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THEATRE OF
Has Yeats’s 
cherished Abbey, 
our national 
theatre, lost its 
soul, importing 
West End shows 
while Irish acts 
thrive at the 
Gate? Some of 
our top actors 
are now starting 
to speak out

SATURDAY
ESSAY

by Maeve 
Quigley 

I
n a week where accounts 
revealed that the Gate 
Theatre was surviving 
hand to mouth, paying 
bills from a bank overdraft, 

the abbey Theatre released its 
new season for 2020.

Close to a year since over 300 people 
from the theatrical world had written 
a letter insisting the abbey’s current 
programming did not employ enough 
Irish-based creatives, as should be 
within the national theatre’s remit, 
the theatre is celebrating a 28% rise at 
the box office, the highest level of 
bums on seats since 2013.

Meanwhile, a short walk away, the 
Gate is struggling, as the most recent 
accounts filed state that the Dublin 
venue is relying on banking overdraft 
facilities ‘to meet its liabilities as  
they fall due’.

But scratch the surface beneath the 
financial performance, and a very 
 different story is unfolding. While the 
Gate is struggling in monetary terms, 
it is being praised by those in artistic 
circles for doing more for Irish arts 
than the abbey, our national theatre. 

Under Selina Cartmell’s direction, 
the Gate has managed to reach out to 
new audiences and weather the storm 
of allegations against the conduct of 
former director Michael Colgan. More 
than half of the current run of the 
Gate’s Christmas show, a Christmas 
Carol, is already sold out and has 
received rave reviews.

Faultline by anu Productions, which 
is a co-production with the Gate, is 
also sold out. 

The box office has been strong at 
the theatre under Cartmell’s direc-

Keenlyside found that it was 
underfunded, and just two pro-
ductions into Cartmell’s takeo-
ver, there was the furore over 
Michael Colgan’s tenure. a 
report into his time at the Gate 
found allegations of bullying 
and inappropriate behaviour 
were both ‘credible and 
consistent’. 

In June last year, Cartmell 

said: ‘My role is to try and 
ensure that the Gate Theatre 
is going to be there for the cen-
tenary [2028]. I am absolutely 
 passionate and committed to 
the fact that it needs to be 
there for the centenary.’

Cartmell’s determination to 
reverse the fortunes of the 
 theatre is to be lauded, 
 particularly as her salary is 

substantially less than that of 
her predecessor – to the tune 
of €100,000 or more.

It is interesting to note that a 
stage version of Roddy Doyle’s 
The Snapper has been one of 
the big hits of Cartmell’s 
 tenure, bringing audiences into 
the Gate who had never been 
inside the theatre before.

and it was Doyle, too, who 
inflated the fortunes at the 
abbey Theatre as a stage 
 version of his Two Pints, 
directed by Donegal woman 
Catríona McLaughlin, was the 
soaraway success, touring out-
side the theatre in Ireland and 
the UK.

Graham McLaren and neil 

tion and she has brought some 
ground-breaking performances 
to the stage, from the immer-
sive theatrical version of  
The Great Gatsby, starring 
Charlene McKenna, to Ruth 
negga as a female Hamlet, a 
show which will be staged for a 
short run in new York in  
next year.

B UT despite being 
reportedly sold out 
for most last year, the 
theatre lost more 

than €500,000, leaving it 
€114,007 in the red, according 
to the latest filed accounts. 
This compares to the previous 
financial year, which saw it end 
with €394,710 in the bank.

The accounts state that the 
theatre is finding itself in an 
increasingly difficult situation 
where funding is concerned, as 
it invests in change and 
renewal, just two years after a 
report stated it was ‘stretched 
to the point of unsustainabil-
ity’. at that time, every play 
staged had to make a profit for 
the 371-seat venue to break 
even. Cuts have already been 
made, although staffing levels 
and wages appear to have 
increased. 

The board of the theatre is in 
discussions with the arts 
Council about a three-year 
plan to bring it to a level  
where it has the financial 
 stability it needs.

There is no doubt Cartmell 
has reinvigorated a theatre 
with troubles – a report in 2017 
by arts consultancy Bonnar 

Plain speaking: Roddy 
Doyle’s Two Pints has been 
a big success  at the Abbey

Incredible 
bravery 
emerged 
amid the 
bloodshed

Amanda 

Platell

L
OnDOn in lockdown, news 
bulletins showing footage of a 
k n i fe -w ie ld i n g  m a n i a c , 
reports of innocent members 
of the public killed and others 

seriously wounded. Tragically, the 
city has been here before. The only 
difference yesterday seemed to be 
that this atrocity was played out 
beneath the early Christmas lights.

The realisation that evil not only still exists in 
the city, but thrives, is a shattering blow to the 
area – and, of course devastating, to the poor 
victims and their families. Yet from yesterday 
emerges a story of heroism and courage that – 
despite the horror – people must cling onto, for 
it bolsters faith in humankind. 

Those brave souls who risked their lives run-
ning towards the assassin as he brandished his 
knife – with one man (pictured below) taking 
the weapon away from the attacker – the heroes 
of London Bridge who knew he could have been 
wearing a suicide vest, were good, selfless peo-
ple interested in only saving their fellow man.

appalled by the terrorist’s actions, and arm-
ing themselves with 
anything that came 
to hand – a stick 
and, in one case, a 
fire extinguisher – 
they wrestled the 
terrorist to the 
ground. One man 
in a suit and tie was 
on the other side of 
the bridge and ran 
through the traffic 
to pounce on him 
and wrestle the 
knife from his hand. 
When the police 
arrived, another 
had to be physically 
dragged off the 
attacker by them 
so they could safely 
fire the bullets that 
ended the siege.

These were ordi-
nary folk going 
about their daily 
lives, just like those who behaved with such 
heroism in the London Bridge attack some 
years ago.   

amid the carnage on that occasion, there 
were those who sacrificed their own lives for the 
sake of others. 

Ignacio Echeverría, 39, a Spanish banker, was 
killed as he tried to fight off the terrorists with 
his skateboard, enabling others to escape. 

australian nurse Kirsty Boden, 28, who had 
been on a night out, was stabbed to death after 
running to help the injured.

It is as if these unknown heroes were there for 
a purpose – to triumph over wickedness.

In a world in which we are led to believe that 
no-one cares about anyone but themselves, 
their bravery are a stinging rebuttal to that 
cynical outlook. at a time when we are told that 
Britain is hopelessly riven by Brexit and  political 
ideology, their actions show that we will always 
unite for the moral good.

Too often in their squabbling, many forget the 
indomitable and inseparable heart of people. 
One that is defined by courage, consistency and 
kindness.

But as the late MP Jo Cox – herself the victim 
of an evil man with a knife and a gun – said, we 
are far more united and have far more in 
 common than that which divides us.
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THEATRE OF DESPAIR 
Ireland’, something which the  
likes of Come From Away does  
not reflect.

As the national theatre of Ireland, 
the Abbey received €7million in 
funding last year, whereas the Gate 
received an €860,000 grant from 
the Arts Council, which has risen 
to €1,194,170 for this year. 

Many in the creative world feel 
Cartmell is doing more for the 
Irish-based theatre community on 
around one-seventh of the budget 
received by the national theatre.

The signatories of the original 
letter will be meeting today to 
 discuss their latest negotiations 
with the Abbey and the new 
 programme at the theatre. 

But according to one theatre 
insider, there is no improvement 
for next year as only three new 
self-produced shows are being 
made – they insist remounts and 
returning shows should not be 
included, such as the return of the 
highly successful Two Pints by 
Roddy Doyle, yet again, although 
it will be staged across the Liffey in 
the Olympia Theatre.

They also have an issue 
with co-produced work, 
as it causes double fund-
ing, with the Abbey 

already funded by the Arts Council 
and an outside company funded 
by the Arts Council, meaning the 
money is all going into one theatre 
rather than elsewhere.

‘The big thing they are pinning it 
on is the [Irish playwright] Marina 
Carr trilogy,’ one theatre worker 
said. ‘It has a cast of 20 but actu-
ally when you add up what they 
are talking about in their self-pro-
duced work, they are talking 
around 38 actors including 
remounts. So they are getting 
€7million from the Government 
and there are 38 opportunities for 
actors which is not good enough.’

Cartmell is viewed more favoura-
bly by the artistic community.

‘She took on a theatre when 
there were reports done that were 
telling her that her audiences were 
dwindling – it is very difficult to 
change that quickly,’ an insider 
said. ‘She has tried some really 

risky things and done some 
very  enterta in ing 

work. She has 
done a really 
good job and it 

is really interesting 
as the Abbey gets 

€7million and 
t h e  G a t e 
received 

€1.1million, and 
the Gate managed 

to hire something like 
41 actors and the Abbey hired 
around 62 doing self-produced 
work. She is creating different 
voices and providing opportunities 
for less money.’

But for their part, McLaren and 
Murray feel the remit demanded 
by the national theatre has been 
met, while still maintaining a 
 theatre that is commercially viable, 
despite a loss of €135,268 for the 
last financial year. In response to 
questions from the Irish Daily 
Mail, they said: ‘We programme 
work of all scales and each piece 
has its place in terms of the story 
it tells, its relevance to society and 

the conversation it provokes. While 
financial performance is important 
in continuing to keep the Abbey in 
a healthy position, a tiny show on 
a small budget can delight, enter-
tain and challenge just as much as 
something with a larger budget – 
with this in mind we never com-
ment on the financial performance 
of individual shows. 

‘In 2018, notable audience favour-
ites included Two Pints, The 
Unmanageable Sisters, Asking For 
It and Jimmy’s hall; and on the 
Peacock Stage, Cypress Avenue 
and Come On home received great 
responses. The centrepiece of our 
programme for 2020 is The Boy – a 
powerful new cycle of plays by 
leading Irish playwright Marina 
Carr. Presented in two parts, our 
hope is that audiences will watch a 
cast of 20 actors perform the piece 
in one go – five hours of incredible 
theatre in one day.

‘We’re excited to work with all of 
the artists in our programme – Joe 
Dowling [previous artistic director 
of the Abbey] returns to work on a 
new production of Brian Friel’s 
masterpiece Faith healer. We’ll 
also have a world premiere of a 
play from the international canon 
directed by Róisín McBrinn, 
 playwrights Jody O’Neill and 
Sarah hanly,  Ir ish theatre 
 companies The Corn exchange, 
Theatre Lovett, Blue Teapot and 
One Two One Two (who are 
 presenting a fresh, exciting Irish 
language production). 

‘We will also welcome back Roddy 
Doyle and Lisa Tierney Keogh’s 
sell-out plays Two Pints (which 
features two men hilariously 
 setting the world to rights over a 
few pints) and This Beautiful 
 Village (featuring the amusing and 
recognisable tensions of a local 
 residents’ association meeting). 
We also tour to primary schools 
across the country with Ali White’s 
Me, Mollser. We hope there is 
something for everyone in this 
programme.’

In response to a question asking 
if they felt the Abbey had met the 
remit of the national theatre while 
still maintaining commercial 
 viability, they said: ‘For us, every 
year is different. It’s led by the 
projects we’re producing. We want 
to find the right balance between 
creating new work through the 
Abbey’s own production house, 
collaborating with some of the 
most talented artists and theatre 
companies across Ireland, and, of 
course, providing access, in that 
we are opening up the Abbey to 
under-represented groups and 
new original voices. 

‘In all of this we look to produce 
the work of the great artists of the 
past, present and future, and offer 
unique theatrical experiences to 
engage the audience.’

But for many in the theatrical 
community, the Abbey has not 
addressed the issue, and talent is 
being lost to other countries on a 
daily basis. 

‘It is remarkable the swathes of 
people who have gone to London 
and gone to the States,’ another 
theatre worker said. ‘We are losing 
everyone – we have a really high 
calibre of actors, directors, design-
ers and there are no opportunities 
being made for them here. If this 
goes on, the industry will be 
decimated.’

Innovation: 
Ruth Negga 

playing 
Hamlet at the 
Gate theatre

Murray have been at the helm of 
the Abbey since 2016 but their 
 tenure has not been popular with 
some in the theatrical world,  
who feel the national theatre 
should be doing a lot more to stage 
self-produced work by Irish-based 
creatives and employing more peo-
ple from the industry.

A letter – signed by over 300 
members of the Irish theatrical 
community,  and sent to the Abbey 
board and Minister for Culture 
Josepha Madigan – came after a 
show called Come From Away, a 
buy-in from the West end, replaced 
the Abbey’s traditional self-pro-
duced Christmas show for the 
December 2018/January 2019 run, 
removing employment opportuni-

ties for Irish-based actors, direc-
tors and technical staff. 

Those who signed the letter 
included Aidan Gillen, Ruth Negga 
and Tom Vaughan-Lawlor, and it 
said the decrease in the number of 
in-house productions and more 
presenting or co-presenting ‘has 
caused devastation amongst our 
ranks’.

It read: ‘The National Theatre 
reducing its own production out-
put means less diversity, and 
reduced employment, not more.’

There were, it stated, 123 actors 
employed directly by the Abbey in 
productions in 2016, which fell to 
56 for 2017.

It is believed the figure for this 
year is around 68 and, despite a 

number of meetings and ongoing 
discussion between the Abbey and 
those who signed the letter, many 
in the theatre community feel the 
Abbey’s programme for next year 
has not done enough to redress 
the balance.

The theatre community feels 
that although there is a place for 
shows like Come From Away, that 
place is not in the national theatre. 
effectively, it is a ready-made show 
from the West-end being subsi-
dised by taxpayers’ money and 
contributing nothing to the coun-
try’s artistic community.

The theatre was founded by WB 
Yeats and Lady Gregory in 1904, 
with the manifesto ‘to bring upon 
the stage the deeper emotions of 
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A
ll his life, he’s been used to 
hearing rounds of applause 
but for comedian Sil Fox,  
this time the sound of  
those hands clapping meant 

everything to him. 
Standing in the driveway of his home, fresh 

from appearing on the steps of Dublin’s Four 
Courts having been acquitted of sexual 
assault, the neighbours who had stood by him 
throughout his terrifying ordeal had come to 
their doors to welcome him home, clapping 
and cheering as he got out of the car. 

For the 87-year-old it was the end of a night-
mare ordeal, one that had left him without 
work, without purpose and without sleep for 
over a year and a half.

‘I remember the night,’ Sil says of the evening 
that turned his life upside down. ‘It was 
December 17, I was out at Harry’s Bar for the 
Big Band Night.’ 

As a renowned comedian, Sil still enjoyed an 
active working and social life. He was a well-
known figure around Dublin and beyond, per-
forming with all the greats from Red Hurley 
and Joe Dolan to his good pal Dickie Rock.

His jokes run the gamut from good, clean fun 
to rude and risqué but he always tailored them 
for the audience in front of him. On this par-
ticular night he was in a gathering of friends, 
including some showbiz pals.

‘I’d gone there many a time to hear the big 
band,’ he says of Harry’s on the Green, the 
celebrated nightspot in Dublin’s city centre. 
‘These two girls asked me to take a selfie with 
them — everybody asks me to get into the 
photographs with them — so I did. 

‘But while I was getting that taken there was 
someone behind me pulling me, pulling my 
arm. I looked around and there was another 

woman with her friends and they said, “We 
want you.” I said, “I am busy at the moment 
but I will go over to you.”’

This happened three or four times before  
Sil went over to the group as they had 
requested.

‘I said hello, stood in for a photograph and 
then said, “Enjoy the rest of your night.” I 
walked back to the friends I was sitting with 
and that was it.’

later that evening, while he was talking to 
comedian Barry Murphy, a woman approached 
Sil and accused him of touching her inappro-
priately. He felt this was ludicrous and told her 
so. He brushed off the incident and thought 
no more about it. 

So when he got a call from An Garda Sío-
chána in February 2019, it was no surprise that 
Sil at first thought someone was playing a 
practical joke.

‘I got a call from the police to say there was 
someone going to charge me with assault,’ Sil 
says. ‘I said: “Are you mad or what?” And he 
said: “We have to go through with it, Sil.”’

The comedian fully co-operated with the 
gardaí, going to Pearse Street Garda Station 
every time he was asked to attend.

‘Two or three times,’ he says. ‘They brought 
me into this particular room, I made a state-
ment, I signed it and that was it. And then I 

‘I still don’t understand 
why this woman 

would do what she did’

by Maeve 
Quigley MY LIFE 

IS IN MY 
HANDS 
AGAIN

was told it was going to court.’
Sil couldn’t believe what was 

happening — in fact the whole sit-
uation was so surreal, he kept it a 
secret from his family in the begin-
ning, so sure was he that it had all 
been some dreadful mistake and 
would soon blow over. Why would 
he be brought to court at the 
expense of the taxpayer when he 
had done nothing wrong?

‘I was trying to keep it away from 
them,’ Sil says of his ordeal. ‘I went 
to Marrakesh on a golf trip with 
my son Cyril and I told him. Up 
until that point I hadn’t told 
anyone.’

Instead Sil had been suffering in 
silence, brooding alone, but as the 
court case approached, Cyril took 
action once he knew what was 
happening.

First, Sil broke the news to his 

wife of 60 years, laura, and then 
his son Alan and daughter laura, 
both of whom live in Australia.

‘My wife laura said to me, “If you 
say you didn’t do it, then you didn’t 
do it.” She stood by me — every-
one did,’ Sil says.

For laura’s part she wishes she 
had known sooner. Both she and 
her son had seen a change in Sil 
and they were worried about him.

‘He didn’t tell me for quite a 
while,’ laura says. ‘I knew there 
was something wrong but I 
couldn’t put my finger on it. He 
wasn’t himself. I would rather have 
known immediately so that I could 
deal with it.’

Cyril told his dad there was noth-
ing to be ashamed of, insisting that 
the neighbours in their close-knit 
community hear about what was 

happening from Sil, rather than 
from reports in the paper.

Sil called at every door to tell his 
friends of the ordeal he was going 
through. They offered the family 
their unswerving support, some-
thing which comforted laura too.

‘We live in a nice area,’ laura 
says. ‘Everyone knows everybody 
else and they all said the same 
thing — “ Sil’s not like that”, which 
is true.’

‘I asked him to knock into all the 
people on the road to talk to them 
himself,’ Cyril says. ‘Rather than 
him having to get into his car every 
day and see people staring out the 
window at you. That wouldn’t have 
been easy.’

But none of this was easy for his 
father, as Cyril will testify, not the 
run up to the trial, not the endless 

days in court, followed by the accu-
sations of sexual assault being 
splashed all over the papers.

‘Yes I was scared,’ Sil says. ‘I was 
never in court in my life. I never 
had anything to do with the law. 
And I was thinking, “Oh my god, 
when is this going to end?” I felt it 
had to end because I didn’t do 
anything.

‘Every time I went to court I was 
all over the papers and it was 
awful. I couldn’t understand and I 
still can’t understand why this 
woman would do what she did, 
knowing that I had done nothing. 
What possessed her to do this?’

Sil’s legal team asked for report-
ing restrictions at the first hearing 
but the judge didn’t allow them.  
Under Irish law, sexual assault 
accusers are entitled to anonym-

ity, but those they accuse are not, 
unlike in rape cases, when both 
parties remain unnamed until such 
time as a conviction is obtained. 

And so Sil’s name was splashed 
all over the papers while his 
accuser remained unnamed. 

Although his showbiz friends 
were supportive, his gigs were can-
celled one by one.

‘As soon as my photograph went 
into the paper “charged with sex-
ual assault or groping” a lot of peo-
ple just believe it, you know?’ Sil 
says, still incredulous. ‘They just 
believe it. 

‘I made my name as a good come-
dian and I was so disappointed 
when I was charged with some-
thing that I would never dream  
of doing. 

‘All the shows I had booked, 

Beloved comedian Sil Fox was cleared last 
week of sexual assault. In an unflinching 
interview, he talks about that terrible 
night, how he was close to a breakdown 
and how his wife’s love sustained him.  
But there are questions about his  
18-month ordeal that still plague him...
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including a few fundraisers, were 
dropped too. So I haven’t worked 
since last July.

‘Everybody stood by me but they 
couldn’t do anything to help me. 
Now I am hoping they might  
ask me back but I don’t know if I 
will be able or not, it’s up to  
my health.’

The health Sil refers to is his 
state of mind. Before all this  

happened, he was sprightly and 
working all the time. Now things 
are different.

Desperately worried about what 
was happening their beloved Sil, 
Laura and Cyril eventually per-
suaded him to seek help from his 
GP, who referred him to the mental 
health unit at Tallaght Hospital.

‘I suppose I cocooned early,’  
Sil says of those dark days.  

‘I didn’t want to meet people.’
Instead he worried non-stop 

about what was going to happen. 
The case was hit with delays and 
red tape and as time continued  
on, Sil’s worries started eating 
away at him.

‘The anxiety and fear made him 
go totally wonky,’ Cyril says. ‘The 
doctor put him on a small dose of 
these tablets and he had to go to 

the mental health depart-
ment in Tallaght for them 
to assess him.’

There were psychiatrists 
and counsellors and Sil  
was diagnosed with anxiety 
and stress.

‘They gave me tablets to 
calm me down,’ says the 
pensioner. ‘I was hyper all 
the time. I couldn’t think 
of anything else, only the 
court case. I wasn’t prepared to 
talk to anyone. 

‘I was on sleeping tablets, I still 
am, but I only take a small dose 
now. But back then I would wake 
up in the middle of the night and 
stay awake for the rest of it.’

Sil’s legal team took special care 
of him, Cyril says, treating him 
with great kindness and respect. 
And their close relationship as 
father and son was also a godsend 
as they regularly hit the golf course 
while Cyril tried to coax out Sil’s 
worries over the greens.

‘We used to play golf with a friend 
of mine, a doctor and he would give 
dad the best encouragement every 
time we went out to play,’ Cyril 

says. ‘He said to him about the 
worry, “This will go — the very day 
you are found not guilty, this will 
change. I cannot give you any med-
ication that will take this away but 
it won’t come back after you are 
cleared”, and so far that has turned 
out to be true.’

Last week, the case against Sil 
was thrown out because of incon-
sistencies between the complain-
ant’s version of events and what 
could be seen on CCTV footage 
from the night. 

The complainant said Sil had 
touched her private parts but his 
hand can be clearly seen in the 
footage on the table.

‘I was so relieved when the judge 
dismissed the case,’ Sil says. ‘But 
what if there had been no CCTV? 
It would have been my word 
against hers.’

The Fox family are justifiably 
annoyed at the length of time all 
this took, putting a man of  
Sil’s age through an ordeal that 
lasted a year and a half when the 
CCTV evidence was in play from 
early on. 

But they are more annoyed that 
Sil’s name has been in the papers 
while his complainant remains 
anonymous. 

‘It’s not right for my name to be 
in the papers all the time and hers 
is not,’ Sil says. ‘That’s the law but 
I cannot understand why. Cliff 

Richard was the same. I think you 
should only be in the paper when 
you are found guilty. 

‘I don’t think there should be 
photographs of you all over the 
place when you are innocent.’

On the day the charges were 
dropped, Sil was not in court but a 
call from their solicitor prompted 
Cyril to drive his dad to Dublin 7 so 
that he could walk down those 
court steps and address the media. 
He was a free man who, as he had 
insisted all along, had done noth-
ing wrong. 

‘I was on the news,’ Sil says. ‘I 
made a statement and thanked 
the people I wanted to thank. It 
was only afterwards that I realised 
the lady who accused me was  
there too.’

‘I wouldn’t have called her a  
lady,’ interjects Laura, still angry 
at what her husband has been  
put through,

Both she and Sil feel that ano-
nymity should be afforded to the 
accused as well as the accuser,  
as the system as it stands is  
unfair in their eyes, particularly as 
there is no recourse for Sil now 
when it comes to the woman who 
accused him.

‘I can’t understand why she did 
it,’ he says again.

But for now, it’s time to try and 
get the life he once led back.

‘I’m getting back slowly but 
surely to the way I used to be,’  
Sil says. 

‘It’s going to take a while. The 
tablets that I was on I will be on for 
a while as you can’t come off them 
very quickly, you have to ease off 
them. 

‘Other than that I have to try and 
get myself back.

‘I was shunning people and they 
were afraid to talk to me, now I can 
hold my head up high and go  
anywhere I like and meet all the 
people I know in showbusiness. 
They all supported me when this 
was going on. 

‘Not one person ever said: “Did 
you do it?” They knew I hadn’t and 
they stood by me.

‘But I have to see if I can get back 
to the way I was before all this hap-
pened. My life is in my hands again 
now. At 87 you don’t live forever, 
but I will do my best. 

‘It has been a year and a half of 
this pressure and it’s a very hard 
thing to do to say “ah it’s gone  
now and I’m back”. It’s not as easy 
as that.

‘But I am glad it’s all over.’

‘Not one person 
ever said: “Did 

you do it?”’

Back bringing the laughs: 
Sil today and, right, with 
son Cyril and wife Laura. 
Above, in action on stage



As she tended to her crops 

by hand, a small baby 

strapped to her back and 

the biting midlands wind 

clawing at her clothes, 

Kate Egan must have 

wondered why on earth 

she chose a farmer’s life. Growing up in the leafy 

Dublin suburb of Dundrum, although she loved 

nature and horses, she had no notion of tilling her 

own fields and enduring the hard labour of a  

bio-diverse farm. 

But although she studied and worked as an 

environmental scientist, it was a sudden and  

brutal change of circumstances that led to her 

practising what she preached. 

‘My grandfather grew up on a farm in 

Westport and family circumstances made them 

move to Dublin,’ Kate explains. ‘But he always said 

he wanted to go back to the farm. He had ten kids 

and a couple of them took on his dream.’ None of 

his children ever did get back to the farm though. 

Kate’s mum Aine is a care worker for the MS 

Society and her late father Tony was a window 

cleaner by trade, as Dublin as they come, from the 

inner city.

But as a young girl, Kate was mad about 

horses, so much so that she worked at the stables 

so she could get the chance to ride. ‘I have been 

riding since I was eight years old, working in the 
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stables to pay off my lessons as we could never 

really afford a horse,’ Kate says. ‘So when I started 

earning myself, there was a bit of land on the 

house I was renting so I rescued a pony.’

Two ponies in fact. Dash and Anna came to  

live with Kate in her rented house near Wicklow 

and she began training them using natural 

horsemanship.

‘It’s a training method that’s based on the 

horse’s natural communication styles and 

understanding their psychology. When Anna 

arrived with me you couldn’t get near her and it 

took me two hours to walk up to her and touch  

her the first time. But now she is riding and  

going forward.’

When her rented house was put up for sale, 

Kate was six months into a relationship with 

occupational therapist Tom Carlin who she’d met 

at amateur dramatics — ‘we were actually playing 

husband and wife before we started dating’.

They decided to look for a place to buy so that 

Dash and Anna could go with them. It was a 

gamble, Kate says, for both of them but they felt it 

was worth the risk. After all, they both had jobs in 

Dublin — Kate was an educational outreach 

worker for the Presentation charity, based in 

Dublin’s inner city.

‘We looked in Dublin and along the east coast 

where I would have support but it turned out too 

expensive. And then we found this place,’ Kate 
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says. ‘This place’ is a farmhouse with some land in 

Ballymore, Co Westmeath, about an hour and  

a half from Dublin. It was the ideal place for  

horses and Kate envisaged herself growing a 

small plot of vegetables and commuting up and 

down to her job.

‘The week we got the keys to the house, I was 

told Presentation was closing and that by the 

following June my job would be gone,’ Kate 

explains. ‘I was shell-shocked at the redundancy. 

‘Anyone who has gone through it will 

understand. I had been working in Presentation, 

building up a portfolio and I had an idea of where 

I wanted to go in my career. And then I was 

dropped. The kind of work I was doing, there isn’t 

loads of it around. I looked for jobs and I did 

interviews but it turned out I wasn’t the right fit for 

them and vice versa. And so I took a year to give 

myself a break to figure out what I wanted to do.’

The answer came quite quickly. As she tried to 

figure out where her life was going, Kate was 

continuing to grow her own vegetables as she had 

in Wicklow, where she’d become thrilled at seeing 

the new shoots of her labours. And it was then 

that she decided to practice what she had been 

preaching.

‘I was fortunate to have flexibility as we hadn’t 

saddled ourselves with a massive mortgage and 

we realised living frugally and growing our own 

food, we could support ourselves on a low income.’

And so the seeds of An Ghrian Glas were sown 

— a sustainable and social farm that is biodiverse.

‘I studied environmental science in college  

and travelled around the world working on 

conservation projects in South America and New 

Zealand,’ Kate says. 

‘I learned a bit then about homesteading, small 

holdings, sustainable living and organic farming. I 

learned little bits about it but before we moved 

here, the only thing I had grown was a small area 

of tomatoes and potatoes for myself. That was 

essentially it and that was all I had planned to do 

here too — the rest of the land was and still is 

going for conservation.’

But by Kate’s own admission, it hasn’t been 

easy. ‘I killed a lot of things,’ she laughs. ‘There  

were a few successes, I got lucky with some things. 

You hear that farming is much more of a lifestyle 

than a job. 

‘There is an awful lot of bad press for farmers in 

terms of the environment — emissions, how the 

land is treated biodiversity and things like that. 

There is a lot of weight in that and there is a lot of 

truth in that but I also have a much greater 

appreciation for the level of work and what 

people really are financially bringing in. 

‘It’s just a joke in many situations for the services 

that are being provided. It’s giving me a much 

greater appreciation for the sector than I might 

have had before. I am slightly less judgemental 

than I was before.’

There have been some serious losses too. 

‘Tomatoes are one of our biggest money crops 

and we get really late frost in the midlands and 
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though I was learning I wasn’t fully aware of that 

and how to protect them. 

‘So for two years in a row I lost half of my 

tomato seedlings and had to resow. We lost a 

really nice crop of onions last year and little things 

like that impact.’

There are long days, late nights and Kate is still 

learning, reading everything she can get her 

hands on. But the crops are proving to be fruitful. 

There’s a stall at the local farmer’s market, there 

are plans for farm tours where you can cook and 

eat what you’ve harvested, and there’s room for 

volunteers and helping hands too.

Tom still works part-time as an occupational 

therapist and, as if life wasn’t busy enough, baby 

Fern arrived 13 months ago. She’s teething now, 

but plays happily by her mother, watched by 

Gaston the cat and Lily the dog. 

But what was it like to have a new farm and a 

new baby? ‘It was really hard,’ Kate says. ‘I think it 

was the hardest thing I have ever done. I was 

running a market in Athlone when I was eight 

months pregnant but after that I hung up the 

wellies because I was having some issues with 

blood pressure and that kind of thing. I was doing 

the business stuff then. 

‘But within two months I was back outside 

again – it’s not something I advocate. You hear of 

women rushing back to work after having a baby 

and thinking it’s great but I did question my sanity. 

Although I think getting outside was good for me 

– to keep myself a little bit outside in the fresh air. I 

had Fern in a sling on my back when I was feeding 

the animals in the morning and evening, and  

she has fallen asleep in the poly tunnels while I 

work. But it is definitely 

the hardest year I have 

ever experienced.’

However, the ups of farming life 

outweigh the downs, Kate insists. ‘If you can ride 

the wave they are fun and we are in a privileged 

position in many ways as we have extra family 

time. But it’s hard to have a holiday – to find a 

house-sitter who will take on a farm, three horses, 

a pig, ducks, chickens and a dog and cat.’

Ola, the kunekune pig, is a pet purchased  

to appease Tom’s daughter from a previous 

relationship. ‘We had pigs for meat for ourselves 

but she was very upset when they went,’ Kate  

says. ‘We decided to get her a pig as a pet – little 

did we know that they live for 25 years so we will 

still have that pig when she is married and has 

kids of her own.

‘Ola is great fun, we use her to turn over soil in 

places where we want to re-establish something 

else and re-sow. She uses up a lot of our waste 

and composts it for us. She is definitely part of the 

family at this stage. Jack is another horse I have, 

and we have about 30 chickens, three ducks, and 

Lily and Gaston.’

The pigs going were a bit of a struggle for Kate 

too, she admits, and the farm doesn’t sell meat but 

they do sell eggs. 

‘We produce some chickens and pigs for 

ourselves but that’s it. We know how the pigs are 

kept but I came very close to becoming a 

vegetarian. It was really difficult. I don’t ethically 

think there is something wrong with eating meat 

but I do think that what we are doing with animals 

in the process of that is wrong.’

Decent soil, organic farming and social 

inclusion are what An Ghrian Glas is centred on so 

it’s no wonder Kate doubled what she made in a 

year. ‘We sell everything we can possibly grow, we 

are very seasonal and it changes from year to 

year because some years are really wet and our 

harvest is subject to that. 

‘The really hot year we had melons as a 

trial and they did really well. We have 

been growing an unusual crop 

called huauzontle which is a 

Mexican broccoli which has 

been bought by chefs in 

Athlone and supper 

clubs in Dublin.

‘Because we use 

labour instead of 

using pesticides and 

synthetic fertilisers, we 

are focused on the 

health of our soil and 

improving the 

biodiversity so we won’t 

see the full yield of what 

we are doing for another 

five or ten years. But at that 

point we will have something 

that’s more valuable than the food it 

produces: the ecosystem services it 

provides, significant carbon capture, water 

storage, draining, biodiversity, clean air.’

The carrots, spinach and salad crops are all 

fresh from farm to plate and varieties you won’t 

see in the supermarket can be grown as they are 

for flavour and nutrition, rather than their 

durability in plastic packaging. 

‘I’m hoping that by sharing our story more 

people won’t be scared to try it out,’ Kate says.

And the social farming aspect of An Ghrian 

Glas has been reaping its own rewards. 

‘We had a girl arrive who we were told was 

selectively mute but after about three or four 

weeks we were having a really good conversation 

with her about the horses.’ Kate says. ‘To see her 

progress so well was wonderful.

‘In spring and summer it’s hard work but on a 

Saturday when we have volunteers we might 

have a fire outside and harvest our food from  

the garden then bring it in and cook up  

something fresh.’

And it’s a world away from the grey, greasy city 

skies of winter, even now.

‘It’s just beautiful and quiet,’ Kate says, with Fern 

on her knee. ‘Even though the trees are bare, the 

air is still and I can hear the chickens calling. There 

is a sense of quiet and calm, a feeling that 

spring is around the corner.’

For details on volunteering and tours visit 

anghrianglasfarm.com
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