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ECHONEWS

In the week that
Colliewood

announced it was
coming to Ireland,
ROBERT O’SHEA
talks exclusively to

the star of the show

son die Miracle collie is
heading our way

DECEASED: The late Clive Espey
was a graduate of Cork Institute
of Technology.

Cameron, aged 32, and Keith, aged 24,
were screened at the South Infirm-
ary.

Luckily, the results were clear but
the couple were disappointed that
their private health insurance with
the VHI did not cover it.

“It’s ironic that VHI do not cover
screening because it is preventative
medicine,” says Brian.

Indeed, screening has the potential
to save lives.

Today, Brian remains frustrated
with the lack of definite answers.

“If the tunnel under the River Lee
came down, there would be a big in-
quiry and reasons would be given,” he
s a y s.

“Here we know Clive died from a
virus, but we don’t know what type of a
virus and we don’t know how he got it.
It’s hard to credit.”

Despite the lack of definite answers,

the couple try to focus on positives.
They derive some comfort in the

knowledge that their son was popular
and well-liked.

“At his funeral, you couldn’t get into
the church. It was just unbelievable, he
touched so many people,” says Brian.

But above all, they wish to help others
affected by talking about their tragedy.

“It was horrific, my handsome son, so
healthy, just lying there dead. It was
unbelievable,” says Freda.

“When I hear of people going through
it now, my heart just goes out to parents
because you never think you’re going to
bury your own children,” she says.

“But we’ve come through this and
while it’s very difficult, there is light at
the end of the tunnel.

“Clive wouldn’t want us to mope
around. He was happy and enjoyed him-
self. You have to think of that.”
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“THE next Lassie movie will be
filmed in Ireland, announced Minis-
ter John O’Donoghue in New York.
Shooting on the remake of the origin-
al Lassie Come Home will begin in
April.”
— All newspapers last week.

Down girl. Gee, if you’d told me
last Monday that one of Hollywood’s
most famous starlets would be lick-
ing my face by the end of the week!

As luck would have it, a missed
connecting flight meant that on Fri-
day I found myself stuck in New
York for a day and just as I settled in
for a few hours’ kip at Terminal
Four of JFK International my mo-
bile started ringing.

“Robert, we heard you were in
town,” came the voice on the other
end that I immediately recognised
as one of Lassie’s ‘people’. “Get over
to the Biltmore Hotel sharpish.
We’ve announced a major film to be
made in Ireland. I think we can get
you an interview with the star.”

When I reached the hotel I was
greeted in the lobby by those unmis-
takable beady eyes, the wide grin
with tongue lolling out and wonder-
fully lustrous hair of the handler.

“She’ll be here in a minute,” he
told me as he pumped my fist.
“She’s just wetting her nose,”

“Lassie,” I mused. The handler as-
sured me that we’d be able to com-
municate through her trainer and
handler Bob Weatherwax, but I was
having doubts. Suddenly, the whole
ambience of the room changed.

I don’t know if you’ve ever been
in the same room as someone very,
very famous, but I knew immedi-
ately that I was in the presence of a
special dog.

The first thing you notice about
Lassie is that she is much smaller
in real life — she barely came up
above my knee. But what she lacks
in size she makes up for with a per-
sonality that fills a room.

There have been rumours that
in the past Lassie has always
been played by male dogs. I
didn’t notice a scrotum when I
walked in. Are you the first real
Lassie?

Well obviously I’m not the first
dog to play Lassie (the first film was
made in 1943 co-starring an
11-year-old Liz Taylor, then only on
her second husband) but I am the
first girl to play the role and that is
something that obviously makes me
feel very honoured.

Lassie’s been getting owners
out of scrapes and rescuing
friends from bad situations for
six decades now. Why has the
Lassie story stood the test of
time?

Well, they’re still performing
Shakespeare, right? As long as par-
ents call their little boys Timmy
and there are abandoned wells, then
there will be Lassie movies.

Could the return to the screen

by Lassie be the start of a new
golden age of dog-buddy movies?

I hope so! We’ll probably never
see a return to that era in the Fifties
when the studios were pulling dogs
off the street such was their demand
in movies. There was a sort of
renaissance in the late Eighties and
early Nineties with the likes of
Turner and Hooch and K-9 but we’ve
had a barren spell recently. With
dogs living four years to every hu-
man one we have a short shelf life
and there just aren’t roles out there
for older dogs. You’ve got to grab
the chance by your teeth when it
comes your way.

But aren’t you afraid of being
typecast as Lassie?

Well, I’m signed up for three more
Lassie movies after this one and I
love doing them, but they also give
me leeway to pursue other projects.
I’ve just finished a film about the
conspiracy behind the space race.

Sounds interesting.
It is. What people forget is that it

was not the Russians or Americans
who were first in space, but the
dogs. Our film tells the story of
Laika, the samoyed husky, first of
earth’s inhabitants to go into space
and the sabotage that ruined that
mission and killed her. NASA and
the Russians colluded as they didn’t
want to see a dog arrive back on
earth as a hero. So, as she was re-en-
tering orbit, ground control opened
a window in the shuttle and poor
old Laika stuck her head out. It’s
sort of Apollo 13, but with a dog and
is called Houston: We Have Run Out
of Biscuits.

On a personal note. We’ve all
seen the photographs of you with
Colin Farrell. What’s going on?

Me and Colin are just good
friends. He’s a real sweetheart (she
denies any relationship but I notice
she wags her tail at mention of his
name).

Are you excited about filming
in Ireland?

Gosh, yes! In America when we
hear ‘Ireland’ we immediately think
of farmers shooting dogs for worry-
ing their sheep, but my great-grand
bitch came from Mayo, we think, so
I see it as a homecoming.

(The PA is signalling that time is
up. She holds a leash and shouts
“Walkies!” Lassie bounds off the
seat, bringing the interview to a
cl o s e. )

?


