
‘With her sights set on space and her feet firmly on the 
ground, Niamh Shaw shows us how to “Dream Big” while 
cherishing the simple things in life.’

Dr Karen O’Flaherty, science communicator at EJR-Quartz  
for the European Space Agency
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Here’s to the Earthrise picture and to those 
involved in getting us to the Moon in 1969 
– for inspiring so many of us to see the world 
differently.



There are no borders or boundaries on our planet 
except those that we create in our minds or through 
human behaviours. All the ideas and concepts that 
divide us when we are on the surface begin to fade 
from orbit and the Moon. The result is a shift in 
world view, and in our identity.

– Carl Sagan
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Prologue

Where are you right now? I imagine you are probably in a 
room in your house, or on a train or bus, or a plane, or even a 
boat. Maybe you’re outside in your garden, or on a park bench 
in the city. Right now, I’m sitting on my couch, which I have 
moved to face my back yard (it helps me to write if I can see a 
bit of nature). We’re both in different places, but wherever we 
are, we are occupying a piece of space on our planet. 

What city or town are you in? I’m in Dublin. Let’s zoom 
out a bit more. What country are you in right now? While 
I can hope that this book will be read globally, I’m going to 
conservatively estimate that we’re both in Ireland right now (if 
not, please email me; I’ll be thrilled to hear from an overseas 
reader). Ireland is 84,421 square kilometres and occupies 0.7 
per cent of Europe, which is 10.8 million square kilometres in 
size. Yet Europe occupies just two per cent of Earth’s surface, 
the total area of which is 510.1 million square kilometres. 
And we occupy such a teeny tiny part of that. And we are all 
aware of that. As we sit, stand or lie, wherever we are, we are a 
tiny part of this planet.

If it’s daytime while you’re reading this, take a look up (or 
out) at the sky. It’s pretty bright, isn’t it? The light is coming 
from the Sun, which I’m sure you already know. The Sun is 
roughly 149 million kilometres away from you right now. In 
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fact, the light that you can see is light that left our sun eight 
minutes ago. Which means that if the Sun decided to down 
tools and shut off for the day, our sky wouldn’t darken for 
eight minutes. 

Let’s zoom out further. The Sun is one of millions of 
stars in our local interstellar neighbourhood, the nearest of 
which, Alpha Centauri, is 4.3 light years away (a light year is 
9.46 trillion kilometres). And all of this is part of one galaxy, 
the Milky Way, which is 100,000 light years in diameter. 
Meanwhile, the Milky Way is one galaxy of hundreds of other 
galaxies grouped together in a cluster called the Virgo Cluster. 
These clusters are grouped into superclusters. There are fifty-
five superclusters within the observable universe, the edge of 
which is 46.6 billion light years away from us.

Right now. 
And that’s where we are. As you sit, stand or lie there, 

reading this book. 
And that’s just what we know today. There is so much 

more to know and to explore.
The urge to explore starts from when we take our first steps. 

For some, that exploration never ends. After all, the universe 
is a big place and we’ve always been trying to define our place 
in it. From the Egyptians or the Aztecs worshipping the Sun, 
to the Chinese naming the stars, or the Babylonians inventing 
astrology, we have always been connecting our lives to the 
cosmos. The stars have been our gods; they have guided us. They 
have inspired our calendars and almanacs, and all the while we 
believed ourselves secure, at the centre of an orderly universe.
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Then, in 1608, with the invention of the telescope, we 
realised it was our planet orbiting the Sun, not vice versa. And 
in 1610 Galileo discovered that our star was part of a much 
bigger system of stars, a galaxy. Not until the 1920s did we 
realise that there were other galaxies out there, hundreds of 
them. And only twenty years ago did we discover that our 
solar system, our planetary system, wasn’t unique; there are, in 
fact, as many as forty billion planetary systems. 

And that’s just what we know today.
The more we look at the skies, the smaller we become. 

How simple a life would be without questions, if we didn’t 
need to know. But we do need to know. Since the dawn of 
time, humans have been curious, have always wanted to know 
what lies over the hill. The urge to explore is an inherent part 
of who we are. If we know anything we know one thing: we 
NEED to know. 

And I NEED to know too. 
People’s lives from the outside all seem so well planned, 

don’t they? Well, I can tell you now, for me, that couldn’t be 
further from the truth. I wish life were that simple. Because 
the real story of my life is quite different. I have been haunted 
by my dream to go to space my whole life. 

Even when I was lost in life, I always knew that I was 
destined for something bigger. Unfortunately, I forgot what 
that destiny was for a very long time. But in the very back of 
my mind, my subconscious kept that hope and dream safe, 
locked away in a vault, for the day when I would be ready to 
share it with myself again. 
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Life would have been a whole lot simpler if I had been 
brave enough to devote all my life to this one quest. But 
that isn’t my story. I went along a number of paths in my life 
only to end up back where I was when I was eight years old, 
deciding what I wanted to be. It’s exhausting to deny yourself 
the right to be who you truly are. 

I’m Niamh Shaw and I want to go to space. And this is 
my story.

Author’s Note:
Brief extracts from my stage plays, That’s About the Size of It and To 
Space, appear in italics throughout the book. In some cases, stage di-
rections are included. Furthermore, QR codes (as above) are included 
throughout the text. These will provide you with links to footage and 
relevant information pertaining to my journey. 



Part 1

On Hold
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Hi, I’m Niamh.
When I was very young, I wanted to be an astronaut 
or a ballerina. I could never decide.
No one remembers that I wanted to be an astronaut or 
a ballerina. 
My parents say that I wanted to be a doctor or a 
teacher.
My nana wanted me to be a hairdresser, or a nurse, 
and my auntie wanted me to be a linguist.
I told people what they wanted to hear. 
Because they loved me.
And then I forgot what I wanted to be. 
I waited for people to tell me.

– Excerpt from That’s About the Size of It, 2011
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Chapter 1

Submerged

It’s March 2001 and I’m living in Mull’s Cottage in Cork. 
It’s a beautiful cottage on half an acre of land just beyond 
Bishopstown. I have my very own vegetable patch, a bird table 
and three outdoor sheds. It’s the type of house I’ve always 
dreamed of living in. If I can ever afford to buy my own house, 
it will be something like Mull’s Cottage. I love living here and 
yet I’m utterly miserable. 

It’s about 8 p.m., I think. I’m lying on the terracotta tiles. 
I know that something has to change. But that comes later. 
Now, I am broken and have finally allowed myself to let go, to 
stop trying to make everything work, to stop pretending that 
I’m satisfied with this life. Because I’m not.

I don’t know what to do next. Lying on the floor seems 
like the most appealing thing to do. It’s in the corridor 
between the living room and kitchen area and the two 
bedrooms and bathroom. I submitted my PhD just three 
months earlier, when everything seemed so promising. My 
first job, at University College Cork (UCC) Food Science and 
Technology, had been secured. No more third-level education; 
those years as a student finally over. There was supposed to be 
a reward for years of scrimping through life, the long hours, 
all the supervision, the months spent in isolation, researching, 
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testing, recording, analysing, writing. The thesis. The cost of 
that commitment and how it had impacted on my personal 
life: the events I missed, the people I didn’t see. All of it. 
Now it was supposed to get easier. But that’s not what has 
happened.

I’m exhausted. I feel that I’ve had a painted-on smile all 
this time. And the smile has now dropped, only to be replaced 
with anger and fear. I’m broken-hearted. What was it all for?

I have no one. I’ve pushed everyone away. I hid behind the 
work to remain isolated, safe in the sort of solitude where no 
one can hurt you, or disappoint you, or reject you. It worked 
for such a long time. But now it all feels wrong.

My hands are loosely beside my head, and my right cheek 
is touching a cold tile. There’s a small rug in my line of sight: 
the typical Persian style of reds and browns and a thin string 
of tassel fringing. I’m staring at it and not really thinking 
about much. I just feel numb. I want to lie here forever and 
stare at the fringing. It feels like I’ve discovered a secret level 
of existence, where I’m no longer in my life but in a sub-
existence. My life is continuing about half a metre above me, 
but I’m hiding on the terracotta tiles. And if I lie here maybe 
I won’t be discovered. Maybe I can let the fake Niamh cover 
for me, let her keep on smiling with her forced smile, keep 
working away at the food technology department at UCC, 
keep eating, keep sleeping, keep living this fake life in which 
she has trapped herself. 

Everything seems different from the terracotta tiles. I see 
a spider emerge from the bathroom, pause briefly by the rug, 
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and then continue on his journey towards the bedroom, mov-
ing along the edge of the corridor, staying close to the skirting 
board, pausing occasionally and then moving again. He’s a 
small spider: short legs, with not much hair. Not particularly 
scary. On the scale of spiders, he’s pretty forgettable. I wonder 
if he is strutting right now, or scurrying? To me, he seems 
confident, pretty sure of what he’s about. How simple life 
must be, I imagine, when you are a spider. What’s he thinking 
about? Does he have a big plan for his life, for where he is 
going? Does he want to settle down, make baby spiders? Has 
he made a permanent home somewhere for himself? If so, 
does it have all the modern conveniences befitting a spider at 
his stage of development? Or is he a free spirit spider, without 
a care in the world, creating a life for himself off the ‘spider 
grid’? He seems to have it all figured out. I want to follow his 
example for a bit. Not plan. Not think. Just stay still. 

Switch off. 
Check out. 
Let go. 
Fall. Fall. Fall. 
Give in. 
Just give in. 
I want to stay here, half a metre below the real world. How 

delicious that would be.

***

I wake up. My body is tense from the cold of the terracotta 
tiles. I need to get up, but I want to remain in the haze that 
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I’ve been in; it’s comforting. You don’t need to think in the 
haze, or focus on anything. 

I’m stiff when I stand. Deciding what to do or where to 
go next is difficult, because a part of me is still trying not to 
think. 

I stare at the tassels again. I don’t really want to move, but 
I need to get warm. 

I run a bath in darkness. I light a candle and get in. And 
lie there. In the haze once again. The coldness creeps towards 
me: at first it’s in the air, then the line between the water and 
the air, and then in the water itself. 

There’s a man in my life. I think. But he promises me 
nothing except his company. I decide to drive over to his place. 
He’s studying in his apartment a few miles away. I’ve been 
leaning on him too much recently to fill the void. After I arrive, 
he continues to study and I look at his goldfish. He knows that 
something is up, and knows to just leave me to myself. One of 
the goldfish is eleven years old, or so he says. The eleven-year-
old goldfish certainly looks old; he’s big enough. This goldfish 
does a nice thing where he picks up one of the little stones 
at the bottom of the tank, sucks on it and releases it, before 
picking up another one to suck. There must be algae on the 
stones. Both fish are oblivious to me watching them. 

When he’s done studying, the man suggests that we go 
for a drink. And once out, socialising, I rise the half metre to 
my life again, engaging in chat, distracting myself for a while. 
It’s soon closing time, however, and I have to go back home. I 
don’t want to be alone, but I don’t tell him that. 
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I drive the six kilometres back to my cottage. Close the 
door. Return to the terracotta tiles for a while, but eventually 
get into bed.

All I know is that something needs to change. Otherwise 
I’m going to drown in this haze.

The more we study the universe,
the more that is revealed and the more complex it gets.

In 1990, the American Space Agency, NASA, and ESA 
(the European Space Agency)
launched a telescope called the Hubble telescope,
which continues to orbit Earth to this day.
Located about 300km above us, this was a telescope that 
was launched into space.
And a telescope in space far surpasses ground-based tele-
scopes because our atmosphere distorts and blocks the light 
that reaches our planet.

The Hubble telescope sent back images of our universe that 
we had never seen before, with unprecedented clarity and 
accuracy.
Images of 
gas clouds,
nebulae,
supernovas.
This telescope, this perspective, has revolutionised our 
understanding of the universe.

Then, in 2003, NASA pointed the Hubble telescope
towards a dark point in the sky just south-west of the 
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constellation Orion and took a really long photograph, a 
three-month-long exposure, that allowed them to see into 
the darkness
and slowly reveal the light.

Much like the way our eyes adjust when we enter a dark 
room,
the longer we wait
the more light we see.

The Hubble used this long exposure to illuminate that 
dark patch of sky
and revealed 
10,000 galaxies 
in that tiny piece of darkness.
10,000 galaxies that could each be home to 300 billion 
stars.

In the three months that it took to take that really long 
photograph,
our knowledge of the universe expanded by 
10,000 galaxies, 
three trillion stars.

And these galaxies, we know,
are approximately 13.1 billion years old.
Which means that the light that the Hubble telescope was 
receiving
was 13.1 billion years old.

What is so magnificent about this 
is that if you or I were to stand on the top of a hill
and identify the constellation Orion
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and point to the south-west corner,
to a dark patch of sky about 1mm by 1mm in size at the 
tip of our finger,
we now know that 
we’re pointing at the past, 
we’re pointing at the first stars ever created,
we’re pointing at the edge of the universe,
the last remaining light from the Big Bang travelling 
towards us.
We’re pointing at the past,
we’re looking at the past.
Our past.

– Excerpt from To Space, 2014



‘Niamh enthuses and elucidates; we listen and learn.’ 
Dave Fanning

‘Niamh’s work speaks profoundly to the child in all of us, reminding us 
never to give up on the importance of hope and ambition, and dreaming.’ 

Dr Ruth Freeman, Director of Science for Society,  
Science Foundation Ireland

What do you do with impossible dreams?

When do you let them go?

What do you do if you decide that you can’t give up  
on your dream?

Niamh Shaw had always felt that something 

was missing in her life. It was this feeling that 

made her leave her full.time academic ca.

reer and later caused her to step away from 

a successful acting career. which included 

a stint on Fair City. It wasn.t until she was 

in her early forties that she finally learned 

to embrace both her scientific and creative 

sides. and give everything she had to realise 

her real dream . one she.d first had as an eight.year.old girl . to 

get to space. An account of her journey so far. including space 

programmes. simulated missions to Mars. zero gravity flights and 

rocket launches in Kazakhstan. Dream Big shows us that. if we 

are brave and bold enough. we can become the person we always 

wanted to be.


