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erek, my husband, and I
moved into the gate lodge
at Ashurst on Military
Road in Killiney in July of
1987. Our first child Roman
was just a couple of
months old and we had
been living near the centre
of the city in North Strand in Dublin 3.
We wanted somewhere with a bit
more space and preferably near the sea.
Back then, if you were looking for a
house or a flat to rent, you had to buy the
Evening Press every day for the classified listings and hope you got to the
viewing before anyone else.
We thought that if we moved a little
out of town, we would get more for our
money. We were looking at a gate lodge
in Shankhill at one stage, but we just
missed out on it. Then we saw an ad
for the one at Ashurst, a big neoGothic mansion with a tall tower in
Killiney, which used to be home to
John Charles McQuaid, the Catholic
archbishop of Dublin.
The lodge was like something out of a
fairy tale, set behind the house gates
and surrounded by trees. The location
was amazing. It was just five minutes’
walk from the Dart station at Killiney
and right beside the sea. Compared to
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where we were before, it was like living
in the country. It was £200 per month
and money was tight, as we’d just
opened a new art business, The George
Gallery in Duke Street in the city.
Our house was very pretty, but it was
cold and damp. It had quarry tiles on the
floors and we had to put down carpet.
There was no central heating, and one
of the bedrooms was so cold you would
wake up with dew on your duvet in the
mornings. There was no fridge and no
washing machine, and we didn’t have a
car. We eventually saved up for an oilfilled electric radiator. Still, I loved the
place. We did it up, painting the walls
and putting up some pieces of art.
There were two bedrooms and two
living rooms. Due to the damp and the

‘WHEN YOU OPENED
THE GATE, YOU
HAD EXACTLY 30
SECONDS TO GET
INTO THE HOUSE’

cold, however, we ended up living in
just one of the rooms and using the
other for storage. That room had a beautiful fireplace and we would all huddle
round it. For shopping, we would often
get the Dart to Blackrock or walk up to
Ballybrack. I remember getting off the
Dart and having to struggle over the
footbridge with the child’s buggy festooned with bags of groceries. We didn’t
get out that much. Roman was over five
months old before we ever left him with
someone else and went out together.
At the time, Ashurst belonged to the
solicitor Vincent O’Donoghue. I remember he drove a maroon-coloured Porsche
and would wear those Gordon Gekkostyle red braces. He was always very
nice and he invited us up to the house
once to have a look around.
He had these two Great Danes that
used to terrify me. They were huge and
still quite young, and they would run at
us barking. I am not really mad about
dogs, so I was petrified of them. When
you opened the front gate you would
have exactly 30 seconds to get into the
house. That is how long it took them to
get down the driveway from the main
house. Sometimes they would be
waiting behind the gates, and if I
opened it a little bit and saw their two

snouts looking out, I would have to shut
it again and walk round the block, in the
hope they’d be gone by the time I got
back. They would also steal our clothes
off the washing line. Jumpers were forever turning up all over the grounds.
I spent a lot of time in the house on
my own while Derek was working in the
gallery. We were preparing a retrospective show of the artist Markey Robinson
and I was writing the catalogue. This
involved doing a lot of research in the
National Library in Kildare Street.
Doing that brochure was more or less
how I started writing. When I got pregnant with our second child, Holly, we
decided to start looking for a house to
buy and applied for mortgage approval.
We got it, but when we found a
house, the amount we had approval for
wasn’t enough. We really needed that
exhibition to be a success and it was. We
were able to make up the shortfall and
buy our home off the South Circular
Road in Dublin 8. Five days after we
moved in, Holly was born.
Living at Ashurst, I was alone with
Roman for a lot of the time, but it was
never lonely. A lot of bonding went on.
In the evenings we would walk down to
the beach and he would play in the
sand, which was a little bit idyllic.
The Story of Before by Susan Stairs is
published by Corvus, ¤18.75
Interview by Niall Toner

Stairs lived here with her
husband and son; inset above,
the ‘fairy-tale pretty’ lodge

MEET YOUR MATCH
IN CLARE

STUDY CLASSICS IN
DUN LAOGHAIRE

GET IN THE PINK
AT THE PARK

GET YOUR GAME ON
AT RURAL FEST

The Lisdoonvarna Matchmaking
Festival in Co Clare, Europe’s oldest
matchmaking festival, opens this
weekend with the first gay-themed
event in its 150-year history. From
August 30 to September 1, the
Outing features matchmaking events,
concerts and dances hosted by drag
queen Panti. The main matchmaking
festival will continue to run on
weekends until September 30 in its
usual guise. matchmakerireland.com

The Mountains to Sea Book
Festival in Dun Laoghaire is
expected to be one of the early
highlights of the Dublin Festival
Season programme. Taking
place from September 3 to 8,
it features literary talent
including Margaret Atwood,
Roddy Doyle and Seamus
Heaney, right, reading their work
in a variety of venues in the
seaside town. mountainstosea.ie

Dublin’s Phoenix Park will be
awash with pink next Saturday as
thousands pound the pavements in
aid of Breast Cancer Ireland. The
Great Pink Run consists of 5km
and 10km looped runs through the
park. Runners of all abilities can
get involved with the emphasis on
fun and participation. Entries close
at midnight tonight, so you’ll need
to be quick if you want to take part.
greatpinkrun.ie

Next weekend’s Irish Game and
Country Fair takes place on the
grounds of Birr Castle Estate
in Co Offaly on Saturday and
Sunday. The plan is to celebrate
rural life with events ranging
from historical re-enactments
to gundog trials. There’s also
a fine food festival with gamethemed cookery demonstrations,
an eco village and a craft fair.
irishgameandcountryfair.com

