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Perhaps it was my teenage introduction to Evelyn Waugh’s novella Bella Fleace Gave a Party, in which an entitled Irish
spinster in the 1930s decides to give a grand dinner in her family’s crumbling country house. Or maybe it was that I
did not miss a single episode of “Captains and the Kings,” a 1970s melodramatic miniseries about a potato-famine
Irish immigrant who becomes a tortured Gilded Age millionaire. Then again, I could blame my Irishmania on Horst
P. Horst. The photographer’s 1964 Vogue feature story about Mariga and Desmond Guinness, the madly beautiful
cofounders of The Irish Georgian Society, highlighted their championing of the Emerald Isle’s art, furniture,
architecture, and craftsmen, then overlooked, scholars sniffed, because weren’t the English equivalents so much the
finer?
Whatever the case, not long ago, when the Institute of Classical Architecture & Art’s president Peter Lyden rang to
encourage me to join the organization’s seven-day tour of 18th- and 19th-century houses in southern Ireland, most
of them in private hands, I began planning my wardrobe. (As always, I overpacked.)
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Like many organizations of an aesthetic or cultural bent, from art museums to AD itself, the ICAA develops
carefully targeted trips every year for its members and other interested parties. This one would be insider visits to
fascinating houses, plus breakfasts, luncheons, and dinners at many of these properties, hosted by the owners. Thus,
its 23 participants were largely professionals who had an appreciation for the same, from AD100 interior designer
Steven Gambrel to landscape architect Kathryn Herman to entrepreneurs Foster Reeve and Jeffrey L. Davis, the
former a manufacturer of tip-top ornamental plasterwork and the latter a leading light in the world of columns.
They were a jolly, camera-wielding bunch, only a few of whom I knew, but a shared interest in breathtaking
buildings and romantic landscapes bound us together in no time. So did an appreciation of smoked kippers and
Irish whiskey.
Our leaders were Lyden, Lani Summerville of Classical Excursions, and Robert O’Byrne, a puckish historian who
calls himself, for good reason, The Irish Aesthete. He is a blogger extraordinaire and on intimate terms with
seemingly every historic-home owner in the country, titled and not. Most important, he is an expert on venerable
Irish residences large and small, famous and obscure, exquisitely maintained and frankly dilapidated.
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Close to 20 houses that fit those descriptions were on the itinerary, among them County Offaly’s Birr Castle, home
to the Earl of Rosse, and County Waterford’s Lismore Castle, owned by England’s Duke of Devonshire. Then there
was Curraghmore House, the seat of the Marquis of Waterford, a brooding medieval tower house that was
ambitiously—one even might say arrogantly—enlarged in the 18th century with enormous stables flanking a vast
entrance court. When we made our way up Curraghmore’s long, winding drive, I was struck dumb by the hundreds,
maybe thousands, of ring-necked pheasants, which are raised for private shoots, that scurried in front of us and
fluttered into the brush.
Not every address at which our deluxe tour bus and fearless driver (rural Ireland is full of challenging roads and
alarmingly narrow entrance gates) stopped was grand in scale and opulent with wildlife, though. Very often, it was
the smaller places that captivated, offering lessons in modest grace and memorable detailing, the sort of insights that
design and architecture schools should teach but generally don’t and which would enrich one’s work. Hence the
importance of tours like these, which serve as firsthand symposiums on inspiring domestic creations. For example,
the double-height kitchen at Sir Charles and Lady Keane’s Cappoquin House is an inspiring alchemy of light, air,
and perfect proportions that could make any project better, whether traditional or modern.
Gambrel and Chicago architect Phillip J. Liederbach, who have worked together on several projects, homed in on
the Keanes’ kitchen—and as Gambrel later told me, on The AD Aesthete podcast, “You’ll be seeing this quoted in
a new job very soon.” Ditto a 19th-century octagonal wood door pull at Salterbridge House in County Waterford,
which captivated Gambrel and Liederbach, who snapped pictures from every possible angle. I, on the other hand,
enthused over Salterbridge’s small, ruggedly elegant, and seemingly little-used stable block, which would make a
marvelous house with very, very few modifications.
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As we made our way from county to county and house to house, Reeve and Davis craned their heads and cameras
upward, taking in the expanses of mad plasterwork ceilings that are a leitmotif in historic Irish houses, even small
ones like Burtown House, a well-worn, stucco-clad Georgian villa in County Kildare that is the ancestral home of
interiors photographer James Fennell and his wife, Joanna. Also on the 180-acre property is The Green Barn, the
Fennells’ rustic-chic, farm-to-table restaurant, where I had one of the most terrific meals of my life, and 12 acres of
rambling gardens that are overseen by James’s mother, Lesley.
Intimate visits to southern Ireland’s houses and gardens was officially the reason for the ICAA tour, and every
designer and architect should avail themselves of such yearly travel offerings, whatever the hosting organization. But
the presence of impossibly open-armed homeowners warmed the ICAA’s pursuit of scholarship. (Bunking at the
exquisite Ballyfin luxury country-house hotel in County Laois for a few evenings, as well as Cliff House in County
Waterford and Dublin’s Merrion Hotel, also added an allure.)
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Doors were flung wide, and almost no room was off-limits for our inquiring eyes. (I spent an inordinate amount of
time examining a humble but strangely stylish bath at Burtown House, seemingly tucked into a one-time closet,
where an immense geranium filled the window.) Homemade breads and Ireland’s addictive butter were served up by
the owners of Ballysallagh House in County Kilkenny, a charming 1722 stone residence with a spectacular walled
parterre garden. Christopher Moore, a mirthful historian and curator who is bringing County Cork’s
late-17th-century, long-empty Doneraile Court back to life for the public, hosted a luncheon at Dangan Cottage, his
18th-century cottage ornée sited just steps from the rushing River Nore. We all lusted after his antique Irish
Delftware, a ceramic that I knew nothing about, and were stunned by the Jolly Green Giant height of his
hollyhocks.
Chatelaines with plenty of joie de vivre were aplenty, from Lady Waterford at Curraghmore House to Lady Rosse at
Birr Castle to Kristin Jameson at Tourin House—half Irish and half Norwegian, she’s a member of the whiskey
dynasty—each of whom I had the great pleasure of partnering at three cheerful luncheons. Capping it all off, at least
for me, was a last-minute, low-key drinks party at Dysart, former home of the late Irish novelist Molly Keane, in the
Irish Sea village of Ardmore. (If you haven’t read her most famous novel, Good Behaviour, which takes place in a
woebegone Irish country house in the early 20th century, you must.) It is the residence now of her flame-tending
daughter Virginia Keane Brownlow, who insisted that my family and I return and spend some time at Dysart, which
is operated as a writers’ retreat. Thanks to the ICAA, I fully intend to take her up on her offer.

