
all that forthcoming when it comes to 
being snapped on the street, given 
Americans are. 

‘Everyone thinks that, but it’s com-
pletely the opposite,’ smiles Varga. ‘Peo-
ple are so open in Dublin. Brandon 
Stanton was saying that out of three 
people, two turn him down in New York. 
In Dublin, for me, out of ten people, two 
say no and eight people say yes.’ 

Another remarkable difference  
between the two countries is the  
degrees of separation between the  
subjects and those who view them on 
Varga’s Facebook page. Ireland is a 
small country in a small world. 

Every person whose story I read on 
the page has had comments beneath 
from several people who knew them or 
were related to them. 

My next-door-neighbour had com-
mented on one. Then we discover that 
Varga lives in the same apartment block 
as my younger sister. With a community 
so small, it’s amazing some people 
would still try to spin him a tall tale.

‘It has already happened that people 
lied,’ he confirms. ‘The followers com-
mented about it. It only happened twice 
though. I am not a journalist, I have no 
resources to go after each story and I 
don’t even want to. I’m a storyteller.’

He is proud of his 122,000 keen-eyed 
Facebook followers — 72,000 from  

Ireland, 43,000 of whom are from  
Dublin; 12,000 from the US; 9,700 from 
the UK; 4,000 from Australia; 2,200 from 
Canada; 1,200 from Germany and the 
remaining 21,000 from 35 other  
countries worldwide.

‘It’s much more about the community 
that is behind the Humans of Dublin 
than it is about me,’ he says. ‘I always 
think of it like I’m still the same guy 
who used to make coffees, but there is a 
huge community behind me who is 
pushing me.’

But there has been some confusion 
around that community. When Varga 
started, there was already a HOD  
Facebook page, started by Irish  
photographer Ruth Guest.

‘She was working on it about a year 
before I started out. And she moved to 
England and she wasn’t posting for 
about three months before I started in 
2014. And I wrote an email to her and 
sent a few messages on her Facebook 
page but she never replied to them,’ 
says Varga, who had initially hoped they 
would collaborate.

She had also bought the domain name 
humansofdublin.ie.

‘But because she didn’t renew it, I 
could buy it,’ he says.

Because Guest’s Facebook page — 
which has not been updated in over a 
year — was set up before his, Varga has 
not been able to have his verified by 
Facebook, whereby the social media 
site recognises that it is the authentic 
HOD page. 

‘Hopefully, I will apply again with the 
book in my hands, now that I have 
something that proves the project  
belongs to me.’ 

Our efforts to contact Guest for her 
side of the story were unsuccessful. But 
Varga says he is ‘not at all’ bothered by 
her page. ‘Especially as she’s not even 
working on it. I wouldn’t mind if there 
were two Humans of Dublin projects. 
It’s not a competition or anything like 
this,’ he adds, noting that her ‘stories 
never turned out so well so the reach 
was very small’. 

A browse on Guest’s page shows less 
compelling words accompanying the 
portraits, with one comment complain-
ing, ‘More like an advert, prefer a  
story!’ Varga records his interviewee, 
transcribes it, edits the copy then sends 
it for proofreading to Dubliner Caitrio-
na Bolger, another old colleague from 
that Grafton Street sandwich shop. 

‘It is very important to mention her 
because she is the most amazing girl 
you can ever imagine. She has her own 
job, she’s studying and everything. And 
she’s there every single night to edit the 
quote for me. She is making sure that 
whatever is going online will make sense 
for others, not only for me.’

Varga is good on gratitude. He has ar-
ranged to meet me in the Filmbase cafe 
in Temple Bar because he loves their 
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‘How hard are 
you crying 

reading this?’

very important to never judge people. 
It’s just incredible — you get something 
completely different, that you would 
never think of.’

Other tales have also hit a nerve. 
There was Mattress Mick’s story 

about his final phone call with a dying 
ex-girlfriend, which showed the quirky 
salesman in a completely different light. 
And when Varga was in town to test a 
new camera lens, he happened upon a 
Belfast couple getting engaged in St 
Stephen’s Green and captured the  
moment perfectly. 

Last year, Ballymun teenager Jamie 
Harrington — a cheeky chappie  
pictured in a loud shirt — told of how he 
coaxed a suicidal man down from the 
ledge of the Ha’penny Bridge, with the 
simple opener, ‘Are you OK?’. 

The story went viral. 
‘Jamie Harrington’s reach was 2.5 mil-

lion people and he received 50,000 
“Likes”  and it was featured on the 
BBC,’ says Varga, who has included 
himself in the coffee table book that has 
encapsulated contemporary Dublin. He 
is pictured on the last page, standing on 
Dalkey Island, holding a handmade sign 
saying, “Will you marry me?” in a story 
befitting the whole HOD ethos — but 
has a long gestation. 

Varga moved here from Hungary in 
2007, aged 19, trained as a barista and 
worked in a succession of cafes. When 
he was 24 he got a job in a sandwich 
shop on Grafton Street, where he met 
Brazilian Maria Eugênia Souza.

‘You know when you’re working to-
gether with someone and the time is 
just flying because you’re talking and 
making jokes and everything? So this is 
how it started and after, I think, three 
months we started to go out and we 
decided that we were going to be to-
gether. This was four years ago now.’

It was Souza who first told him about 
American photographer Brandon  
Stanton, who was photographing stran-
gers on the street for his blog Humans 
of New York. 

Varga bought a camera and began  
approaching people on the streets of 
Dublin. Three months later, he quit the 
sandwich bar job and enrolled in the 
Institute of Photography on Dame 

Street, where he flourished. ‘The  
teachers were the most amazing  
people. I never had success in school 
before; I wasn’t a very good student but 
I wasn’t a very bad student either. Hav-
ing been successful in a school really 
gave me a lot of power and adrenaline 
and encouragement for the project.’

Approaching people on the street, he 
keeps his opening gambit short and 
simple. ‘I say, “I am working on a  
photographic project, taking portraits 
of random people on the streets. Do you 
mind if I take your portrait?”’ 

Then he says he needs a few sentences 
to go along with it and asks provocative 
questions like, what has been the big-
gest challenge of your life? Or what has 
been the biggest regret? Or what, apart 
from getting married and having chil-
dren, has been your happiest moment? 

Then the stories begin to unfold. At 
the end, he takes another portrait be-
cause, he says, the first portraits never 
match the story. I ask him if we Irish are 

IT WAS a sunny day in July 2015 when 
the Hungarian photographer Peter 
Varga noticed the elderly gentleman 
with the walking stick sitting on a 
blue bench on Dun Laoghaire Pier, 
Co. Dublin.  Dressed entirely in beige 

— jumper, trousers and light summer coat 
— it is safe to assume plenty of people had 
passed by Bill Doran that day without so 
much as a second glance. Not Varga. 

Bill Doran was 94 when Varga first bumped into him. 
A former barber from Rathmines, his wife, Ann, had 
been dead 18 months and he had lost all zest for life. 
He told Varga that they shared a passion, growing 
tomatoes, but he had given that up since his wife died. 
Then a neighbour dropped in some tomato sprouts 
and Bill reluctantly planted them and they had grown 
to 16 inches high, producing ripe tomatoes.

 ‘To be honest with you, I didn’t think I’d see Dun 
Laoghaire harbour again,’ Bill told Varga, as he took 
his portrait. ‘But my son and his wife forced me out 
here. They went for a walk, but they bought me a tea 
and an ice cream, and now that I’m here, I feel happy.’ 

Sadly, Bill passed away last April but his image is now 
immortalised in Varga’s new book, Humans of Dublin, 
which brings the tales of over 100 ordinary Dubliners 
to life in a stunning collection of portraits.   

And when Varga uploaded Bill’s portrait and story 
to his Humans of Dublin (HOD) Facebook page, it 
attracted over 22,000 ‘Likes’ and 1,264 ‘Shares’ from 
people touched by the simple story of love, loss and 
redemption. One popular comment was, ‘On a scale of 
one to ten, how hard are you crying reading this?’ 

‘People ask me if I’m looking for interesting faces 
but I have found that the most uninteresting-looking 
people have the most interesting stories,’ says Varga. 

‘You never know what you’ll get. And that’s why it’s Team: Peter and his fiancée, Maria

by Patrice 
Harrington

‘You get stories 
you’d never 

think of ’


