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Eoghan Daltun is a sculpture conservator, a farmer and, above all, a rewilder. In 2009, when he moved to his farm overlooking the Atlantic, much of the land was covered in wild native forest which, although very beautiful, was ecologically wrecked by severe overgrazing and invasion by a host of alien plant species. Over the years since, Eoghan has brought life in all its explosive vibrancy back to the land, with new temperate rainforest spontaneously forming where previously there was only barren grass. Rewilding most of the land, and High Nature Value farming the rest, there has been plenty of time to reflect deeply on the ecological crisis unfolding at terrifying speed all around us, and its solutions. He lives on the farm with his two sons, their collie dog Charlie, and five Dexter cows.









‘Daltun brings us on a journey into the history and ecology of Ireland’s woodlands and provides an inspiring vision of their social, ecological and cultural potential if allowed to thrive again.’


Manchán Magan, writer for The Irish Times and author of Thirty-Two Words for Field: Lost Words of the Irish Landscape and Tree Dogs, Banshee Fingers and Other Irish Words for Nature


‘Eoghan Daltun’s wildly inspirational memoir of adopting a slice of Ireland’s coast and snatching it from ecological degradation is an invaluable and timely revelation. The most exhilarating account of rewilding yet written.’


Caroline Fraser, author of the Pulitzer Prize-winning Prairie Fires: The American Dream of Laura Ingalls Wilder and Rewilding the World: Dispatches from the Conservation Revolution


‘This is an inspirational book. Eoghan Daltun’s mission to restore an Irish rainforest has already inspired thousands via his posts on social media, and this account is sure to galvanise many more. Eoghan’s evocative descriptions of the temperate rainforest he discovered growing on the Beara Peninsula, his knowledge of history and place, and his wisdom and insights into how to repair this damaged ecosystem mean this book should be urgently read by politicians and the public alike. The time has come to restore temperate rainforests across Ireland and Britain.’


Guy Shrubsole, environmental campaigner and author of The Lost Rainforests of Britain and Who Owns England?


‘Eoghan has achieved something wonderful in evoking our richly wooded past while simultaneously looking forward, to how rewilding can help address our biodiversity and climate emergency. This book will change how you see Ireland.’


Pádraic Fogarty, Campaign Officer with the Irish Wildlife Trust and author of Whittled Away: Ireland’s Vanishing Nature


‘A fascinating, passionate and persuasive case for leaving nature to do its own thing.’


Michael Viney, author and environmental writer at The Irish Times


‘With poetry and hands-on restoration of a streak of wild paradise on Ireland’s Atlantic coast, Eoghan Daltun is almost single-handedly reawakening the Irish people to the former vibrancy of their once-emerald isle. Eoghan Daltun’s magical book is a must-read. Ireland is one of the most nature-depleted countries on Earth. Now a growing movement is calling for restoration of Ireland’s temperate rainforests.’


Ben Goldsmith, leading advocate of rewilding in Britain


‘For those who have never experienced the unadulterated joy of exploring an Atlantic Rainforest and all the special plants and creatures that inhabit them, this evocative book by Eoghan Daltun will transport you there. I can’t recommend it highly enough.’


Donna Rainey, self-taught restorer and conservator of wild natural habitats in counties Derry, Antrim and Donegal
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To my two brilliant sons, Liam and Seán:
May your lives be filled with the beauty,
wonder and joy of all this, our living world.
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Rainforest in the City


Sometimes I would wake in the morning to the very distinctive sound of monkeys whooping crazily in the distance. Not the sort of thing you expect close to the centre of a city like Dublin. This used to happen mostly early on Sundays, when there was little traffic about, and especially if conditions were misty and still, the semi-liquid air seeming to make the sound travel better. The roof light window of my upstairs bedroom had a distant but extensive view out over the Phoenix Park (where the monkeys lived in the city’s zoo), and on such occasions I’d open it and spend some time looking out, the bottom of the window just the right height to place my arms on comfortably and rest the chin.


With the canopy of trees shrouded in mist to the visible horizon, and no sound other than the monkeys whooping it up, in those moments there was the very surreal feeling of being in a tropical rainforest, rather than a capital city.


Speaking of moments, there are some in life that afterwards stand out in the mind as having been pivotal, and one of those for me was – at my request – sitting by myself in a room in the offices of Matheson Ormsby Prentice solicitors in Dublin in 1993. I was fully kitted out in cycling gear, including black skin-tight Lycra shorts and almost unwalkable cycle-racing shoes. Strapped around my chest was a heavy Motorola two-way radio, and a large black bag with the words ‘Cyclone Couriers’ emblazoned across the front.


The reason I had asked for some time alone was because my solicitor had just told me that he’d found out that the vendor – a property developer – of a small plot of land I was in the process of buying in the Kilmainham area had accrued some very serious debts. The solicitor had further informed me that, if I went ahead with the deal, there was a serious risk the creditors could take the site, which would still be registered in the seller’s name for some time afterwards. So I would end up with nothing, despite having paid for the land. Therefore, should I still want to proceed, the solicitor would need me to sign a typed statement saying that I had been fully advised of the risks, and had decided to chance it regardless, although those were probably not the precise words used.


The money to buy the piece of land was on loan from my mother, and was pretty much everything she had, an inheritance from her father. This was definitely not a decision to be taken lightly: it would need a great many years on my wages as a bicycle courier to pay her back if it all went wrong. So I had asked the solicitor for some time by myself to weigh it all up in my mind. As I sat there for what seemed much longer than the half an hour or so the clock registered, I reflected carefully on the possible disastrous consequences of such a reckless act as buying under these circumstances.


But I also considered the potential I saw in the site in question, the fact that the available funds wouldn’t stretch to much else, and that this would be the first time since I was born that there would be a fixed physical space on which rent wouldn’t have to be continually paid. So I signed the solicitor’s statement and the sale went ahead. A trainee in the law firm was given the task of registering the deeds in my name as urgently as possible, and after a very anxious ten days or so I was told it had all gone through without mishap.


The site I had bought contained the ruins of an old stone cottage, dating back to at least the middle of the eighteenth century, when Kilmainham was still open countryside (the cottage features on John Roque’s map of 1756, the first detailed map ever made of Dublin). The area was only swallowed up by the city in the 1950s and ’60s, but is now quite central. It sat at the top of a steep hill – the steepest in Dublin, I afterwards came to learn – overlooking the Royal Hospital, historic Kilmainham gaol, and the Phoenix Park, the largest in any European capital. It was close enough to the Guinness brewery over in James’s Street to be often within range of the distinctively pungent, but reassuringly familiar, smell of fermented barley, wafting on the breeze.


My plan was to dismantle the stones from the cottage and then reuse them to build a new one, but in the same spot, of the same dimensions, and in a similar vernacular style to the original. The new house would, however, have a modern damp-proof course and high levels of insulation, creating a space that retained the aesthetics of traditional architecture without being damp or cold to live in, as so many old stone buildings are in Ireland.


But the land had also been used for decades as a dumping ground for builders’ earth, rubble and assorted rubbish. This material came mainly from excavating foundations for extensions built onto a terrace of 1940s ex-council houses along the rear boundary. The result was that, behind the front wall of the ruined cottage – which ran right along the public footpath – most of the site was buried under a huge mound several metres deep. So the first task was to hand-dig and wheelbarrow away all that material into a succession of builders’ skips in the street, hired for the purpose.


At the bottom of the hill was a pub named Carrigan’s, and on one occasion two old codgers passing by on their way home after a few pints stopped to ask what I was doing. Upon hearing my explanation, with a mixture of amusement and disbelief one of them dramatically threw his head back, slapped his hand to his forehead and cried out, ‘Oh, to be young again!’


After a couple of months of intense weekend digging, often helped by friends, a holiday seemed in order. So I took myself off to Prague for six months, hoping to teach English, drink a share of the excellent Czech pivo (beer), and generally have a good time as a means of gathering strength for the house-building trials and privations to come. Arriving in the city with just an old canvas rucksack I had picked up several years before in a Paris flea market, and the phone number of a friend of a friend, I quickly landed a teaching job at a language school in the city centre. I found good accomplices in seeking fun and adventure there among the other teachers, who mostly hailed from various other parts of the English-speaking world.


We had some great times, with numerous blissfully languorous picnics in a hillside orchard overlooking the Vltava River, the spires of St Vitus’s Cathedral, and the red-tiled rooftops of the old town. There was a memorable camping trip in Bohemia’s Český ráj, to the northeast of the city, a protected area of forests interspersed with naturally carved volcanic rock pillars. Sleeping tentless around a stick fire, I remember the flames flickering in warming solidarity with the stars above the silhouetted treetops all around.


Sometimes I used to go exploring in an area of ancient ruined cottages covering a couple of acres in the historic area of Prague where I was living, Vršovice. Although relatively centrally located, just like the Kilmainham cottage they had evidently been built when the area was still rural. I was motivated by curiosity about traditional building styles and techniques, the recesses of my brain being still deeply engaged with the building project to come once I returned to Dublin.


But while doing so one day, I became aware of a phenomenon that had never entered my consciousness before. Trees were growing everywhere throughout the ruins, and clearly hadn’t been planted by human hands, but had instead sprouted spontaneously of their own volition. I remember talking to a friend about it later, saying that to create a natural forest, all it would take would be to leave land alone and it would happen all by itself. That thought was to stay put for the time being, but a seed had been sown in the back of my mind.


The idyllic Prague interlude over, I returned to Dublin and threw myself once again into clearing the site in Kilmainham, continuing to teach English as a foreign language to cover costs. Digging out the great mass of earth, which filled a dozen or more six-ton skips, I retained any pieces of the original building stone I came across, stacking them at the back of the site for use in the new house I’d be constructing. The whole process was fascinating in an almost archaeological sense, and, as I got down to the remains of the old back wall and floor, I found pieces of unburned turf still in the fireplace, and all manner of other objects from the cottage.


Older residents of the area told me that the last inhabitant had been a petite elderly woman with wispy white hair by the name of Molly Maughan, who still wore the traditional black shawl over her shoulders and a long skirt that reached to the ground. For years, every morning the neighbours living in the terrace to the rear would witness the same ritual at Molly’s place. Her arm would appear out of the one very narrow slit window in the back of the cottage with a teapot in hand, turn it upside down dumping the used tea leaves onto the ground below, and withdraw back inside. Many people still remembered Molly in her shawl at the half-door of her whitewashed cottage, a smell of turf smoke hanging over the whole scene. The repeated refrain was that it was more like a vision from west Donegal, or somewhere else along the Atlantic, rather than Dublin city.


One half of the roof collapsed in the 1970s, and for a time Molly continued to live in the remaining one of the cottage’s original two rooms. She was eventually moved into an old folks’ home (very reluctantly, by all accounts), after which the rest of the roof fell in, and the earth mountain began to accumulate. Molly passed away some time in the 1980s. The land at the back of the house, which was to become my garden, was previously part of a long sloping field where, through the 1950s and ’60s, vegetables were grown for sale in a grocer’s shop on the street running along the bottom, Old Kilmainham. From what I was able to gather, the field and shop were a one-man operation, run by a character who coincidentally bore the colourfully distinctive moniker of ‘Duckser’ Dalton.


Dismantling the existing walls of the cottage was a continuation of the archaeological exercise. As is usual in old stone walls, the construction technique had involved creating two walls in one: an outer face and an inner one, tied together with occasional long ‘through stones’, which extended from one face to the other. Everywhere else, there was a void between the two faces, into which the builders had thrown all types of unwanted material as filling, creating a kind of 250-year-old time capsule. Even if there was no treasure in the contents, there was still a thrill in the knowledge that I was the first person to lay eyes on them after so long. I also pictured the people who would have been building the house, at a time when Irish was still likely to have been spoken locally, and in my mind the work I was doing established a certain bond of sorts over the centuries.


The objects I found in the cavities included numerous fragments of rough pottery and centimetre-thick green bottle glass. Sometimes I’d find the long twisted horns of cattle that must have resembled what we would now recognise as the Highland breed. Tantalisingly, they would look perfectly intact, but when picked up would practically disintegrate in the hand, their structure weakened by the passage of time. The masonry was of the local rubble – i.e. not dressed with a chisel – limestone called ‘calp’, and it was clear from their irregularly eroded forms that most of the stones had been picked from the surrounding fields, rather than quarried. The mortar between them was simply clay, without lime, animal hair, or any other apparent binding agent.


Pieces of the long, delicate, traditional clay smoking pipes of past centuries – known as dúidíns, resembling fibulae in their whiteness and frailty – were liberally scattered through the surrounding earth. Their bowls, with insides still blackened from use, often had emblems such as crowns or shamrocks decorating the front, seemingly a common way of demonstrating political outlook back then. Among a plethora of other objects that turned up was an iron cannonball of about 10 centimetres in diameter.


Reading up on the local history, I learned that Kilmainham had had an extremely rich and motley past down through the ages. There were connections to Vikings, Brian Boru (a high king of Ireland in the early eleventh century) and the Order of Knights Hospitallers, which had a priory on the present site of the Royal Hospital. The area also featured prominently in the 1916 Rising – both the actual fighting itself, some of which took place on my very street, and its aftermath, with sixteen of the leaders subsequently executed by firing squad in Kilmainham gaol.


The road is now a side street to a major artery, the South Circular Road, wide at that end and narrowing greatly as it drops down to meet Old Kilmainham. But it predates all the surrounding streets by a thousand years or more, and was once part of the principal route from Dublin to the west of the country, going right back to medieval times and probably beyond. When I was there, many of the older people living in the area still called the street by its original name, Watery Lane, which came from a natural spring that continues to seep out of the retaining wall on the other side of the road, down the hill a little from the cottage. They did so despite its name being officially changed around 1900 to the more genteel-sounding Brookfield Road, as it’s presently known. Other locals, perhaps with a different focus in life, preferred to call it ‘Carrigan’s Hill’ after the pub.


Building the house was a labour of love, but also entailed living the life of a penitential hermit for several years. While all my friends were dedicating their lives to more normal pursuits like girls, travelling, careers, and partying (we were in our mid-twenties), my existence had taken on one purpose only: either teaching to make money for house materials, or working on the house. Most of them – probably rightly – thought I had lost the plot altogether.


It was all done on an absolute shoestring, with much of the material scavenged from skips or salvage yards, which were still very cheap. The skips, which I came across while cycling around the city, provided especially rich pickings in the form of old doors with hand-forged iron hinges and thumb latches, which I prised off and carried home in a rucksack-turned-swagbag. All the house’s internal doors were made from old tongue-and-groove floorboards a neighbour was throwing away, and fitted entirely with this liberated antique ironmongery.


The central supporting element of the spiral staircase was a thick, undulating tree trunk I managed to source from a tree surgeon, the idea inspired by a similar arrangement I had seen in a centuries-old farmhouse outside Prague. I cut the stair treads that jointed into it from the scaffolding planks I used while building the walls, which in turn had previously been old floor joists, salvaged somewhere or other. The light switches and sockets were 1960s Bakelite units I managed to pick up, arousing incredulity on the part of the Electricity Supply Board representative, and greatly complicating efforts to get connected to the mains. All the many presses were made from free wooden pallets passed over the wall to me on a forklift from the printing press next door. The entire house was built in that same spirit, rough and rounded, trying to recapture the organic essence of vernacular architecture.


In those years, my daily routine was a strict combination of teaching at Portobello College, Rathmines, and working on the house. After teaching all morning, I’d cycle back down the Grand Canal from the language school straight to the site and change, Clark Kent style, out of my jacket, shirt and tie into scruffy work clothes in an old caravan I had placed at the rear of the site. I would then work for the rest of the day until it began to get dark, which might be nearing 10 o’clock during the long summer evenings.


While teaching, I’d sometimes catch my students staring with shock at the ingrained dirt under the nails of their otherwise fairly presentable teacher. On non-teaching days I was on site from morning to night, and was very fortunate throughout that time to have help from a bunch of friends of fairly ‘eclectic’ appearance. The resulting scenes were watched with great amusement and curiosity by the people living in the street and wider area, who seemed to view the whole thing as pure spectacle, laid on especially for their entertainment.


Such investments of time, energy, creativity and love, while mostly single-handedly building the house, couldn’t but give rise to a very powerful sense of attachment to this small plot of ground. They produced an equally strong feeling of connection to its past, not just that of the site itself, but of the surrounding area. When we picture how things might once have been, we generally tend to think in mostly human terms. And so I’d often imagine what the place and its people would have been like 50 years previously, or a hundred, two hundred, and so on, going right back to St Maighneann, who established a church there in the early seventh century. (The name Kilmainham originated as an Anglicisation of Cill Mhaighneann, or ‘Chapel of Maighneann’.)


But my mind would also frequently go back even further in time, to how the steep valley below must have looked before people ever settled it at all. The land running down to the Camac River, and the Liffey valley beyond, would once have been covered in thick forest, with massive old oaks, elms, ash and a great variety of other native trees, inhabited by a complex weave of native wildlife. Once people arrived, the picture would have slowly started to change, as our ancestors hunted out the animals and began clearing the trees for farms. That process of change would have continued at an ever-accelerating pace down through the ages, as expanding technologies gave us increased power to shape the environment according to a human vision.


While hand-digging foundations into the undisturbed boulder clay beneath (with a fractured finger, the result of a bicycle accident – ‘Oh, to be young again!’), I had plenty of time to ponder the fact that this layer of material had been deposited by glacial action during the Pleistocene era. Mountainous sheets of ice, as much as a kilometre thick, had scraped, crushed, ground, scoured, scooped, pushed, carried, and finally dumped a mineral blanket over the living limestone bedrock, perhaps three or four metres below.


By accessing these strata, I was more than just digging a hole. I was reaching into another time capsule, this one untouched for tens or even hundreds of thousands of years. On occasion I reflected on what lay below the lithospheric upper crust of the land: the liquid magma of the Earth’s interior. I was beginning to perceive the landscape around me and under me in ecological and geological terms and time frames, rather than just those structured around the narrow window of time that is a human life.


At the back of the house I was building, there was space for a small raised garden, and it seemed a good idea to plant it during construction, so that everything would have more time to mature. Large old fuchsia and lilac bushes were already present, and I wanted to add a few trees. It occurred to me that putting in native species would be best, so I spent a little time looking into which ones would be small enough for my city garden. I ended up planting a mixture of bare-root whitethorn (hawthorn), hazel, blackthorn, spindle and bird cherry saplings. I hoped this choice would be good for wildlife, while at the same time providing some privacy, and also strengthening with their roots a steep bank sloping down to the car park of the printing press next door, which had partially collapsed the previous winter during heavy rain.


As soon as I had the roof, with a covering of salvaged natural slates, on the house, I moved in, sleeping upstairs in a beat-up old army sleeping bag on unfixed floorboards among bags of plaster, tins of paint, and a hodge-podge of other materials and tools. It may have been rough, but it was my rough, and for the first time in my life. During that time living in and working on the house, there were many enduring moments, like looking out over the Dublin ‘rainforest’ with monkey calls echoing through the mist. Or lying in my sleeping bag at night and overhearing snippets of drunken conversation and laughter only yards away through the as yet unsealed roof, as people passed by on their way home from Carrigan’s.


To heat the place, I picked up a second-hand Jøtul cast-iron stove. I later discovered that the particular model had been designed in collaboration with the Norwegian writer, anti-Nazi resistance member, adventurer and ethnographer Thor Heyerdahl (best known for his fantastic book Kon-Tiki). Amazingly, it had been designed to imitate the enormous monolithic Easter Island statues, the moai, which were carved from volcanic rock and erected around the island’s coasts by the Polynesian inhabitants. Once installed, the stove was a dominating presence, its chiselled countenance throwing stern looks out over the sitting room area, and warming the whole house through the winter.


Towards the end of working on the house, on a few occasions I found myself having a verging-on-heated discussion with passers-by in the street. Many of them believed it was the original centuries-old house I was working on, and adamantly refused to accept that it was a complete reconstruction from the ground up. In the end I decided not to waste any more time trying to convince anyone, and instead to see it as a compliment of sorts that I had at least got something right with regard to authenticity. One of my more erudite friends described the house as ‘idiosyncratic’, and being only vaguely familiar with the word at the time, I again took it as praise, but of a more classy form.


At the time of writing, the cottage features on the online National Inventory of Architectural Heritage, which lists it as dating from 1760 to 1800. The profile description, which is complete with recent photos, reads:




This modest vernacular house is significant as an example of a traditional style of architecture which is increasingly rare in an urban context. It retains much of its original form and fabric, its small windows and high roof-pitch more characteristic of its rural counterparts than urban dwellings. Its painted rubble stone walls would originally have been whitewashed and provide a pleasing contrast to the predominant use of red brick on the street, making this a focal point on the streetscape.





It’s hard not to smile looking at that now.


Working with the old stone on the house brought about a realisation that all my life there had been a love of stone as a material. My mother told me of trips to the sea when I was four or five, where I’d run up and down the beach shoving pebbles into the pockets of my duffel coat, excitedly repeating the mantra ‘Stone! Stone!’, and she would end up having to carry me and the laden-down duffel coat home. When travelling in my teens and early twenties, I had often humped home largish stones eroded into especially striking forms from the places I visited, a habit I have never managed to shake.


Among the dozens of stones in the house where I live now is a saucer-sized fragment of pink-red sandstone, shotblasted into a pitted Klingon battle cruiser by the sand-laden winds of the Sinai Desert; a globulous shrapnel mass of purplish lava, cooled on the slopes of Mount Vesuvius; a natural limestone Henry Moore, its chiaroscuro volumes and voids weathered by millennia of Burren sea-rain; a limestone oblong dug from the Kilmainham subsoil, peppered with a standing-proud-of-the-surface mishmash of the fossils of ancient tropical sea creatures; a meteoritic-looking fragment of the Westmeath cottage my father’s family lived in; a chunk of smoothly rounded, and deeply gryked, black basalt, resembling a segment of giant iron walnut; and so on, ad infinitum. Collectively, they have always symbolised for me the raw stuff from which our planet is hewn, and by extension the wondrous living whole into which it has developed over billions of years.


I spent several years handling the rough Dublin ‘calp’ of the cottage, lifting, appraising and rejecting many of the thousands of pieces perhaps a dozen times or more before finding the right resting place. Again, there was a profoundly satisfying temporal symmetry in reusing the same stones with which the original cottage had been built centuries before. Working gloveless, throughout that time I was without fingerprints, their micro-ridges completely abraded away to leave featureless smooth pads.


The allure of stone as a material, reawoken by prolonged physical contact, now coalesced with an earlier passion for making sculpture in metal into a keen desire to learn the art of carving sculpture in stone. On looking into it, I discovered that probably the best place in the world to do that was a small town in Tuscany named Carrara. My intention had always been to head abroad for an extended period once the house was finished, and rent it out as a means of paying off the money I had borrowed from my mum to buy the site. And, after the monkish existence I had been leading for the previous few years, a dose of Italy was hugely appealing.


Long before leaving, though, I already knew I’d be selling the Kilmainham cottage to move to the country at some point. I didn’t yet know where, only that it would be in Ireland, and somewhere I could continue to enjoy a strong attachment to place, but on a much heightened scale in the extent of land, its content and surroundings. As an aid to ‘research’ into just where I might eventually end up, I bought myself a copy of Atlas of the Irish Rural Landscape, a very comprehensive work recently published by Cork University Press, covering just about every aspect of rural Ireland. On only page four was a prominent image of a spectacularly sculptural rocky eminence, with the unforgettable name of Hungry Hill.


It’s the highest point of a mountainous southwestern peninsula called Beara, which protrudes finger-like from west Cork and Kerry into the Atlantic.
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Soggiorno italiano


Carrara is a small town in the foothills of the Apuan Alps in the northwestern corner of Tuscany, looking out over the Mediterranean. The landscape, history, dialect and accent of the area are unique, being quite distinct from the rest of Tuscany, or anywhere else in Italy.


Right back to Roman times, the town has attracted sculptors on account of the quality of the white marble in the surrounding quarries. Michelangelo, Bernini, Canova and many others frequented the place over the centuries, often living and working in what remains a Mecca for sculptors from all over the world. Other than an awareness that it was the place to learn to carve in stone and marble, I knew nothing about it when I arrived in September 1998 with just the usual old rucksack on my back. Nor did I speak a word of Italian, or have any contacts there.


But the people of the town were open and friendly, and I very soon fell in with an international bunch of other wannabe sculptors. Most of us were enrolled at the town’s Scuola del Marmo (Marble School), which trained local artisans to work in the many sculpture studios dotted around the area. We led a pretty bohemian life that, apart from learning how to carve sculpture, involved cooking lots of big dinners together, drinking plenty of red wine and long discussions into the early hours about art, culture, history, philosophy and life in general. We spoke a very rudimentary Italian among ourselves, despite the fact that none of us was Italian, thereby passing on our many grammatical errors to everyone else in the group. But none of that mattered: we were there doing what we wanted to, and with much passion and joie de vivre.


One of the most memorable first impressions of Carrara was the sight, visible throughout the zone, of what initially looked like snow covering some of the higher points of the surrounding mountains, even in summer. In reality, this was the discarded rubble spoils from the marble quarries, which were simply bulldozed down the mountainsides. In the evening, the setting sun would reflect off these white tracts, lighting the mountains up in deep, glowing hues of tangerine or rose.


The apartment where I lived at first was in Via Caffaggio, an old, fairly rough part of town, and outside my bedroom was a balcony overlooking the bell tower of the eleventh-century Romanesque duomo (cathedral). Countless happy hours were spent there sitting in the sun, reading and listening to the sounds of life emanating from the jumble of dwellings all around and the streets below. There was a sense of living cheek by jowl with the neighbours here, and in the warmer months when everyone’s windows stayed open day and night it often felt like communal living, with everybody able to hear everyone else’s conversations, rows and everything else.


This became my life for the following seven years, punctuated with summers spent back in Ireland. At the start of my second year in Carrara, I got a place in the most famous sculpture studio in the town, Nicoli’s, not as an employee but by paying a nominal monthly fee for a space in which to carve my own sculptures. There I was able to learn continually from the experienced artisans and artists working around me. The previous year’s apartment had been let to someone else while I was away, so I found a house in Viale Potrignano on the outskirts, where I lived for the next few years. It was high on the side of town that rose up towards the mountains, and looked down on the rooftops of the old town below.


Built in the seventeenth century, it was essentially a tall and narrow freestanding stone tower, with just one big open space on each floor. The house was surrounded by a very large, old and semi-wild garden, with a profusion of fruit trees and all manner of other greenery. My bedroom consisted of the top floor, and from the biggest, west-facing window I could see the sea, while those on the southern and eastern sides looked down respectively on the old town and up at the mountains. A Mexican friend who was studying sculpture in the town’s academy of fine arts moved into the floor downstairs, and we shared the ground floor where there was a kitchen and eating area that opened out onto a terrazzo in the surrounding garden.


What I liked most about that house was its easy access to the countryside nearby. Within only a minute’s walk from the front door through the garden was an old cobbled mule path that zigzagged steeply up through abandoned olive groves on the slopes of the hill of Monte d’Armi, beyond which were the mountains. Through decades of disuse, the land under and around the twisted and wrinkled old olive trees, each one a sculpture in its own right, had gone wild. It was sheer bliss to regularly head up there with a blanket, a good book, some focaccina bread, maybe olives and tomatoes and a bottle of water (or wine, occasionally), and spend the day sprawled in the sun among a profusion of wild flowers and plants.


Nobody else ever seemed to go there, and I would find myself immersed in a private world full of the buzzing of myriad funky-looking insects, the rich perfumes of the erbette (the wild herbs that grew all around), and exotically coloured birds such as green woodpeckers. It was like stepping into the magic realism of an Henri Rousseau nature painting, minus the big cats. In late spring, my favourite time of the year there, as night fell the lucciole (fireflies) would make their appearance, like dozens of glowing embers dancing in the darkness. It was during this time that I also met and fell in love with Giuliana, the woman who would become my wife and the mother of my two sons.


Over the course of seven years in Carrara, I got to know the surrounding Alpi Apuane. Sometimes I would simply walk out the door and up Monte d’Armi, over ‘la Rocchetta’ beyond, and carry on all day without stopping until reaching the high ridge of Campocecina, at about 1,350 metres above sea level. From there on a clear day the island of Corsica is visible, floating distantly in the sparkling Mediterranean. Other days myself and friends would drive farther afield into the mountains and spend the day hiking.


In contrast to the more ancient, and thus mostly lower and much more round-topped, mountains of Ireland, these were truly alpine in form, towering straight up from the generally flattish land near the sea. Also in contrast to Irish mountains, which are (now) almost all devoid of trees, apart from quadrangular blocks of lifeless non-native conifer plantations, the mountains near Carrara were clothed in thick deciduous forest, right up to the natural treeline, not far below the peaks.


As I became more familiar with the mountains, I began to perceive the hundreds of marble quarries dotted around, and their associated infrastructure, in a very different, and much less romantic, light. At first, like most visitors to the region, I had been enthralled by the spectacularly unique landscapes created by the excavations. The quarries follow the veins of better-quality marble, and might plunge hundreds of metres below ground level, carving out deep underground chasms. Others have hollowed out the insides of entire mountains, leaving only an outer shell. Venturing inside one of these husks reveals a cathedral of glistening wet stone, scores of metres high, the roof supported by remaining pillars of ‘living’ marble. Elsewhere whole mountaintops have just been cut away, leaving only stumps, alternately roasted in the hot sun or frozen by thick mountain mists.


The more time I passed in the wilder, more pristine parts of the mountains, the more I came to see the many quarries as open wounds on the landscape. The native carrarini I knew spoke to me of seeing whole mountains, in whose shadow they had grown up, vanish over the course of only a few decades, in exchange for a detritus of rusting machinery and toxic chemicals in the drinking water. Until the 1960s, the extraction of marble blocks was a slow and hugely laborious process, but accelerated exponentially after that with the introduction of new technologies, particularly the diamond cutting wire. Five million tons are now removed annually, and more marble has been taken out in just the last two decades than in the previous 2,000 years.


Enormous areas of one of the most stunningly beautiful mountain ranges in Europe have been, and continue to be, rapidly transformed into industrial wastelands by the quarrying. Only an infinitesimally tiny proportion of the marble extracted is used for the artistic purposes that had drawn me to Italy. The vast bulk is sawn into thin slabs for use as cladding in buildings all around the world, or ground into powder as an additive to a wide range of consumer products, from ceramics to toothpaste. After a few years in Carrara, it became quite bizarre to recall just how enchanted I had once been by the quarried landscape and its history.


The richness and diversity of the area’s flora and fauna, as well as its natural beauty, led to the designation in 1979 of much of the Apuan Alps as one of Italy’s regional parks. Numerous factors have created a natural mosaic of fascinating and contrasting microhabitats: variations in altitude, an orientation towards or away from the sea, or sun, differences in the underlying geology, and so on. Inhabiting them are many rare, and even endemic (not found anywhere else), species, along with a range of wild mammals, such as boar, squirrels, pine marten, foxes, badgers and mouflon. In the last decade or so, both wolves and red deer have begun to spread in naturally from other zones, while at least 300 different species of birds inhabit the region, including golden eagles. Away from the quarries and roads, there is a feeling of real expansive wilderness, in which you can walk all day and encounter little that isn’t natural.


Throughout my life I had always loved spending time in nature whenever the opportunity presented itself. In the area where I lived most as a child, Rathmines in Dublin, there seemed to be no shortage of the old ruined mansions and grounds of a departed gentry. They were essentially pieces of waste ground, but retained what had by then become incongruously regal-sounding names like ‘Lady Longford’s’. Filled with broken sculpture, exotic trees and bamboo plantations gone wild, they were the favoured and most constant playgrounds of myself and friends for years, places free of any adult supervision where there were no limits to our imagination.


But those many exquisite days on Monte d’Armi, or walking in the surrounding Apuan Alps, were an introduction to an altogether new level of intensity in the deep sense of well-being and joy that can come from being in a wild or even semi-natural environment. That time aroused in me a visceral need for regular personal contact with nature in as raw a state as possible that has never left, and never will.


After the year at Nicoli Studios, I began a four-year course in the conservation and restoration of sculpture at the Accademia di Belle Arti di Carrara – the Academy of Fine Arts, housed in buildings some of which date back to the twelfth century. The course was run in collaboration with the Opificio delle Pietre Dure, a Florentine institution with a world-famous reputation in art conservation, and I was very lucky to get a place. Myself and other students had the opportunity to observe at first hand pieces by Michelangelo, Donatello, Jacopo della Quercia and other master sculptors being conserved and restored during regular visits to the Opificio workshops in Florence. A Dublin Corporation mature student grant paid my fees throughout the four years of the course, and gave me a little extra to live on. A few evenings per week teaching English at a local language school made up the rest.


Every summer would take me back to Ireland, and after the first few years I was able to spend them back in the cottage in Kilmainham, as the teacher who was renting had no need of it during the school holidays. Most of the native trees I had planted were growing away vigorously, turning into a mini-forest and attracting plenty of wild songbirds. Only ever seeing the trees over a single season made their development seem much more dramatic year on year, and checking on how they had come on became one of the absolute highlights of coming home.


Often I would be asked by a Dublin-based sculpture conservator and friend, Jason Ellis, to help out on projects in various parts of the country. Doing so suited me perfectly for a range of reasons, not least that I still had in mind to move out of Dublin eventually, and this was as good a way as any of getting to know some of the places where I might want to live. But the more I thought about it, the more it became clear to me that what I was really looking for was somewhere very wild and near the sea, and to my mind that meant just one thing: the Atlantic coast.


The garden in Kilmainham had brought a realisation that trees would figure very prominently in the future I had in mind. While in Italy, I read for the first time, and was deeply affected by, The Man Who Planted Trees by Jean Giono, a classic work of fiction published in 1953. The book tells the story of a man who spends most of his life seeding oak and other native species into a lifeless and no longer inhabited valley, returning its lost forests, which in turn allows communities of people to come back. My own plan back then was to buy some land, plant lots of native saplings, and watch them grow into a forest over the years, just as in my Dublin garden but on a much larger scale.


Around that time I came across a feature in a magazine about an artist couple named Ian and Lynn Wright, who had been doing just that on their 80 acres near Skibbereen in west Cork. Some weeks later I was working with Jason and another colleague and friend, Miriam Hennessy, to restore the wonderfully ornate twelfth-century Romanesque portal at Clonfert, County Galway. And by the sort of coincidence that is so common in Ireland, it turned out that Miriam knew Lynn and Ian well. She got permission for me to visit, and they very kindly spent most of a day showing Giuliana and me what they had been doing with their land.


I was utterly astonished by what I saw there. In addition to the many thousands of native trees they had planted, Lynn and Ian had created wildflower meadows, three lakes and six smaller ponds. Otters, ducks, herons and an assortment of other wildlife had, over time, moved in of their own accord. To see a living, working example showing that it was actually possible to give land back to nature in this way was an incredible inspiration to me at the time.


Returning to the southwest the following year, again with Giuliana, I visited the Beara Peninsula for the first time. With its epic landscape, I had never seen anywhere in Ireland so stunningly beautiful, despite, for example, spending many childhood summers not far away on the Dingle Peninsula. The natural rock formations were sheer sculpture to my eyes, and, owing to several factors I was unaware of at the time, the area was far less spoiled than many others of comparable scenery in the west.


And for me there was another special appeal to this section of the coast: pockets of wild native trees seemed more common in the less exposed parts of the peninsula than anywhere else I had seen in Ireland. The friendliness of the people (and the creamy pints of Guinness in MacCarthy’s bar in Castletownbere – surprisingly much better than in Dublin) clinched it, and the search for a future place to live narrowed to the Beara.


When the conservation course at the Carrara academy of fine arts ended, I leaped straight into an MLitt research degree in art history with Trinity College Dublin, again funded by the ‘corpo’. The particular types of medieval sculpture my research was focused on are found mainly in Romanesque pievi (parish churches) in isolated and often mountainous rural parts of Tuscany and beyond. And so I spent most of my seventh and final year in Italy driving my little battered old Fiat Panda around remote country lanes, photographing thousands of pieces of architectural sculpture and filling writing pads with copious scribbled notes.


Many of these places had been largely abandoned by their younger inhabitants, who had been leaving in droves since the 1960s to seek ‘better’ lives in the big towns and cities. There was something very sad in seeing dozens of villages that had clearly once been centres of thriving communities right back to medieval times, now reduced to just a handful of elderly residents. Most of the beautiful old stone houses were either lying empty or were used only fitfully as holiday homes by affluent owners from northern Italy and elsewhere.


But one of the side-effects of the big drop in the number of people working the land was that it had enabled nature to come flooding back. Wild native forests had sprung up naturally where previously they had been absent, echoing what I had seen in Prague. And those forests in turn had attracted a great wealth and variety of wildlife, including boar, deer, wolves and a host of other species, which were able to migrate in from other regions. Just as in the Wrights’ place in west Cork, once the natural habitat was there, everything else followed. It seemed a terrible pity that the people had had to leave to allow this to happen, and I wondered if it might not be possible to make the return of nature instead actually play a contributing role in revitalising declining rural communities.


Only ten days after the birth of our first son Liam, Giuliana and I moved with him and her teenage son by a previous marriage, Andri, from Italy to the cottage in Kilmainham. There was a mixture of some tough and very wonderful times ahead.









3


The Heist


Moving back to Dublin in September 2005 was a system shock for us all, on so many levels. After seven years in Italy, to me it felt like the city had transformed from the relaxed, provincially atmosphered town I was familiar with into a frantic metropolis. The boom economy that was in full swing at the time had driven up property prices to the extent that most people I knew were no longer able to live centrally as before, but had had to move out to distant suburbs or far beyond to be able to afford a place to live. Rather than being able to hop on my bicycle and be at a friend’s door in five or ten minutes as I used to, catching up now generally required getting in the car and driving on jam-packed roads for an hour or more each way.


Even the mood on my street had shifted, for many of the mainly elderly residents had passed away or been moved into old folks’ homes, their houses now occupied by younger professionals in a remarkably fast generational turnover. Although by and large fine people, the latter were all extremely busy with their lives and careers, and there was rarely time for the sort of relaxed banter I had been accustomed to enjoying with neighbours while building the house.


The printing press next door to the cottage had upped and moved to a less central location, and the 0.7-acre site sold to developers. Just before our return from Italy, the new owners had put in a planning application for a large, high-density apartment complex. Under the proposal, where our windows looked out over the trees of the Royal Hospital and the Phoenix Park – the city rainforest – they would now be hemmed in by an unbroken blank wall only a couple of metres away, and towering up two storeys. This wall was to run right along the full extent of the boundary, blocking any western afternoon or evening light from reaching either the cottage or the garden. As if that wasn’t enough, at the top of this block would be a roof garden, so we’d have the added pleasure of our new neighbours looking almost directly down on us from a great height above.


Incredibly, Dublin City Council ignored our written objections and those of neighbours and granted permission for the development to go ahead. I spent weeks working on an appeal to An Bord Pleanála – the ‘high court’ in the planning process. Against all the odds, it succeeded and the council’s decision was overturned, with the application refused outright (seemingly a rare occurrence). But I knew it was only a matter of time before another application went in and the battle would resume. What we were up against was just another phase in the relentless passage that had taken the landscape from thick wild forest to fields, to semi-rural, and was now heading rapidly towards concrete jungle. Dublin’s skyline at this time had become another ‘forest’: of construction cranes, each one indicating a major new building project.


I was also trying to juggle the pressures of a family life that included a young baby and a teenage stepson with little English, writing my thesis, working to earn a living for my new family, and building a wooden conservatory onto the house to gain much-needed space. So to say that those were stressful times would be putting it mildly. Practically every aspect of life was in total contrast to the far more relaxed pace we had been used to in Italy. Unsurprisingly, Andri quickly decided that none of this was for him, and at the end of the school year he returned to Carrara to live with his dad.


Over that first winter and spring I was engaged on a large project in Cork as assistant to Jason, restoring the ogham stone collection at the university there, and was home only at weekends. I would often then spend an hour or more sitting in the new conservatory with Liam on my knee, looking out at the trees I had planted in the garden years before. Watching the wild birds flitting between them, I dreamed of living somewhere more tranquil, with a closer relationship to the natural world.


There were of course still (and always will be) plenty of wonderful things about Dublin: the proximity of the sea, the Wicklow Mountains, the Phoenix Park, for example, as well as good friends and all the familiar faces and places of the city itself. But there were now no doubts remaining in our minds about moving out, and Beara was still the preferred destination if we could only find the right place. We began making occasional trips to the peninsula and exploring its various localities, often driving around checking out properties the local auctioneers had up for sale.


I was looking for a piece of land of at least several acres, preferably near the sea, which had the right feel to it. Whether there was a house, or what condition that might be in, was of far lesser concern as this could be altered over time, while the underlying characteristics of the land and its setting could not. For Giuliana, the most essential criteria were not to be too far from a village, shops and schools.


It quickly became clear that the places we saw for sale that were most appealing held one thing in common: they were all pieces of land that had been left unfarmed for a longish period, during which time they’d gone wild. In most of them, native trees had naturally popped up all around, just as I had seen in Prague and Tuscany. I was beginning to realise that it might not be necessary to plant any trees after all, and that, with luck, I’d be able to find somewhere with ready-made wild forest. But after briefly and unsuccessfully pursuing one or two such spots, I decided to temporarily park the search, since I had begun extending the cottage in Kilmainham again, and we had a second baby son, Seán.


This extension was a much more intense project than the conservatory had been, not least because it involved digging out a large section of the raised garden even before foundations could be excavated. As there was no access for a machine, this again all had to be done by hand, and the spoils barrowed out through the side gate to another series of skips in the street. There was more than a slight feeling of déjà vu about it all, and I was starting to seriously wonder whether swinging a pick and shovel in hard Kilmainham clay was to be my eternal destiny.


Another requirement was demolishing one wall of the kitchen, as well as taking off its roof, and so for a time we had no kitchen area at all. Giuliana sensibly took herself and the boys off to Italy for about six weeks to escape the very worst of it. When they returned, the roof was back on, but the place was still up in a heap, with dust everywhere and only a mini camping gas stove for cooking.


It was July 2008, and we decided to have a holiday in Beara, with the agreed intention of avoiding looking at any places on the market this time, given the state of the house in Dublin. But during the long drive down, a farm that had been up for sale for some time near Eyeries on the north side of the peninsula came into my mind, and refused to leave. The auctioneer, J.J. O’Sullivan, had posted me the details, my having left word about the type of thing we were looking for. There were over 33 acres of ground, plus almost another 40 of mountain commonage, an old ruined farmhouse and what looked from J.J.’s brochure like a decent view out to sea.


I had spoken to J.J. on the phone about the place a couple of times over the preceding months, but it seemed that several parties had been bidding against one another and pushing the price up quite high. And since I was also in the middle of tearing asunder the house in Kilmainham, I had let it slide. The thought must have remained in the back of my mind though, and I realised now that I was curious enough to want to at least take a look. So we agreed to make this one exception.


Calling into J.J.’s premises on Castletownbere’s main square, he told us that the farm had been temporarily taken off the market. It had come to light that there were probate issues with the property title, and a sale would be impossible until these were resolved. He nonetheless gave me location and boundary maps, and I said we would check it out and perhaps come back to him. We made the quick drive out to the farm, which was divided by a stream between two townlands named ‘Bofickil’ and ‘Faunkill and The Woods’, parked the car on the main road and climbed over an old stone wall onto part of the land.


Within seconds, I knew with absolute clarity that this was where I wanted to spend the rest of my life, if at all possible, and said out loud the words, ‘This is it.’ That might sound a bit of a stretch, but for me it really was a case of love at first sight. The land was extremely wild, with native trees and enormous rocky outcrops of all shapes everywhere, and ran down to within 350 metres of the sea. On the landward side it rose up, very steeply in places, before giving way to the mountain commonages in which the farm had shares. The views were simply heart-stopping, with the nearby Atlantic and seven islands – including the Skelligs – glittering and glowing in the sunshine. Carrauntoohil, the highest mountain in Ireland, and the rest of the MacGillycuddy’s Reeks range were also visible to the northeast.


For somewhere so untamed, it was also amazingly well located, bounding both sides of the main road between Castletownbere and Kenmare. The village of Eyeries, with its primary school, shops, post office and pubs, was only about two minutes’ drive away, and Castletownbere – the ‘capital’ of Beara – another five more, so Giuliana was happy with it too. The old farmhouse and outbuildings, which were about 125 metres off the road down towards the sea, were total ruins, most of the roofs having caved in many years before. Mature trees were growing both within the house and from the walls of rubble sandstone.


Nevertheless, the place as a whole seemed ideal in every way, almost too much so to be real. The following day I returned alone to spend a few hours walking the land and making sure there was nothing seriously negative we needed to know about before expressing an interest to J.J. While doing so, I had great difficulty containing my emotions; everything I saw had my heart thumping with excitement and a fixed lump in my throat.


Essentially, most of the farm was a wild forest of oak, birch, holly and a great variety of other native trees, including evidently very old behemoths. Underneath, a network of streams flowed through a terrain that was incredibly varied topographically, with rocky bluffs, valleys, high precipices, deep gorges, ravines and vertical escarpment faces a good 10 metres high. Ancient weathered sandstone boulders, crags and wedges, some the size of trucks, were strewn all around, as if randomly tossed about by rampaging mythical ogres.


Knife-edge slabs stood on edge, pointing skyward at all angles. In several spots there were large cavities running into the sides of cliffs, with walls and roofs of enormous sheets of rock, cleaved and fractured into jumbled heaps like megalithic Jenga blocks. Much of the rock was living bedrock – exposed undetached sections of the underlying geological crust, in a multitude of forms.


The trees were growing from, through, around, into and over this dramatic setting, their roots organically flowing across rock where it was naked, as though semi-liquid lava. But every available surface of tree or rock exposed to rain was clad in thick, lush, spongy layers of mosses up to 12 centimetres deep, as well as a profusion of ferns and lichens. As a result, often it was difficult to determine where mineral gave way to vegetal, as rock, root and trunk merged into one, mantled underneath a mini-forest of micro fronds. Some of the lower parts of the land were extremely wet underfoot – swampy even, with patches of strangely Jurassic-looking horsetails here and there.


The many streams varied greatly in mood, according to the type of ground being traversed: in some places gently meandering, in others, where there was a steep fall or sheer drop over sculpted bedrock, they became mini whitewater rapids or even Niagaras. They were everywhere surrounded by the same bewildering variety of mosses and ferns, all revelling in the raised aerial humidity. I had never before laid eyes on anything remotely like this wild, verdant and primeval landscape, and had no idea that such places existed anywhere in Europe, never mind Ireland. It looked as though it belonged more in the tropical jungles of Costa Rica or Papua New Guinea, than our wind-blasted island in the Atlantic. I was in complete awe of the place.


But I did my very best to stay as detached as I could from what I was seeing and feeling, because I knew there were more than just a few obstacles in the way of ever being able to actually live in this magical place. So having made sure there was nothing obviously untoward there, I made a mental note never to go back unless I somehow managed to actually conclude a deal. We did, however, make a point of introducing ourselves to the people living in the two farmhouses nearby – the Harringtons and Houlihans – and were warmly received in both. Our holiday over, we headed back to Dublin, and a few days later I told J.J. over the phone that I was seriously interested. We agreed that he’d let me know as soon as the legal issues were sorted out, which he thought was likely to take another six months or so.


In between sculpture jobs, I threw myself into finishing the extension to the house in Kilmainham, and then bringing the rest of the place as close to perfection as I could in readiness for selling. During this time I also made an appointment at the local county council office in Castletownbere for a ‘pre-planning meeting’: knowing whether or not we would be able to get planning permission to build a new house on the farm was crucial.


At the meeting, it was explained to me that the main difficulty wouldn’t be so much permission for a house itself, because the old ruin established what is called ‘precedence’. The big problem was creating an access road down to it, since the old entrance gate – dating from a time when cars didn’t exist – was on the wrong side of a bad bend in the main road, with limited visibility in either direction. Nevertheless, it seemed likely that, with some imagination, a solution could be found, and I felt happy enough to proceed on that basis. After a quick visit to the lovely primary school in nearby Eyeries, where I was very kindly given a tour by the head teacher and assured that two more kids would be welcomed with open arms, I drove back to Dublin.


Nine months after first seeing the land in Beara, I finally reached a point with work on the house in Kilmainham where I felt satisfied that it was as ready to sell as it would ever be. Unbelievably, and as if by prearrangement, only a few days later J.J. telephoned from Castletownbere to tell me that the probate issue had been dealt with, and the farm was now properly on the market. Within just a few more days our house was up for sale, and I was making an offer on the farm.


Negotiating with the sellers was a complicated affair, as J.J. had to pass on any offer I made to a solicitor in Bantry, who then relayed it to the executor of the will – a priest in Florida named Father Kevin Brassil. He in turn had to telephone all the other heirs, of whom there were apparently quite a few, located in different time zones across the United States. Once they had agreed on a response, the whole process would happen in reverse, until I’d get a message back from J.J. after a couple of weeks to say, for example, ‘They feel your offer is too low, and want to know if you’ll better it?’ And it would all have to start over.


This was April 2009, right in the aftermath of the economic crash. The recession was making life difficult in many ways, but it did mean that there now appeared to be little other interest in the farm, and after a few circuitous rounds of back and forth between Kilmainham and the US, a deal was struck. Luckily, our house sold very quickly too and, in mid-May, the time came for us to move out.


For more than a decade I had known this moment would eventually come, and had often wondered how it would feel to walk out the door of the house I had poured so much of myself into for the last time. But when it actually happened, close to midnight on the last day in which we were allowed to be in the house, I surprised even myself by just leaving with scarcely a backwards glance. The reason was very simple: I had the feeling that the swap, if all went well, seemed almost criminally disproportionate – as if pulling a heist. A wild native forest and a share of a mountain, all overlooking the most beautiful stretch of Atlantic imaginable, plus enough funds left over to build a new place to live, all in exchange for quite a small house and garden in the city.


But the conveyancing on the farm in Beara wasn’t yet complete. And so, just as when buying the site in Kilmainham sixteen years before, a very anxious ten days or so were spent in a state of limbo, this time waiting to know for sure that we weren’t going to be left with nowhere to go.
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