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Pile-up of doggy ‘evidence’ makes case
for urgent clean-up, says Eithne Shortall

@eithneshortall

NESTING
Eithne Shortall

Someone in our neighbourhood
got a dog for Christmas. I don’t
know this person, and I’ve never
seen their dog, but I know
they’re out there — and by

“there” I mean just beyond my garden 
gate — because a couple of times a week 
fresh evidence appears on the footpath. 

This new owner is very good about 
walking their pet but not so good about 
picking up after it. 

Back in January the “evidence” (this is
the most Sunday-friendly euphemism I 
can come up with; apologies if it doesn’t 
go far enough) used to stretch the length 
of five or six houses as the animal 
contemplated the optimal rest point. 
Now, having settled into its new locality, 
the entire toilet break is taken a few doors 
up from us.

This house has the nicest front garden
on our road so, while you have to admire 
the canine’s taste, it feels particularly 
unjust. Of course, even if the dog was to 
stop outside the more unkempt garden 
occupied by “dressing gown man” — it’s 
all he ever wears as he pensively smokes 
his cigarettes, one foot resting on the 
fence, threatening to reveal what lies 
beneath — the pet owner should still 
produce a bag, bend down and clean up 
after their animal. 

It might sound as though the pandemic
has turned me into a curtain-twitching 
busybody. But actually the problem is 
that I haven’t been doing enough curtain-
twitching. On the rare occasion I’m not in 
my house, I’m within 15 minutes of it. 
How is it that this has been going on for 
almost five months and I’ve never seen 
the crime being committed?

Nobody else on the road has witnessed
it either and it’s not for want of trying. 
The residents’ WhatsApp group has been 
gathering intelligence — a couple of 
discreet photos here, a few defamatory 
hunches there — but still no solid proof. 
There was a time when I would have 

I don’t want 
to go all 
David 
McWilliams 
but you 
could say 
we’re in the 
midst of a 
‘poodemic’ 

found such concerns ludicrous, but I am 
now someone who rarely gets to go 
anywhere without a buggy, and dog 
fouling is neck and neck with cars parking 
on footpaths for what will likely trigger 
my Falling Down moment. 

Since the Covid-19 restrictions began 
dog ownership has soared, and not every 
new pet owner is responsible. I don’t 
want to go all David McWilliams on the 
situation but you could say we’re in the 
midst of a “poodemic”. 

It’s a similar story with litter, a scourge
that has worsened since the first 

lockdown. It takes a split second for 
one person to drop an empty crisp 
packet or takeaway cup on the ground, 
but for the rest of the day it has this tiny 
negative effect on the happiness of 
hundreds of others.

There’s an onus on people to pick up 
after themselves, obviously, but there’s 
also an issue with state services putting 
their heads in the sand. We need more 
bins, but instead local councils are 
removing them. The number of public 
bins in Dublin city fell from 5,000 in 
2008 to fewer than 3,300 by 2019. The 
reason for removal is often that people 
are using them to dispose of household 
waste in order to avoid paying domestic 
bin charges. 

Of course, this wouldn’t be a problem 
if Ireland’s local councils were still 
responsible for refuse collection. The 
decision to privatise bin services has got 
to be one of the worst in the history of the 
state. So what if some people weren’t 
paying their rates? I’d rather subsume the 
cost than put up with increased litter and 
illegal dumping. The effect that discarded 
waste has on our collective, day-to-day 
wellbeing should not be ignored.

In lieu of being able to conquer these 
bigger systemic problems, or to catch the 
rogue dog owner taking their 
constitutional past our house, I am 
attempting to focus my energies on the 
positive. When I see someone picking up 
after their pet, I have to restrain myself 
from shouting, “Yes! Thank you”, lest it 
come across as patronising or unhinged. 
Instead I am opting for the grateful smile. 

It probably still has an element of the 
unhinged about it — especially when I 
forget I’m wearing a mask and it just looks 
like I’m eyeballing the person — but it is 
entirely heartfelt. 

To everyone who picks up after their 
pet: thank you. And to everyone who 
doesn’t: the neighbourhood WhatsApp 
groups are watching you. 

ENROBED GINGER 
CRUNCH BISCUITS
“Are you going to 
tell people 
about 
these?” 
inquires my 
other half as we 
scoff our third 
packet of the 
week. So here I am, 
passing on the good 
word about these 
exquisite treats. They’re made by East 
Coast Bakehouse, an Irish company that 
has never made a bad biscuit.

IRISH COUNTRY HOUSE 
GARDENS
The Irish Georgian Society is 
holding a series of Zoom talks 
about the evolution of Irish 
gardens from the late 17th 
century to the beginning of 
the 20th century. The first of 
the five interviews begins on 
Friday, May 21 and tickets are 
available from igs.ie 

GRAPHIC STUDIO 
GALLERY
The Dublin 
gallery, located in 
Temple Bar, is 
reopening on 
Tuesday with 
an exhibition 
celebrating its 
60 years. The 
show closes on 
Saturday, so get 
in while you can.
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Living  

L
iving in a city felt like a large
part of my identity. Even 
during the early months of the
pandemic I couldn’t imagine
leaving Dublin. It wasn’t until

we spent last July in Bantry, Co Cork, that I 
started to imagine a life in the countryside. 

Like many new mums and dads, my 
partner, Gary, and I had a lonely start on 
our parenting journey last year. I had my 
little boy, Adam, when so little was known 
about the coronavirus that people were 
washing their groceries in their bathtubs. 
Support groups for new mothers were 
just grappling with the thought of 
meeting online. 

The lifting of the first lockdown was 
our chance to leave the confines of our 
Dublin apartment for a while. Seeing as 
we could work remotely and inter-county 
travel was allowed, we spent a month 
at my childhood home, Bantry House 
and Garden. It’s an estate in west Cork 
that has been home to my family, the 
Whites, since 1739.

It was during our time in Bantry that 
the seeds of a life in the country were 
planted. We quickly became accustomed 
to a lovely way of living. If we wanted to 
stay in west Cork long term, we needed to 
find our own place. 

On a whim, and not fully believing that
we would follow through, we went to view 
a house outside Bantry town. It turns out 
that we didn’t need much convincing. 
With the threat of further lockdowns 
looming, the opportunity to have more 
space just made sense. We took the 
chance, went back to Dublin to sort out 
almost two decades’ worth of belongings 
and made our way southwest again. 

Now we live a 20-minute drive from the
nearest town. The seashore sits in front of 
us and woodland lies behind us. Bantry 
House is visible from our remote rented 
cottage. As I write this at my kitchen table 
I see it in the distance across the bay.

Bantry House and Garden is home to a
private collection of furniture, tapestries 
and artefacts that the 2nd Earl of Bantry 
brought back from his extensive travels in 
the 1800s. In 1946 my grandmother 
Clodagh Shelswell-White opened the 
house to paying visitors. From the 1980s 
my parents, Egerton and Brigitte, 
started extensive restoration works, 
establishing the bed and breakfast and 
tearoom while restoring the gardens and 
continuing to display the private 
collection. They also established Bantry 
House as a wedding and events venue. 
They took on this mammoth renovation 
while raising four children.

Today my brother Sam and sister Julie
run the business. The only aspects that 
were allowed to continue during 
lockdown were the tearoom (for takeaway 
only) and the maintenance of the garden.

A place like Bantry House suffers when
it’s not being used to its full potential. The 
house and garden will always need a lot of 
upkeep. Everything went, and still goes, 
into the estate. As restrictions lift, the B&B 
and main house will open to the visitors.

Last week I sent a message to the 
WhatsApp group I share with my siblings, 
Sam, Julie and Sophie. I wanted to discuss 
the stories that captured our childhood. 
We always say we had a normal one — as 
normal as it could be with thousands of 
people wandering through our home 
every year. 

Yet the more we reminisced, the more
we realised how unusual living in a place 
like Bantry House probably seemed to 
people. Strangers would often wander 
into our family kitchen on the hunt for a 
lavatory. Exceptional cases involved us 
walking in on people who had quite 

Growing up in a 
house that’s a 
tourist attraction 
was normal for us. 
We didn’t know 
any di�erent

After 15 years in Dublin Anna Shelswell-White left the city to live 

closer to where she grew up, in Co Cork. The move didn’t just 

change how she lived, it also brought back plenty of memories 
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SWAPPING 
THE CITY 
FOR THE COUNTRY
1 PREPARE 
TO DRIVE A LOT
I rarely drove in 
Dublin. There was 
little need and it 
wasn’t something 
I could afford in 
the early days of 
my career. 
Nowadays we 
can drive for at 
least an hour a day 
if we want to go 
anywhere. Of 
course, during 
lockdown 
“anywhere” was 
for a walk, to the 
supermarket or 
to the dump.

2 INVEST IN GOOD 
WALKING SHOES
Country living 
means muddy 
boots. In our case, 
the area is full of 

hiking trails and 
family-friendly 
walks that can 
take three hours 
or more. The 
views are almost 
always worth the 
inevitable slips 
and slides along 
the way. 

3 KEEP BUSY 
IN WINTER
We were always 
being told that 
winter would be 
hard in west Cork, 
and indeed it was 
a real test in 
lockdown. But it 
was hard to be 
bored while we 
tried to keep a 
14-month-old 
from toddling 
straight into 
the sea. 

Bantry House 
and Garden, 
left, has been 
in Shelswell-
White’s family 
since 1739; the 
couple, below 
right with their 
son Adam, 
returned to Co 
Cork last year. 
Below from top: 
the dining room 
is open to the 
public and can 
be hired for 
weddings; the 
library is also 
open to the 
public, but B&B 
guests have 
exclusive use of 
it in the evening; 
the steps and 
archway lead to 
the East Stables

got older. We did have some great, albeit 
very cold, ones. Of course, having the 
space to hold them was a privilege in 
itself, but they sound much more lavish 
than they actually were. The reality was 
BYOB in a disused exhibition space. In its 
previous life, the area was where visitors 
learnt about the 1796 invasion of Bantry 
Bay. A pal of mine often jokes about how, 
after one of these parties, she woke up 
beside a waxwork of Theobald Wolfe 
Tone, the Irish revolutionary.

There were times when it felt as though
the house owned us rather than the other 
way around. We inherently knew which 
loud, creaking floorboard not to step on 
if an event was taking place downstairs 
— particularly if there was chamber 
music being recorded for RTE. We knew 
we could only flush a lavatory or shut a 
door when the audience clapped. It 
wasn’t at all strange to wake up to a string 
quartet practising on the landing outside 
my bedroom.

These stories never change the fact 
that growing up in a house like this was 
completely normal for us. We didn’t 
know any different. 

Even though he doesn’t live in the flat
that we grew up in, our son’s life in west 
Cork certainly contrasts with his early 
isolation in an apartment in Dublin. As 
restrictions ease and Bantry House 
reopens for the summer, Adam sees 
plenty of people whenever we go for a 
walk around the gardens.

We were a bit concerned about how 
isolation during the pandemic would 
affect Adam socially. But it turns out we 
had nothing to worry about. He often 
runs up to visitors to give them a wave 
or a high five. He doesn’t quite get the 
concept of physical distancing yet.

Right now it’s lovely to imagine a future
in which Adam plays hide-and-seek 
around Bantry House, just as my siblings 
and I did when we were kids.

It has been an entirely different 
experience to live in west Cork but not 
in Bantry House — for one, my phone 
works in every room of our rental. 

Also, I’ve never been confronted
with a stranger using our loo.

Such luxury.
Bantry, and west Cork in

general, represents growth 

to me — and not just because of my 
childhood here, nor Adam’s. Watching 
Bantry House and Garden grow with 
and adapt to the times is really inspiring. 
The future seems uncertain but the hard 
work my family put into the business is 
unwavering. Their passion for the house 
and gardens is palpable.

Gary and I do miss Dublin at times, 
but we have no regrets about swapping 
city life for this time in the countryside. 
What happens next depends largely on 
our work commitments and, most 
importantly, what’s best for our son.

Bantry House and Garden is open 
for the summer subject to 
government guidelines; 
bantryhouse.com

It felt as if 
the house 
owned us 
rather than 
the other 
way around. 
It wasn’t at 
all strange 
to wake up 
to a string 
quartet 
practising 
on the 
landing

clearly found the wrong one. For an 
attraction that usually has 30,000 visitors 
a year, the odd lost tourist is inevitable.

People who may not know that Bantry
House is a functioning business often 
think we live in the whole house. Apart 
from the fact that most of the spaces are 
open to the public, imagine the bills if 
we had to heat this 2,700 sq m property 
with over 50 rooms. We grew up in a 
more modern flat at the top of the 
building. The main house, with its 
ancestral portraits and antiques, is for 
visitors to explore.

As a child I was uneasy walking 
through the main house alone, especially 
in the dark. Unfortunately for me, it was 
my job to bring the dog out each night 
before bed. I often quietly stood outside 
the flat, holding the dog in my arms for 
long enough that it seemed as if I had 
made the trip downstairs. It’s no 
surprise that this resulted in a few 
overnight accidents.

One of our favourite stories is about 
the time we were brought on a school 
trip to our own house. We were even 
warned by our teacher to stay away from 
the black labrador roaming around the 
grounds. She was our family dog, Sally.

Much to our teenage despair, the 
phone coverage at Bantry House was 
almost non-existent. Modern technology 
and historic houses aren’t exactly a match 
made in heaven. It wasn’t unusual to see 
a line of mobile phones perched on the 
windowsill, vying for a bar of reception 
as well as a text back from a crush. To this 
day the coverage is terrible and the 
internet only works in certain parts of 
the house. Don’t get me started on the 
rigmarole that ensued when we tried to 
get more than two television channels. 

Naturally, being asked if we played lots
of hide-and-seek when we were children 
turned into questions about parties as we 

JOHANNES EISELE
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Living  

Wi-� 

made 

our rural 

dreams 

come true
City living used to be part of the job — 

until remote working opened up new 

horizons. Arlene Harris meets the young 

professionals who have taken the plunge 

and embraced a new life in the country

to get the rest of the finance we needed, 
so we made the decision to rent. But the 
rental market in Dublin is out of our price 
range so we started looking at other areas 
of the country — and just by pure 
coincidence, the day after we had been 
talking about the time we climbed Croagh 
Patrick, Niamh got a notification about an 
amazing new property in Mayo.”

As soon as the couple saw photographs
of the new-build they contacted the agent, 
who told them that there were a number 
of people interested but they were 
welcome to go on the waiting list.

property” online, they packed their 
bags and headed west to Mayo.

The pair had been living together in 
Dublin before O’Donoghue moved to 
London for work. Then, when she 
returned last year, they moved in with 
their respective parents while they looked 
for somewhere suitable to live together.

“We had been planning to buy a house
and had the deposit set aside for that,” 
says McCabe, who works as an art director 
for an advertising agency. “However, 
because Niamh’s employers are in the UK, 
the banks told us that we were not likely 

T
he pandemic has been tough
for everyone, but those with a
garden or who live close to
nature have undoubtedly had
a better deal than people who

had no access to tranquil outdoor space 
within their 5km zone.

It is for this reason that many city 
dwellers have swapped their hectic 
urban lives for a more sedate rural pace.

Jake McCabe and his girlfriend, 
Niamh O’Donoghue, had peace, 
affordability and wide-open spaces in 
mind when, having found the “perfect 

“We couldn’t believe how good the 
property looked; we were very keen,” 
says O’Donoghue, who works as a social 
media editor. “It seemed almost too good 
to be true — a self-service apartment 
spread out over two floors with two 
bedrooms, two bathrooms and a large 
kitchen and living area. The fit and finish 
was incredible, and it was at the foot of 
Croagh Patrick with a view of Clew Bay — 
there didn’t seem to be one bad thing 
about it. 

“In fact, it was so good that we didn’t 
expect we would get it as two other 

With rental 
prices in Dublin 
out of their 
budget, Niamh 
O’Donoghue and 
Jake McCabe, 
above, widened 
their search and 
moved four hours 
away to Co Mayo 
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T
he gig 
cancellations and
postponements
keep dropping
into the inbox.

Shows that were postponed 
from 2020 to 2021 have been 
postponed to 2022, and soon 
they’ll all have to run 
together in one great variety 
show so we can free up the 
blockage in the system and 
get on with the future.

I’d go to that sort of show
now. I’d go for a night in 
which the cast of The 
Sopranos shares the stage 
with Kendrick Lamar, Celine 
Dion duets with Rage Against 
the Machine, the Longtitude 
line-up sings the entirety of 
David Gray’s White Ladder.

Actually that sounds like a
fantastic gig, so I might have 
spoilt my point, which is that 
I would go to anything right 
now. I would stand for hours 
even if it was just for that bit 
when the pre-show music 
sounds like it’s being played 
underwater and a roadie 
moves cables a little 
to the right, dashes away, 
then dashes back on to move 
the same cables a little bit to 
the left.

I would watch that and I 
would call for an encore.

It has been a year of 
silences. In the depths there 
was the quiet of the streets, a 
Christmas Day hush stretched
into weeks. It came from 
emptiness and shut doors, 
the idle cars and absence of 
delivery trucks. The 
traditional timetable of the 
day was gone. No morning 
rush, no afternoon pick-ups, 
no evening drop-offs. The 
silence was total and eerie; 
strangely reassuring at 
certain times, overwhelming 
at others.

The early quiet of the first
lockdown felt preventative, 
novel and temporary. It was 
a global calm, measured in 
the relative stillness of 
seismographs and the 
renewed awareness of 
birdsong.

The silence of the 
lockdowns that followed felt 
different. Before Christmas 
there was the numbed shock 
of being sent back into 

isolation. After Christmas 
it was about holding our 
breath against the coming 
catastrophe.

Much of that has been 
lifted. Was it noisier in my 
town this week? It felt like it 
was. The shop doors are 
open again. Parking spaces 
are full. I passed a five-a-side 
game on Monday night with 
all the shouts for a pass, the 
claps of appreciation for a 
shot that had been blootered 
wildly off target.

Live music is still missing,
though. It remains a summer 
of maybes. There are rolling 
postponements but also the 
gigs might happen. It feels 
closer thanks to the promise 
of test events here, while the 
recent shows in the UK were 
a rumbling on the horizon. 
Watching YouTube clips 
from the First Dance gig in 
Liverpool was surreal. 
I had to check the date. 
Double-check it. The 
complete freedom to be 
wedged into a sweaty room 
looked out of place and 
mildly frightening but also 
tantalising and wonderful.

The Electric Picnic 
remains a promise, fully 
booked without a hint of a 
line-up. I have my ticket, 
three years since finding 
the festival so stuffed and 

uncomfortable I decided I 
was done with it. I had 
already decided to give it 
another go but a global 
pandemic fully cured me of 
that complaint.

Sure, we can have music 
whenever we want. We can 
pipe it into our ears on our 
walks and runs. We have 
endless sets on YouTube. 
We have the online concerts 
in empty venues, which 
we’ve watched at home 
with only a scrolling chatbox 
for company.

But, for me anyway, the 
silence won’t truly be broken 
until I’m fighting my way 
through a crowd, spilled pints
dribbling between my fingers 
(“Excuse me, excuse me, oh 
sorry about that . . . ”) for a gig 
that puts a tremor in your 
kidneys. It won’t be over until 
I’m watching a band sing on 
stage while a stranger yells 
lyrics at the back of my ear.

It won’t be right until 
there is that roar as a band 
steps out on stage. Whichever 
gig is your first back, it’s hard 
to imagine that it won’t be 
thunderous and joyous, a 
bellow of relief and 
excitement and defiance. 
That’s the noise I really want. 
The moment, as Damien 
Dempsey says, when we 
blow the roof off the place. 

Lockdown isn’t truly over till gigs return

The First Dance gig in Liverpool gave a taste of normality

Whichever gig is your first back, 
it’s hard to imagine that it won’t 
be thunderous and joyous, a 
bellow of relief and defiance. 
That’s the noise I want 

@shanehegarty

SHANE 
HEGARTY

We have got into 
things that we 
just wouldn’t 
have had the 
opportunity to 
do where we 
lived before

Covid, this wasn’t viable so I decided to 
move to Co Galway where I would have 
more space and more sea. 

“I moved into a turnkey rental property
in Knocknacarra, which is close to Barna, 
Salthill and the gaeltacht, so it is on the 
outskirts of the city but very close to the 
sea and nature. And although it took a 
little time to adjust and recalibrate, I am 
very settled now.”

For McCabe and O’Donoghue, another
huge bonus of moving out of the city is the 
cost. “We have been very lucky that we 
have continued working through the 
pandemic as we can both do it remotely,” 
McCabe says. “Also, our rent on this place 
is the same as it would cost one of us to 
rent a room in either Dublin or London, 
so not only can we afford it but we are also 
able to save money. We have noticed that 
most of the people in our area seem to be 
young people who have transported 
themselves here because they wanted to 
slow down and live a different type of life. 
And I would say to anyone else who had 
been thinking of moving out of the city, to 
just do it.” 

“We put it off for so long and 
although we took a calculated risk, we 
looked at the pros and cons and the 
benefits far outweighed the negatives,” 
O’Donoghue adds. 

McCormack agrees. He says he wasn’t
aware of how much he needed the peace 
of the countryside until he moved. “I 
found a slower pace of life, less traffic, less 
noise and much more time to spend on 
the things that really matter,” he says. 

“There are many benefits to moving to
the country. Of course, any change comes 
with uncertainty, but if it feels right go for it 
— you won’t know for sure until you do it.”

couples had put their names down before 
us. But a few days later, on a Saturday 
morning, we got a call to say the other 
parties were not in a position to proceed. 
So we asked to do a virtual tour and got 
the agent to do an internet speed test in 
each room as good wi-fi is vital for our 
jobs, and when this came up better than 
some of the speeds we get in the city, we 
knew we would go for it.”

First thing that Monday morning, 
the couple paid a deposit and signed 
contracts. By Wednesday McCabe 
had bought a car to transport their 
belongings during the move, which 
happened a few days later. 

“I drove the car for the first time on 
the Saturday when I went to pick up 
Niamh — which was also the first time we 
had seen each other for almost four 
months because of lockdown,” he says. 
“We packed up our stuff and while my 
dad followed in a van with the rest of it, 
we drove four hours across the country 
and saw our new home for the first time. 

“We have now been here for less than
two months and the move has had a 
dramatic effect on us already. The time we 
have together is incredible and although 
country life is a lot slower than what we 
were used to and we have to plan ahead 
with things like shopping, we are loving 
the peace and tranquillity of it all. We 
have also got really into hiking, walking 
and bodyboarding — things that we just 
wouldn’t have had the opportunity to do 
where we lived before.”

Thomas McCormack had also been 
used to a busy life in the capital as he 
shared a house in Drumcondra with four 
people. But he decided he was more 
suited to country living after returning to 
the west.

“I moved home in February 2020 with
the intention of putting my business 
online and doing some travelling,” says 
the self-employed life coach. “But due to 

McCormack, below, relocated to 
Knocknacarra in Galway, where scenic 
Salthill, above, is on the doorstep
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Living  

Icome into the kitchen
at about 6.15am, put the
kettle on the Aga, make
a pot of tea and start
pottering around. Or

sometimes I just stand at the 
Aga with my cup of tea and 
stare out the big windows at 
the sea and Ballycotton Island. 
I love that time when the 
busyness of the day hasn’t 
started. I make lunch for 
Scarlett, our one remaining 
child at home, and then head 
to the beach for a swim before 
the day begins. I’m here in my 
kitchen all day unless I’m at 
Ballymaloe Cookery School. 
I do all my testing of recipes 
here on an electric oven 
because it’s more precise 
than our Aga, which is a 
reconditioned one from 1978 
that we bought second-hand 
from Bournemouth. 

I do my writing here too. It
could be a little bit of a curse 
because you’re trying to sit at 
your desk, write your recipes 
and focus and everyone’s 
coming in saying: “What’s for 
supper?” But the advantages 
definitely outweigh the 
disadvantages. Now I’m 
working on Soup, Broth, Bread, 
my next book, which is out in 
October, and preparing ideas 

Rachel Allen creates culinary 
magic in her Co Cork kitchen 
with a view of the ocean

for the online cookalong that 
the author Paul Howard and I 
are doing for Goal this month. 

Sometimes I work in a 
corner of the kitchen, at my 
father’s old office desk, which 
I treasure. He and his brother 
had the old Winstanley shoe 
factory in Dublin. Or I work 
at the end of our long kitchen 
table with my son Joshua’s 
pomeranian sitting on the 
chair behind me. The table 
was made to my husband 
Isaac’s design, by Michael 
Tattan, who built our house. 

The kitchen is the biggest 
space in the house. When we 
were building it we knew it 
would be the heart of the 
home and it literally is in the 
centre of the house, with 
windows at both ends and 
big high ceilings, which are 
a pain to dust. So it’s a big, 

A COOKBOOK 
AUTHOR’S HOME

WHERE I WORK

Rachel Allen’s 
kitchen is full of 
the things she 
loves, such as 
her father’s old 
desk, left, and a 
painting of her 
in a bikini and 
holding an AK47, 
inset

long room, with a sunken 
sitting room at one end, 
which has Scarlett’s 
“gymnasium” and a TV. 

Years ago there was a 
furore about me shooting 
pheasants to make a game 
terrine for my family. A few 
weeks later someone said: 
“Have you seen the graffiti 
in Cork?” It depicted me in 
a bikini holding an AK47 
with a pheasant on the 
ground. Eventually I met 
the artist and he gave 
me the painting. Scarlett 
said: “Would you mind not 
having that out if my friends 
come around?”

There’s also a big pink 
painting in the kitchen. It’s by 
Helen Steele, the artist and 
designer. It was a backdrop in 
one of her fashion shows and 
after my grandmother left me a 
little money I bought it. Granny 
loved colour and used to say: 
“It makes me happy.”

I love bits of furniture or 
things that have a story. One 
of my favourite things in the 
kitchen is a spider crab shell 
I found on the beach. Now it 
holds sea salt.

If we’re having toasted 
sandwiches or that type 
of thing, we eat from wooden 
chopping boards. We always 
did that growing up and 
I have some very old ones. 
We got one made by Isaac’s 
cousin Sacha Whelan as a 
wedding present nearly 23 
years ago, and it’s still perfect. 
I’m passionate about good 
knives too. Mine are from 
Fingal Ferguson. Good 
knives are where it’s at.

I love natural products or 
pieces and try to have as little 
plastic as possible. I collect 
all sorts of things: plates and 
bowls from Guatemala, Japan, 
Morocco. I’m sentimental 
about pottery — even a jug 
with the handle broken off. 

Isaac has his coffee every 
morning from a Stephen 
Pearce jug that’s cracked and 
chipped, but I love the whole 
wabi-sabi [embracing the 
beauty of imperfection] 
Japanese way of living ethos.
As told to Rose Costello

Cookalong for Goal with Rachel 
Allen and Ross O’Carroll Kelly 
(aka Paul Howard) takes place 
on Saturday, May 29 at 10am. 
€10; goalglobal.org/cookalong 

I love 
furniture or 
things that have 
have a story. 
One of my 
favourites 
is a spider 
crab shell 
I found

CATHAL NOONAN
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Fame and fortune  

radio show. I’ve been out of work for six 
months in my entire adult life.

What has been your most lucrative job?
I’m not one of those who gets paid to go to 
Dubai or get mad amounts of money 
thrown at me to host events. I present at 
awards ceremonies and do various 
interviews, but they are not lucrative 
things. This July I will have been at RTE 
for 20 years. I see that as the most 
lucrative job I’ve ever had, if only because 
it’s been steady money all along. The 
most exciting thing I ever did was being a 
judge for the Costa Book Awards in 2018. 
It is this immensely prestigious book 
prize. It meant that I got to go to the 
UK for the judges’ meeting, which has 
a very posh private members’ club in 
London. I got to go to the awards 
ceremony. I had two drinks, and I almost 
went over and said hello to Carol Ann 
Duffy, the British poet. Judging took a 
long time, and we each got a token fee, 
but it was the event itself that made it 
worthwhile for me.

When did you first feel wealthy?
I don’t, and I don’t think I ever will. In my 
head wealthy is somebody who never has 
to worry about money. They own a big 
house and have six figures in the bank.
If they were to lose their job in the 
morning, they’d be able to coast on what 
they have saved for a year. That’s wealthy 
in my world. I grew up in Crumlin. My 
parents got a mortgage from the then 
Dublin Corporation. My dad was 
unemployed for most of the 1980s.

I have a different understanding of what 
wealth means. I’m comfortable where I 
am right now, but wealth is something 
completely different.

Do you own a property?
My wife and I bought a house two years 
ago. It’s the only time I’ve ever owned a 
home. I got my first mortgage at age 46, 
and that’s through a combination of 
renting for most of my life and having 
kids young. I was separated and since 
remarried, and we were lucky to be able 
to get the money together for a deposit. 
I am going to be paying it off until 
retirement and possibly beyond!

Are you better off than your parents?
I earn more money in a year than my dad 
ever did, but that’s simply a question of 
the job and the times. I fell into this weird 
job that allows me to do what I do with 
pretty much no skills.

Do you invest in anything?
Technically, you could call me an art 
investor. I love buying little art pieces that 
contemporary artists do. You spend €60 
or €70 and think maybe one day they’ll be 
worth millions, but I don’t buy them for 
investment purposes. I purchase pieces 
because I like them.

What is better for retirement: property 
or pension?
When I arrived at RTE, I joined the 
pension. I’ve been in it for a long time. So 
fingers crossed I get something decent 
when I turn 65.

R
ick O’Shea, 48, has one of 
the most recognisable voices
in the country. As a radio
presenter, he has worked 
in RTE for almost 20 years,

where he can be found on RTE Gold on 
weekdays, as well as on The Book Show on 
RTE Radio One on Sunday evenings. He 
also runs the Rick O’Shea Book Club, the 
largest book club in Ireland. A member of 
the judging panel for several prestigious 
book awards, O’Shea conducts public 
interviews at literature festivals and is the 
patron of Epilepsy Ireland. He lives in 
Dublin with his wife.

How much money do you have in your 
wallet?
About €80 in cash, which has been in my 
wallet for the past year. Like everybody 
else, I got used to contactless payment 
at the start of the pandemic.

Are you a saver or a spender?
I was a spender for most of my life, 
certainly throughout my twenties and the 
early part of my thirties. I wasn’t earning 
loads of money, and things cost money. I 
didn’t save because there was never 
enough money to save. By the time you 
got paid, you were starting to scrub the 
bottom of your bank accounts. In recent 
years it’s become different, if only 
because my life circumstances have 
become different.

How much did you earn last year?
I’m not one of those people that come 
into RTE’s top earners. Last year I earned 

Rick 

O’Shea

Radio 

presenter

enough money to pay my mortgage. My 
wife has a good job. In a typical year I 
earn enough to go on a couple of 
holidays and make sure that all the bills 
are paid — and we still have a little bit to 
save afterwards.

Have you ever been broke?
I’ve been broke a lot. If you were to look 
back at my bank account at pretty much 
any point from when I was in my late 
teens, all the way through my twenties, 
most of my thirties and almost into my 
forties, I was broke a lot at the time. I’m 
always conscious of parsing this a little 
bit. There are many people I know who 
are on PUP [the pandemic unemployment 
payment] and people who work in the 
arts with no jobs at the moment. They’re 
broke-broke, and they’re in a position 
where they’re finding it very hard to make 
any ends meet. I was that person at a 
couple of points in my life. I was that 
stupid person in my twenties who ran up 
a load of credit card debt. I had almost ten 
grand on a credit card. Since then, I do 
have a credit card, but it has a zero 
balance on it. I’m immensely lucky 
right now to not be broke, but like 
everybody else, if I was to lose my job 
in the morning or my wife was to lose 
her job, we’d be precarious.

What was your first job?
My first job was my only job. I’ve been a 
radio presenter since I was 19. I turned 48 
this month. I worked for half a day trying 
to sell hi-fi equipment when I was 18 or 
19, but I had to leave to go and present a 

He’s making steady money nowadays, but 

memories of being broke in his twenties 

and thirties keep the broadcaster living 

within his means, he tells Cara O’Doherty

If I was to 

lose my 

job in the 

morning or 

my wife did, 

we’d be 

precarious
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What has been your best investment?
The only thing my wife and I really spend 
money on is travel. Over the past four or 
five years we’ve been on trips around 
Europe; we took our honeymoon in the 
US. In 2015 we went to Japan and South 
Korea for ten days. It was amazing. We 
saved and scrimped the money we spent 
on that trip. We were in Hiroshima at a 
German beer festival. We had a few beers, 
and on the way back to the hotel we went 
into H&M. I am not adventurous when it 
comes to clothes, but I bought a jumper-
cardigan thing. It’s a bit weird looking, but 
it’s the most comfortable jumper I’ve ever 
owned. I spent €40 on it in 2015, and I’ve 
worn it six out of every seven evenings 
since then, so that’s my best investment.

I spent €40 on an 
H&M jumper in 
2015, and I’ve worn 
it six out of every 
seven evenings 
since then — that’s 
my best investment

And your worst?
I probably bought stupid stuff when I was 
in my twenties — things I didn’t need such 
as computer games and albums, but 
nothing big or anything that’s gone 
completely the wrong way.

Where is your money weakness?
My weakness during Covid in the past 
year has been posh food boxes. I used to 
love eating in interesting restaurants with 
new menus and cool food. My weakness 
is nice food and posh food boxes.

What is your financial priority?
My financial priority is to not end up in 
the red. At the end of the month, I see 
that I’ve got savings and I’ve got money 
left in the bank account. I don’t have 
loans other than my mortgage. It feels 
really lovely because there was a point in 
my life when I did have loans and credit 
card debt. It’s a nice mental place to be 
in when you don’t have to worry about 
how you’re going to make this month’s 
payment on your credit card.

What would you do if you won the 
lottery?
I worked out that if I won €4.6 million, 
my wife and I could afford to pay the 
mortgages for us, our parents and our 
siblings. In theory, we’d give up our jobs 
and travel. If we won a crazy amount, I 
would give a large chunk of it to charity.

Do you support any charities?
I run the Rick O’Shea Book Club, which 
has over 36,000 members. Over the past 
three Christmases we’ve raised €110,000, 
which we donated to the Peter McVerry 
Trust, the Samaritans and the DSPCA. 
I’m a total sucker if I see a charity making 
cash appeals for something specific. The 
DSPCA recently appealed for 140 animals 
they had taken in, so I had to support 
them. I’ve been the patron of Epilepsy 
Ireland since 2006.

If you were the minister for finance, 
what one thing would you change?
I would introduce a universal basic 
income. The idea is that every member 
of society gets x amount of money 
every week, regardless of whether that 
person has a job or doesn’t. It might 
not be necessary now; it may be needed 
in 10 or 15 years as more and more jobs 
start to become obsolete and start to 
become automated.

What is the most important lesson you 
have learnt about money?
Don’t get in the hole. Some people have 
no choice but to put their groceries on 
their credit card and need loans to 
survive. I was that person at one point, 
but if it is at all possible, don’t take loans 
or use the credit card. I am lucky enough 
to be at a point in my life where I have no 
credit card debt, and I don’t have a loan 
for anything. If we want something, we 
make sure we save the money. That is the 
biggest thing I have learnt.

Rick O’Shea, pictured above 
at the microphone, has been 
a radio presenter since he 
was 19 years old

an eco-worrier, I’m conscious 
that peat-free compost usually 
contains coco coir, which is 
imported all the way from 
Asia and processed using large 
volumes of water. There are, 
as usual, no easy answers.

Of course, you could 
always have no house plants. 
After all, the cacti and 
succulents on my window 
ledge are no good to 
pollinators and they’re 
definitely not edible. But 
growing plants from all over 
the world reminds us of how 
strange and magical nature 
is, and surely there’s an 
environmental benefit in that.
Valerie Flynn

waste too. If you want to go 
full eco-warrior on your house 
plant habit, growing from 
cuttings or offsets rather than 
buying fully grown plants also 
means you can use a greener 
growing medium. 

Peat extraction contributes
to climate change and habitat 
degradation. Some plants such
as Venus’ flytraps need peat 
but most don’t. The relatively 
expensive “house-plant 
compost” bagged up to be sold 
in garden centres contains 
perlite to aid drainage, but 
you can mix grit or perlite into 
peat-free compost. However, 
being not an eco-warrior but 

Get in on the craze for house
plants by swapping cuttings

‘T
his is like a
drug deal,” my
friend declared
last weekend
when we met a

strange woman in the city 
centre. I handed the stranger 
two jam jars, which she 
stashed in her bike pannier, 
giving me a recycled oat milk 
carton and some sandwich 
bags in return.

“Well, it is a bit like a drug
deal. They’re very addictive,” 
said the stranger, Claire, who 
was very nice and, I hasten to 
add, not a drug dealer.

The jam jars and other 
receptacles contained plant 
cuttings — a pilea offset and 
some tradescantia cuttings for 
her and a lovely jade plant for 
me. If you don’t know what 
any of those are, ask a woman 
in her thirties. House plants 
are having a moment with 
millennials. All over the 
country, people such as my 
dealer — I mean, my new pal 
Claire — and I are finding each 
other on Facebook groups 
with thousands of members to 
swap succulents, spider plants 
and sansevieria.

The obvious advantages of
swapping cuttings are that it’s 
free and fun, if you enjoy 
growing things almost from 
scratch. Swapping fully grown 
plants also frees up valuable 
space on the window ledge, 
which is at a premium after 
you turn 30 and enter the 
inevitable spiral of plant 
addiction. It’s an easy way to 
minimise waste: if you have a 
plant you’re not getting on 
with, rather than binning it, 
you can find it a new home. 
Most of our house plants come 
from heated greenhouses in 
the Netherlands and are 
grown in peat, so when a 
neglected plant ends up in the 
bin, all those resources go to 

Space on the 
window ledge 
is at a premium 
after you turn 
30 and enter a 
spiral of house 
plant addiction

You avoid waste by giving a surplus plant a new home

ECO-WORRIER
@valerie_flynn
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Food  

Late last year, after living 
alone during the previous 
lockdowns, I created a vital 
social bubble with two dear 
friends, Robbie and Jessie. 
Unsure if we’d be getting home 
for Christmas, we celebrated 
the season early by making a 
Middle Eastern-inspired 
vegetarian-friendly feast, 
wherein Robbie roasted a 
whole cauliflower as our 
supper’s centrepiece. 

Perhaps it was well 
seasoned with the joy of 
sharing a special meal with 
special people, but this 
cauliflower had the wow 
factor. A little bit of effort 
went a long way and served 
as a reminder of how we 
humans use the art of sharing 
food, whether at home or in 
a busy restaurant, as a means 
to create connections and 
forge memories. 

Although it never goes out
of season in Ireland, 
cauliflower has been known 
to go in and out of fashion for 
some. I get it; I’ve seen 
cauliflower being seriously 
mistreated by having the life 
boiled out of it or its flavour 
tainted by bland, goopy sauce. 

Robbie’s method of whole
roasting is one of the finest 
ways I’ve come across to give 
cauliflower the status and 
platform it deserves. While it 
really does warrant being the 
centre of attention, this whole 
roasted cauliflower also makes 
a great side dish to a meat 
main, such as a lamb tagine. 

Pearl couscous is an 
oversized grain that I’ve 
become more partial to than 
regular, tinier couscous. It 
works really well as a side 
dish to your whole roasted 
cauliflower or as a simple 
lunch on its own. It keeps 
well and makes a handy little 
picnic lunch too. 

Until we can sit across 
from each other at indoor 
tables in buzzing restaurants, 
treat your social bubble to 
this memorable delight of a 
whole roasted cauliflower.

H
ow do you think
it will feel to be
in a restaurant
with other diners
once more? Have

you got a local favourite you 
want to visit, or have you got 
your eye on a spot across the 
country that has been on your 
hitlist since early 2020? 

The restaurant Darcy 
Twelve (darcytwelve.ie) is run 
by Fiona Regan, the manager, 
and her brother, the head chef 
Shane Regan, near where I 
live in the coastal town of 
Clifden, Connemara. Like 
many other small businesses, 
the siblings adapted to the 
challenges of the pandemic 
by launching a takeaway 
menu in late April 2020 and 
adding refined take-out 
staples to it, including their 
delicious vegan rogan josh 
with roasted cauliflower.

They miss the buzz and 
energy of a full restaurant, 
a busy kitchen and working 
with local suppliers and their 
team of staff, but despite the 
challenges they are feeling 
hopeful about the summer 
ahead and are taking 
bookings for their small 
outdoor dining area from 
June. “What I’ve learnt is that 
we live in a very supportive 
town,” Fiona tells me. “If it 
weren’t for the locals ordering 
takeaway every weekend, we 
wouldn’t have survived. It’s 
important to support every 
business in the locality to 
ensure their survival.” 

To date there hasn’t been 
clarity from the government 
about when restaurants will 
be opening again for indoor 
dining. This lack of certainty 
brings a myriad of challenges, 
including staff shortages, 
something that is already 
difficult for coastal, seasonal, 
tourist-driven towns such 
as Clifden. 

Jess Murphy and her 
husband, Dave, who co-own 
Kai (kairestaurant.ie) in 
Galway city, were often 
stopped on their lockdown 

walks by customers requesting 
the recipe for their famous 
crab cakes or fish fingers. “I 
felt like a walking recipe book 
for people who missed our 
restaurant,” says Murphy, the 
head chef. “I miss cooking for 
people every day.”

Kai doesn’t have any 
outside space so the owners 
are preparing their restaurant 
for when restrictions lift on 
indoor dining. “We have to 
mentally prepare, especially 
when you’re thinking carefully 
about how to get everyone 
back to work safely and gently, 
because it can feel like you’re 
being knocked over by an 
incoming wave when you get 
hit with busyness.”

Until the time when we 
can get back into our local 
restaurants, why not get ready 
for dining out by adding 
something simple yet special 
to your Home Made supper 
plans in the coming month? 
Particularly if you’re cooking 
for your social bubble.

It serves as a 

reminder of how 

we humans use the 

art of sharing food, 

whether at home 

or in a restaurant, 

as a means to create 

connections and 

forge memories

@aoifemcelwain

Soon we’ll be eating out again. A dish to share 

brings back what we miss, says Aoife McElwain

WHOLE ROASTED CAULIFLOWER 
WITH LEMON TAHINI DRESSING
Serves 2 to 3 as a main course or 4 as a side dish 

Method 
1 Wash the cauliflower, 
trimming the base stalk so it 
creates a steady foundation 
for your beautiful cauliflower. 
I like leaving the leaves on as 
they roast well and are 
edible, but you can remove 
them if you prefer. 
2 Fill a medium saucepan, 
with a lid, about a quarter 
full of water and bring to a 
steady simmer. 
3 Carefully lower the 
cauliflower into the water. 
You want the cauliflower to 
steam, not boil, so you only 
want to submerge its thick 
stalk and keep its head 
mostly above water. Place 
the lid on the saucepan and 

steam for 10-12 min. The 
florets should be a little 
tender but not falling apart, 
and the colour of the 
cauliflower should no longer 
be bright white. 
4 Gently remove the 
cauliflower from the pot and 
set aside on a roasting tray. 
Allow to cool for 10 min. 
5 Preheat the oven to 
180C/160C fan/gas 4. 
Drizzle the cauliflower with 
olive oil. Season generously 
with salt and pepper. 
6 Roast in the oven for 35-45 
min or until the cauliflower 
is tender all the way through 
but also crispy and golden 
on the outside. Remove from 
the oven and allow to cool. 

HOME
MADE

Ingredients

1 whole head of cauliflower, 
leaves on if possible 

2 tbsp olive oil

Salt

Pepper 

1 lemon 

1 heaped tbsp natural 
yoghurt

1 heaped tbsp tahini 

Handful of fresh mint or 
parsley, or both 
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BITE
SIZED

Rose Costello reports from the 

front line of food and drink 

KELP YOURSELF
Connemara Organic Seaweed in 
Rossaveal, Co Galway, has just added 
an Irish sea moss and bladderwrack 
bioactive blend to its range. Sprinkle 
on cereals or smoothies for a boost. 
It costs from €6.50 for 200g. Or try 
the seaweed salt at €4.95 for 50g.
connemaraseaweedcompany.ie

MORE IN STORE
The Irish chefs Gavin Cassidy and Eoin 
Lennon’s Porter & Nash vegan sauces are 
now available in some Dunnes Stores in 
addition to Aldi, Fresh and Supervalu. 
Flavours include original gravy-roasted 
root vegetables, caramelised onion and 
balsamic, and slow-roasted garlic and 
thyme. A 300ml pouch serves four and 
costs €3.95.
porterandnash.ie

SWIG IN AMERICA 

The Legendary Dark 
Silkie Irish Whiskey 
was awarded a double 
gold medal and named 
best Irish blended 
whiskey at the San 
Francisco World Spirits 
Competition last week. 
An Dúlamán Irish 
Maritime Gin took a gold 
medal. A 70cl bottle of 
the whiskey costs €40, 
while a 50cl bottle of 
the gin costs €35. 
sliabhliagdistillers.com 

CHERRY TOMATO 
PEARL COUSCOUS
Serves 4 as a side dish

Ingredients 

200g Irish cherry 
tomatoes, halved

1 red onion, peeled and 
finely sliced or diced

2 tbsp olive oil

Juice of half a lemon

Salt 

Pepper 

200g pearl couscous

50g feta cheese, 
crumbled

Handful of fresh parsley, 
finely chopped

Handful of fresh mint, 
finely chopped

Method
1 Start by marinating your 
cherry tomatoes and 
onions together to get 
their flavour motors 
going. You do this by 
adding the halved cherry 
tomatoes and sliced onion 
into a large serving bowl 
with the olive oil, lemon 
juice and a generous 
pinch of salt and pepper. 
2 Meanwhile, cook 
the pearl couscous 
according to the 
instructions on the 
packet. Typically this 
involves boiling the 
couscous in salted water 
for 10 min then draining 
any excess water. 

3 When the couscous is 
cooked and slightly 
cooled, transfer it to the 
serving dish. Mix it really 
well with the tomatoes, 
onions and lemon 
marinade, adding a 
little more olive oil if the 
couscous still seems too 
dry. Taste to check the 
seasoning and add a 
bit more salt and pepper 
if necessary. 
4 Serve the couscous 
topped with crumbled 
feta cheese, a generous 
sprinkle of finely chopped 
parsley and mint, and 
finish it all off with a 
drizzle of olive oil to make 
it shine. 

PHOTOGRAPHY CLIODHNA PRENDERGAST / STYLED BY AOIFE MCELWAIN AND CLIODHNA PRENDERGAST

7 To make the lemon tahini 
dressing cut the lemon in 
half and squeeze the juice 
of half of it into a bowl. Add 
the yoghurt and tahini and 
mix until smooth. Now add 
a tablespoon or two of 
water until your dressing is 
a nice thin consistency 
primed for drizzling. 
8 Transfer the whole 
roasted cauliflower to a 
serving plate. Drizzle with 
a few tablespoons of lemon 
tahini dressing, and serve 
the rest on the side. Zest 
the other half of the lemon 
over the cauliflower. Top 
with a handful of freshly 
chopped mint or parsley, 
or both. 
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Tucked away on seven 
acres near Limerick and 
inspired by rustic 
Austrian design, Sleepy 
Hollow offers a chance 
to live the rural dream, 
writes Grainne Rothery

18
KEYS TO THE HEART
A SELECTION OF 
SEDUCTIVE HOMES 
ON SALE IN IRELAND

A cure for

cabin
fever

Derek McCarthy’s
property has an
award-winning
chalet with a fully
functioning bar
and a loft
bedroom

I t may not have coastal views or 
be right next to an outdoor 
swimming spot, but Sleepy Hollow,
near the village of Lisnagry in 
Co Limerick, ticks many of the

boxes that have become increasingly 
important to house hunters since the 
first lockdown last year: plenty of inside 
space, a selection of outdoor entertaining 
areas, surrounded by nature, options 
for a home office, and separate self-
contained living quarters.

The house, which was built in 2000, 
was put up for sale two years ago with 
an asking price of €900,000. When 
it didn’t sell it was taken off the market 
for a while but is now back with a 
substantially reduced price tag of 

€825,000 through joint agents Rooney 
Auctioneers and Savills.

Derek McCarthy, who bought the 
property with his wife, Mary, 13 years 
ago, believes the market has changed 
significantly in the past year and that 
Sleepy Hollow’s space, privacy and 
location are now a lot more attractive to 
potential buyers. “It has a lot of things 
going for it that probably weren’t as 
important last year or the year before,” 
he says.

It’s certainly very private. Although it’s
less than 10km from Limerick city centre, 
the house is surrounded by fields and has 
seven acres of its own, about half of which 
is woodland. The property is reached via 
Continued on page 16 →
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a boreen that’s shared with four local 
farmers. Electric entrance gates lead to a 
gravel driveway that winds through the 
woodland before opening to lawn and a 
parking area in front of the house. 

From the outside, the house is 
chock full of gables — some of them 
within other gables — and bay windows 
while wings jut out from either side of 
the main building. Rockeries, hanging 
plants, climbers and creepers help to 
soften the many angles. 

Inside the front door, the largest 
reception room is on the left of the 
spacious entrance hall. Previously two 
rooms, it occupies the ground floor of the 
multi-angled north wing and divides 
naturally into three separate zones. 

As is the case through most of the 
interior space, there’s a distinctly rustic 
feel. “I’ve spent a lot of time skiing in 
Austria,” McCarthy says. “I love the way 
they bring the outdoors inside in Austrian 
houses. If you can bring nature into a 
house it’s just lovely.”

The room has two solid fuel fireplaces,
windows on three sides, French doors out 
to a decked area, wood panelling on the 
walls, exposed timber beams, some 
exposed stonework and a range of built-in 
units and shelving. 

The painted wood panelling appears 
throughout the house. “We like simple 
wainscoting. And painting it white gives a 
very nice effect.” This panelling and the 
built-in units were added as the house
was being redecorated after the family 
moved in. 

“I had a business in Galway and had 
several Polish lads working for me. It 
was summertime and business was quiet 
and we were chatting. One of the guys 
said he was a cabinet maker so I had 
him down to the house for a couple of 
months to do the wainscoting. Every 
bay window in the house — and there’s 

→Continued from page 15

Climbing and 
creeping plants 
soften the angles 
of the house’s 
gables, right; 
white-painted 
wood panelling 
runs throughout 
the property, 
including the 
main reception 
room, kitchen 
and family 
bathroom, 
below; the cabin, 
which sits 80m 
from the house, 
has a roofed 
outdoor area and 
a stone fire pit 

lots of them — now has a handmade 
bench. He did all of that.”

The rest of the downstairs 
accommodation is on the other side of 
the hall. To the right of the front door 
is a smaller sitting room with another 
fireplace — the property has six in total — 
another bay window, and doors into the 
kitchen/diner. As well as a fully fitted and 
tiled kitchen, there’s a seating and dining 
area with solid wood floors and a separate 
snug with an exposed beam surround. This 
room also has French doors to the decking.

Other rooms at this level include a 
back hallway, an office, utility/boot/
tack room, cloakroom and a couple of 
guest lavatories.

The stairs and the landing are a feature
in themselves. There’s one bedroom — 
with an en suite shower room — on the 
left at the top of the stairs. On the right 
there’s a diagonal bridge connecting to 
the rest of the bedrooms. This whole 
landing area is almost entirely white — 
from the wainscoted walls and the 
wooden floors to the balustrade, doors 
and shutters. 

Features of the dual-aspect main 
bedroom include a triangular bay 
window, another window with built-in 
seating, a walk-in wardrobe and an en 
suite shower room. There are two more 
bedrooms at this level and the family 
bathroom, which has a freestanding 
claw-foot bath. 

As well as about 320 sq m of living 
space in the house, there’s an adjoining 
garage with a mezzanine level and storage 
area. According to the selling agents, this 
space could potentially be converted into 
a games room, granny flat or office, 
subject to planning permission.

In a property full of quirks, one of 
Sleepy Hollow’s most unusual features is 
its wooden mountain chalet. The 
materials used to construct it were 
shipped in from the Tatra Mountains in 
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PAINTED OUT OF A CORNER 

Q
I’m doing up my garden,
which is quite small, 
and I’d like to give the

illusion of space. Are there 
any paint colours for 
garden walls and fences 
that could make them 
recede so as to make my 
garden seem bigger?

JMcC, Co Dublin

A
To give the illusion of 
space use a greyish hue
with a hint of blue, green

and violet. Choosing these 
muted shades for your walls 
and fences will allow light to 
bounce throughout the 
garden, widening and 
opening the space. It’s 
important to consider what 
appeals to your own personal 
style and taste, as you would 
for spaces inside your home 
— just because it’s outside 
doesn’t mean it doesn’t 
follow principles of interior 
design. Allowing your colour 
scheme to flow from your 
interior to the exterior will 
make the outside space a true 
extension of your home.
Rachel O’Connor, managing 
director, Colourtrend; 
colourtrend.ie

BEAM FOR OPEN PLAN 

Q
We are considering 
knocking down an 
internal wall in our 

house, between our kitchen 
and what would once have 
been the dining room — a 
room that we now rarely 
use. Are we likely to need a 
supporting beam to do 
this? Is there anything else 
we should bear in mind?

ET, Co Sligo

A
Some internal walls 
within your home provide
structural support to the

floor above and others do not 
— without examining them on 
site it can be hard to say for 
sure. However, if you can, 
check the direction of the 
floorboards on the floor 
above — if the boards run 
parallel to the wall, the floor 
joists are likely to run onto 
the wall, and it is probably 
supporting the floor joists, 
whereas if the boards run 
perpendicular to the wall, the 
joists are likely to be running 
parallel to the wall and it may 
not be structural. In that case 
a beam may not be needed 
once the wall is taken down.

Often, particularly in 
older houses, when a wall is 
removed the ceilings either 
side are found to be at 
different levels, and 
additional work may be 
required to remedy this, 
which can add to the cost 
of the project.
Gareth Brennan of Brennan 
Furlong Architects; 
brennanfurlong.ie 

CAN I CANCEL GUESTS 
BOOKED INTO MY NEW 
HOLIDAY HOME? 

Q
We’re buying a holiday
home in England. The
seller runs a holiday let

business; it’s fully booked 
May to September. The 
seller is refusing to cancel 
any bookings and says it 
is our problem after 
exchange. We need to 
move furniture in and do 
repairs. I’d like to cancel 
some guests to do this. 
Can we legally, and 
morally, cancel the 
bookings?

Anonymous

A
If the sale was 
misrepresented as a 
residential property 

only you may be able 
to void the sale contract or 
force the seller to address 
the issue with the guests. 
If you have purchased the 
business as a going concern 
then the bookings are likely 
to be valid if disclosed 
before exchange and will be 
your responsibility. In terms 
of cancelling, you would 
need to look at the terms 
and conditions of the 
bookings and what the 
cancellation rights are. You 
may have to reimburse or 
compensate the guests. 
You’re the master of your 
moral compass but letting 
families down may not be 
the best move.
Danielle Lewis-James, senior 
legal counsel, Slater & Gordon

Send questions to 
home@sunday-times.ie with 
the subject line “Home Help”. 
Advice given without 
responsibility

HOME 
HELP

Colours can cramp space

“We could have three or four different 
parties going on at one time.”

Behind is a three-acre lawn that was 
once a field full of scrub and thistles. 
McCarthy bought an antique tractor 12 
years ago and says he enjoys spending 90 
minutes a week during the summer 
months cutting the grass.

“The maintenance in the garden is what
I want to make it,” he says. “I have a little 
rockery in the front that I enjoy looking 
after. But you can let the place go wild 
within the woodland because whatever 
grows there is natural to the area.”

His favourite spot on the property is 
the post and beam front porch with built-
in seating, which was created by James 
Grace, a wood designer and maker who 
was also behind the internal cedar beam 
structures. According to McCarthy, the 
sun arrives at the front of the house and 
the porch in the mid-afternoon and stays 
there until late evening in the summer. 
“We can sit six people in that porch at the 
front door and we have great fun. When 
the weather is good, you need sun hats 
but even when it rains we can still sit 
outside there if it’s warm enough.

“People want to come here. We’re 
surrounded by nature — we have buzzards 
living down the boreen, for example.”

The couple are now planning to move
closer to the sea. McCarthy has his sights 
set on Dingle but says his wife would 
prefer Doolin. “I do a lot of kiteboarding. 
I’m 60 and I’m hoping I have another 
ten active years. My plan would be to 
rent for a couple of years and to make big 
decisions slowly.” 

savills.ie, rooneys.eu

Poland. McCarthy says he had been struck 
by the simplicity and craft of cabins like 
this when visiting the area and had always 
wanted to build one in Ireland. 

Located in the woods about 80m 
from the house, the cabin has a roofed 
outdoor area at the front, along with a 
stone fire pit. Inside, there’s one large 
room that’s kitted out as a bar. The cabin 
has a solid fuel stove, running water, 
electricity and wi-fi, as well as a ladder 
up to a loft bedroom. However, with no 
bathroom — apart from a shower under 
the trees — it needs a bit of work before 
it’ll be fully self-contained. 

Winner of the pub/entertainment shed
category in Cuprinol’s Shed of the Year 
2016 competition in the UK, the cabin has 
been another great entertaining space, he 
says. “Christmas time is fantastic. You can 
fit 20 or 30 people in this place.” 

The substantial outside space ranges 
from manicured lawn to natural 
woodland. The timber decking at the 
back extends across the width of the 
house and is divided into several seating 
and barbecue areas, which was a handy 
feature when the couple’s five children — 
all adults now — were living at home. 

An adjoining 

garage with a 

mezzanine level 

could be converted 

into a games room, 

granny flat or 

office, subject to 

planning consent
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Sitting on a half-acre site at the top of 
Barrack Hill in Co Tipperary, Avalon 
House was built in the 1840s and 
extended in the 1980s and 1990s.

The listed property started life as a 
Royal Irish Constabulary barracks. The 
location was apparently chosen because 
of its proximity — less than 1km — to 
Ciamaltha House, which had been built by 
Lord Benjamin Bloomfield, aide-de-camp 
to George IV, as a sporting lodge. Some of 
Avalon’s original features remain, 
including the guard tower with three 
narrow slit windows and the front door. 

The house, which is partially exposed
sandstone and partially rendered, offers 
140 sq m of living space. The entrance 
hall is part of the original guard 
tower and has a winder staircase 
and two of those original 
windows with an exposed 
stone surround. 

Downstairs accommodation
includes a lounge with timber 
flooring and a fireplace and a 
living/dining area that leads into the 
kitchen, which has a door to the back 
garden and patio area. There’s also a 
utility room, a shower room and the 
smallest of the house’s three bedrooms. 
Most of the rooms on the ground floor 
have ceramic tiled flooring.

Upstairs, the timber-floored landing 
has the third of the original windows and 
leads to the other two bedrooms, both big 
doubles. The main bedroom has a large 
en suite bathroom, which has access to an 
equally large store room.

Outside, the property has several 
outbuildings made of local sandstone, 
including two former stables, both with 
timber doors, and an open fuel shed. 
There’s a gravelled driveway and pretty 
gardens at the front, side and the back, 
with lawn, mature trees, an orchard area 
and flowerbeds. 
Agent harrybrann.com
What we love The external stone work, 
outbuildings and that beautiful garden.
Bear in mind This property will need 
modernisation and would benefit from 
some reconfiguration. 

€175,000

CO TIPPERARY
A HISTORIC HOUSE 
WITH POSTCARD VIEWS

Rincurran Mews in Ardbrack is a 
recently completed architecturally 
designed three-bedroom, three-
bathroom detached house with views 
of Kinsale Harbour. 

To make the most of those views, the
open-plan living area — with floor-to-
ceiling windows and a balcony off 
the fitted kitchen — and 
separate sitting room with 
vaulted ceilings are located on 
the first floor. Also at this level 
are a utility room and a guest 
lavatory. The three double 
bedrooms — two of them en suite 
— are downstairs, as is the family 
bathroom with whirlpool bath.

Outside space includes parking for 
two cars and patio areas off two of the 
bedrooms.
Agent engelvoelkers.com/cork
What we love The views and the location 
between Kinsale and Charles Fort.
Bear in mind The house is across the 
road from a national school.

CO CORK

€1.1M

New
to the

market
Here is our pick of the properties 

available to buy in Ireland this week
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Linking Glasnevin and Phibsborough, 
Botanic Road comprises mainly red-
brick Victorian houses of various 
shapes and sizes. No 78 is the middle 
house in a terrace of three and sits 
across the road from the former John 
Player cigarette factory. 

The house is set back from the road 
with a railed-off and very low-
maintenance front garden that includes 
a path, gravelling and a feature palm tree. 
Through the tiled porch and inside the 
front door there’s a good-sized hall with 
the formal reception room — complete 
with bay window and marble fireplace — 
to the right. Both hall and living room 
have polished floorboards, covings 
and ceiling roses.

Next door to the living room is
a family room, which has an 
archway through to the dining 
room — a long room with three 
skylights and French doors at 
the back. 

There is another arch into the
blue-painted fitted kitchen,
which has a range of floor and wall 
units, solid timber worktops and an 
island with a Belfast sink and a seating 
area. There is a door back to the hall, 
which also leads to a small guest toilet 
and the understairs storage. 

Upstairs there’s a double bedroom and
the family bathroom, with a free-standing 
bath and separate shower, on the return, 
and two further doubles and a single 
bedroom up another short flight. 

The west-facing back garden has a 
patio area and a block-built utility/store 
room next to the house. 

There is a path through the long 
lawn to off-street parking for two cars 
at the back of the house, which can be 
accessed via a remote-controlled 
roller gate. 
Agent sherryfitz.ie
What we love The decor and the extra 
spaces like the little reading nook at the 
first-floor return and the landing. 
Bear in mind The family room and 
kitchen don’t have windows so rely on 
the dining area and hall for natural light.

€795,000

Ten Newtown Villas is a one-
bedroom period cottage located at 
the end of a cul de sac on the 
outskirts of Blackrock. 

Inside the front door, there’s a 
large open-plan living space. At the 
front is the living room — with 
storage and fuel-burning stove 
— while the glossy black fitted 
kitchen and dining area are at 
the back along with two sets of 
sliding doors leading to the L-
shaped paved and gravelled 
outside space.

Back inside, there’s a double 
bedroom with fitted wardrobe and 
storage and a shower room. 
Agent lansdownepartnership.ie
What we love The tall garden walls 
— brick at the back and cut granite 
at the side.
Bear in mind Those walls will come 
in handy — there is planning 
permission for 100 apartments 
behind the house.

CO DUBLIN

€445,000

St Kevin’s Place is a gated development 
of four apartments, converted from a 
former national school built in 1895, and 
three new houses, which are just off 
Clanbrassil Street. 

A duplex, No 2 is one of the 
conversions and very much in the 
loft style with 4.5m ceiling height 
in the open-plan living/kitchen/
dining room, along with 
exposed powder-coated steel 
beams and London brick. 

One of the two ground-floor
bedrooms has a spiral staircase 
to a mezzanine level. The other has 
double doors to the courtyard garden, 
which has pedestrian access. There’s 
also a shower room at this level.

Upstairs is the main bedroom, which
has built-in wardrobes, floor-to-ceiling 
windows and an en suite bathroom. 
Agent lisney.com
What we love The mix of original and 
brand new features. 
Bear in mind A €1,700 service charge. 

DUBLIN 8

€775,000

DUBLIN 9
VICTORIAN ELEGANCE 
IN HEART OF THE CITY
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I
n recent decades expensive and
extravagant basements have 
gathered popularity in London as
the super-rich expand downwards
to provide themselves with home

cinemas, garages, swimming pools and 
bowling alleys. Many go three or four 
storeys deep, and extend under gardens 
to well beyond the dwelling’s original 
footprint. The trend towards basement 
extensions in Ireland is also growing, 
even if it is still largely confined to those 
with more money to spend. 

An appealing alternative to traditional
cellar-type accommodation is a sub-
garden extension, in which a large hole is 
dug out of a rear garden and filled with a 
waterproof concrete structure. Once 
completed, the lawn can be relaid to 
restore everything as it was at surface 
level, save perhaps for a few skylights for 
natural light and a small extension to the 
body of the house for a connecting 
stairwell. Going under the garden means 
the additional space is limited only by the 
borders of the entire property. A very 
large extension can be added with no loss 
of light or line of sight for adjacent 
properties, which could prove important 
in securing planning permission. 

Planning approval is often easier to 
obtain for underground space, and the 
structures themselves can be cheap to 
maintain. Heating is not an issue because 
throughout the year the temperature is 
warmer and more even under the ground 
than above, and there is no external 
decoration or guttering to worry about.

These extensions can be put to any use,
from extra bedrooms to workspaces to a 
home cinema or even a swimming pool. 
But is the cost justified by an appreciation 
in value? Proponents of this type of 
extension say yes, with the more 
optimistic claiming a 30 per cent jump in 
valuations. But others are less convinced.

Paul Tobin, an estate agent based in 
Castleknock, finds little interest for 
underground extensions among buyers 
of family homes and has not sold any 
modern builds with this feature, although 
Victorian and Georgian properties with 
basements attract strong interest and 
good prices. He says potential buyers 
with an eye to adding more space never 
consider the possibility of extending 
downwards and instead always ask: “Can 
I convert the attic?” That said, he thinks 
an under-garden extension would be a 
quirky feature to attract buyers’ interest.

The architect Greg Zakrzewski of GZA 
is sceptical of the claims made for 
valuations and reckons that any basement 
extension, particularly in an urban setting, 
is going to be expensive and possibly 
fraught with difficulty. For instance, 
unless there is ready access to your back 
garden, excavation will mean tons of soil 
being ferried through your home. Also, 
digging beneath an urban or suburban 
garden can unearth expensive surprises.

There’s always the problem of dodging
sewage and water pipes, which tend to 
run parallel to street lines, he says, while 
the average urban garden width — 
between six and eight metres — means 
digging may necessitate temporary 
support for neighbouring walls. 

As for the economics, Zakrzewski 
suggests it’s all about scale; adding a big 
basement to a big house may justify the 
outlay, particularly if the property is 
located outside of the urban centres, 
preferably on virgin ground. But it’s 
always going to be a game for people with 
money to spare.

Despite the potential downsides, 
demand is growing, says James McShane 
of Sphere Enterprises, a specialist builder 

Digging 

down to 

big it up

Interest in basement extensions is on the rise in Ireland, but is it worth the 

huge expense? John Lattimore uncovers the upsides of going underground 
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For homeowners wanting more 

room but hampered by laws 

limiting how high they can build, 

a basement to avoid exceeding 

height restrictions makes sense

Apart from the 
option of 
extending 
directly beneath 
the house, main, 
some opt to 
extend under 
the garden, 
left; basement 
construction 
debris may have 
to be taken out 
through your 
home, below left, 
if you don’t have 
easy access to 
your garden 

who has installed basements in more 
than 200 Irish homes over the past 20 
years, in urban and rural areas. 

The bulk of his work nowadays is in 
Dublin, and while he admits urban 
locations can throw up some surprises, 
underground utilities such as sewage 
pipes and cables can often be diverted. 

In one instance he encountered solid 
rock — granite — beneath the topsoil, 
which took weeks to extract. It added to 
the expense, but the client was willing to 
accept this trade-off for the extra space 
the basement provided.

Outside Dublin, McShane has clients 
who want more room in their homes but 
are hampered by planning laws limiting 
how high they can build. For people in 
this situation a basement makes good 
sense as local authorities are often 
prepared to allow developments that do 
not exceed their height restrictions. 

As for cost, he points out that every 
job is different, although between €800 

and €2,000 per square metre would 
cover most requirements. Bear in mind 
that this estimate covers only the basic 
structure, so wiring, decor and other 
costs will need to be factored in. 

One thing McShane’s clients and 
London’s rich have in common is that 
they are less interested in extra 
bedrooms than lifestyle options, so 
home cinemas, gyms and wine cellars 
feature prominently. Also, McShane’s 
clients are more likely to be found in 
Dublin 4 or the wealthier zones of 
counties Kildare and Wicklow, which 
bears out Zakrzewski’s observation 
that basement extensions remain in the 
realm of the better-off.

Looking to the future, Tobin reckons 
we may see more basement construction 
in smaller homes, but only for new-builds 
and not for some years yet. For now, 
Ireland’s site and construction costs are 
so high that no builder will risk adding a 
further €20,000-€30,000 to the cost of 
a house for a feature that doesn’t 
necessarily turn the heads of buyers. 

That said, housing densities are set to
rise further, and sites will continue to 
contract, which will dent the appeal of 
surface extensions and prompt 
homeowners to look below their 
property for additional living space. 
Luxury options such as home cinemas 
might not feature much, but being able 
to put storage and household utilities out 
of sight would hold significant appeal. 
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The furniture restorer and 
presenter on his ‘basic’ house 
and the music he treasures 

Jay Blades. Inset 
above, with his 
mother; below 
left, aged six
in Hackney

TIME AND SPACE 
THE WAY WE LIVE NOW

Memorable highlights on 
BBC’s The Repair Shop?
I always remember the first 
one — a lady brought in a clock 
that her blind dad made. That 
blew me away. And the first 
time someone got emotional. 
It was a lady with a piano 
stool. As soon as she touched 
it — bam — crying. All the 
emotions remembering her 
grandmother who taught her 
to play piano. That’s when it 
hit me: this show isn’t just 
about repairing furniture. 

Any tips for novice 
upcyclers?
Give it a go, but don’t work on 
anything precious. If you’ve 
picked up a chair at a charity 
shop, paint it, have fun, don’t 
worry about mistakes. Forget 
fancy cleaning materials, just 
wipe down with a damp cloth. 
Taking care of furniture is 
about living with it. People are 
scared of seeing stuff that’s a 
bit used, but it adds character.
Interview by Lara Kilner 

Making It: How Love, Kindness 
and Community Helped Me 
Repair My Life by Jay Blades is 
published by Bluebird at £16.99 

All the 
emotions. 
That’s when 
it hit me: 
this show 
isn’t just 
about 
repairing 
furniture 

Jay 
Blades 
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Home is a two-up, 
two-down in
Wolverhampton
with my partner,
Christine. 

I like to keep my house basic. 
It almost looks like someone 
has robbed it. I don’t keep 
anything I restore. I want 
other people to have it, so 
everything in the house is 
bog-standard high-street 
furniture except a chair I 
designed for my daughter 
Zola, 14, in colours that she 
chose — upholstered in light 
grey leather with lilac leather 
arms. I just have useful stuff, 
like my record player and a TV 
that I never watch.

Do you own any other 
property?
I’m not so fortunate yet but 
give me five years and I will 
have a home in Barbados. My 
workshop in an old Victorian 
school in Ironbridge is my 
second home. It’s split-level, 
huge and full of pieces I’ve 
bought along the way: there 
must be 30 armchairs and 
about 160 dining chairs.

What’s your favourite room 
in your house?
My walk-in wardrobe. 
Everything is pressed, laid 
out and ready to rock and roll. 
I have my clothes ready not 
just the night before but the 
month before. I don’t like to 
be unprepared. 

Are you sociable at home?
I’m an extreme introvert. I 
need time on my own. Home 
is escapism for me. Music on, 
chill. It’s like a ritual — take 
the record out, dust it off, 
the crackle of the needle. 
Take your time, not like 

this fast generation, where 
they just stick Spotify on. 

Where did you grow up?
In a council house in Hackney 
with my mum and brother. 
I never knew the Man Who 
Contributed to My Birth, as I 
call him, but the estate was full 
of uncles and aunties who’d 
always be around to give me 
cuddles. We didn’t have 
central heating, we just had 
a paraffin heater and would 
take it around to whichever 
room we were in. And very 
Sixties decor. The carpet was 
brown and orange swirls, and 
the wallpaper was even worse 
— orange with gold stripes.

What’s your oldest, most 
treasured possession?
I don’t have anything handed 
down. People always ask, 
“Why are there no black 
people on The Repair Shop?” 
but the majority of people
I know were poor like my 
family, so if you had 
something that was worth 
anything it would be pawned 
so you could pay a bill or buy 
clothes for Sunday school. But 
I do have my records. Picking 
my favourite record
is like picking my favourite 
child, but I’ll go for a Nat King 
Cole album.

Where’s the worst place 
you’ve lived?
I lived in my car for a week, 
just six years ago. I lost 
everything and I had nowhere 
else to go. The charity I’d set 
up and worked for lost 
funding, and around the same 
time I walked out on my then 
wife. The darkest time I’ve had 
in my entire life.Queen Square in Wolverhampton, Blades’s home city now 



24 May 16, 2021 The Sunday Times 

Garden  

G
eraniums are among those
plants I would consider
essential in every garden. 
I am talking about the hardy
geraniums rather than the

tender bedding pelargoniums, often 
called geraniums. True geraniums are 
easy-care herbaceous plants that thrive 
in sun or part shade, growing into dense, 
weed-smothering clumps that get bigger 
every year and produce a long succession 
of flowers that attract bees to the garden. 
With blooms in every shade from pink to 
blue as well as white, they blend 
seamlessly into any colour scheme or 
planting style. 

Ireland has several native geraniums 
and many more that have naturalised 
themselves. The most famed, and one of 
the very best of the 400 or so species, is 
bloody cranesbill (aka Crobh Dearg or 
Geranium sanguineum). It is a low, 
spreading plant with deeply divided 
leaves and bright, magenta-pink flowers. 
It is a characteristic plant of the Burren, 
where it grows in the shelter of the 
grikes in the limestone pavement. 
Although this area is relatively mild in 
winter, bloody cranesbill is robust and 
will thrive in any garden as long as the 
soil is not soggy. Each plant will reach 
about 30cm high and slightly more 
across, with a burst of bloom in early 
summer and a smattering of flowers 
until autumn. Like all hardy geraniums, 
it benefits from a tidy in mid-summer, 
clipping over the plants to encourage a 
new flush of growth and, usually, more 
flowers. It is not surprising that such a 
delightful plant, readily taken into 

G. sanguineum or bloody cranesbill G. phaeum or dusky cranesbill

colour
gardens, should have produced lots 
of variations, and the most popular is
G. sanguineum var. striatum, which has 
softer pink flowers — a little easier to 
accommodate in pastel colour schemes. 
As if the flowers were not enough to 
merit the plant’s inclusion into your plot, 
the foliage usually becomes flushed with 
orange and gold before it retreats 
underground for winter. 

Hardy geraniums give ground 

cover and plenty of vibrant 

flowers, says Geoff Stebbings 

Plots of

G. lucidum or shining cranesbill
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Geranium x magnificum 
flowers only once

G. ‘Rozanne’ is the people’s choice Herb robert is considered a weed

JOBS FOR
THE WEEK

Sow French and 
runner beans 
direct in the soil if 
the weather is 
warm. If still cold, 
sow in pots in the 
greenhouse for 
planting later.

Snap off the 
dead flowers of 
spring bulbs. 
Allow the foliage 
to die naturally. Do 
not trim it off or tie 
it into knots. 

Prune spring-
flowering shrubs 
and early clematis 
as soon as the 
flowers fade. 

 If no frosts are 
forecast, start to 
plant tender 
bedding plants 
in pots and 
borders. 

Protect the new 
shoots of hostas 
and other 
herbaceous plants 
from slugs and 
snails.

 Look for bright 
red lily beetles, 
below, on lilies 
and fritillaries 
and pick them 
off or they 
will destroy the 
plants. 

G. x oxonianum ’Wargrave Pink’G. pratense or meadow cranesbill

G. macrorrhizum ‘Album’ G. pyrenaicum is good for a wild area

Of course, not all native geraniums 
are as welcome in the garden. The most 
common is herb robert (Ruithéal Rí or G. 
robertianum). This is not a perennial but 
an annual or biennial and seeds around 
profusely. Many geraniums have pleasant-
scented foliage but herb robert’s is slightly 
unpleasant, though it is probably more 
noticeable because we have to pull it up 
so often. In reality it is a pretty plant 
with finely divided leaves that wouldn’t 
embarrass a Japanese maple; and masses 
of bright, though small, pink flowers. 
It is a shame it is so prolific with its 
seedlings because, like the common 
dandelion, we would value it much more 
if it was difficult to grow. Another native, 
which needs a shaded, moist spot and 
alkaline soil, is the less common shining
cranesbill (Crobh Geal or G. lucidum). 
It is a small, cute plant with lustrous 
rounded leaves and dainty, rosy-pink 
flowers. It is hardly something you 
would plant in the garden but, if you 
have a patch of it, I would cherish it. 

Most geraniums are European in origin
so it is no surprise that many we value in 
gardens have made themselves at home 
in the Irish countryside, escaping 
cultivation. Most geraniums bloom from 
May to September; one of the first to show 
colour is the dusky cranesbill (G. phaeum). 
Despite the dark maroon flowers, which 
make it less than showy in the garden, it 
is very fashionable at the moment, and it 
must be admitted that the blooms have 
real charm when backlit. The leaves are 
often marked with beetroot red, which 
completes the look. 

To add to the package, this is a plant 
that thrives in shade — even coping with 
dry shade — making it useful as well as 
beautiful. There are lots of colour 
variations, including one with ethereal 
grey-white blooms. 

The best of all for dry shade is G. 
macrorrhizum, which is low growing 
and evergreen. It has pleasant-smelling 
foliage and although the flowering season 
is in early summer and is briefer than 
most, combining all its attributes makes 
it a good plant for shade. 

Some native geraniums are rather 
weedy and more suited to a wild 

meadow than a garden, but I would 
hate to be without G. pyrenaicum, a 
shortlived perennial or annual with rangy 
stems dotted with bright, lavender-pink 
blooms. If it likes you, it will seed 
profusely. ‘Bill Wallis’ is the most 
acceptable form, with vibrant lavender 
flowers. Keep it out of beds with delicate 
plants, but you can let it seed among 
shrubs, where it will keep you and the 
bees happy from May to September. 

To restrict ourselves to native 
geraniums would be foolish — there are so 
many others that are eager to please and 
just as good for wildlife. It is impossible to 
begin listing the best of the rest without 
praising ‘Rozanne’. This is a spectacular 
geranium, gradually making a spreading 
mound of foliage and flowering 
throughout summer. It thrives in sun or 
part shade and the blue blooms with pale 
centres are about as large as geraniums 
get. It is unnecessary to extol its virtues; 
saying that it was the winner of the Royal 
Horticultural Society’s Plant of the 
Century competition suffices. The 
problem with such high praise is that it 
may cause the plant to eclipse all others, 
but if you don’t grow it you need to rectify 
the situation as soon as possible and then 
plant other geraniums. 

Most produce a steady trickle of 
blooms through the season. The old 
garden favourite G. x magnificum breaks 
the mould and creates a show of blue 
flowers above the softly lobed leaves in 
early summer then has a well-deserved 
rest after the effort. When in bloom it 
can’t be ignored. 

The meadow cranesbill (G. pratense) 
has fine foliage and delicate blue flowers 
in mid-summer. It is tough and best 
planted in wild areas or in long grass that 
is not mown till July. The most commonly 
seen, these days at least, is the curiously 
coloured ‘Splish Splash’, which has 
blooms striped in blue and white. 

More effective in borders are the 
forms with purple leaves, such as ‘Dark 
Reiter’ and ‘Purple Haze’. They tend to 
get mildew after flowering; if this 
happens, they are best sheared so that 
they can produce new, unmarked leaves. 

Geraniums are not just pretty, they
are useful too. One of the easiest to 
please is Geranium x oxonianum, a 
group of hybrids with a spreading habit 
and flowers in a range of pinks. They 
are among the most useful of all, 

growing and blooming for months in 
most soils and in sun or part shade. 

They are useful fillers around and 
under shrubs and are among the best 
plants to put beneath roses, effectively 
covering their bare stems. ‘Wargrave 
Pink’ is the most popular, with salmon-
pink flowers that fade as they age. 

Geraniums are rarely the stars of the 
border, more the supporting cast. But 
they are hardworking plants, rarely 
bothered by pests or diseases and easily 
grown in most soils. 

Whether you plant them for colour, 
their ability to smother weeds or to 
provide an extended source of nectar for 
bees, they will fulfil their role with ease. 
Both new and established gardens will 
benefit from the addition of these easy, 
hardy plants.
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The owner 

did say, 

‘You will 

find the hall 

house in 

particular 

difficult 

to keep 

warm in the 

winter,’ and 

he wasn’t 

lying

S
ome people 
discovered the
delights of cocktail
hour, others amassed
battle stars on

Fortnite. During lockdown 
Sarah, 54, and Andrew 
Charlesworth, 60, moved into 
their dream home and pulled 
off a dramatic makeover, in 
under six months.

The story of how the couple
connected with their hunk of 
Kentish history is a romance 
straight out of Mills & Boon. 
Andrew says: “We first saw 
the place on Valentine’s Day, 
2020. We both fell in love with 
the property. The previous 
owners had had several offers 
but from people who wanted 
to make it a wedding venue. 
Because we were passionate 
about living in the place, they 
wanted us to have it.” They 
put in an offer on February 14 
and moved in on June 12.

Situated in a hamlet 
between Smarden and 
Pluckley, two villages in the 
Kent countryside, the location 
of the four-bedroom grade II 
listed property, with a railway 
station on the doorstep, was 
a sweet spot. The couple had 
been searching for somewhere 
rural but not remote, near 
their six grandchildren and 
their business’s HQ in 
Benenden but with quick links 
to the London office of the 
family firm. They founded 
Intimates Lingerie in 1997. 

It is a collection of three 
salvaged buildings: a
15th-century timbered hall, 
with thatched roof and 
mullioned windows and a 
17th-century cottage, which 
are connected by a modern 
link, and a medieval barn. 
The structures add up to a 
560 sq m work in progress, 
on which the previous owner, 
a professional restorer, had 
laboured for three decades. 
The oldest part, a type of 
building called a Wealden hall 
house, originally located in the
grounds of Romden Castle, 
was moved to its present site 
after being all but flattened by 
the great storm of 1987. 
Crowbridge Cottage joined the 
hall house in 2000, relocated 
from the Kent coast to make 
way for the high-speed rail 

@Kat_Burroughs

KATRINA
BURROUGHS

When one couple spotted an unusual Kent home on 

Valentine’s Day, they were instantly smitten 

also serves as the property’s 
entrance. The flooring, from 
Castle Stones, is made from a 
concrete and lime mix that 
mimics old flagstones but at 
7mm thick allows heat to 
penetrate more easily than 
stone. The Charlesworths 
carried the same flooring 
through into the kitchen. 
Kitchen units were installed in 
September, complete with 
Buster + Punch door handles, 
vintage Polish factory lighting 
from Skinflint and concrete 
worktops from Concreations. 
They replaced the old Aga 
with a new one, and added
a modern range cooker.
Hard surfaces were softened 
with the natural textures of 
giant seagrass lantern shades, 
and greenery.

The hall’s mammoth living
room, with ceilings up to nine 
metres high, is the highlight. 
The challenge was to bring out 
the beauty of the ancient 
architecture while achieving a 
cosy, contemporary feel. 
Stokes says: “Everything has 
to be on a large scale in this 
room or it is lost.” 

He supplied a giant 
chandelier made from 

link. Then, in 2001, the 
towering barn arrived, 
removed for construction of a 
link road of the M20 and the 
A2, at Blue Bell Hill. This 
extraordinary collection of 
ancient edifices needed a safe 
pair of hands — and it had the 
good fortune to fall into three.

Ben Stokes, an interior 
designer and the founder of 
Kagu Interiors, is the partner 
of the Charlesworths’ 
daughter, and he and Sarah 
planned and executed the 
lightning renovation that took 
place between the end of June 
and the middle of December. 
The priority, according to 
Sarah, was “kitchens and 
bathrooms and warmth. The 
owner did say, ‘You will find 
the hall house in particular 
difficult to keep warm in the 
winter,’ and he wasn’t lying. 
Unfortunately, our bedroom’s 
in the hall house.” Andrew 
interjects, “Thank God for 
electric blankets,” and Sarah 
adds, “And lovely warm 
Hanro jimjams.”

In August new flagstones, 
with underfloor heating 
beneath, were laid in the link 
between the buildings that 

Love
at �rst sight
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Far left, the 
Romden Hall 
estate; left, 
Sarah and 
Andrew 
Charlesworth, 
who are 
converting 
three historic 
buildings into 
a family home

guest bedrooms and configure 
the whole building to function 
as an entertaining space for 
family gatherings. 

The couple’s honeymoon 
period with their historic 
home continues, despite the 
cold and the prospect of years 
of works. Andrew is delighted 
with the 2½ acres of grounds: 
“We’ve got about double
the amount of land we had 
before, which means I was 
able to upgrade my mower. 
I spend endless hours of fun 
on it. It has a drinks holder 
and everything.” 

Sarah says: “I might
semi-retire, being 55 this year, 
and work on the house. I’ve 
always fancied a project. I love 
old buildings and sinking into 
the history and creating 
something beautiful.”

kagu-interiors.co.uk

has “made a huge difference”, 
according to Andrew. But at 
the time of going to press, 
heated blankets and flannel 
pyjamas were still a necessity. 
The couple furnished the room 
with an armoire, mirrors, 
chest, tables and chandelier 
from their old house. However, 
because of the sloping and 
unevenness of the ancient 
floors and walls, every piece 
of furniture is tilted. 

So far the Charlesworths 
estimate they have spent 
about £150,000 (€175,000). 
They reckon they may have to 
budget the same again for the 
next round of works, which 
will include re-thatching and 
putting a bathroom in their 
bedroom. Eventually, when 
they get to phase two — the 
barn, possibly costing another 
£300,000 in renovations — the 
plan is to create three new 

bleached-out deer antlers, 
a light fixture he found at 
Ardingly antiques fair and an 
overscale sectional sofa from 
Andrew Martin. The colours 
here are restrained neutrals 
plus dark, antique timber and 
the same grey flags on the 
floor as in the kitchen and link.
Stokes injected warmth with 
textures including linen 
upholstery and silk cushions, 
jute rugs and deer hides. 

Down the corridor, at the 
furthest end of the hall 
building, the snug is a 
secondary sitting room and TV 
room, decorated in a richer 
palette of terracotta and burnt 
orange, and featuring a velvet 
pouffe from Soho Home and 
throws and cushions from 
Stokes’s interiors store. 
Upstairs in the main bedroom, 
having the ceiling fully 
insulated by Jason Hollands 

The hall’s 

mammoth 

living 

room, with 

ceilings 

up to nine 

metres 

high, is the 

highlight
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Rose Costello finds the best 
2022 getaway deals to book 
now through Irish agents

This summer is all about the
staycation, but it’s also an
ideal time to dream and plan
to make a great escape next
year. Agents are reporting

increased interest in booking a big trip. 
“We’re seeing a demand for a lot more 
luxury and also adventure-style holidays,” 
said Sandra Mooney, a manager with 
Cassidy Travel. “The public are looking to 
make up for lost holidays.” Mary McKenna 
of Tour America advises that now is a 
good time to upgrade to a business class 
flight as the lack of business travellers 
means better deals. Most companies still 
offer flexible booking conditions and the 
opportunity to book a good deal with a 
low deposit, but do check the terms and 
conditions before going ahead. 

34
NIGHT AT 
THE MUSEUM 
THE SCULPTURE 
PARK YOU CAN 
SLEEP OVER IN Future

perfect
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Continued on page 32 →

1 CRETE FOR FAMILIES
Perched up on a hill overlooking the Sea 
of Crete, the four-star TUI Blue Elounda 
Breeze is looking good since its recent 
makeover and offers free child places. 
With its pools galore, a splash park for 
little ones, kids’ clubs for all ages and lots 
of activities including swimming classes, 
there is plenty to do too.

The Healthy Eating Challenge 
encourages youngsters to try new foods. 
Plus, family wellbeing classes help you to 
relax while practising mindfulness. Or 
head off to the quiet beach that’s just ten 
minutes away.

Seven nights all-inclusive costs from 
€2,259 for a family of two adults and one 
child, or from €3,299 for two adults and 
two children. Travel in May. tuiholidays.ie

2 COUPLES’ TIME IN THAILAND
The Casa de la Flora, a five-star resort in 
Khao Lak, is about an hour north of 
Phuket but a lot quieter. To encourage 
early booking, it is offering a 70 per cent 
discount on room rates in the high season 
when the weather is balmy. The 
supremely modern resort opens on
to the Andaman Sea and you have a 
private plunge pool to cool down in. 

It costs from €1,679pp including flights
to Phuket for ten nights’ B&B in a Studio 
Pool Villa. Departures from mid-January 
to the end of March. trailfinders.ie

3 CLIMB IN TANZANIA
Start training now and you can be ready 
to tackle Africa’s highest peak by next 
year, if not sooner with the help of 
Earth’s Edge, an Irish adventure travel 
firm. Kilimanjaro is not a peak to tackle 
solo. It is mandatory to climb with a 
licensed guide and have porters carry 
your equipment, which helps to support 
the local economy. A 12-day trip costs 
€3,999, including return flights from 
Dublin, food and accommodation. As a 
bonus, there will be a doctor and an 
international guide on the trip too. The 
deposit is €399 and the balance can be 
paid in stages. Mention The Sunday Times 
and the code ST200 to claim a discount 

Dubrovnik in 
Croatia, top; 
Kilimanjaro in 
Tanzania, left
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is low, making it a great time to explore 
some of the many hiking trails. Or just 
stretch out on one of the quiet beaches.

Seven nights’ all-inclusive costs from 
€1,499pp, including flights. 0818 332500, 
cassidytravel.ie

8 EASTER IN TURKEY
Set on a hillside in a national park, the 
five-star Kusadasi Golf and Spa Resort is 
the perfect spot for an action-packed 
Easter trip for the family. Apart from the 
18-hole golf course, it has a gym, spa and 
an extravagant 11 swimming pools. 

A week in April costs from €2,442 
all-inclusive for a family of up to four 
in a classic suite. The price includes 
flights and up to 30kg baggage. A deposit 
of €100 is needed. 021 427 7904; 
shandontravel.ie

9 COLD CRUISE
Sunway is now taking bookings for a 

cruise to Russia and Scandinavia
with Royal Caribbean on the

newly revamped Voyager of
the Seas. The cruise starts

from Copenhagen in
Denmark, dropping in 
at Sweden, Estonia,
Russia and Finland
before returning to
Denmark. Seven
nights in an inside
state room costs
from €654pp full
board, not 
including flights, 

for departures in 
May — a saving of 

10 per cent. Fly to
Copenhagen. 

sunway.ie

10 CAMP OUT IN THE US
Take to the road American-style and

spend a couple of weeks exploring 
California and Nevada. Drop into San 
Francisco, Napa Valley, Yosemite 
national park, Las Vegas, Santa Barbara, 
Malibu, Los Angeles or any spots in 
between. Tour America has a deal that 
includes flights and rental of a camper 
van. It is a particularly good option 
for visiting America’s national parks, 
where accommodation can be limited 
and in high demand. It costs from 
€1,999pp for two sharing a standard-
sized camper van including mileage 
and drop-off fees. Book for March. 
01 817 3535, touramerica.ie 

of €200 on new bookings. The itinerary 
includes seven days of trekking on the 
Machame Trail to aid acclimatisation. 
The best time to go is January, February 
or June to October. earths-edge.com

4 WALK CROATIA’S COAST 
Spend seven days exploring some of the 
islands of the Adriatic Sea and experience 
the walled city of Dubrovnik for the cost 
of five. This is ideal for moderately 
experienced walkers with a daily walking 
distance between 4½km and 16km. There 
are five days of guided walks in such 
places as Mljet national park and 
Korcula island. Travel in April, May or 
September. The seven-night half-board 
trip costs from €1,019pp, including flights. 
tdactiveholidays.com

5 CARIBBEAN SUN
Instagram-ready St Lucia has bargains 
aplenty, particularly during the rainy 
months of May and June. Tropical 
showers, though heavy, don’t usually last 
too long and you will have plenty of time 
to explore the Piton Mountains, volcanic 
mud baths and vibrant culture as well as 
the glorious beaches. Tropical Sky is 
offering seven nights’ all-inclusive at the 
Coconut Bay Beach Resort & Spa on the 
quiet Savannes Bay in May or June from 
€1,699pp, which the agent says is a saving 
of up to €1,300 per person on the regular 
price. Deposits from €99. Book by May 31.
tropicalsky.ie

6 BLOSSOM IN JAPAN
The land of the rising sun is notoriously 
expensive, but Travel Department has 
created a 12-night holiday that takes the 
pain away. Visit imperial palaces, 
Buddhist temples, fortresses and cities. 
The trip takes in Tokyo, the ancient 
capital of Kyoto, Nara, Osaka, Hakone 
and Kamakura. The action includes a 

traditional geisha performance in Kyoto, 
a trip on a high-speed bullet train to 
Odawara, a visit to Fuji-Hakone-Izu 
national park, home to Mount Fuji, and 
a tour of the Imperial Palace Plaza, home 
to Japan’s imperial family. There’s even 
time for a Japanese tea ceremony. 

The trip costs from €5,299pp, 
including flights, transfers, ten nights’ 
B&B and some lunches and dinners. 
Departures in March, September and 
November. There is a €25pp discount for 
bookings made by June 11. 
traveldepartment.com

7 ISLAND LIFE
No need to hope for an upgrade when 
booking into the Riu Sri Lanka Hotel, 
which is south of Colombo in Sri Lanka. 
Cassidy Travel has a deal for next 
March that includes all-inclusive 
accommodation in a junior suite in 
this four-star property perched on a 
golden beach for the standard price 
of a regular room. March is one of the 
best times to visit this tropical island, 
which is south of India, as the humidity 

→ Continued from page 31

Clockwise from 
top, Todai-ji 
Buddhist temple 
in Nara, Japan; 
San Francisco’s 
landmark Golden 
Gate Bridge; TUI 
Elounda Breeze 
in Crete; the Casa 
de la Flora resort 
in Thailand
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I was born and
raised in
California, but
there is only

one place where I have truly 
felt at home: South Africa. 
There, for the first time, 
I didn’t feel that people were 
looking at me as a black person,
as colour didn’t seem to matter. 

Having never left the 
USA, the singer found a 
busking tour of Europe
a real eye-opener 

MY HOLS
BEN 
HARPER

Valley, which is on the edge 
of the Mojave Desert.

A lot of people look at the 
desert and see nothing but a 
dry, rocky, featureless 
nothing. No way! The desert 
has a different kind of beauty. 
There is something that 
happens to the colour of the 
sky around dusk. The sun 
begins to set as the air cools, 
and it feels as though you’ve 
found the song you wanted 
to hear but you didn’t even 
know it existed — that’s how 
I’d describe a desert sunset.

I was 13 or 14 when I first 
got on a plane, to visit my 

mother’s sister in Long 
Island. Even today I get

that same tingle of
excitement when I

know that I’m going to
the airport; I’m a kid

again, looking 
at all the people

and the machines
and the names of
the cities.

Things were a
little different 
when I was still
drinking. The

airport was just
another bar — and

you could be stuck

in that bar for six hours, then 
another 12 hours on a plane, 
which is just a bar with wings. 

When I travelled, I drank, 
but I’ve been sober for four 
years now and travel is no 
longer just about getting from 
one bar to the next. And the 
thing about travelling without 
beer is that you can actually 
remember all the places 
you’ve been.

I’m not big on fancy hotels,
but I have to mention the Hotel 
Amigo in Brussels. I visited in 
2013, and I remember sitting 
in the lobby and suddenly 
noticing Bruce Springsteen. 

He came over to say hello 
and I thought it was amazing 
that he was even talking to me. 
It turned out that we were 
playing the same festival, 
and he asked me if I wanted 
to sit in with the E Street Band 
during the show. I’m 
incredibly lucky to be in a 
position where I get to travel 
and play music, but I 
sometimes feel that the
music is in 
charge — it’s 
taken me on 
a journey.

in a hostel one night so we 
could have a shower, then 
we’d sleep in the local square 
the next night to save money. 
The guitars would be passed 
around, along with a box of 
wine, and we would simply 
bond in the way that humans 
have done for thousands of 
years. I’m glad I had a chance 
to experience that before 
technology took over.

I grew up in Pomona, 
halfway between the Pacific 
Ocean and the desert. We 
didn’t have much money, 
but my mother used to love 
throwing us kids into the 
car and driving to Laguna 
Beach, just south of Los 
Angeles, or east to Apple 

At 18, just after high school,
I grabbed my guitar and a 
rucksack and got on a plane to 
London. I’d never left America 
or seen a black person who 
didn’t speak with an American 
accent. When I heard a guy 
sounding like a real Cockney, I 
almost fell over. Suddenly I 
was aware of what a big, 
beautiful world we have.

My plan was to busk my way
around Europe with the help 
of a Eurail pass and a head full 
of youthful naivety. At that 
age, being able to travel feels 
almost as though you have a 
superpower. You don’t have 
any ties, you don’t mind 
sleeping on a park bench, you 
can live on a falafel and a can 
of Coke a day, and you enjoy 
drinking cheap wine. The 
world reveals itself to you at 
warp speed . . . London, Paris, 
Prague, Sardinia. One day 
you’re riding past olive 
groves that are a thousand 
years old, the next you’re in 
Jose Ramirez’s guitar shop on 
Calle de la Paz in Madrid, 
smelling 200 years’ worth of 
lacquer and cedar.

By the time I got to Spain 
I’d made four friends, all with 
their own guitars. We’d stay 

Ben Harper’s first time on a 
plane was to visit his aunt in 
Long Island, New York 

HAVESEEN, SLAVEN VLASIC/GETTY IMAGES

Ben Harper, 51, is a 
Grammy-winning singer-
songwriter who has 
appeared alongside 
Ringo Starr, Toots and 
the Maytals, and Willie 
Nelson. From his 
three marriages he 
has five children — 
including one with 
his third wife, 
Jaclyn, with whom 
he lives in 
California. His 
latest album, 
Winter is for Lovers, 
is out now 

mother’s sister in Long 
Island. Even today I get

that same tingle of
excitement when I

know that I’m going to
the airport; I’m a kid

again, looking 
at all the people

and the machines
and the names of

airport was just
another bar — and

you could be stuck

Grammy-winning singer-
songwriter who has 
appeared alongside 
Ringo Starr, Toots and 
the Maytals, and Willie 

, 
Interview by Danny Scott
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Sleep in a 
sculpture park

The new Artist’s House at Jupiter Artland 

near Edinburgh allows you to go to bed 

with a Grayson Perry, says Jenny Coad

I
’ve never spent the
night with a Grayson
Perry before. Nor sat 
on a sofa overlooked 
by a Phyllida Barlow.

I’m not in a gallery — though 
this place is, in a way, an 
extension of one. Certainly 
it’s not your standard self-
catering cottage.

I’m staying in the newly 
opened Artist’s House in the 
grounds of the Jupiter Artland 
sculpture park, ten miles 
west of Edinburgh. Archie 
Proudfoot’s pub-style gilded 
window greets me at the 
door; a backlit brain held 
in silver-ringed hands — 

profits going to Jupiter’s 
education programme. 

It’s a great location. From 
the surrounding farmland — 
splashed with the acid yellow 
of oil-seed rape on my visit — 
the view stretches to the Forth 
bridges, which you can see 
illuminated at night, even in 
the drizzle (go to Queensferry 
to catch them in all their glory, 
and for ice cream from the 
Little Parlour, which has 40 
flavours, including Irn-Bru).

Behind is the park, to 
which I have out-of-hours 
access. That means being able 
to watch Ian Hamilton Finlay’s 
classical-style X Muse head 

Self-Portrait by the British 
sculptor and installation 
artist Helen Chadwick — 
stops me short in the entrance;
and four drawings for Quarry, 
Barlow’s vast structures in the 
park, hang in the sitting room. 

The Artist’s House was 
conceived by Nicky Wilson 
— she founded Jupiter 
Artland in 2009 with her 
husband, Robert — as 
accommodation for artists 
who would previously have 
stayed in their family home, 
Bonnington House, while 
working on pieces for the 
park. Now it’s open to (careful) 
paying guests, with all the 

glow in the early-morning 
light, hear the Japanese bells 
of Christian Boltanski’s 
Animitas tinkle energetically 
in the wind by the lake, and 
admire the gardeners’ 
dextrous mowing of Charles 
Jencks’s Cells of Life mounds. 
In the evening Marc Quinn’s 
giant orchid Love Bomb — the 
first piece to arrive in the park 
— flashes like garish jewellery. 

I could also have booked to
swim in the Portuguese artist 
Joana Vasconcelos’s swirly 
tiled pool Gateway, though I 
have to admit failure here — it 
is very cold. I do, however, try 
the wood-fired outdoor bath, 

which is a bit like being 
slow-cooked sous vide-style.

When it rains there is the 
house’s art collection and 
hefty coffee-table books to 
pore over. And when it 
doesn’t the purply moss-
covered Pentland Hills are 
within easy reach for a 
workout — or as one white-
haired Scotsman put it as he 
bounded nimbly past me: 
“Quite a climb.”

The interior design, with 
all its personal touches, was 
down to Nicky. She used 
floorboards from Perth town 
hall, where she attended 
dances as a teenager, to line 

the walls and has lent pieces 
from her own art collection. 
The multicoloured wall 
hanging Gay Black Cats MC 
by Perry, in the master 
bedroom, is a gift from Robert; 
the room is a rich backdrop, 
with pomegranate-patterned 
curtains, a vast golden 
headboard with birds, and 
pineapple-like table lamps. 

Self-Portrait by Chadwick,
who tutored Nicky at Chelsea 
College of Arts, is one of her 
favourite pieces. The sculptor 
died suddenly of heart failure 
in 1996, aged 42. 

Children and well-trained
dogs are welcome at the 
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Artist’s House, though visitors 
put down a £1,000 (€1,160) 
deposit against potential 
damage and set the burglar 
alarms when they go out. The 
Wilsons are not precious — 
their home is not hidden 
behind high walls, they open 
their gardens (most recently 
so the public could enjoy the 
tulips) and you’re likely to run 
into one of their six dogs. In 
normal times yoga classes are 
held weekly in the ballroom, 
an indoor exhibition space 
with a stucco ceiling. 

Nonetheless, I am a little 
nervous around the Irish 
artist Eva Rothschild’s 
Narcissus sculptures in the 
hallway of the Artist’s House. 
The egg-shaped glass pieces, 
filled with what look like giant 
knotted shoelaces, seem a 
touch precarious on their 
wooden plinths. 

I also rather wish that the 
gorgeous glass fruit and 
vegetables by the Danish artist 
Ditte Gantriis (the frilly fennel 
is my favourite) were not at 
flailing-foot level on the 
bottom shelf of the coffee 
table. Nicky tells me that she 
had to take them out of her 
house because the children 
kept breaking them. 

Somehow, though, I 
manage to settle into life 
surrounded by priceless 

objects. It helps that the sofa — 
by the French brand Merci 
— is supremely comfortable 
and the rug in front of the 
wood-burner is perfect to flop 
on. I don’t sit on the beaded 
armchair from Africa, though 
Nicky assures me that I could 
if I wanted; its oversized 
flower pattern, in orange and 
turquoise, is best admired 
from a distance anyway. 

As galleries have been 
shut since December, I have 
neither been up close with 
art nor in a beautifully 
curated space for months, 
and it’s nourishing. 

The Scottish government 
has been more generous to 
its art institutions than its 
Westminster counterpart, 
with many now open again. 
Dovecot Studios in Edinburgh 
has an exhibition titled 
Tapestry Goes Pop! featuring 
the work of the late Scottish 

5 miles

EDINBURGH

Pentland 
Hills

Jupiter 
Artland

M9

A7

weaver Archie Brennan,
who depicted subjects 
from Muhammad Ali to a 
newspaper article about 
crisps. Brennan travelled 
the world, invented a 
portable loom so he could 
weave on the go and sent 
his artworks through the 
post in woven envelopes, 
with woven addresses. 
Rather like Perry with 
pottery, he gave new life to 
an old form. 

During my stay at Jupiter 
Artland I take from a 
shelf Perry’s Playing to 
the Gallery — a good 
guide on how to avoid 
being intimidated by 
the art world. In it 
Perry says: “Although 
you can intellectually 
engage with something 
quite quickly, to 
emotionally and 
spiritually engage 
takes quite a long 
time. You have to live 
with it.” With the 
Artist’s House you can 
do exactly that. 

Jenny Coad was 
a guest of Jupiter 
Artland. Seven 
nights’ self-catering 
for six at the Artist’s 
House from £2,500 
(jupiter artland.org) 

OTHER 
PLACES TO 
ENJOY ART 
OUTDOORS
Victor’s Way, 
Co Wicklow
This Indian-
sculpture park on 
22 acres in 
Roundwood 
contains 35 pieces 

measuring up
to 15ft 
in height. 
There is also a
photo 
exhibition 
showing the 
sculptures being
made in India. 
Victor’s Way is “a 
contemplative 
space for adults,
not a fun park for
families”, 
according to the

owners. €10, free 
for children (if 
you’ll take them); 
victorsway.eu

The Line, London
This three-mile 
route begins with 
Anish Kapoor’s 
twisting 
ArcelorMittal Orbit
steel sculpture at 
the Queen 
Elizabeth Olympic 
Park and ends in 
Greenwich with 
Alex Chinneck’s 
upturned pylon 
A Bullet from a 
Shooting Star. 
You’ll roughly 
follow the line of 

the prime meridian 
and, along the 
way, admire not 
just the work but 
the once-industrial 
landscape, 
including the 
Miller’s House in 
Bromley-by-Bow. 
The Emirates Air 
Line cable car 
delivers you to 
Greenwich for the 
final stretch, and 
offers soaring 
views along the 
Thames. free; the-
line.org

Yorkshire 
Sculpture Park, 
Wakefield
With 500 acres to 
explore and work 
by Damien Hirst, Ai 
Weiwei, Anthony 
Caro and Barbara 
Hepworth to 
discover, Yorkshire 
Sculpture Park is 
a full-on day out. 
Even walkways are 
art installations, 
such as David 
Nash’s Seventy-
One Steps; at this 
time of year 

bluebells carpet 
the woods. On 
Tuesday an indoor 
exhibition of rare 
prints by the 
Spanish painter 
Joan Miró opens. 
£6; ysp.org.uk

Barbara 
Hepworth 
garden, St Ives
The beauty of 
Hepworth’s 
sculpture garden 
is that you get to 
see her studio plus 
the space she 
moved into after 
splitting from Ben 
Nicholson, all on 
one ticket. She 
liked to work in 
the “carving yard”, 
and applied her 
creative skills to 
the semi-tropical 
garden, planning 
the planting with 
the classical 
composer Priaulx 
Rainier, a close 
friend. Many of the 
sculptures remain 
just where she 
placed them. £7; 
tate.org.uk

being intimidated by 
the art world. In it 
Perry says: “Although 
you can intellectually 
engage with something 

spiritually engage 
takes quite a long 
time. You have to live 

Artist’s House you can 

nights’ self-catering 
for six at the Artist’s 
House from £2,500 
(jupiter artland.org) 

22 acres in 
Roundwood 
contains 35 pieces 

measuring up
to 15ft 

There is also a
photo 
exhibition 
showing the 
sculptures being
made in India. 
Victor’s Way is “a 
contemplative 
space for adults,
not a fun park for
families”, 
according to the
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