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Lesson 10 & 11

1. Write down the name of their paper and date published.
2. Identify a feature article in their paper.
3. Write down the headline/ sub head and byline.
4. Break the article down using the following prompts:

• What topic is the article focusing on?
• How does it try to catch the reader’s attention at the

start?
• Is there colourful, descriptive language or is it more

informative and factual?
• How does the feature article end? (Is there a quote, a

punchline, does it draw a conclusion or refer back to the
opening?)

• Was there some kind of hook or angle to the feature
article that caught your attention?

• Were many quotes used? If so from what sources?

After each student has read and analysed a feature article by 
themselves they could then compare their analysis in pairs and 
feed back to the group.

Features 
Tutorial

Pages:

40-80 minutes +

9

2320

Material to be used
Read through pages 20-23. 

Emphasise how while a feature article is always focused on a 
specific topic it also generally has theme or a message. 

Get the class to look at the examples on pages 21 and 22. Ask them 
to identify in general terms what topic the articles seems to be 
examining and maybe to guess what they think the main message 
might be. The headlines and photos are already indicating these 
to them. 

After these pages have been read each student should take a 
newspaper and do the following:

Optional:  Features Tutorial 
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Handout for 
analysing Feature 

Articles.
PDF to print/ 

photocopy

http://presspass.ie/workbook/analysing-features.pdf
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Feature Article Tutorial

1. Write down the name of your paper and the date of publication..

	 ______________________________________________________________________________	

2. Identify a feature article in your paper.

3. Write down the headline/  sub head and byline (if they are all there)

	 Headline: _______________________________________________________________________
	 Sub Head: ______________________________________________________________________
	 Byline: _______________________________________________________________

4. Break the article down using the following prompts:

	 • What topic is the article focusing on?
	 ______________________________________________________________________________	
	 ______________________________________________________________________________	
	 ______________________________________________________________________________	
	 ______________________________________________________________________________	
	 ______________________________________________________________________________	
	 ______________________________________________________________________________	

	 • How does it try to catch the reader’s attention at the start? 
	 ______________________________________________________________________________	
	 ______________________________________________________________________________	
	 ______________________________________________________________________________	
	 ______________________________________________________________________________	
	 ______________________________________________________________________________	
	 ______________________________________________________________________________	

	 • Is there colourful, descriptive language or is it more informative and factual? Give examples to illustrate 	
	 your opinion. 
	 ______________________________________________________________________________	
	 ______________________________________________________________________________	
	 ______________________________________________________________________________	
	 ______________________________________________________________________________	
	 ______________________________________________________________________________	
	 ______________________________________________________________________________	
	 ______________________________________________________________________________	
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• How does the feature article end? (Is there a quote, a punchline, does it draw a conclusion
or refer back to the opening?)
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________

• Was there some kind of hook or angle to the feature article that caught your attention?
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________

• Were many quotes used? If so from what sources?
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________

In pairs or small groups decide the following:

• Decide which feature article you think had the best opening and explain why. 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________

• Choose which article you preferred on the basis of the topic and the message.. 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________

• Compare the way your articles ended. Decide which was your favourite ending and explain why. 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________

• What type of extra information was given or who was quoted?
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
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Headline
Catchy headlines 
help grab the att ention

Tutorial

The main diff erences between a feature and a 
news story are style and length.

Whereas news is straight-up factual and strictly 
structured, features are longer, more analytical 
and soft er focussed.

Features can vary widely, from fashion to 
diet fads, celebrity profi les to human interest 
stories. They can accompany a news story, or 
in most cases they have their own section in 
newspapers and magazines.

Features

Writing a feature aff ords the 
journalist the luxury to use 
more colourful, descriptive 

language. In addition, a feature 
story doesn’t have to follow the 
conventional structure of a news 
story, i.e. the most important part of 
the story at the top of the article.

With a feature, once you catch 
the reader’s att ention from the 
start, you can then build to the 
climax, or the main point, and work 
around that with descriptions or 
important information on the topic. 

It is a common style for journalists 
to start a feature with a very 
graphic, descriptive introduction 
to draw in the reader, building the 
information slowly but surely, and 
then round it off  nicely, lett ing 
the reader feel satisfi ed that 
they know all they need about 
the subject by the last line. 

Some writers end lighter stories 
with a funny line at the end, 

others with a knock-em-dead 
punchline - a ‘shock’ tactic. 

Others fi nish with a technique of 
referring back to the line at the 
start and ‘tying it up nicely’.
As well as off ering journalists a 
greater range of writing styles, 
feature pages also off er real scope 
to page designers.

Some of the best looking pages in 
newspapers and magazines are 
oft en the features pages because 
the design rule book is thrown away.

The pages are meant to be colourful, 
striking and controversial, fi rstly to 
hook the reader, and secondly to 
diff erentiate the features section 
from other parts of the paper.

The hook for a feature is oft en a 
news story - the story behind the 
story as it were.

How to write 
a feature

What is a 
feature?

Features

the design rule book is thrown away.

The pages are meant to be colourful, 

For people
who aspire
to inspire.

Executive Education Programmes

• BSc Hons Management Practice
1 evening per week over 2 years
Internationally recognised qualification

• MSc in Executive Leadership
Part time over 2 years
International study visit to
Boston college

Delivered in Dublin by
Ulster University and led by
industry and academic experts.

Enrolling now for
Autumn Programmes

Call us on (01) 472 7101
Visit irishtimestraining.com
Email gencourses@irishtimes.com

Thailand’s supreme court has
setAugust 25thas thedate for a
verdict in the trial of the coun-
try’s formerprimeministerYin-
gluck Shinawatra, who is ac-
cused of wasting billions of dol-
lars ona rice subsidy scheme.
Ms Yingluck, overthrown in

a2014militarycoup, facesupto
10 years in jail if found guilty in
the trial, which has been going
on for 18 months. Yesterday

was the last day for witness
hearings. Ms Yingluck can
makeaclosingstatementonAu-
gust 1st, the court said.
Ms Yingluck and her Puea

Thai Party say the trial is politi-
cally motivated, aimed at dis-
crediting a populist movement
that has helped the Shinawatra
clan win every election since
2001. Ms Yingluck’s brother
Thaksin Shinawatra intro-

duced the rice programme be-
fore he himself was ousted in a
2006coup.
But Ms Yingluck took it a

step further by offering to buy
rice from farmers at up to 50
per cent above market prices.
Themeasure helped her sweep
to power in 2011, but govern-
ment losses from the scheme –
which also distorted global rice
prices – fuelledprotests that led

to her removal. Ms Yingluck,
however, remains popular
amongher supporters, particu-
larly in the northeast, Thai-
land’s poorest region.
Hundreds of supporters at

the court cheered Ms Yingluck
at the court yesterday – defying
junta leader Prayuth
Chan-ocha’s request for her fol-
lowers to stay away.
– (Reuters)

CLIFFORDCOONAN
inBeijing

North Korea’s economy
shruggedoff tough internation-
alsanctionsover itsnuclearpro-
gramme to expand by 3.9 per
cent last year, the fastest pace
in 17 years, data fromSouthKo-
rea’s central bankhas shown.
As well as cranking up ten-

sions in the region, North Ko-
rea’s military spending, includ-
ing investment innuclearweap-
ons tests and missile launches,
helped give the economy a
boost,ShinSeung-cheol,anoffi-
cial at the Bank of Korea’s eco-
nomic statistics department,
told theYonhapnews agency.
The growth mainly came

from industries such as mining
and manufacturing, as well as
utilities such as electricity, gas
andwater supplies.
TheBankofKorea said itwas

the highest growth rate since
1999 when the economy grew
6.1percent.Lastyear, theisolat-
ed economy, which is believed
to be heavily reliant on fuel and
investment from its ideological
ally and neighbour China,
shrank by 1.1 per cent because
of adevastating drought.

Another official speaking to
Yonhap said the North Korean
economic situation remained
parlous. “North Korea’s eco-
nomic structure is very fragile
and is not really set up for high
growth,” the official said.

Chinalinks
News of strong growth is likely
to bring attention back to Chi-
na’s links to North Korea.
While they are traditionally al-
lies, their friendship has been
strainedbyNorthKorea’s insist-
ence on pursuing nuclear capa-

bilities despite Chinese re-
quests for it to stop and to join
dialogueon the issue.
US president Donald Trump

has been putting pressure on
China to do more to rein in
Pyongyang’s nuclear ambitions
but Beijing says it has limited
scope for this.
China accounts for 93 per

cent of North Korea’s foreign
trade and mineral resources
are a key part of their bilateral
trade.
The Bank of Korea believes

per capita income in the North

is about 1.46 million won
(¤1,120), which works out at
about 4.5 per cent of that in the
South.
North Korea has been strug-

gling tobring in foreign curren-
cy since the UN Security Coun-
cil passed a resolution in No-
vember that tightened sanc-
tions, including cutting the
country’s coal exports, after it
conducted its fourth and fifth
nuclear tests.

Ballisticmissile
Despite slowing trade, North
Korea has still been able to de-
velopwhat it says is an intercon-
tinental ballistic missile capa-
ble of reaching theUS.
The South Korean unifica-

tion ministry has renewed its
callonNorthKorea toaccept its
offerofdialogue in thedemilita-
rised zone that divides the two
countries since theKoreanWar
(1950-53) ended without a
peace treaty.
North Korea’s main newspa-

per,Rodong Sinmun, said itwas
“nonsense” for Seoul to hope
for improved relations as long
as it continued to back sanc-
tions and hold joint naval drills
with theUS.

When she heard reports that BokoHaram

was approaching her home town three

yearsago,ZainabeuHamayajihad to think

quickly. The Islamist militant group –

whose name roughly translates as “West-

ern Education is Forbidden” – had been

terrorising the northeast of Nigeria since

2009, and now it was moving on toMada-

gali.
The 47-year-old’s biggest concern was

her eldest daughter, Hassana Isa. At 12,

she was young enough to enjoy childish

gameswith her siblings, but old enough to

be chosen as a wife for one of the violent

militants whose organisation was becom-

ing synonymous with destruction and

bloodshed.
In thatmoment, Hamayaji made a deci-

sion that would change all of her family’s

lives. Speaking about it now, a range of

emotions flicker across her face as she re-

counts what happened next. She is sitting

in an old schoolroom-turned camp for the

displaced in Gwoza, a rural Nigerian town

that served as the headquarters of Boko

Haram’s once sizeable caliphate. Through

a large bullet hole in the blackboard, she

can seeboys playingoutside.
Eight years into a war that has caused

tens of thousands of deaths and the dis-

placement of more than 2.5 million, the

scale of the brutality of BokoHaram is still

emerging.Asmoreandmoreof theterrito-

ry it seized becomes accessible, evidence

of massacres, the use of child soldiers and

other atrocities committed across Nige-

ria’s northeast are being laidbare.
So too come tales of heroism, bravery

and ingenuity. Hamayaji’s story is one of

these.

Hiddeninahole
“I dug a ditch within my compound,” she

says. Inside it,Hamayajihidalmost100 jer-

rycans of water, sacks of nonperishable

foodand some leather bags touse in lieu of

a toilet. Then, she told her daughter to get

inside the hole. Hamayaji covered the top

of theholewithcorrugated iron,anderect-

edatentontop.Shekeptherdaughterhid-

den in that hole for the next ninemonths.

Withindays, BokoHaramarrived inher

town, killing her husband andmany other

local men, and quickly gaining total con-

trolof thearea. “I sawthemkillingsomany

peoplebecause theywere trying to escape,

so I couldn’t leave,”Hamayaji says.
Next, as anticipated, the militants went

door to door looking for young women.

Tipped-off about Hamayaji’s eldest, they

turnedupatherhouse. “I sworeandswore

I didn’t have a daughter but they didn’t be-

lievemeandkept beatingme,” she says.
“They came every day to beat me and

they were constantly terrorising me. So I

decided to stripmyself of all ofmy clothing

and justwalk aroundnaked in the village. I

un-plaitedmyhair to look like amadwom-

an. I urinated and put faeces on my hair

andmybody. I’d go to the town centre and

roll around in trash so they would think I

wasmentally unstable.”
Her other three children – aged seven,

10 and 11 – backed up the charade, telling

the sceptical militants that their mother

had been attending a psychiatric hospital

before the townwas captured.
Hamayaji demonstrateshow,whilepre-

tending to be mentally unwell, she would

pull her other daughters close to her.

She’d have flies swarming around her, at-

tracted to the excrement. This was anoth-

er ploy to saveher children.
“BokoHaramdecided theydid notwant

a child fromamadwoman.Previously they

had killed a madwoman and the curse

from the madwoman prevented them

from any military successes. They didn’t

want to kill another, so I was spared be-

cause of their belief. They wrote some-

thing on the wall saying nobody should at-

tack thismadwoman, it will be a curse. So I

wasprotected.”

Soldiersarrived
Ninemonths after BokoHaram arrived in

Madagali, it was ousted by the Nigerian

military.

When the army’s soldiers arrived they

were also suspicious of Hamayaji, asking

her whether she had been married to a

member of BokoHaram, unable to under-

standhowshehadsurvivedwithout collab-

orating. She explained to them that her

daughter had been living for nine months

in theditch shehaddug for her.
Formother and daughter, the scarswill

last a long time. Hamayaji still has a dislo-

catedshoulder frombeingrepeatedlybeat-

en — which, along with almost constant

headaches, stops her from working. She

has a scar on her forehead, and a missing

tooth. She gesticulates wildly when telling

her story, almost re-enacting the persona

she had to adopt to get her through those

ninehorrificmonths.

She readily accepts that what she did

was unusual. “There are not a lot of wom-

anwhosacrificed like that,” shesays. “Oth-

er women actually gave away their chil-

drenforselfishreasons,becauseBokoHar-

am were giving money at the time – they

got food inexchange andneeded to eat.”
The sumbeing paid for children ranged

from 100,000 Nigerian naira (¤278) to

twice that amount, she says.
Hamayaji says sometimes the militants

would give mothers land in the villages

they had captured as a kind of dowry for

theirdaughters. “Womenwouldbesoelat-

ed, they’d collect themoney and the prop-

erties.”

Schoolgirlskidnapped
Boko Haram came to global attention

when it kidnapped 276 schoolgirls from

theirdormitories inChibok.
However, thousands of other women

and girls have also been abducted or

forced intomarriages by the terror group.

While some have few complaints about

how they were treated, many have suf-

fered physical and sexual abuse, and some

forced intowarfare.
Former wives have told stories of regu-

lar rape by both their “husbands” and oth-

er militants, forced labour and even the

possibility of beingmade to carry a suicide

bomb. Themajority of bombings in public

areas are currently carried out by women,

some of whommay not knowwhat they’re

carrying, as the devices are detonated by

militants fromadistance.
For women and girls who escape, the

threat of abuse remains. Last October, a

Human Rights Watch report found that

displaced women were being raped and

sexually exploited by Nigerian authorities

including government officials, police and

camp leaders.
For now, Hamayaji says her eldest

daughter is safe. Aged 14, she is at the Eid

(end of Ramadan) celebrations when I

meethermother.
However, in common with some 11 mil-

lion other children across northeast Nige-

ria,HassanaIsa isnot inschoolandhas lim-

ited opportunities. Hamayaji is reduced to

begging for scraps to feed the family, she

says, though it’s better than living under

BokoHaramcontrol.
“I will see what the future holds. I don’t

know what will happen,” Hamayaji says,

batting away flies in the dark, empty

schoolroom,thesoundsofhundredsofoth-

er displaced people outside. “I just know

we’re safenow.”

CLIFFORDCOONAN

Internationalpressure isgrow-
ing to allowLiuXia, thewife of
thelateNobelPeacePrize-win-
ner Liu Xiaobo, to leave the
country if she wants to go
abroad. She has been under
housearrest for years.
Diplomatic sources in Bei-

jing say intensive discussions
areunderwaywithChineseau-
thorities to grant permission
to allow Ms Xia, a photogra-
pher and poet, to leave the
country.
Liu Xiaobo, who was jailed

on subversion charges, died of
liver cancer on July 27th and
China has been fiercely criti-
cised over its treatment of the
Nobel laureate.
Negotiations are proving

tricky. Beijing has responded
by saying that Mr Liu was a
criminal under Chinese law,
thathe receivedexcellent care
and by telling western coun-
tries to back off what it sees as
a sovereignty issue.
China has held a firm line

saying “she is free” even
though she has effectively
been under house arrest for
seven years since her husband
won the peace prize in 2010.
Shehasnever beencharged.

CommunistParty
There are fears that if she
were allowed to leave China,
she would become a high-pro-
file thorn in the Chinese gov-
ernment’s side, criticising the
Communist Party for the way
her late husbandwas treated.
The United Nations high

commissioner for human
rights Zeid Ra’ad al-Hussein
said this week he will keep on
pressurising China to allow
MsXia to leave.
“We’re now focused on his

wife and ensuring that she has
– or trying to ensure that she

has – freedom of movement
and if shewants to leaveChina
sheshouldbeable to leaveChi-
na,”MrZeid said.
Heplans tomeetChineseof-

ficials when he returns to Ge-
neva to repeat his call to have
restrictions onMs Xia’smove-
ments removed.
The Chinese foreign minis-

try rejected calls for her to be
allowed tomove freely, saying
it was a domestic affair and
that foreignerswere“innopo-
sition to make improper re-
marks” over the handling of
MrLiu’s case.
Ms Xia spent the last few

weeks of her husband’s life
with him in the hospital in
Shenyang.Duringher timeun-
der house arrest, she was al-
lowed to leave her apartment

to go and visit her husband in
Shenyang once a month.
Her friends say she has suf-
fered great mental anguish
during her time in unofficial
custody.
German chancellor Angela

Merkel has reportedly raised
the issue with the Chinese
president, Xi Jinping, and US
secretary of state Rex Tiller-
son has also called for Ms Xia
tobeallowed to leaveChina.
Legal scholar Jerome Co-

hen, director of the US-Asia
law institute at NewYorkUni-
versity, wrote on his blog that
Ms Xia’s case highlighted
“what I call NRR – ‘non-re-
lease release’, another, less-
er-known but insidious form
of oppression”.

Sally
Hayden
inGwoza

■ ZainabeuHamayaji in an old
schoolroom in a camp for the displaced

in Gwoza, a rural Nigerian town that

served as the headquarters of Boko
Haram’s once sizeable caliphate
PHOTOGRAPHS: SALLY HAYDEN

World News

TheUSgovernmentwillban
Americansfromtravellingto
NorthKoreadueto“theserious
riskofarrest”afteraUS
studentwasjailedwhileona
tourandlaterdied,thestate
departmentsaidyesterday.
USsecretaryofstateRex

Tillersonauthoriseda“Geo-
graphicalTravelRestriction”
onallAmericans’useofa
passporttothecountry,
spokeswomanHeatherNauert
said.“Onceineffect,US

passportswillbeinvalidfor
travelto,throughandinNorth
Korea,andindividualswillbe
requiredtoobtainapassport
withaspecialvalidationin
ordertotraveltoorwithin
NorthKorea,”MsNauertsaid.
Themovewasdueto

“mountingconcernsoverthe
seriousriskofarrestand
long-termdetentionunder
NorthKorea’ssystemoflaw
enforcement,”sheadded.
–Reuters

■ Liu Xia:
international
pressure
growing to
let her leave
China

Escaping Boko Haram: the mother who hid

her daughter in a ditch for nine months

Chinaunderpressureto
allowNobel laureate’s
widowmoveabroad

Thaicourt todeliverShinawatraverdict

ZainabeuHamayaji faked
mental illness todeter
Islamistmilitants from
searching forhereldest girl

BokoHaramdecided they
didnotwanta child from
amadwoman . . . They
wrote somethingon the
wall sayingnobody should
attack thismadwoman,
itwill bea curse. So I
wasprotected

‘‘

TravelbanUSprohibitsvisitstoNorthKorea

NorthKoreashrugsoff sanctions
togrowat fastestpacesince1999
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SPACE:
my final frontier

With talents in both science and drama,DrNiamh Shawhas successfully
combined

her passions an
d carved a unique career for herse

lfmaking space exploration interesting

for everyone. B
ut theDundalkwoman has her sights s

et on the ultimate goal—becoming

an astronaut.Here,DARRAGH
MCMANUSmeets a lady on an interplanetary

mission

feature

P
IC

T
U
R
E
:S

T
E
V
E
H
U
M
P
H
R
E
Y
S



21

Design
Colourful graphics 
and panels are 
very eff ective

Content
Engaging and
 informative

everything, you
get to be kings
and queens for
the day, and the

audience aren’t behind a barrier or kept

on the sidelines,” she continues.

“Macnas creates a world that descends

upon the city, and invites the audience in.

It pulls you in, it slaps you, tickles you,

teases you.
“I hopewe’ve advanced the parade from

something to be observed, to something

that’s completely immersive.

“There’s a lovely universality to visual

and performance arts, to music, poetry,

chaos, anarchy…and I love that it happens

in a public place. It reminds us we have

permission to play, to be unruly, to have

access to imagination in all its lewd, crude,

weird andwonderful ways. It gives us per-

mission to relax and just exhale. Disruption,

uncertainty and change are necessary,

and part of who we are. It’s important to

reclaimpublic spaces, come out and gather,

engaging with each other. Imagination is

the access for that to happen. It gives people

a sense of freedom in aworld that feels less

free every day.”
Born in 1975, Noeline is athletic-looking

and brimmingwith energy, she’s an articu-

late and passionate guide toMacnas: who

they are, what they do, and why.

A Galway native, she started with the

company aged just 17. Precociousness was

to become a theme: Noeline became the

first female director of theMacnas parade,

and its youngest, first helming the event

at the age of 23.
Then, plot twist: she left Macnas, and

eventually Ireland, for 12 years, “to learn

about art and life”. Noeline worked in Fa-

tima Mansions as an artist-in-residence,

with Rough Magic and the Abbey, then

avant-garde troupes Els Comediants in

Barcelona andLe Théâtre du Soleil in Paris.

“Thatwas amixture of theatre and visual

events, on the streets of Galway and further

afield. This year, for instance, the compa-

ny put on St Patrick’s Day parades in its

hometown, as well as in Dublin and Cork,

and became the first ever “spectacle art” to

feature at the über-hip South by Southwest

(SXSW) festival in Austin, Texas.

So pioneering, inventive and radical is

Macnas, that in the words of its visionary

artistic directorNoelineKavanagh (the tall

woman guiding events on Quay Street), it

has “a signature now”. You only have to

say the word, Macnas, and the listener

automatically conjures up images of giant

heads andwalking colossi,mime artists and

music, something simultaneously spooky

and exciting, comical and contemplative,

the sense of a dream made real, on a gi-

gantic scale.
Rather delightfully, that name translates

from the Irish as “joyful abandonment”;

whatNoeline summarises as being “frisky,

risky, youthful, a bit bold, a bit wild— like a

young calf bursting out of the barn!”

She’s talking toWeekend inMacnasHQ

on the NUIG campus. Downstairs are two

smaller workshops, where those instantly

recognisable masks and head-dresses,

along with costumes, are designed and

manufactured (larger items are assembled

in a workshop across town).

With the company’s famed Halloween

parade looming on the horizon, Noeline

is buzzing around, busy as anything. She’s

not the only one: there are a dozen others

working here today, flying it, with less than

amonth to complete costumes and sets for

the festivities in Galway and Dublin.

For this year’s Port Na bPúcaí — the

subject of that morning’s photoshoot —

the visual/sartorial themes are centred on

beachcombers, ancestors and submarine

life. Tonnes of sketches, photos and other

visual cues are pasted up as inspiration:

faces, landscapes, even amagnified image

of purple bacteria (the way they move to-

gether, we’re told, is like how things flow

underwater).
A startling array ofmasks lines thewalls:

giant pig and fox heads, horses, frogs and

hares, skulls of long-horned cattle, creepy

masks of aliens, monsters, wolves and

tigers, and dead men with trees growing

out of their heads. Out of context like this,

just hanging on the wall, they seem some-

how creepier and, at the same time, more

magical, even oddly beautiful.

People sewing, knitting, sketching,

thinking, collaborating, making things…

creating, in short. It’s the definition of “art

meets craft”.
Upstairs, in her office, Noeline describes

how spectacle art “captures something

that’s ordinarily unknowable and inex-

pressible”.
“I think it has to do with the scale,

and using a public landscape: you usurp

arts,” she explains. “Then I did five years

with the British groupWelfare State Inter-

national—whowould really be the pioneers

of spectacle art in Europe—where I learned

that hybrid of visual meets performance

meets theatre meets music meets cooking

and whatever else.
“I wanted to getmore exposure to differ-

ent styles of theatre practice, particularly

in a socio-political context. And to learn

how other artists were evolving spectacle,

both indoor and outdoor, across Europe.

It felt necessary to me. I needed to let go

of what I had.”
The importance of letting go, of know-

ing when to evolve or step aside, informs

developments atMacnas. Noeline has been

steering the company to the point where

she can nurture the next generation of

spectacle artists.
“I’m really excited this year because I’m

not artistic director of the parade. I was,

up to now, but to allow the team to develop

and grow, we have a wonderful new

creative director for the 2017 parade,

Immersive: last
year’s Macnas
Parade in Galway
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Creative: This year’s

parade preparations

at Macnas’ Galway HQ
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Orla Clogher, who’s come up through our

artistic ensemble over the past eight

years,” she says.
“So this year I’ve kind of become

CEO, to allow that next

generation come

through. There’s

a new diver-
sification of
the work; I
don’t feel
like such
a control
freak any-
more. And
there’s real
freedom in
admitting to my-

self: I don’t know

everything, there are peo-

ple here who are better than me at

certain things.”
The company has a tiny staff: at present

it comprises Noeline as full-time chief,

a part-time administrator (three days a

week), part-time communications person

(four days a month) and part-time book-

keeper. It is in the process of appointing a

part-time executive producer.

A small core ensemble of visual artists,

designers, performers and directors,

then, expands to “about 45” professional

artists who work on big events, and help

run its annual programmes: free weekly

classes for an ensemble of young perform-

ers, organising the emerging drumming

troupe, running public workshops for the

ever-growing “citizens’ cast”.

So what, roughly, is the process for

putting together a large-scale event such

as Port Na bPúcaí, which premieres in

Galway on Sunday, October 29 and then

is “packed away, loaded onto articulated

trucks and brought to Dublin for the

Bram Stoker Festival on Monday”,

under the Anglophone title,

Memory Song?
It started in con-

versations with
Orla Clogher,
one year ago.
She was inter-
ested in look-
ing at the role
of mystics and
transcendental-

ism: people like

Seamus Heaney,

John O’Donoghue.

She also wanted to draw

on the landscape of the west

of Ireland, particularly in the context of

an Irish wake, and reflect on grief, transi-

tion, the life-death cycle. Other influences

included a film on hermeticism, while her

title was inspired by a piece of music from

the Blasket Islands.

Noeline continues: “She took that sense

of what happens in Samhain, that liminal

time between life and death, and made

this story of a mystic journeyman, that

sense of a hauntingly beautiful pilgrimage.

It’s a celebration of life on the edge of the

Atlantic, with all of those elements of poets

and musicians who derive their inspiration

from the sea and mountains, who live in

isolation and go into those worlds that

allow us to listen to something we can’t

quite articulate. It’s something that moves

us, and moves within us.”

Around February or March, Orla started

making the abstract a little more concrete

and visual: drawings, ideas. Once the

concept really took hold, Noeline says, the

company began having meetings with the

ensemble and different artists.

“Then it really kicks in from July,” she

says. “It’s mad busy, it’s epic. The actual

physical build for the parade only started

the week of September 18. But you just have

to make it work, and we’ve never known

any other way. This is all only made possi-

ble by the time people give; the resources

don’t cover it.
“And 15 years ago the parade was just

made for one day, whereas now we’ve de-

veloped a repertoire that tours the world.

Travelling is an entire industry in itself; we

have four containers of gear being shipped

to Hull (where Macnas performs the clos-

ing event at the British City of Culture in

November).”
The mechanics of, well, the mechanics

are astounding. Take those iconic giants,

stalking the streets and giving the public

a delicious chill up their spines. Noeline

explains how she “wanted to get away

from big machines behind the structure,

making it move”.
“Working with brilliant artists like Gavin

Morgan, Dave Young and Paul McDonnell

over the last few years, one of the things

we’ve been interested in is: how do you give

authenticity and integrity to the movement

of a structure? Our giants aren’t someone

on stilts: it’s a kinetic, scaled structure

feature

I hopewe’ve
ADVANCED the parade
from something to be
observed, to something
that’s COMPLETELY

immersive

Hauntingly beautiful: Noeline

Kavanagh with the masks

that are one element of the

performers props and costumes
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Terrorist toast . . Kelly blew himself up in Iraq in 2016

Gardai ‘vigilant’
TWENTY-five people from Ireland have

travelled overseas since 2011 to fight

for and against Islamic State, the Irish

Sun can reveal.
Five Irish citizens — including IS terror nut

Khalid Kelly — have also lost their lives in

war-torn regions across the Middle East.
Justice Minister Charlie Flanagan, who has met

THE Maldives have rejected a demand by a UN

human rights watchdog that former president

Mohamed Nasheed be allowed to stand for office.

The UN Human Rights Committee said Nasheed’s

13-year sentence in 2016 on terrorism charges was

based on vague laws and contained serious flaws.

Nasheed dodged jail by going into exile during a

medical trip to Britain. He was disqualified from

running in presidential elections for 16 years.

ISLES’ U.N. SNUB

with his counterparts in
Europe over the ongoing
threat posed by funda-
mentalists, warned that
Ireland wasn’t “immune”
from an attack.

In an exclusive inter-
view with the Irish Sun,
the Fine Gael TD told
how the level of threat
here was kept under con-
stant review by the Gar-
dai’s Counter Terrorism
International Unit.

The deputy for Laois
said: “There is a small
number of people here
whose activities in sup-
port of extremism give
cause for concern and
the Garda authorities
monitor their activities
very closely and take
any appropriate opera-
tional responses.

“Like other open, dem-
ocratic states, Ireland
cannot consider itself
immune from the
threat posed by interna-
tional terrorism.

“We can’t be compla-
cent but we have no evi-
dence that Ireland or its
people are being targeted.
No evidence of any

imminent threat but we
do remain vigilant. 

“Gardai are also work-
ing with communities in
order to prevent isolation
and radicalisation.”

“The level of threat
from this source is kept
under constant and
active review.” 

Mr Flanagan said that
while an attack is pos-
sible in this country it is
unlikely and there is cur-
rently no specific infor-
mation in relation to any
threat to Ireland from
international terrorism.

The minister added:
“The primary response is
the operational one and
the Gardai have in place
appropriate operational
measures in terms of
intelligence, special inter-
vention teams and other
support resources.

“They are supported in
this, where necessary, by
the considerable skills of
the Defence Forces.”
             @SteBreen

EXCLUSIVE by STEPHEN
BREEN, Crime Editor
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EXCLUSIVE: WE REVEAL IF IT’S CHEAPER TO RENT OR BUY

PROPERTY 
GLOOMGLOOM
Salary of €160k to buy in poshest 
part of Dublin... but just minimum
wage will get you a pad in Leitrim
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RENTERS risk shelling out
€170,000 extra over their
working lifetime by not
snapping up a property. 

Average rents are now higher

than monthly mortgage payments

in five out of the six Dublin

regions, our analysis reveals.
And outside of the capital, property

holders fare better than tenants in 19 out

of the 25 other counties.
This points to a dysfunctional property

market — as the opposite should be the

case if it was behaving healthily. 
Labour TD Jan O’Sullivan says the

Irish Sun’s analysis shows the housing

shortage is now a “crisis”.
Insisting the Government is not doing

enough to address the supply problem,

their housing rep said: “We need an

affordable housing scheme but there is

not even an affordable housing policy.”

Adding to these woes, our investigation

also found that many people are being

priced out of both renting AND buying

an average home.
The latest Daft.ie report shows house

prices continue to rise and went up 2.5

per cent during the first three months of

2018 to an average of €247,000 — or 7.3

per cent higher than a year ago. 
And compared to their lowest point in

2013, prices have risen by an average of

50 per cent — just over €82,500.
But our study shows becoming a home

owner still makes financial sense for

most people due to soaring rents. 
Karl Deeter’s Irish Mortgage Brokers

worked out the monthly mortgage

payment for a 90 per cent loan over 25

years with a three per cent interest

rate, based on Daft.ie price averages. 

The cost of a mortgage was then

compared to the average rents for each

region, also collated by Daft.ie.
The biggest difference nationwide is in

Cork where a home costs €213,228 and

the monthly bill comes to €910. 
But renters in the Rebel County are

paying €1,474 — so are shelling out an

extra €564 each month.
Becoming a homeowner means a

potential saving of €169,200 over the

lifetime of the 25-year loan.
At the other end of the scale is South

County Dublin where it is still much

cheaper to rent than buy, highlighting a

possible price bubble in the region. 

Here, the average home price is now

€587,069 which means a monthly

mortgage payment of €2,506. 
But a renter in the most sought after

part of Ireland is paying an average of

€1,995 — €511 less. 
However, it makes sense to buy in all

other parts of the capital — a fact that is

most starkly seen in Dublin city centre.

You can save €479 each month by

swapping your €1,869 rent for a €325,671

gaff that comes with a bill of €1,390. 

Over 25 years, that is a potential sav-

ing of €143,700 for those who become

property owners. And in West County

Dublin, the average mortgage payment is

€1,309 — €292 a month less than the

€1,601 rent someone would be hit with.

Similarly, there are monthly savings of

€212 in South City Dublin, €280 in North

City Dublin and €190 in North County

Dublin up for grabs. 
The other places where buying costs

more each month than renting is in

Wicklow (€130), Kilkenny (€54), Water-

ford (€130), Wexford (€95), Galway (€60)

and Kerry (€58).
But there are savings of €100 a month

or more for renters if they snap up

abodes in Kildare (€118), Louth (€189)

Laois (€125) and Sligo (€106). 
That means you could miss out on

having an extra €56,700 over 25 years by

continuing to rent in Louth.
And there are smaller benefits in

Carlow (a saving of €77), Meath (€99),

Westmeath (€24), Offaly (€38), Limerick

(€17) and Clare (€12).
You’ll also have more dosh in Tipper-

ary (€20), Monaghan (€12), Cavan (€33),

Mayo (€27), Donegal (€4), Roscommon

(€54), Longford (€52) and Leitrim (€15).

The Government has come under fire

for not doing enough to help renters,

with the high prices blamed for an

increase in homelessness that has now

hit almost 10,000, including 3,755 kids. 

Housing Minister Eoghan Murphy has

committed to building thousands of

homes — including 50,000 social housing

units by 2021. 
But despite these promises, supply

remains the main reason for the high

rents and home prices. 
Ms O’Sullivan said: “Supply is abso-

lutely crucial and the delays in reaching

targets are not being treated with the

urgency needed by Government.”
The TD said her party have been

repeatedly raising the need for an

affordable housing system — to no avail.

She added: “We absolutely need a

national affordable housing scheme.

Because if you leave it to the market —

and everyone is trying to buy the same

houses — the prices are going up all the

time and go beyond affordable for most.

“When Alan Kelly was minister before

the last election there was €4billion

allocated for social housing at that time

so why are these houses not built at

this stage? 
“The problem is the delay and lack of

urgency. It is a crisis and needs to be

treated as a crisis.”
And Ms O’Sullivan said there needs to

be a push to help those who can afford

to rent but are finding it tough to get on

to the property ladder.
She added: “There should be some

recognition for those paying high rents

continuously. They are showing they have

the capacity to pay back a mortgage.
“So that should be taken into account,

in terms of balancing against not having

a full deposit. I would be in favour of

having that considered.”

IN Ireland the average hourly earnings
were €22.66 at the end of 2017.

That means an ‘average’ person is priced
out of being able to afford rent in nine
areas, including all of Dublin, Meath,
Louth, Cork, Wicklow and Kildare.

For a buyer they are priced out of fewer
places — which isn’t what you’d expect. 

For instance, in Wicklow you’d need to be
earning €32 an hour to pay rent but just
€20.55 to pay a mortgage.

The numbers really tell the story of what
is happening in the Irish property market. 

Renters are all trying to live in too few
houses and those that want to buy — who
can afford to — are set to pay less and be
better off as a result.

This is upside down from what would
be considered normal or healthy in real
estate markets. 

Where you do see the correct relation-
ship of needing more to buy it tends to

also come with totally unaffordable prices.
In South County Dublin, for instance, you
would have to be making €160,000 a year
to afford to buy a home.

But if you wanted to be a renter there it’s
not much better because for the rent to be
considered affordable you would have to
be earning €122,000, which is also a crazy
high level of earnings.

This country is now at a point where
there are no easy fixes left.

Our homeless numbers are bound to
hit 10,000 because more people are flow-
ing in — and with costs like this too few
will flow out.

The answer isn’t rent control, longer
notice periods or anything that the politi-
cians are talking about. The answer is lots
of low-cost housing. 

But while we may want that in general,
when it comes to it being built, nobody
wants it in their particular neighbourhood.

6We’re at point where 
no easy fixes are left7

KARL DEETER, Irish Sun money guru

By KIERAN DINEEN and KARL DEETER
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EXCLUSIVE: WE REVEAL IF IT’S CHEAPER TO RENT OR BUY

By KIERAN DINEEN
and KARL DEETER

A MINIMUM wage job is all you
need to purchase your very own
home in Co Leitrim. 

But if you want to snap up a pad
in plush South County Dublin you
need a salary of €160,000 — and a
combined hourly wage of €76.92,
based on a 40-hour week. 

We today reveal the joint salary
needed to buy or rent an average
gaff in all areas, assuming a third of
income goes on this outlay. 

Our analysis shows that average
hourly earning of €22.66 is enough
to purchase anywhere except
Dublin, Meath and Kildare.

And when it comes to renting you
can add Louth, Cork and Wicklow
to that list — highlighting the crisis
that has caused homelessness to
soar across the country.

While South County Dublin is the
costliest place to buy, renters only
need to be taking home €122,000
— or €58.65 an hour. 

In all the other parts of Dublin,
you would need to be earning
between €34 and €48 an hour
to buy. But this still beats renting
where you need to be on between
€41 and €58. 

In Cork you can buy on a salary of
€42,750, or €20.55 an hour. This
compares to renters who need to
be on €53,064 or €39.78 an hour. 

In Galway, you need to be earn-
ing €37,000, or €17.79 an hour,
while in Limerick you should have a
salary of €32,150, or €15.46 an hour
to become a homeowner. 

This compares to renters in
Galway who need to be on €33,500
or €16.11, plus tenants in Limerick
who should have a salary of
€27,216 or €15.63 an hour.

The cheapest place to buy a
home is in Leitrim where you would
need to be earning just €18,980 —
or €9.74 an hour. 

This is just slightly higher than
the minimum wage of €9.55. So you
could easily get a home that is just
shy of the average €123,534 cost.

Leitrim is also the cheapest
place to rent at €542, or just €15
more than a mortgage payment.more than a mortgage payment.

PROPERTY 
GLOOM

PRICED OUT
OF MARKET

WAGE TO RENT
WAGE TO BUY 
AVG RENT
MORTGAGE P/M
AVG HOUSE PRICE

€133,305
SLIGO

€569

€675

€11.01

€13.70

€133,673
ROSCOMMON

€571

€625

€11.06

€12.50

€193,703
GALWAY

€827

€767

€17.79

€16. 11

€129,493
LONGFORD

€553

€605

€10.70

€11.90

€188,567
WESTMEATH

€805

€829

€16.83

€17.79

€176,612
OFFALY

€754

€792

€15.55

€16.47

€173,256
LIMERICK

€739

€756

€15.46

€15.63

€164,188
MONAGHAN

€701

€713

€14.38

€14.30

€147,656
CAVAN

€630

€663

€12.62

€13.22

€123,534
LEITRIM

€527

€542

€9.74

€10.58

€213,228
CORK

€910

€1,474

€20.55

€39.78

€170,957
CLARE

€730

€742

€15

€15.38

€145,386
MAYO

€620

€647

€12.57

€12.98

€139,352
DONEGAL

€595

€599

€11.66

€11.54

€210,074
LOUTH

€897

€1,086

€19.95

€26.44

€251,156
MEATH

€1,072

€1,171

€25.96

€29.33

€256,392
KILDARE

€1,094

€1,212

€26.44

€31.01€165,550
LAOIS

€707

€832

€14.42

€17.79

€165,729
TIPPERARY

€707

€727

€14.42

€14.90

€324,674
WICKLOW

€1,386

€1,256

€20.55

€32.45

€175,523
CARLOW

€749

€826

€15.50

€17.79€213,874
KILKENNY

€913

€859

€20.67

€18.39

€210,728
WATERFORD

€899

€769

€20. 19

€15.75

€199,647
WEXFORD

€852

€757

€18.51

€15.87
€185,744
KERRY

€793

€735

€16.47

€15.26

€129,493
LONGFORD

€553

€605

€10.70

€11.90

€188,567
WESTMEATATA H

€805

€829

€16.83

€1779

€164,1,1, 88
MONAGHAN

€701

€713

€14.38

€14.30

€147,7,7656
CAVAVA AVAV N

€630

€663

€12.62

€13.22

123,534
ITRIM

527

542

9.74

10.58

€210,074
LOUTH

€897

€1,086

€19.95

€26.44

€251,1,1, 56
MEATATA H

€1,072

€1,1,1, 71

€25.96

€29.33

CITY CENTRE
€325,671

€1,390

€1,869

€36.78

€53.97

€334,882

€1,429

€1,709

€38.46

€48.08

€404,688

€1,727

€1,939

€48.08

€56.73

€311,658

€1,330

€1.520

€34.62

€41.47

€587,069

€2,506

€1,995

€76.92

€58.65

€306,747

€1,309

€1,601

€34.13

€44.35
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You will save €169k over 
25-year mortgage period 
by buying a pad in Cork
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‘A
s an artist,” DrNiamhShaw
says, “you keep exploring.”
She, as it happens, is both
artist and explorer, in the
most literal sense. And

she’s a woman on a mission, again in the
literal sense: Niamh Shaw wants to go
into space, and has done some amazing
things over the last few years as part of
that journey, including participating in
‘simulated’ Mars missions.
Someday, she fervently believes, it

will happen: the powers-that-be in space
exploration, Niamh says, “can’t ignore
me forever”. And when she finally does,
to quote the poet, “slip the surly bonds
of earth”, this odyssey she’s undertaken
to get there will be as meaningful and
epic as the extra-terrestrial voyage itself.
Let’s go right back to the start. She

now lives in Blackrock, in a lovely terrace
overlooking Dublin Bay, but was born in
Dundalk in the late 1960s. The “family
bond” in her house growing up wasn’t the
usual stuff, such as sport or music, but
science fiction and information.
“We couldn’t get enough information,”

she says now. “I think it was probably
a strategy on Mum and Dad’s part. I
remember him buying encyclopaedias,
and they’d be on the shelf for us to look
up stuff. The programmes they’d have on
would be things like David Attenborough,
or Cosmos with Carl Sagan, and we’d all
watchDoctorWho together too. Dad also
subscribed to the National Geographic,
which had all these inserts and a lot
of them were space-related. So it was
everywhere.”
Her brother, she recalls, was “a total

space-nut” as well, so the seed was plant-
ed early. It really began to bloom after a
“lightbulb moment” of seeing the Earth-
rise pictures — those hauntingly beautiful
images of our planet, taken from lunar
orbit, which basically kick-started the
environmental movement as we know it.
Niamh thought, “‘God, I really want to see
that for myself ’ — and that feeling never
left. It never left.
“Every child gets the wonder of the

universe. And if we stop and think,
every adult gets it too. Life
maybe moves too fast
for adults, though,
or their relation-
ship with sci-
ence changes,
or they switch
off that curi-
ous part of
their brain
for whatever
reason. But it
doesn’t take much
to get people to
pause and think about
their existence. And when
they do take that time to reflect,
invariably they’ll think about our place
in space, why we are here, our existence,
the purpose of life, all of it.”
Throughout her teens and twenties,

Niamh kept diaries, and reading them
back as an adult, she sees that “astronaut”
was invariably mentioned as an ideal job.
But as Milton put it, “long is the way, and
hard, that leads up to the light”: hers has
been a roundabout path to get where she
is today.
The young Niamh would “restrict” her

own ambitions, telling herself that a ca-
reer in space exploration was simply “not

possible”. She’d become “distracted
by something else”, but the thought
never left her subconscious; the
dream refused to die.

In the meantime,
she did a degree

in mechanical
engineering,
focusing on
Biosystems,
in UCD; a
Master’s in
the same
discipline;
then a “real-
ly cool” PhD

in Food Sci-
ence, studying

“bio-packaging that
dissolved, made from

milk proteins”.
She was on a course of academia, and

that, Niamh says, “was success to a lot
of people. But to me, there was always
something missing.” On getting her doc-
torate, she took a university job, doing
post-doctoral research, but it “really was
meaningless”, and there was a lot of pol-
iticking and jockeying for funding that
soured academia for her.
“I’d become quite bitter about science,”

she says. “I’d sort of lost my love for it, my
curiosity, which was sad.” Niamh was at
a crossroads.
But one good thing about doing a

PhD,she reckons, is that “there’s nowhere
to hide — you put yourself through
something that difficult, it gives you the
confidence to say no.” So she said no to a
life of academia, instead turning to art.
She’d always been a creative child,

writing plays, performing for family
and friends. As an adult Niamh had
been “acting on and off in am-dram” for
years, and in the early Noughties began
getting involved in the theatre scene in

Cork, involving some of that city’s most
iconic names: the Everyman, the Granary,
Corcadorca.
Niamh got “more and more involved”,

and decided she wanted to pursue this
for a few years. The stage acting “went
well”, and there were some TV roles:
you probably remember her as Frances
McGuigan in Fair City around a decade
ago, and she also appeared inMattie and
Inspector George Gently, among others.
Then she started creating plays with
others, who encouraged Niamh to bring
her science background and knowledge
into the process.
“That was it,” she says, “I was off. I

realised that I was a combination of both
art and science. In terms of the scientific
part of my brain, I love contributing to
radio and making events for the general
public. My performing skills are useful
in that I have no fear of people, I can
improvise — I did comedy improv for
13 years — and love interacting with the
audience. I have the skills to tell a story
and get people comfortable.
“The way all this overlaps with the

creative part of me is hard to define or
explain to people. They’ll ask, ‘How can
you do both? Why do you want to write
plays andmake documentaries?’ But I get
just as excited about all of it.”
Niamh had studied particle physics

and spent some time at CERN, and while
working on her first show, That’s About
the Size of It, drew on her familiarity with
higher dimensions. Ultimately, that led to
a seminal moment of clarity.
“I was looking at dimensions to help

me figure out where I’m supposed to go
next with my life,” she says. “The fifth
dimension concerns possibilities and

probabilities, and says that every time you
make a decision, your fourth-dimensional
self bisects into two. You become like
a tree of choices made. So by the tenth
dimension, you can draw this tree of life,
built by your decisions, and hop from one
to the other.
“So for that show I looked at all these

times when I made a decision that put me
onadifferent course, and sentmy fourth-di-
mensional self in adifferent direction.

I
realised I was a

COMBINATION of both
art and science... My

performing skills are useful
in that I have no FEAR

of people

Giant leaps: Astronaut
Edwin ‘Buzz’ Aldrin walks
on the moon in 1969.
Above, Dr Niamh Shaw
ahead of a similated
Mars mission
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Say, the girlwho stayed
in research, or worked
in London Under-
ground, or decided to
become an actor or an
astronaut or even a
Muppet.”

She and a colleague
made videos for the
show, re-enacted these
“sliding doors” mo-
ments. When it came
to make Astronaut
Niamh, she found it
“really difficult. I had
a boiler suit, like an
astronaut’s flight suit,

and lined up a load of science fiction mov-
ies, things that made me feel like I was
going to space. And I started to get really
sad. I felt embarrassed and was crying.
I’d had a massive realisation: I wasn’t an
astronaut, and had done nothing about
it. I was all talk, a big fake.”

In that moment, Niamh realised: “If
I don’t do something about this, it will
haunt me for the rest of my life. This unre-
alised dream will be gnawing at the back
of my mind forever. I felt I had no choice.
So then it was a question of, how can I
achieve this dream and get into space?”

Unfortunately, there was no question
of applying directly to become an astro-
naut. For one thing, you must be a US
citizen to get on-board with NASA. The
European Space Agency’s (ESA) last call
for astronauts was in 2009, back when
Niamh wasn’t “seriously pursuing this
dream”, so she hasn’t had the opportunity
yet. (The minimum criteria for astronaut
selection, incidentally, include: a degree
in engineering or science, or fighter-pilot
experience; overall good state of health;
the ability to swim; an English-speaker,
with knowledge of Russian an advantage.
The application also contains “tonnes

of essay-type questions and, if you
make it to the next round, extensive
psychological and physical
tests”.)

In the meantime,
then, she kept on
going. For her
next show,
To Space,
she got onto
ESA’s edu-
cation and
outreach
office, which
brought her
in contact with
Science Foundation
Ireland. Meanwhile, the
“tenth-dimension” show had
gone to Blackrock Castle Observatory
in Cork, who agreed to make a new one,
about Niamh’s dream. They also made

her artist-in-residence.
She spent a year researching and

producing To Space for Dublin Fringe.
She travelled to ESA’s Technology and
Research Centre in the Netherlands, mak-
ing more connections. To Space launched
in 2014, people loved it, it “kept touring”.
Culture Ireland supported the show; it
went to Edinburgh, Adelaide, “resonating
with people, especially those over 30,
about their own life choices”.

This encouraged Niamh “to keep going.
Either I get there, or I wake up one day
and feel that I’ve satisfied that need and
can move on to something else.”

Next came a scholarship for the In-
ternational Space University’s 2015
Space Studies Programme in Ohio, in
partnership with NASA: nine intensive
weeks of learning from many of the top
space scientists in the world. Niamh met
astrobiologists, geologists specialising in
Mars, people from all kinds of disciplines.

She was the only artist there, but
towards the end of the programme, her
contribution to one project convinced
the hard-science guys and gals that “the
way I think was valuable. It made them
think about their contribution when

they returned to their communities.
I taught some of them how to out-

reach.”
A few went on to
take part in a sim-

ulated Mars mis-
sion in Utah,
funded by
Elon Musk,
and “want-
ed to bring
a human
element to

their applica-
tion, so asked

me to apply too.”
Niamh was accept-

ed. Her next simulated
mission was in Israel, which

she recorded. To this day, she says, “I still
get asked to give talks about these Mars
missions. I seem to be able to make it
more accessible to the public. This was
a skill I could pursue.”

She’s also done a Zero Gravity flight
in Russia, travelling with a collective of
Mexican artists and two German women
in training as astronauts. “It was great,
and when I came back and shared the
footage, it made people realise how
amazing astronauts are. And I realised:
I’m really on to something here.

“If anything will get me into space, it’ll
be as a communicator. I’m too old to be
an astronaut. I am an engineer but don’t
have the right degrees. I’m not a pilot or
an astrophysicist. But I seem to be able
to relate this information in a way that
people can hear it. They get the vulnera-
bility of what it is to be a human.”

Her third theatre show, Diary of a
Martian Bee-keeper, was inspired by
those Mars missions. Niamh interviewed
the technicians working at ESA’s Astro-
naut Centre: she calls them “the unsung
heroes. The astronaut is just the tip of
the pen; the really interesting people
are those who do all the work to make it
possible: making seatbelts and rivets, fig-
uring out propulsion systems, thousands
and thousands of them, sharing the same

passion and making
space travel happen.
That show was also a
love letter to my dad,
who’s always encour-
aged me to be myself.”

She’s just returned
from Baikonure Cos-
modrome in Kazhak-
stan for astronaut
Alexander Gerst’s
launch to the ISS,
which came about
because the Russians
really liked her work:
“I’m on their radar.”
Niamh describes it as
a really visceral thing:
“the ground vibrates
and there’s so much
light and heat and
sound.”

Essentially, she has
carved out a career
as a sort of “artist
of space”: someone
who can witness,
document and cap-
ture the wondrous
achievements of this
field, and perhaps

most importantly, make it comprehen-
sible and interesting to the general public.

“And I hope that if I keep doing this,
and become some sort of expert in it, I
can’t be ignored forever. The day will
come when they realise the importance
of putting an artist or communicator
up on the International Space Station,
or a permanent habitat on the moon, or
ultimately on a journey to Mars. I can
go, and then return to explain it. You’d
imagine forward-thinking people would
see the merit in that — I just have to
earn my stripes first. So this feels like an
apprenticeship at the moment.”

She is a genuinely inspirational wom-
an, with a fierce courage and single-
mindedness. The day job, or jobs, include
her work with Blackrock Castle, media
contributions, public talks and panel
discussions, and hosting STEM-related
events, among a wild diversity of other
projects. She’s lectured in Japan and at
TEDx, been honoured by President Hig-
gins and is the Dublin point of contact
for Ireland’s national Space Week. Her
latest project, the Science Gallery’s ‘Life
at the Edges’ exhibition in Trinity, runs
from June 22 to September 30.

(She’s also not the only Irish woman
with their sights trained on the stars.
Mayo scientist Norah Patten, a doctor
of aeronautical engineering from UL, is
one of 12 participants in Project PoSSUM
— Polar Suborbital Science in the Upper
Mesosphere — a unique scientist-astro-
naut training programme which takes
place in Florida next October.)

It is, Niamh accepts, a tough life in
some ways — but a blessed one too. “I’ve
made some huge personal sacrifices: I
live alone, I’ve very few outgoings. Every
penny I make goes on the next trip, the
next mission. I’ve stripped my life down
to its simplest elements. And I know most
people can’t do this, they don’t have the
luxury of being able to change their life
mid-stream. So I do honour that — and
realise how lucky I am to be able to
pursue this.”

niamhshaw.ie

feature

The
day will come

when they realise the
importance of putting an
ARTIST or communicator
up on the International

Space Station

Out of this world:
Niamh has had an
active interest in space
ever since she saw
the Earthrise pictures,
taken in 1968
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The tiny red Fiat turns the city 
centre corner and slows to 
a stop in front of me. I open 
the door and am met with a 
beaming smile, the driver, John, 
matches the size of the car. We 
fi rst met in Paris where, with a 
shared love of art, we bonded 
during the mandatory Louvre 
visit.
Today we are delivering “Brass 
Munkie’s”, a quarterly publica-
tion he draws all the artwork 
for by hand. Thinking we might 
stop so I can interview him, 
John tells me “driving is my best 
hobby” so we continue through 
inner city Dublin while he talks 
about his life.
Four mornings a week he 
teaches tai chi before teaching 
an art class then heading to the 
other side of the city to work on 
Brass Munkie. A busy man, but 
so calm you would never know. 
From his quiet, seemingly shy 
voice, you would never imagine 
his great acting achievements.
Chatt ing happily about grow-
ing up in inner city Dublin and 
the family coal business. His 
demeanour changes and the 
56 year old grins when he talks 
about his wife – good memories 
must come to mind. He tells me 
they are lifelong friends who 
grew up on the same street and 
have been together nearly 40 
years. Her parents didn’t ap-
prove of their relationship, but 
in his own words “love is blind 
and it was meant to be.” The 
couple now have two children 
and four grandchildren.
In the nineties, John went 

through a rough patch – as 
many young men do. For him, 
this meant drugs and resulted 
in addiction. He was among 
the fi rst group of people to be 
diagnosed with HIV in Ireland. 
In his quiet voice, with eyes 
fi xed on the road ahead, John 
tells me of the day in 1992 he 
and his wife sat in a councillor’s 
offi  ce and were told about his 
positive status. He ran outside 
and even in the open space 
felt the world closing in on 
him. Not only was he shocked, 
but frightened. People weren’t 
educated about HIV in 1992 and 
John thought he probably only 
had one year to live. The news 
sent him into a spiral and his 
addiction became the focus. He 
felt he needed an escape from 
reality and drugs provided this.
In 2003, over a decade aft er 
being diagnosed, John started 
treatment. It was called a “cock-
tail” and he took around 20 
tablets a day with massive side 

eff ects. Today, aft er living with 
HIV for more than twenty-fi ve 
years, John takes two tablets a 
day and the virus is no longer 
detectable in his system. This 
just shows how far we have 
come in HIV/AIDS treatment, 
and how much it has improved 
the lives of the millions of peo-
ple who live with it. 
Asking how HIV impacts his 
life now, John explains that the 
virus itself has no impact, how-
ever, the stigma around it is still 
strong. He would like to see im-
proved education, starting with 
schools. He hopes his grand-
children will be taught using 
evidence and not scare tactics 
when the topic is discussed in 
their classrooms.
We pull over to deliver a handful 
of the magazines to a respite 
centre for people with HIV and 
John tells me many young peo-
ple are still in the dark about 
how it is contracted and scared 
of touching a person with 

HIV. The sadness in his eyes 
highlights why we need proper 
education in schools, so the 
next generation can make sure 
there is no stigma and people 
will know the facts.
As we take the fi nal turn before 
gett ing out of the car I thank 
him for his openness and 
honesty.    When we learn about 
HIV at school, teachers don’t 
tell us that this can happen to 
anybody, or that people can live 
long healthy lives and have HIV 
undetected in their system for 
many years.
John is not only my friend but 
an extraordinary person and 
spokesperson for people with 
HIV. He has taught me that HIV 
is far from being a life sentence 
and that he can still do all the 
things he loves.
It’s not possible to know if 
someone has HIV by looking 
at them. In Ireland approxi-
mately 7000 people live with 
HIV and the European Centre 
for Disease Control estimates 
a further three in ten people 
living with HIV don’t know their 
status. With these fi gures and 
an average of ten people being 
diagnosed each week, there is 
a chance some of my friends 
have a positive status. To them 
I say, I chose you as my friend 
and will support you to live the 
life you choose.

HIV Interrupted
By Scarlett  Rodrigues

Learn from last year’s winner
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country 
trails

towards the running of the school, 
while the fund from the junior Biddy is 
donated to a charity of the children’s 
choice.

“We march into the house, sing a 
song and dance a set. If the woman 
and man of the house won’t dance a 
set, we’ll bring them out on a waltz. 
They make a donation to us and that 
goes to the school,” outlines Davy.

BIDDY FESTIVAL
In Kerry, the Biddy is experiencing a 
rebirth, with many local groups taking 
up the reins again. Last year, for the 

Festival was held in Killorglin and, 
following its success, it will take place 
again next week.

At the 2017 festival, Mike Coffey, 
a sheep farmer from Kilgobnet, was 
named King of the Biddies. Mike was a 
stalwart of the old Biddy and contin-

revitalised one. But, speaking to Irish 
Country Living, Mike explains that he 
almost did not make his triumphant 
return.

“One Sunday as I was coming 
home from mass, a neighbour of mine 
said they were trying to raise funds for 
Kilgobnet NS and asked would I make 
a Biddy. I said: ‘God almighty, I have 
my own belly full of Biddies’. I went 

home and said: ‘The neighbour across 
the road was on about making a Biddy, 
what in the name of God.’

“They said to me: ‘Well, won’t your 
own nephews be going to school there 
the year after.’ Oh sugar, said I, is that 
the way. So I had to ring him back any-
way and tell them I would be on for it. 
I was delighted I did go because we’ve 
had some mighty craic.”

BRÍDEOG
Calling from house to house, the cap-
tain leads the group to the door. The 
next person carries the Biddy, which 
is a doll wearing a white dress, used to 
symbolise St Bridget.

“In the olden days they used to 
make the head of the Biddy with a 
turnip but we no longer do that. If 
there was someone sick in the house, 
the people of the house might ask that 
the Biddy be taken to the bedside of 
the sick person as it is supposed to be 
some bit of a cure.

“I used to do the brush dance be-
fore, but the bones would be getting a 
biteen stiff. I leave the younger crowd 
at it now,” laughs Mike.

STRAW HATS
Mike is one of, if not the last, maker 
of the straw hats worn on the Biddy 
in Ireland. They are made using oaten 

straw, as any other kind is too brittle. 
In his younger years, Mike learned 
how to make the hats out of necessity.

While in primary school, Mike 
used do work for a neighbouring 
farmer who put him in touch with a 
man who would make him a hat. He 
paid 10 Woodbines for the hat and was 
the star of the junior Biddy.

“The old Kilgobnet Biddy came 
back into where we were leaving. 
Some fella turned around anyway and 
said: ‘Who in the name of God has that 

my head and put an old big, clumsy 
thing sitting up on my shoulders. I 
spent the night crying over my hat.

“I said, whatever would happen, 
I would get my own back on him. 
The following year, with the help of 
my grandfather, who would be crafty 
enough at that kind of thing, we made 
a set of hats.”

The group Mike was involved in 
went on to win the Biddy competition 
the next year. It is fair to say he most 

Next week there will be up to 30 
people on the Kilgobnet senior Biddy, 
who will travel down bohereens and 
up the sides of mountains, keeping 
an ancient tradition alive, and all the 
while keeping their locality alive too. 
CL

U nless you are from Kerry, it is 
quite likely you have never 
heard of the Biddy. Those of 
you who hail from the Kingdom 
may be lucky enough to know 

of this unique, rare and wonderful 
tradition.

The simplest way of describing the 
Biddy is that it is similar to the Wren 
on St Stephen’s Day, but taking place 
on 1 February, St Bridget’s Day. A 
blend of pagan and Christian customs, 
the Biddy is thought to have roots in 
Imbloc (the festival celebrating the 
start of spring) and also St Bridget’s 
Day.

Particularly in mid-Kerry, people 
upheld the tradition of the Biddy over 
the years, dressing up and travelling 
from house to house playing music, 
singing, dancing and entertaining.

At the foot of Carrantuohill lies 
Kilgobnet, a Biddy stronghold. The 
Kilgobnet National School Biddy, as 
the title would suggest, centres on the 
local primary school. Here, the Biddy 

class pupils go on the junior Biddy 
and the senior Biddy is their adult 
equivalent.

REINVENTION
Davy Leane is a local sheep farmer 
and captain of the senior Biddy. Al-
though the custom of the junior Biddy 
never faltered over the years, Davy 
explains that about 20 years ago the 
senior Biddy died out.

“There was no senior Biddy for a 
while, but we brought it back about 
seven years ago,” says Davy. “When 
the grants were cut for the school, we 
needed funding and we said we would 
try it as a fundraiser. We went back to 
the old gang and they came along with 
us. It is a big fundraiser for the school 
every year now.”

The Biddy takes place across a 
number of nights around St Bridget’s 
Day. Those on the Kilgobnet Biddy 
have a set costume; white trousers and 
top with a red and green stripe, a straw 
hat and a St Bridget’s cross made 
by local school children. All of the 
money raised by the senior Biddy goes 

Maryanne Leane, 
a member of 
Kilgobnet Biddy, 
Beaufort, Co 
Kerry, calling 
to Mike McGil-
lycuddy’s house 
in Shanera. The 
tradition of the 
Biddy is one of the 
oldest and most 
colourful customs 
in Ireland, a 
blend of pagan 
and Christian 
pageantry, held 
on the 1 February 
each year. \ Valerie 

O’Sullivan

Traditionally, St Bridget’s 
Day in the Kingdom 

was celebrated with the 
Biddy. When Kilgobnet 
National School was in 
need, locals revived this 

custom and put it 
to good use, writes 
Anne O’Donoghue

A rural revival with the Biddy
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happy 
couple
Marlon Jimenez 
and husband 
John Compton

Assaulted, 
kicked out 
of home & 
shot at by 
police.. for 
being gaybeing gaybeing gaybeing gaybeing gay
Blogger’s life of terror in Venezuela

clinic to get information for a friend and 
spread rumours about me that weren’t 
true. I was living in fear that something 

bad would happen to me, I had to 
seek asylum.”

A resident in Ireland for 
the last 14 years, Marlon 
described meeting his 
husband, former model 
boss John Compton, as 
his salvation.

He said: “I found love  
in The George pub. John  

and I have been together  
13 years, civil partners five and married 
a year.”

With qualifications in advanced 
marketing and now a successful career 
with CPL, working for Facebook, Marlon 
has turned his life around.

His positive lifestyle blog Marlife has 
more than 61,000 views and has been 
well received as far afield as Australia, 
Canada and Russia.

He said: “I wanted to promote 
a positive attitude to life 
because there is a light at the 
end of the tunnel and I knew 
if I was persistent and 
determined I could make 
my life better... but I knew it 

was not back in Venezuela, I 
knew I had to leave.”

news@irishmirror.ie

to accept my sexuality through years  
of therapy.

“When I think back it was really 
serious, I was paranoid about 
being recognised as gay by the 
police but at the time I didn’t 
realise how bad it was 
because I was trying to 
live day by day.

“You go through ups 
and downs, sometimes 
you don’t have time to 
think about how bad it was. 

“When I was down I knew 
my troubles would give me the 
strength to continue living.”

The last straw came when Marlon was 
accused of being HIV-positive, which led 
him to sell T-shirts on the streets so be 
could afford a one-way ticket to Ireland.

He added: “If you have HIV you feel 
ostracised and neglected in my country, 
they make you feel there’s something 
wrong with you, like you are a 
walking illness. I was not 
HIV-positive but neigh-
bours saw me going to a 

country and terrified Marlon didn’t 
come out to his family until he was 24. 
Then he was kicked out of his home by 
his sister.

Homeless and distraught, he was 
caught kissing another man in the 
middle of the night by cops and was 
subjected to his first terrifying experi-
ence at the hands of police.

Frisked and robbed of what little 
possessions they had crooked officers 
shot at the pair as they tried to flee.

Marlon revealed all that was on his 
mind was “survival”.

He said: “The fear of being murdered 
is always there but I was too busy trying 
to survive.

“We were so deprived, I lost my job as 
an event’s co-ordinator at a hotel. I was 
educated but because I was gay they 
fired me.

“Due to my sexuality I was made to 
think something was deeply wrong with 
me, I was called faggot and nancy boy 

and I went to the psychiatrist to 
eradicate my sexual tendencies 
to men, eventually learning  

TOP Irish-based blogger Marlon 
Jimenez has told how he was the 
victim of sexual abuse in his native 
Venezuela where he was shot at by 
police for being gay.

Wrongly accused of being HIV- 
positive and fearful for his life, he 
abandoned his homeland 14 years ago 
to avoid persecution.

The 45-year-old said: “I lived through 
months of hell and even several years 
afterwards I went through it every night 
in my nightmares.

“I used to wake from these nightmares 
terrified and screaming, I often wet the 
bed at these times.”

Marlon escaped to Ireland to seek 
asylum, inspired by former Presidents 
and human rights activists Mary 
Robinson and Mary McAleese.

One of 10 children he was orphaned 
aged 12 when his mother died. He 
moved in with his older sister, 
describing the house as “dysfunc-
tional”.

He was repeatedly raped by  
a man close to him for 18 
months and described those 
dark days as feeling like “Dante’s 
inferno”.

H o m o s e x u a l i t y  i s 
regarded as an illness 
in the South 
A m e r i c a n 
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bad would happen to me, I had to 
seek asylum.”

the last 14 years, Marlon 

in The George pub. John 
and I have been together 

serious, I was paranoid about 
being recognised as gay by the 
police but at the time I didn’t 
realise how bad it was 

you don’t have time to 
think about how bad it was. 

“When I was down I knew 
my troubles would give me the 

SAvIOuR  
With John

The fear of being murdered 
is always there but I was 
too busy trying to survive
marlon jimenez  on daily life in his home countryteeNAge Hell  

Aged 18 in venezuela
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The lightbulb 
moment: I’m 
a grown-up
CHANGING a lightbulb or 
doing the weekly shop are 
among the events which 
make young people realise 
they have grown up.

Finding the fuse box 
without help, cooking a 
meal from scratch and 
going to the dry cleaners 
also mark the transition, a 
survey discovered.

The Gumtree poll of 
adults aged 18 to 25 also 
found buying their own 
goods and realising how 
expensive they are is 
another moment when 
they feel they have left 
childhood behind. 

And then, of course, 
there is moving out of 
home and finding out how 
expensive it is to rent or 
buy a house.

The website’s Hannah 
Wilson said: “Making the 
fully fledged transition into 
adulthood is expensive.”

By mARk SOlOmONS

Drugs risk of 
veggie mums
NOT eating meat in preg-
nancy raises the risk of 
children using drink and 
drugs as they grow up.

A study found 15-year-
olds whose mums rarely 
ate meat while expecting 
were twice as likely be 
drinkers and smokers – 
and nearly three times as 
likely to be using cannabis.

Dr Joseph Hibbeln, of 
the National Institute on 
Alcohol  Abuse and  
Alcoholism in Maryland, 
highlighted vitamin B12 
deficiency, adding it was 
“associated with greater 
risks of adverse drug use”.

Drink-driver 
in golf buggy
A DRuNkeN guest at a 
hotel ball took a golf buggy, 
tied 20 balloons to it and 
drove for 12 miles.

Charlie Ibbetson, 23, 
was caught when he 
stopped at a McDonald’s. 
He told police he “needed 
it to get home to bed”.

He drove from Whittle-
bury Hall, Northants, to 
Weedon along the A5.

Ibbetson, of Daventry,  
admitted drink-driving, no 
insurance and taking a 
vehicle. He was banned for 
a year and fined €730 by 
Northampton magistrates.

tail” and he took around 20 
tablets a day with massive side 

how it is contracted and scared 
of touching a person with 
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hotel ball took a golf buggy, 
tied 20 balloons to it and 
drove for 12 miles.

Charlie Ibbetson, 23, 
was caught when he 
stopped at a McDonald’s. 
He told police he “needed 
it to get home to bed”.

He drove from Whittle
bury Hall, Northants, to 
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a year and fined €730 by 
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TV STAR’S HEALTH BATTLE

GOGGLEBOX’S SHEILA OPENS UP ON EATING DISORDER HELL
SHEILA Naughton became a 
familiar face during the first two 
series of Gogglebox — but she 
has taken a step back from TV 
work as she recovers from an 
eating disorder.

Sheila (23), from Blessington, Co 
Wicklow, took part in the fly-on-the-wall 
series with her dad Declan and sister 
Alice.

But Sheila, a graduate of Trinity College, 
is now focusing on recovery after being 
diagnosed with EDNOS (eating disorder 
not otherwise specified) last August.

Sheila said it took a long time for her to 
realise how sick she really was, despite 
weighing less than 40kg (six stone two 
pounds) at her lowest weight.

Speaking to The Star, she said: “I was 
diagnosed last August and I thought I had 
only been sick for five months because that 
was when I started to look dramatically 
different.

“Before that, I was not well for years. I 
tried every fad diet, tea, detox or 
cleanses.

“I was sporty and I was always at the line 
as to whether I was doing it for sport or 
doing it for weight loss.

“I’m still not back to full health. The cold 
is in my bones. I have a really low pulse. I 
could go into cardiac arrest.

“My blood pressure is always low so I am 
always dizzy.

Damage
“I cut out so much dairy and soy from my 

diet that I know have osteopenia in my 
lumbar which is something that a 70 or 
80 year-old would see. It’s the pre-
cursor to osteoporosis.

“I’ve done damage to myself that I 
didn’t realise I was doing. My skin was 
grey. I felt like a zombie.”

She added: “I still can’t and didn’t go 
to family celebrations. I didn’t go out 
for meals or on nights out.

“The thoughts of being cold were 
enough to stop me going anywhere. I 
couldn’t wear nice clothes because 
nothing fit.

“I’d have to lie about why I wasn’t drink-
ing. I couldn’t go out for a meal because of 
the excuse I’d have to give that I couldn’t 
have anything on the menu.

“I just didn’t have the energy. It was like 
I had a personality transplant.”

Sheila did inpatient treatment at St 
Patrick’s Mental Health Services twice and 
is now on a daycare treatment programme 
with a multi-disciplinary team.

She named the eating disorder Janine in 
order to help her separate herself from the 
illness.

Sheila said: “The day I was being admitted 
to hospital, my dad asked me why I was 
bringing a suitcase because I wasn’t going on 
holiday.

“I just turned and said, ‘I f***ing know I’m 
not going on holiday’. I grabbed everything 
from my suitcase and threw it out on the 
floor. I was out of control.

“It wasn’t me. I would never speak to my 
dad like that.

“I didn’t want to give the eating disorder 
side of me the privilege or the courtesy of 
being called Sheila because it’s not me. I 
decided she needed a name that was an ugly 
name.

“When I said Janine, it sounded quite 
nasal and that was it.

Sheila said she believes media — both 
traditional media and social media — 
were contributing factors to her eating 
disorder.

“I’ve always been aware that eating 
disorders were a thing 
and that famous people 
had them,” she said.

“Social media was huge for 
me. I’d look at people and think 
‘I need to look like that’.”

Detoxes
She added: “I also have a huge 

issue with reality stars promot-
ing teas and detoxes.

“I was on every one there was. 
I didn’t know they were laxa-
tive teas.

“I just thought they all suddenly got thin 
and fit and they’re famous now and working 
hard to do it and the teas obviously work.

“It’s the whole culture now. They all get 

into the habit of getting a bit of fame, they 
lose weight, they do a video or DVD, they 
make money out of it. I now know that it’s 
also a business.”

Sheila, who is now doing a radio course and 
hopes to work in media, encouraged others 
who may be suffering from an eating disor-

der to seek help.
She said: “I’m not in a position 

to tell people how to get better 
but I can say I am so much 
happier that I am in the 
treatment process than I was 
sitting and dying.

“You’re not living at all if 
you’re staying sick. Start the 
process now because it’s a long 
process and it’s hard to get the 
help.”

You can follow Sheila’s 
recovery on Instagram at @

sheila_beats_janine.
Contact Bodywhys, a charity supporting 

people with eating disorders, by phone at 
1890 200 444 or email at alex@bodywhys.ie.
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GOGGLEBOX’S SHEILA OPENS UP ON EATING DISORDER HELL

I was a zombie..It
felt like I’d had a
personality transplant

RECOVERY: Sheila at her 
Wicklow home, (inset 

above) with sister Alice and 
dad Declan on Gogglebox 
and (right) talking to Star 

reporter Laura Colgan

“I’ve always been aware that eating who may be suffering from an eating disor-

‘I’d look at 
people on 

social media 
and think I 
need to look 

like that’

personality transplantpersonality transplantpersonality transplantpersonality transplantpersonality transplantpersonality transplantpersonality transplant
DIAGNOSIS: Sheila 

has revealed her 
struggle with her 
eating disorder



Festival goers at day 
two of Electric Picnic.
Picture: Fergal Phillips

Before you begin
Many news reporters struggle with the freedom of the 
feature article, and vice versa with feature writers who 
are asked to report on a news story.

They are two very diff erent disciplines, and 
few manage to straddle both sides of the 
journalism divide with equal success.

Think of the feature article like a short 
story mixed with a parable - it should 

be entertaining, colourful but 
with important information to 

convey.

  How much space do 
I have?

 What exactly do I 
want to include/
exclude?

What is my deadline?

 Make notes on the 
structure of the 
article - the main 
points of the story 
you wish to get 
across, and in what 
order. And cross them 
off  as you write them.

  Always read over your 
article at least twice, 
do a spell check, and 
make sure all unusual 
words, names, 
website addresses, 
phone numbers and 
place names are 
correct.

 Don’t vary from 
the word count 
suggested, at least 
not by more, or less, 
than 50 words.

Check list

•  Look at your chosen 
theme carefully. Consider 
the questions suggested 
and att empt to answer 
some of them.

•  Start with the important - 
get all the essential details 
in the opening paragraphs.

•   As with news, include all 
the essential details - the 
who, what, where, when 
and why.

•  Always try to fi nd an 
original angle, or hook, 
for your feature. Because 
features allow you more 
freedom, you have an 
opportunity to be more 
adventurous.

•  Use plenty of quotes. If 
they are not quotes you 
gathered yourself, make 
sure you detail the source 
of where they are from.

Tips to writing features:

A feature should 
be entertaining, 

colourful but 
important

Of the hundreds of 
essays we trawled 

through across the four 
categories the Features 
winner was easily one of 

the stand out entries.

Press Pass Judging Panel 
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Life’s looking good after road rescue
IT was a very bitter November 
morning. I was just three 
weeks old. Cold, hungry, 
scared and lonely. 

I had been dumped by 
the side of a very busy road. 
Cars were whizzing by just 
inches from my face as I sat 
there too scared to move. 
Then a car began to slow 
down. A lady had spotted 
me but was unable to stop 
as there were too many 
cars coming up behind 
her. I was devastated as 
she drove past. A minute 
passed and another young 
lady spotted me and put 
on those flashing orange 
lights. She pulled up beside 
me to protect me from the 
other traffic. Her name was 
Alyssa. She picked me up 
and put me into her lovely 
warm car. I was saved.

She took me home where 
her dad, Richard, was 
waiting with warm diluted 
milk and a blanket bed with 
a hot water bottle. When 
Alyssa told him the whole 
story he decided to name 
me Rambo after my ordeal. 
I did not like that name. Her 
mum, Helen, brought me 

kitten formula that evening 
and it was yummy. I felt 
warm and safe.

When Alyssa got back to 
work, word spread around 
the office that she had 
picked up a stray kitten that 
morning. A lady in the same 
office heard this and asked 
her to describe me. She was 
the first lady who tried to 
stop. She had turned around 
and had come back to 
rescue me. She thought the 
worst had happened when I 
was not there any more and 
went to work very upset. 
She was thrilled to hear that 
I was alive and well and 

being looked 
after in Alyssa’s 
home.

The next 
day Richard 
took me to see 
a vet in Kildare 
town. His name 
was Alexis. 
He checked 
me over and 
declared that 
I was healthy 
and in good 
shape, despite 
my ordeal. He 

asked if I had a name and 
when he heard Rambo he 
said that it was a very “odd 
name” for a female kitten. 
Richard changed it on the 
spot to Smudge and I really 
like that because of my 
colouring.

I now live happily with 
the family’s other animals. 
Rescued cats Dennis and 
Maya, who are brother and 
sister, and my best friend, 
Oliver. He is Alyssa’s “big” 
kitten that joined our home 
a year before me. There are 
three rescued dogs, Marley, 
Rocky and Dolly, as well as 
lots of horses and ponies. 
In time I will be allowed to 
go outside to play with the 
other animals.

Life certainly has taken a 
turn for the better for little 
old me.

Name: Smudge

Finest hour: Being 
rescued

Likes: Climbing up 
people’s backs and 
meowing in their ears 
until they feed me

Dislikes: Cold weather 
and scary fast cars

MY PET

n If you would like your pet 
featured in this column please 
send a story of 440 words  
and a photograph to  
snews@independent.ie clearly 
labelled MY PET

Alyssa O’Neill,
Co Kildare

The bread was a high cal-
orie diet of proteins and car-
bohydrates — but seriously 
low in vitamins D and E, cal-
cium and manganese, vital for 
ducks. Angel or slipped wing 
is when the last wrist joint is 
twisted with wing feathers 
pointed out instead of against 
the body. More mature birds 
become hopeless cases as the 
disease is incurable.

Another Kennedy, the Rev 
PG (no relation), author and 
ornithologist of the last cen-
tury, writing in an issue of 
Studies Review in 1947, told 
the delightful story of a Mrs 
Rathbone, of Castlecaldwell, 
Co Fermanagh, hand-rearing 

a clutch of common scoter 
(Mellanitta nigra) wild duck, 
the eggs being hatched by a 
domestic hen. The resultant 
brown-black ducklings proved 
to be great pets — and, said Fr 
Kennedy, “showed a dog-like 
affection for their mistress”.

Each morning she would 
take the birds in a basket 
to a local lake where they 
would rush into the water 
and “gambol, dive and chase 
one another”. When the lady 
felt the ducklings had had 
enough sport, she used to hide 
in bushes and then the little 
ones would miss her from the 
bankside and scramble ashore 
“running hither and tither 

with much anxious cheeping”.
Then, when a bird found 

her, its call-note would change 
and the others would be quick-
ly at her feet and then all 
would climb into the basket 
to be carried home!

There was a sad ending 
when the birds got older, 
became ill and died. Tests 
showed death was caused by 
bone disease due to lack of cal-
cium. Fr Kennedy pointed out 
that scoters in the wild feed 
on molluscs and crustaceans 
which were vital for survival. 

Scoters are sea ducks oc-
casionally seen here in some 
coastal waters during winter 
in straggling groups offshore 
in sandy-bed areas where they 
dive for mussels and sand-eels.

The naturalist David Cabot 
reckons 12,000 birds winter 
here from northern Europe 
and Iceland. The last “suspi-
cion” of Irish breeding birds 
I can find is in Major Rut-
tledge’s Irish Birds for Mayo 
and Fermanagh. 

Angel wing persists in 
some pond places where mal-
lard frequent so please feed 
‘duck seed’ to the birds instead 
of stale bread.

Deadly bread diet killing wild ducks

WILLIAM Allingham remem-
bered “with tears” four ducks 
on a pond, a grass bank be-
yond, blues skies and white 
birds on the wing.

The tears of this poetic 
snatch were no doubt prompt-
ed by sentiment. This was 
before a sight of a sad sail of 
dying birds could rend his 
heart. 

No one had heard of ‘angel 
wing’ and maybe mid-19th 
Century bread crusts thrown 
on the waters contained more 
calcium than today’s white 
pan. A century later, the sight 
of bedraggled pond ducks 
with tiny, sprouting wings dy-
ing from a mysterious ailment 
concentrated scientific minds 
on something called “bilateral 
valgus deformity of the distal 
wings” and the feeding of 
white bread in quantities was 
sourced as a cause of what 
was to be called ‘angel wing’ 
in waterfowl.

COUNTRY
MATTERS
Joe Kennedy

PLEASE: Don’t feed 
the ducks white 
bread — give them 
‘duck seed’ instead

By now, the writing is on the wall — or  
at least it’s on the World Cup wallchart
I

N the film Invictus, 
the fictional Nelson 
Mandela was starting 
to get absorbed in the 
Rugby World Cup of 

1995, filling in the wallchart 
in his office as if performing 
a solemn duty of State.

I guess the film-makers 
were using the wallchart 
to convey the largeness 
of Mandela’s personality, 
which along with the great 
seriousness for which he 
was revered, had this playful 
side.

But maybe it is more 
than just an outbreak of 
childish enthusiasm, this 
desire in the human heart 
which erupts for a few 
weeks every four years, 
to put up a World Cup 
wallchart and to fill it in 
with ritualistic zeal. 

At the very least, it 
gives us the feeling that we 
are involved in this thing 
that is much larger than 
ourselves, that though it is a 
gargantuan event, we own a 
small part of it. 

If we are young, it makes 
us feel a bit grown-up to 
be keeping score in this 
way — and if we are old, it 
makes us feel young to be 
openly allowing ourselves 
this supposedly juvenile 
indulgence. 

Yes, we feel free to talk 
about the wallchart, we 
know that for this month 
only, we have permission to 
perform this exercise which 
at any other time might 

mark us down as being a bit, 
well… unusual. A bit, shall 
we say… a bit odd. 

So we make light of it, 
just in case, we see it as an 
excuse to escape back into 
our youth, just as the World 
Cup in general offers us 
the best excuse available to 
mankind, to drink fantastic 
quantities of beer at strange 
times of the day.

But maybe there is 
more to it than that, maybe 
this wallchart business is 
something that we need 
more than we care to 
acknowledge — which itself 
may sound a bit odd until 
I refer you to the BBC’s 
classified check of the 
football results, and how it 
was done. 

Every Saturday of the 
football season, about 5pm, 
a man would read out all the 
football results of the day 
in England and Scotland, 
in tones of the deepest 
seriousness — of  

the many things that the 
BBC knew back then, this 
one was remarkable, this 
insight of theirs that the 
result of Arsenal v Chelsea 
was to be conveyed in 
tones which were no less 
grave than a statement 
by the Chancellor of 
the Exchequer; and 
moreover that the 
result of Cowdenbeath 
v Stenhousemuir was to 
sound just as important 
as anything coming out 
of Highbury, or Stamford 
Bridge, or Downing Street. 

The classified check 
became a ritual as 
sacrosanct as the shipping 
forecast, based on this 
understanding that much of 
our existence may be fragile 
and may be tormented 
by doubt, but when this 
day is over, these things 
at least are true, these 
things at least are settled 
— Arsenal beat Chelsea 2-1, 
and Cowdenbeath drew 
0-0 with Stenhousemuir. 
And on through all the 
divisions, all the results, all 
these facts which are now 
incontrovertible.

It has been written. It 
has been read out on the 
classified check. It is done.

Raise this up to a global 
scale, and we are looking 
at our wallcharts, and we 
are thinking that this world 
is full of madness and 
catastrophe, that it is being 
laid waste by the worst 
of men — some of whom 

are disporting 
themselves in the VIP 
enclosures of Russia 2018 
— but that the World Cup is 
not like the world. It’s better 
than that.

The wallcharts which 
represent it are giving 
us some vision of order, 

even of justice. There is 
something deeply satisfying 
about the design and the 
lay-out, about the way that 
it is all organised so that 
the mere pretenders can 
be seen to fall away, and 
excellence will eventually 
emerge, standing alone at 

the end, 
triumphant — roughly the 
opposite indeed, of the way 
things tend to be organised 
in our everyday lives.

Yes, the worst of men 
with their endless appetite 
for corruption will try 
to interfere even in this 
ancient pursuit of greatness, 

they will attach themselves 
to it in their parasitical way, 
they may even consider the 
possibility of influencing 
the results of games the way 
they influence everything 
else that they touch — by 
bribery and coercion. 

But for once, they will 
not actually win. This is not 

Brexit or the election of 
Trump. At the end of this 
tournament there will 
be a true winner, a sense 

that the most talented 
and the most dedicated 
have prevailed. There 
will be some kind of 
truth, the kind that 
makes us feel better 
about the world. 

And like Mandela 
in the movie, we are 
noting each result on 
the wallchart, we are 

paying our respects every 
day to this superior way of 
doing things — until July 
15 at least, that day which 
now seems so distant, when 
we will take one last look 
at how the World Cup has 
turned out, and we will take 
down that wallchart, and 
face the world again.

Declan Lynch’s 
World Cup Diary

‘The 
wallchart 
gives us a 
sense of 
order, even 
of justice. 
There is 
something 
deeply 
satisfying 
about it’

THE World Cup on TV 
has another thing 
going for it, the fact 

that we tend to watch the 
whole game while it is 
actually happening. 
In recent years, 
the Sky Plus 
machine and 
the virtual 
destruction 
of the 
human 
mind by 
the internet 
have led 
even the 
aficionados 
of the Premier 
League to 
watch the 
game at a 
time of their 
choosing, and 
perhaps skipping 
the boring bits.

But I think we 
all understand that 
the whole point of 
a World Cup game is 
that most of us are 
watching it at the 
same time, and 
that rather than 
fast-forwarding 
it, if anything 
we want it all 
to slow down 
to prolong the 
experience. 

Our support of a top, top, 
top Premier League club 
is effectively a job, so it’s 
natural that the main thing 

we are looking for, is 
the result. We are 

also sometimes 
tormented 

with anxiety, 
our nerves 
unable to 

take the 
full 90 
minutes, 
even 
if our 
attention 

spans 
hadn’t been 
destroyed by 
Google.

But for 
large parts of 

the World Cup 
we couldn’t 

give a monkey’s 
about the result 

or the quality of 
the game, it just 

feels like we’re on 
our holidays.

Which is 
perhaps the secret 
of its eternal 
charm — this 

is not just a 
holiday from 
life, it is a 
holiday from 
football.

Fast forward is 
finally dropped

ON Twitter, 
the eminent 
gastroenterologist 

Dr Anthony O’Connor put 
forward the “unpopular 
opinion” that he thinks a 
48-team World Cup would 
be brilliant. 

I tend to agree with 
him, because on the whole 
if you were to offer me 
a choice between the 64 
games in Russia, or the 
80 that will be tried in the 
USA, Canada and Mexico 
in 2026, I can’t really 
hear myself saying “ah no 
thanks, it’s fine as it is, 
don’t give me any more of 
that stuff” — after all, you 
should never not watch a 
football match.

I would just question 
the official rationale 
behind the 48-team 
tournament, which is “an 
attempt to increase global 
interest in the World Cup”.

Right. 
They’ve tried 

everything else and all 
they’ve got to show for it 
is a few hundred million 
watching Morocco v Iran 
in the afternoon.

Desperate times…

More the 
merrier 
with 48 
teams

THERE will be 
those who do not 
understand these 

things, who will also be 
calling for some sense 
of “perspective” when 
they hear the Spain 
manager, Julen Lopetegui, 
describing being sacked 
two days before the 
tournament as the “saddest 
day of my life since the 
death of my mother”.

I wouldn’t doubt the 
man for a moment. And 
I have never doubted  
a certain William 
Shakespeare of Stratford-
upon-Avon and England, 
whose work on the nature 
of tragic heroism resonates 
at Russia 2018 just as it did 
in 2002, in Saipan.

For allegedly failing 
to inform Luis Rubiales, 
the head of the Spanish 
Football Federation until 
the last minute that he was 
about to be announced 
as the next Real Madrid 
manager, Lopetegui was 
sacked by Rubiales on 
what you might call a 
point of principle — you 
might also call it a point 
of big swinging macho 
recklessness, for which 
there was no need. 

Yes it was startlingly 
similar in its dramatic 
construction to the horrors 
of Saipan, with the same 
maddening forces in play — 
as Shakespeare has taught 
us, a tragedy is not just 
about some terrible person 
doing terrible things, but 

about a person who may be 
quite right, up to a point, 
a person who is even quite 
admirable, up to a point, 
doing terrible things. 

And what is that point, 
up to which you are 
sympathetic with that 
person — but beyond which 
you are appalled ? Aye, 
there’s the rub…

Now the Spaniards are 
finding out what we have 
known since 2002 — that 
this conflict is not really 
between Lopetegui and 
Rubiales, just as ours was 
not really between Keane 

and McCarthy. 
It is ultimately 

a conflict within 
ourselves. This is 
why we are torn, 
we have our own 
struggles trying 
to figure out if 
we should do 
the noble thing 
which could 
result in chaos, 
or just let it go 
for the sake of a 
quiet life.

Though 
traditionally 
the troubles 
of Spain were 

more straightforward — 
they just didn’t like one 
another, the players of 
Real Madrid which was 
associated with Franco, and 
those of Barcelona which 
fought Franco. Throw a few 
of your Basques in there 
and you can see why it 
wasn’t easy to get them all 
on the same page, until this 
century at least.

So when football 
commentators would 
muse on the mystery of 
why Spain, with so many 
wonderful footballers, 
could never get it 
together to win a major 
international tournament, 
there was no real mystery  
— it was our old friend, the 
Spanish Civil War.

Ah, it was simpler then...

more straightforward — 
they just didn’t like one 
another, the players of 
Real Madrid which was 
associated with Franco, and 
those of Barcelona which 
fought Franco. Throw a few 
of your Basques in there 
and you can see why it 
wasn’t easy to get them all 
on the same page, until this 
century at least.

commentators would 
muse on the mystery of 
why Spain, with so many 

and McCarthy. 

wonderful footballers, 
could never get it 
together to win a major 
international tournament, 
there was no real mystery  
— it was our old friend, the 
Spanish Civil War.

It is ultimately ‘You might 
also call it a 
point of big 
swinging  
macho  
recklessness’

MATCH 
REPORTS 
IN SPORT 
SECTION
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more. Thousands of young Irish pro-fessionals now either can’t find a place to rent, find their income severely squeezed if they do or can’t afford to save the deposit for their own home as they fork out up to half their wages on rent.
I clicked the ‘reserve’ button myself online many times this week. No replies, just a grim scenario.In Dun Laoghaire, a letting agency advertises a smart-looking one-bed apartment in a new complex that looks like it’s been developed purely for letting. 

‘Prices from €1,650, phase one fully reserved, register your interest in phase two now,’ the ad says. Scrap that one from the list.But the rise of the €1,600 one-bed isn’t restricted to upmarket areas — it’s happening right across the  city. There’s a one-bed duplex in Dublin 7 clearly geared up for multi- occupancy with single beds in the bedroom and a sofa bed in the living room — €1,595 a month rent, likely to be shared by up to four tenants. It already had 2,000 online views by the time I found it.
There’s another ordinary one-bed near the quays in Dublin 8 — small, dark, very average. 
Places like this would have rented for €1,100 not so long ago. Now the asking price is €1,550.
Up the road in Islandbridge, a land-lord wants €1,650 a month for the short-term letting of an unfurnished one-bed. It was originally advertised for €1,495, the price rose by €155 in just four days.
Over in the Liberties, what looks like a council flat has a double bed and two bunks squeezed into its one and only bedroom; asking price 

€1,695. Only a couple with young children and no choice or cash-strapped overseas students could face this scenario.
Because, of course, it’s not only young professionals who are being squeezed. Young families are facing monthly rents of well over €2,000 for dowdy houses that haven’t seen a lick of paint in years. Again, it’s city-wide, from Milltown to Beaumont.Young couples who want to settle down and perhaps start a family are facing a tough challenge.

Average rents across the country rose by 11.5% in the year to March, according to Daft.ie’s latest rental report for the first three months of the year, taking them to €1,261 monthly. The biggest increases were in Dublin, where average rents rose by 12.8% in the past year to nearly €1,900, 30% higher per month than ten years ago.
‘It has got much worse in the last six months,’ says Ciara Hearns. ‘A friend of mine moved back to Dublin 

rent limit at €1,500,’ says the 26-year-old tour operator employee. ‘But we had to re-think that figure, we can’t afford it. We haven’t seen a one-bed for less than €1,400. There’s no affordability in the area we want to live in.’

in August last year and had eight viewings in a weekend; we didn’t manage that number of viewings in two months. We didn’t get very far at all in our search,’ she says. ‘Most applications are ignored. 
‘If you do get a viewing there’s zero notice — at 10am you get notice of a 2pm or 5pm viewing, neither of which I can make as I work nine to five. Either that or viewings will be can-celled at short notice because the flat has been let the previous day.‘The standard of accommodation  is a joke. You find a one-bed in Walkinstown for €1,400 and quickly realise it’s a converted granny flat  at the end of someone’s garden with a sofa, bed, cooking area and not much more.

‘One place I saw in Donnybrook was so awful that I really thought someone was playing a prank on me. 

It was like something from the 1980s in a complex that looked like an old asylum. They wanted €1,400 for it and I thought, someone will take it because they’ve no other choice.’According to Ciara, pressure in the market is leading to questionable practices. ‘Flat hunters are bluffing just to get their foot in the door  at viewings, saying they’ll pay a number of months rent in advance,’ she says. 
‘If there are two couples at a view-ing, one will offer to pay more per month to get the apartment. There’s a lot of haggling going on and you can’t trust that the advertised rent will turn out to be the actual rent. It’s a money-making racket where people are being pitted against  each other.

‘Private viewings are rare. You only get to spend a short amount of time with a group of other people in what could become your home and there’s no personal touch from agents.‘We come from decent homes and we want to find somewhere to live that we’re both happy in on a day-to-day basis. We know people who are living in nice places in Kildare for the same price as the mediocre apart-ments we’re seeing in Dublin but we want to live within a 35-40 minute work commute.
‘We don’t want to pay €1,600 a month for sub-standard accommo-dation and feel we’re not being looked after in any way by the cur-rent Government.’
Software developer Charlie Crean, 28, considers himself one of the lucky ones. After an intense search he managed to find a two-bedroom apartment on Dublin’s northside  for €1,250.
‘The previous tenant was long term so because of rent pressure zone rules the landlord couldn’t raise the rent by more than 4%,’ he says.The Wexford man found a home for himself and his girlfriend but not before an intense search. Over five weeks, he notched up 63 applica-tions, 24 replies and 15 viewings.‘It was pretty awful — stressful, exhausting and time-consuming,’ he says. ‘It distracts you at work, you can’t make plans for your time off because you have to be constantly prepared to go to last-minute view-ings. I spent entire evenings on my phone refreshing property websites. I spoke about nothing else the entire 

C
IArA Hearns copies and pastes her application letter and clicks the ‘reserve’ button on property website Daft, hoping to be  invited to an open viewing. No reply. Even if she manages to get her foot in the door of the one-bedroom apartment with a gaggle of other des-perate renters, it’s over her budget.Every two hours, one-bed apartment  notifications pop up on her screen: €1,400, €1,500, €1,600 and above. ‘We set our monthly 

After two months of serious searching, Ciara and her boyfriend are taking a break from flat-hunting and ‘having the same conversation every day’. They’re getting nowhere — five viewings from up to 60 applications she reck-ons. She will continue to live in her family home in west Dublin, he in his family home on the southside, their desire to set up home together denied, their relationship stuck in a kind of teenage bubble.
Welcome to the new normal, where bog-standard one-bed flats which would have struggled to rent for €800 a month five years ago are now being advertised for €1,600 and 
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time. Even after I got a place I found myself automatically click-ing on property websites, I had got so used to doing it.
‘I was lucky that my manager has a young family and knows how bad the rental market is in Dublin so she gave me the option of working from my family home in Wexford if I didn’t manage to find a place. ‘But at times my brain switched to thinking, why do I need to be in Dublin at all? I reckoned I could find a house in Wexford for the same price as a one-bed flat in Dublin.’

Charlie viewed two to three places a week, sometimes four, queuing up with dozens of other flat-hunters. ‘I spoke to owners and agents whenever I got the chance,’ he says. ‘And the consen-

sus was that after 120-200 applica-tions are received, viewings are closed off.From those applications, 15 or 20 get invited to an open viewing. Some agents read through the applications, others just invite the first 20 on the list. 
‘You could have the best refer-ence in the world and it doesn’t matter, they’re not basing their decisions on that.
‘I went to one viewing beside St James’s Hospital and as I queued up the previous tenant left with his bags. They wanted it rented out immediately. 
‘The flat was small and dingy and hadn’t even been cleaned. I felt awful after that viewing — the ask-ing price was around €1,400.‘Early on in my search I viewed a one-bed for €1,400 that I didn’t 

think was worth the money. I with-drew my application then spent ages regretting it. I started off looking in the area I wanted to live in but the net got wider and wider as it became clear I wouldn’t be able to find anything there.’Charlie believes patience and perseverance paid off. ‘Lots of places came up for €1,500 or €1,600,’ he says. ‘But I stuck to my guns and set my saved searches at €1,200-1,300. I skipped 2pm view-ings and passed over flats where the couch is in front of the sink and the bed is next to the oven. ‘In the end it was also about luck,’ he says. 
‘I was on the shortlist for a place but didn’t get it. The agent offered to show me another apartment in the same complex before putting it 

online. It is worth chatting to agents about other properties on their books.’
Secondary school teacher Sarah Sherlock is dreading the end of May. She has already started look-ing for a new place to rent but by then she’ll have to commit to the hard slog of dedicated searching.‘It’s the end of the school year and I’m thinking, I can’t believe I have to go through this all over again,’ she says. 

Sarah, 27, and her partner of five years previously lived in an apart-ment in Stepaside. 
‘We considered ourselves lucky when we got that,’ she says. ‘But it took us six months and literally begging to get it. 
‘I worked in a café at the time and happened to chat to the father 

of the letting agent who said he’d put a good word in for us. It was a two-bed apartment and we shared with a third person to make it more affordable.’
After a year, the landlady refused to continue the lease. ‘She said she was refurbishing the place, that we could move out for a month and begin a new lease afterwards. She was clearly raising the rent either way. We had been paying €1,250 rent. A month later, I saw it adver-tised online for €1,700.’

Some landlords are trying to get around rent pressure zones rules by claiming to refurbish properties before starting new leases with rent increases that are above the legal 4% level.
Sarah and her partner spent much of last year looking for an apartment but didn’t manage to get one. They both moved back to their family homes in Wexford but the commute got to Sarah. ‘Last year I was spending most of my time in the car, I had to do something,’ she says. She decided to look for a house share. ‘It was disastrous,’ she says. ‘I applied for 30 viewings and got three.’Still, she considers herself lucky to have eventually found a room. ‘I share a house with other teachers and the owners are lovely laidback people. My boyfriend commutes from Wexford to Dublin each day but if he needs to stay over, they’re fine about it — a lot of places wouldn’t be.

‘I’m paying €500 a month for a box room but that’s a much better deal than other teachers I know who are sharing. But I have to move out of that house as the owners don’t want to share next year. I’ve already started looking so that I’ll have a place by September. I also 

know I’ll have to pay rent during the summer when I’m not there much, just to hold on to it.’Sarah and her boyfriend work near each other in Dublin and meet for dinner after work, then in Wexford at weekends. 
‘We’ve been together five years,’ she says. ‘The relationship is at a point where we’d like to take the next step and live together but  we can’t. 
‘We both have full-time jobs  with decent wages but nothing is coming up that we can afford. Also, you literally need to apply the  second a property goes online.‘My take home pay is €2,100 a month. If we rent a one-bedroom apartment, my share of the rent will be up to €800. That’s before I spend anything on food, bills,  car insurance and tax or the  credit union loan I took out for my €12,000 H Dip course, which has given me a Masters but also a loan that eats a large chunk of my monthly wage.

‘It just seems to be one knock after another for people our age. We’re already protesting over teachers’ pay, should we now pro-test over rents too? It’s exhausting and you’ve got to prioritise. ‘We’re dying to find a place where we have some security, don’t have to move out after a year and can make it our home but we’re not being given a chance.’

‘It just seems to 
be one knock 
after another’

An apartment so bad 
she thought it was  
a prank, cancelled 

viewings and being 
pitted against other 

desperate renters  
– Ciara and her 

boyfriend both have 
full-time jobs but she 
reveals the tortuous 

process they face in a 
rental market gone mad

Constant search: 
Ciara Hearns feels 
frustrated by the 
rental market
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They’re the drugs that combat the rarest of diseases. But they’re so specialised that their price tags are increasingly putting them out of reach. How much longer will Irish patients continue to miss out on such medicines?

Health special

There is a widespread perception 
that new drugs will only be 
made available to those patients 
who shout the loudest. The 
process lacks transparency. 
The industry’s morals are questionable. As the medicines watchdog predicts an avalanche of expensive orphan drugs, what does the future hold for those with a rare disease? 

By Susan Mitchell

Billion dollarORPHANS

It is almost impossible to turn on the radio or open a newspaper without hearing about the “miraculous” bene-fits of the latest drug. New cancer ther-apies, and treatments for cystic fibro-sis, Duchenne muscular dystrophy and rare developmental conditions have all come on-stream in recent years. 
The world is full of stories of sick patients who have either been given a second chance by these new drugs, or who are being denied access to a possible life-saving treatment. 

In recent times, campaigners have taken to the streets to urge the state to fund drugs including Orkambi (to treat cystic fibrosis) and Respreeza (genetic emphysema).
As an increasing number of orphan drugs become available to treat rare diseases, policymakers are concerned at the budget implications. Orphan drugs typically come with eye- watering price tags, the justification being that they only treat small
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Strensiq, a medication for 
rare soft-bone disease, is one of 
the most expensive prescription 
medicines ever launched




