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When Michael and Gráinne Keane got the opportunity to purchase a site and move to
the country, they jumped at the chance. Living in Dublin at the time, the idea of
relocating to County Meath (Grainne is from the area), and building the house of their
dreams was too good an opportunity to pass up.

It was a greenfield site and apart from some minor drainage issues, very little work was required
before construction. The next step was to find an architect to translate their vision into reality. ‘We
were keeping an eye on websites around Kildare and the Meath area in relation to planning
applications. I also bought plans and saw one that I really liked by a Dublin architect.’ Michael then
had an opportunity to meet Fergal at the Open Door event in Dublin organised by the Simon
Community. ‘For a donation of €50 – architects give their services for free – I was able to talk with him
for an hour and I just knew he was the right guy to do it. My wife then went to meet him and after that
we hired him. I actually ended up seeing two architects but we just felt that Fergal was the guy for us.
He asked us what we wanted, the style of house we were after, how we lived our lives and where we
spent most of our time. He came to us with some sketches of the exterior, the interior and the lay-out
and we straight away thought, that’s it! He also gave us a 3D view, it was so impressive to see all
your dreams visualised in a drawing.’

Planning
When it came to the planning process, there were some issues that needed to be dealt with as
Michael explained. ‘In terms of style, we did come up against a few problems with Meath County
Council. The initial design featured glazing to the front in the form of a porch but the Council wanted
the house to have a traditional stone finish, as in the rural planning guidelines, so that had to go. It
was a pity because there are beautiful views we could have taken advantage of, but having said that,
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I’m completely happy with the finished house.’ Otherwise the planning process went very smoothly.
‘We didn’t go through any pre-planning meetings, instead we decided to see what their response was.
We were asked for some adjustments, which we did, but in the process the house became a bit
bigger in style. Despite that, the Council were happy and so were we. We’d heard horror stories of
people having serious problems with planning and to be honest, I was expecting trouble, but it didn’t
materialise, we were very lucky.’

A site meeting every two weeks ensured the couple were kept in the loop at every step of the way,
from foundations to snagging. ‘We went to all the site meetings and I also used to go down at the
weekends, look around the site and generally keep an eye on things.’ The builder on the project was
especially helpful, even taking calls on a Sunday when Michael was on site! ‘We made a few changes
along the way and he was very open to that. He was also very fair when it came to fees. Really, he
was excellent, very, very sharp. Everything was coordinated and his project planning was second to
none. Nothing caused a delay and I can truthfully say we had no problems, in spite of the weather
which was awful, it seemed to rain the whole time.’

Style
Architecturally and environmentally, the couple achieved the best of both worlds. The house looks like
a traditional farmhouse with a courtyard from the outside, yet it is barely two years old, inside there
are innovative modern features to meet stringent energy efficiency requirements. ‘We knew from the
start how we wanted the house to look. A visit to one of the SelfBuild shows about four years ago was
extremely helpful, and following that we bought a year’s worth of SelfBuild magazines and went
through them carefully.’ Accommodation consists of five bedrooms, four bathrooms, a cloakroom,
cinema room, gym and a sunroom. Lighting is from recessed LEDs as well as some featured spots,
the furnishings are equally uncomplicated. ‘We went for a clean style, there’s nothing particularly
fancy in our house; the furniture is oak and so is the kitchen which is finished in a high gloss.’ The
couple’s three children (aged 6 months, 3 and 5 years ), have rooms with loads of innovative storage
for toys present and future.

The principal, roadside, elevation is clad in stone, a natural theme that is carried indoors with floors of
either tiles or wood (oak). Windows are aluminium clad argon filled triple glazed and the house is very
airtight, having achieved an airtightness result of 1.17 air changes per hour at 50pa (n50). Ensuring
that the house would be warm and comfortable without having to spend a fortune, was part of the
Keane’s design brief. A high level of insulation and underfloor heating on the ground and upper floors
from an air source heat pump with a thermal store, have made this a reality as between May and
October the central heating is turned off. If needed, a wood burning stove gives a top up. The thermal
store also heats the hot water cylinder which obtains additional warmth from recycling the air from the
bathrooms and kitchen through it; at 21deg., 10deg of this can be taken up by the water. The air is
drawn from these areas via a fan in the roof space, in the rest of the house Demand Control
Ventilation operates via individually controlled external vents in each room which open and close
according to the levels of humidity and C02.

Having come out the other side, what advice would Michael give to people thinking about building
their own home? ‘People tend to think they can do it themselves but it’s important to ensure you get
the professionals involved. I would thoroughly recommend an architect, ours was excellent. It’s also
really crucial to know exactly what’s happening on site and don’t be afraid to ask questions. There
was one thing I spotted in the bathroom concerning the pipes which I thankfully caught in time, but if I
hadn’t, the tiles may have ended up off centre. A good relationship with your builder goes without
saying, we were lucky and trusted ours 100 per cent. We took on a number of his ideas and
suggestions during the build and if we ever do this again, he would be our first port of call! So trust
your own eyes and speak to your professionals. Read up and be knowledgeable about the process.’
Michael recommends reading materials available from the CIF (Construction Industry Federation) and
getting your hands on as many relevant magazines as possible.

If he could, would he go back and change anything? ‘I probably would have made the utility room
bigger, but I suspect this is something people always say! Apart from that, I think I would have put the
plant room in the house rather than in the garage. Having said that and I know it’s a cliche, but we
really are living in the house of our dreams. We’re very happy with it.’

Site size: 2.5 acres
House size: 4,500sqft/418sqm

Build spec
Walls: Twinleaf concrete block cavity wall with sand/cement render or natural stone cladding externally. 200mm
cavity with blown platinum bead insulation. Internal finish: wet plaster finish direct to blockwork to achieve
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airtight line. U value: 0.15W/m2K
Ground floor: 100mm concrete screed incorporating underfloor heating circuit on 120mm PIR floor insulation
on concrete subfloor. U: value 0.15 W/m2K
Upper floor: suspended timber
Roofs: Flat ceiling areas: 200mm glassfibre insulation between joists. 60mm PIR insulation and airtight
membrane below joists. 150mm service cavity below airtight line to accommodate downlighters, etc. U value:
0.13W/m2K
Roofs: Sloped ceiling areas: 175mm glassfibre insulation between joists. 60mm PIR insulation and airtight
membrane below joists. 50mm service cavity below airtight line to accommodate wiring, etc. U value:
0.14W/m2K
Windows: Aluclad triple glazed argon filled U value 0.7W/m2K

 

The companies listed below provide products & services relating to this article.

Profession Company Address Tel No. Website

Architect Fergal McGirl
Architects

North Great Georges
Street, Dublin

tel. 01
873 5441

www.fmgarchitects.ie

Bathroom and Tiles BTW Drogheda Donore Road,
Drogheda, Co Louth

tel. 041
984 3919

www.btw.ie

Builder Rathcorbally
Construction

Monilea, Mullingar,
Co Westmeath

tel. 086
806 0893

www.rathcorballyconstruction.ie

Floors T C Matthews Walkinstown, Dublin tel. 01
460 0099

www.tcmatthews.ie

Heating and Water
Heating

Eurotech Castleblayney, Co
Monaghan

tel. 042
974 9479

www.eurotechgroup.ie

Insulation Xtratherm Kells Road, Navan,
Co Meath

tel.046
906 6000

www.xtratherm.ie

Insulation Kingspan for
Platinum Bead

Bree, Castleblayney,
Co Monaghan

tel. 042
979 5000

www.kingspaninsulation.ie

Paving Kilsaran Piercetown,
Dunboyne, Co Meath

tel. 01
802 6300

www.kilsaran.ie

Stairs, Internal Doors,
Architrave and
Skirting

Louth Timber
Products

Louth Village,
Dundalk, Co Louth

tel. 042
9374 118

www.louthtimber.com

Stone, Cills, Surrounds
and Plinths

Allstone Knocknatubrid,
Tullow, Co Carlow

tel. 059
915 5607

www.allstone.ie

Windows and External
Doors

Munster Joinery Lacka Cross,
Ballydesmond,
Co Cork

tel. 064
775 1151

www.munsterjoinery.ie

Photography James Carney 72 Flower Hill,
Navan, Co. Meath

tel. 046
90 23315

www.jcarneyphoto.com

County MeathCounty Meath
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