d let anyone come and stay
if they needed a bed.’
The Tricia they knew was enjoying her later stage of life.
‘She loved her red hair,’ says Rita.
‘She used to wear glasses but then
got the laser treatment, and she
got her teeth fixed at one point.
She wanted to look after herself

and she took pride in herself as she
got older.’
‘She always looked lovely,’ says
Colette. ‘She wore great clothes
in wonderful colours, she had
real style.’
They first heard she was missing
in late May 2017 through their sister Valerie, who lives near the
O’Connor family home.
‘Valerie was out walking with her
dog and she bumped into Gus, he
told her she was missing,’ says
Colette. ‘Valerie rang me, to tell me
and I started waiting for her to pull
up outside my house. I said to Rita:
“Watch out now, if a car comes, it
could be her.” About a week later
we saw on the news that body
parts had been found in the mountains, I remember thinking: “Oh
my, imagine the poor family.”’

Later that day she got a phone
call from her sister to tell her that
the body parts found
belonged to Patricia.
‘I was cursing at my sister, I didn’t believe her,’ says
Colette. ‘But she was saying to
me: “The guards have been at my
door, she’s been identified.” I could
not believe it. It took me ages, it
felt just like a dream, it’s something you read in a paper. You just
keep thinking to yourself: “How
could someone do that to her? A
small woman like that, she hadn’t
a hope.”’
Patricia’s body was released to
her family for a funeral a week or
so later.
‘It was a cremation in Mount Jerome, with just immediate family,
her kids and us,’ says Colette. ‘A
humanist ceremony and everyone
went home afterwards. I was angry
for Tricia because she loved so
many people and worked with so
many people, there were friends of
ours who wanted to say goodbye,
people who grew up with her and
neighbours, no one got to say
goodbye. It was very strange and
unfair, I don’t know who made
that decision.’
Patricia’s siblings also found the
court case extremely difficult to go
through. ‘You have to sit there and

‘We’ll look into
giving her a
proper send-off’
ing away from this,’ says Colette.
‘To gruesomely take her out like
that. She has no voice now, even
the funeral was so hush-hush. I
blame myself now, we should have
put the foot down, we should have
marked it better.
‘We’ll definitely look into giving
her a proper send-off when all of
this is over. Her work colleagues, I
know, are angry they couldn’t
say goodbye.’
Her siblings believe Tricia was
planning on selling the house in
Dublin, so she could move back to
Kilkenny, which is where most of
them now live.
‘Almost all of us came back here,’
says Rita. ‘It was her dream.’
The thing that haunts Colette
most, however, is how they took
their kind, vibrant and fun-loving
sister for granted.
‘That’s my biggest regret, it
always will be, I kick myself for not
seeing more of her,’ she says.
‘I should have made more of
an effort, I shouldn’t have taken
it for granted that she’d always
be there.
‘But I suppose, how could we
have ever dreamt something like
this could have happened to
Tricia? She didn’t ask for what
happened and she certainly didn’t
deserve it.’
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Staggering insurance, endless
paperwork, ridiculous guidelines
and below-living wages. As
thousands of childcare workers
prepare to protest on February 5,
one creche owner reveals a
system at breaking point

by Jenny
Friel

ACH
weekday
morning,
shortly before 9am, a small
collection of excitable three
and four-year-old boys and
girls make their way up a
short garden path at the back of a
semi-detached house, just north of
Dublin city centre.

Generally they run, past the chicken coop
and busy vegetable patch, into the small
building at the back of the property where
Colette Woods is waiting for them.
The children tear off their jackets, hats
and gloves in the hallway, each of them
eager to get to Colette first to tell her
whatever bits of news they have or show her
a new toy or piece of clothing they are
wearing. It can be mayhem for those first
few minutes, but Colette makes time for
them all.
The parents hang around for a bit,
ostensibly to make sure their little one is
OK, and doesn’t need a last cuddle before
saying goodbye. But really it’s so they can
watch the excitement and happiness — pure
joy between this group of eight children and
their teacher. There is no better way to start
a day.
My own son, Dan, is halfway through his
second year at Jumblies, a playschool that
gets its name from the poem by Edward
Lear. A family member, whose own children
went here when they were small,
suggested they put Dan’s name down for it
when he was just a few weeks old. I
barely remember the conversation.

Insurance costs
have gone
through the roof

The

Battle

But I can’t tell you how many times I’ve
thought about how lucky we were that
someone thought to put us on that list —
pretty much every morning as I drive away.
Colette adores kids. She loves watching
them interact, develop and negotiate
themselves through tricky and emotional
situations, which happen very regularly in a
room full of pre-schoolers.
She loves watching them play, and more
often than not gets
involved, if they allow
her. She can often be
found down on the
floor pretending to be
a monster in an imaginary sea while the kids
are stuffed into a big
cardboard box that’s
become their ship.
They paint, draw, do
crafts and dress up from
the huge rack of costumes in the corner of the
room. She cooks with
them, pesto or tomato
soup or if it’s some one’s
birthday they bake a cake,
which is always delicious.
In finer weather they play
in the garden, help feed the
chickens or tickle the cat. There Jumblies is a sessional pre-school
have been outings to workshops at service, and as each child in
the ARK children’s centre in Ireland is now eligible for two years
Temple Bar and to toddler music of the Early Childhood Care and
Education Programme (ECCE)
sessions in the nearby library.
Every day at snack-time they programme, a universal two-year
take turns to be Colette’s helper scheme available to all children
and hand out pieces of freshly cut within the eligible age range, we
fruit. And every morning ends with don’t have to pay for Jumblies.
story-time, a gentle wind down Colette is paid by the State.
It’s offered in most early years
before they go home or on to their
settings, pre-schools, Montessoris,
respective childminders.
I often hear about working creches or playgroups, for three
parents’ guilt when it comes to hours a day, five days a week, 38
leaving their kids in creches. I feel weeks of the year.
In theory, it’s a great service. But
we’ve done Dan a service by sending him to Colette. And when as we know, things are in chaos in
people compliment his outgoing, the pre-school care world.
Irish parents pay some of the
cheery and curious nature, I
believe a large part of that is highest childcare fees in Europe
thanks to the time he has spent in and yet workers in the industry
often take home less than a living
Jumblies.
It’s also offered a bit of welcome wage. And things are set to get
respite in our childcare costs. worse. Insurance costs have gone
through the roof for pre-school

for our
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businesses, and that’s if they can
even get a quote.
Added to that, new regulations
from 2016, and which have now
come on stream, mean that several
hundred creches are struggling to
reach the new planning permission
and fire certification standards
that are part of a new re-registration process. All of which costs
money.
Of course there has to be strict
standards. Anyone who was able
to watch the television expose on
the Hyde&Seek playschools, where
undercover reporters revealed how
children were handed roughly and
babies restrained for long periods
of time in order to get them to
sleep, will never forget it.
But thousands of other childcare
workers, the people (the vast
majority of which are women) who
are in in this business because of
their genuine love of working with
children, are finding themselves in
impossible situations. And the

very serious reality is that many of
them will just give up, leaving parents with even fewer and probably
more expensive places to send
their young children.
Certainly Colette Woods is at the
end of her tether. And while she
doesn’t think she’ll go on the
planned strike on February 5 with

Parents will
be left with
fewer places
thousands of her peers, she fully
supports their decision to do so.
Instead she has written to her
three local TDs, which includes
Finance Minister Paschal Donohoe, setting out the reasons why
she may have to close Jumblies.
It’s a devastating letter, written
with restraint. She explains how
she is paid for working 15 hours a

week but does a minimum of 25,
usually more, taking care of paperwork and attending ‘endless
training.’
But her income, which is far
below the average industrial wage,
is not her major concern, in fact
it’s way down the list of difficulties
she is facing trying to run her own
playschool. ‘Like almost everyone
else I know in this profession,’ she
tells me. ‘I work with young children because I love them.’
As yet, she’s not sure if she will
even get insurance for next year.
Her renewal is up in August, when
she’s been told to expect it to have
at least doubled, if not tripled.
And of the €7 million emergency
funding for playschools, that
Children’s Minister, Katherine
Zappone announced late last year
to help with insurance costs,
Colette has been granted the
grand sum of €360. ‘Fire Certification alone will cost me many times
that,’ she explains.
Colette is loath to think that it
might sound like she’s moaning.
‘I realise I’m extremely privileged
in so many ways,’ she says. ‘I’m not
the main breadwinner in my house,
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I don’t have a staff, it’s only me.
But I’ve seen so many amazing,
incredible women leave childcare
over the last few years, the very
best of us. I felt I had to do or say
something. And it’s just going to
get worse, where does that leave
all the children? Their quality of
(pre-school) experience?’
Jumblies has been open for
almost 11 years, and in that time
Colette has experienced every kind
of bureaucracy imaginable, some
of it justified, a lot of it frustrating
and difficult to navigate, bits of it
downright ridiculous.
Like the time when she was
inspected and told she had too
many children’s books, or that
having a large map of the world on
the wall was not ‘age appropriate’
for three and four year olds.
A mother of three children, who

range in age from 19 to 14, she has
a degree in English and Philosophy
from Trinity College, trained as a
Montessori teacher, has a post
grad from UCD in special needs
training, and did her H-Dip back in
Trinity.
She was a secondary school
teacher in Loreto College, Crumlin,
teaching Leaving Cert English, and
remedial English and maths for
two years before she had her first
child, after which she stayed at
home for the next eight years.
‘Which is very much what I wanted,’
she says.
When her youngest child was
ready to start playschool she struggled to find somewhere she felt
was suitable.
‘At the last moment I thought:
“Hang on, I can do this.” So on a
wing and a prayer I started a play-

school in my living room with seven
kids,’ she says. ‘That first year I
was kind of under the radar, then ‘I
contacted the Dublin City Daycare
Committee. There’s no official
guide on how to run a playschool
or how to set one up, you have to
put it together yourself.
‘I was lucky a neighbour’s mother
told me where to go for insurance,
a little broker in Athlone, and now
all these years later it turns out it’s
with Allianz, the only insurance
broker I think who hasn’t pulled
out. So it looks like I’m probably
going to be OK, even if it does
double or triple, I’ll at least hopefully get a quote.’
Once registered, Colette was
inspected. Her first inspection
happened about two years after
she started. At the time, the HSE
— a team of Environmental Health

Officers and Early Year Inspectors
— carried out the inspections,
prior to Tusla being established in
January 2014.
‘Back then it was the HSE who
did them, not Tusla,’ she says. ‘And
I had an inspection where they
said I had too many books. They
told me there were eight children
so I should have had 24 books. But
they’d counted over 200.
‘They also told me my map of the
world, which covers one of the
walls, wasn’t age appropriate. So
that was two non-compliances on
that very long list.’
When asked for a response to this
article, Tusla said the most recent
inspection reports for a service can
be found on Tusla’s website, where
guidelines state that a wide variety
of age and developmentally
appropriate equipment should be
available for children throughout
the day. There are no requirements
referring to a specific number of
books.
‘Things have improved since
then,’ says Colette. ‘You have to
give some credit. When Tusla took
over they took in (education)
professionals, who I wouldn’t say
were ideal but they are more suited
to the work.
‘Luckily they didn’t follow up on
the “too many books” non-compliance, the main issue they had was
that you can’t have a playschool in
a house, even though it was a
decent space, they threatened to
prosecute me. So I started looking
around for a premises, because I
really loved it.
‘From the start it was sessional,
three and four years olds who come
for three or four hours a day. But
when I started looking at rents, it
was insane. And then it just so
happened that my husband Tom
had been in a share save scheme in
work, which matured at that time.
It was €30,000 so we got the
creche.’

‘Kids tell you
everything that’s
in their hearts’
The purpose-built building at the
bottom of her garden holds a small
hallway, a bathroom and a large
playroom.
‘I’d no clue how to do it so I
contacted the childcare committee and they put me in touch with
the pre - school officers,’ she
explains. ‘They were involved with
the planning and they signed off
on everything, every step of the
way I asked them to tell me what
to do and they were pretty helpful.
We opened it just after Christmas
2012.’
Last summer the school celebrated its ten-year reunion with a
party in Phoenix Park. There was a
huge crowd.
‘I think about 57 kids have gone
through Jumblies now,’ says
Colette. ‘It’s all about relationships, the kids tell you everything
that’s going on in their hearts every
day. You get to know all their families and friends, I love absolutely
everything about it, except the
bureaucracy.’
For the first couple of years
Colette was paid privately by the
parents.
‘I used to charge €200 a month,
per child,’ she says. ‘The last year I
did put it up to €275. When the
ECCE scheme came in it felt like:
“Wow, big pay rise.” But last week,
for the first time I worked it out
and I’m pulling in about €25,000 a
year, after I pay all my outgoings.
There are just so many costs, insurance, tax bills, you’re spending
money constantly on materials.
‘There is a grant you can get, I
got it once, it was enough money
to buy a laptop. But there’s a fixed
pot of money and there are com-

munity playschools out there that
need a new roof. So I haven’t gone
back. I’m just so aware of my
privilege.
‘It’s one of the reasons I wanted
to speak out, because a lot of people who work in my sector don’t
have the privileges I have. I’m not
the breadwinner, but let’s say I
didn’t have a partner and I had to
make ends meet, I would have no
option but to expand. And then
the magic would be gone.
Given the difficulties she’s facing,
would she consider going down the
privately funded route again,
rather than depending on being
paid by the State?
‘Then it would be pretty elitist,
only available to wealthy people
and that’s one of the things I loved
about the ECCE scheme, it’s a
concept we should all aspire to,
but it’s been a blunt instrument. It
wasn’t thought through, the
financial, creative and mental
investment hasn’t been put
into it.
‘Another issue I have with Tusla
is the inspection system, there are
non-compliances, but there’s no
gradation. I was talking to a woman
and she got a non-compliance
because of a broken toilet brush,
and then there can also be the kind
of thing that is just unthinkable.
Like the stuff in that Hyde & Seek
programme.
‘And since that show, it’s like the
insurers got cold feet and it feels as
though childcare in Ireland is this
really bad thing. The reality is that
it’s filled with people like me, who
just adore children and who aren’t
motivated by money.’
As well as now facing a huge
insurance jump, Colette also has
to fulfil new fire standards and pay
for new certificates on her eightyear-old purpose built building.
‘There’s been a mad panic and
scramble,’ she says. ‘Tusla had a
list of approved professionals who
could give you fire certification,
but sure, you couldn’t get any of
them. And then the website kept
crashing.
‘That’s another issue with them,
all their interfaces are a usability
nightmare, the portal is often
down, or won’t support Chrome,
it’s staggering.’
She’s been told her new certification will probably cost in the region
of €3,000 and she won’t know for a
while yet if her insurance company
will definitely renew her quote.
‘Seven years in college and my
income is shockingly low,’ she
laughs. ‘I’m obviously not motivated by money. I’m also very
aware of my privilege being able to
say that.
‘The thing is the ECCE and the
other schemes are so positive in so
many ways, supporting people on
different incomes. But then they
do things like linking funding to
attendance. I was reading about a
guy running a service in a housing
estate with all sorts of social
issues.
‘They had to close because of
attendance records, children from
really vulnerable backgrounds
missing for all sorts of reasons.
That breaks my heart, it’s the
opposite of what it’s supposed to
be doing.
‘We’re all so middle class, living in
this bubble. But if you were in that
housing estate, where the playschool closed down, that’s a complete nightmare, those people
don’t have the choices we have.’
Facing closure herself will be a
very grim reality, for Colette and all
the families who hoped to send
their children to her. As you can
imagine, her waiting lists are very
long.
‘I’d be absolutely devastated, it
would be like a death,’ she says
quietly. ‘I’d be bereaved.
‘Kids come back and visit me all
the time. And you know, I think
if I had an inspection when
an eight-year- old child came
back , that would be a noncompliance. How mad is that?

