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PESTLE & MORTAR
WORDS: DEIRDRE O’SHAUGHNESSY

Beauty is a notoriously difficult industry to crack, but with solid
backgrounds in business, the Irish duo behind Pestle & Mortar
seem to have discovered the trick. WMB spoke to Sonia Deasy, the
Irish-Indian face – and brains – of the brand.
Growing up in Co. Kildare, Sonia Deasy knew
from a young age that she would never be
looking for a job. One of six children of an
Indian couple who moved to Ireland in the
1970s – preferring it to the UK because of
the superior education system – she saw first
hand the challenges and excitement of selfemployment. Although she was persuaded
to attend university, where she completed an
arts degree, Sonia always knew her future was
in business.
ÒMy parents are Indian so there was never
a question but we had to get a degree. We
all have degrees. I chose arts so that I could
go on and do the HDip if I had to, but I didn't
in the end. I would encourage that approach,
you can't take from the value of education.
ÒIt was in-built in us from a young age,
how to run a business, how to make money,
the value of money, how retail works. You're
in charge of everything when you're selfemployed, you're wearing all the hats at the
same time and you learn very quickly how to
do everything.Ó
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Her father was an engineer by training
but opened a shop in Newbridge where,
according to Sonia, he was the first in Ireland
to stock Clark's Shoes. She watched, and
gradually began to join in as he and her
mother discussed the business over the
kitchen table and at the age of 20, when he
took a break from the business for a while, she
took over. It was a steep learning curve, but
she loved it.
Sonia later worked with her husband,
portrait photographer Padraic Deasy,
managing his studio. Padraic also grew up in
the family business.
ÒGrowing up in a family business develops
a mindset. A lot of people think Ôoh I'd love
to be self employedÕ, but they don't know
about not getting a paycheque every week...
I wouldn't say it's stressful, we enjoy it and
that's what we're used to. It's not like we
are working and working to reach the next
holiday - we're happy in our day to day lives
so we're not trying to get away from it. It's a
way of life.Ó
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The couple has five children and Deasy
believes they are growing up, as she did,
observing hard work at close range, but she
values time spent at home too.
ÒThe girls see me working equally as hard
as their father. I have full time childcare, but
I don't work long hours – my husband works
longer hours. If I want to stay late, I can, but I
choose not to.Ó
She's not sure – despite her own
enthusiasm for it – whether she would advise
her children to become self-employed.
ÒI'd make sure they get an education, I'm
sure we will have a huge influence over them
even though we try not to! Part of me says
just go and get a job – being self-employed is
hard and getting harder.Ó
The studio had its ups and downs during
the recession and it was working on photo
shoots with makeup artists that Deasy came
up with the idea for Pestle & Mortar. Observing
the skin problems of portrait subjects and how
makeup artists would use hyaluronic serum to
smooth and plump out skin, she hit upon the
simple – but new – idea for a skincare brand
that's exactly what it says on the tin.

Pestle & Mortar's Hyaluronic Serum was
its first product and has already achieved cult
status. The product was developed over 18
months with the assistance of her sister, who
is a biochemist, and is manufactured in Ireland.
Expecting to hear of weekends spent at
trade fairs, love-bombing of celebrities and

all the usual desperate PR bids of nascent
brands, WMB asks Deasy how she managed it.
Arnotts and Brown Thomas called her.
So did Liberty of London. ÒWhen we started
getting phone calls, then we knew,Ó she says.
You can tell it's a high end product, and
Deasy believes a lot of the attraction for
Brown Thomas in particular was that it's an
Irish product that doesn't look Irish – it's a
luxury product that just happens to be Irish.
Branding is crucial in the cosmetics industry

and that's where her husband's creative flair
comes in handy. Padraic is the design genius
behind Pestle & Mortar's classic but spare
black and white packaging.
ÒIf you saw my husband's photography
work, you'd know his style. It's very us.Ó
The Deasys were wary of taking on debt
so didn't seek any finance. They launched
the Pestle & Mortar range cautiously, one at
a time, despite the naysayers warning that
you can't launch a beauty brand without a full
range.
ÒThe first product took off, so then we
launched the next one. If you go for funding
you need to have sales projections and all
of that, but it's pure fiction, the proof is in
your sales. Now we have five products in two
years. We have experienced huge growth
from the moment of launch and at this point
in the year we have already doubled on last
year's sales.Ó
It's a more old-fashioned approach and
one Deasy says was learned at the coalface in
the photographic studio.
ÒWe made big mistakes back then, we
launched another online business, product
photography, with 350 products, and we
learned a lot about online.Ó
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In addition to his creative input, she says,
Padraic is a Ôreal systems personÕ, so when the
call came from Liberty and more stock was
needed quite quickly, the system was already
in place to scale up. ÒWe built all the systems
to scale. We use a cloud-based accounting and
inventory system, and we don't manufacture
ourselves but it's made in Ireland.Ó
She doesn't know a lot about the
cosmetics world, she confesses. ÒIf we had sat
down and thought about it we probably never
would have done it!Ó
Earlier this year
Pestle & Mortar was
listed on QVC, the US
shopping channel, a
major route into the
US market. So far,
achieving the QVC
listing appears to
have been the biggest
struggle, with a 10
month-long process
to get listed with a
large amount of legal
wrangling due to strict
standards.
The trade-off, says
Deasy, is that other
US retailers trust the
QVC standards, so it's
a shortcut to other
stockists, and she's got
a number of meetings
scheduled for further
US expansion. QVC's
stock of Pestle &
Mortar sold out within half an hour of Deasy's
first appearance on the channel, and when
WMB spoke to her, she was about to leave for
the US for a second tilt at it on the channel's
Friday night beauty hour. Five more products
are planned, taking the same steady approach.
As an Irish-Indian, Deasy is enthusiastic
about the new Taoiseach – growing up, she
says, hers was Ôthe only coloured family in
NewbridgeÕ, and Irish people of Indian extraction
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are quite rare although there are many more
now than there were when she was a child. Lack
of support for people who are self-employed is
a political issue, she believes.
ÒPeople that don't know anything about
self-employment or don't have any close
family or friends who are self-employed have
a skewed view of how it works... a coffee shop
opened beside our studio in Newbridge and I
went in there every day to get my coffee and
the guy used to say to me ÔI don't know how
you do itÕ. In six months,
he left and went back to
his job.Ó
ÒPeople that don't know
us see me at three o clock
collecting the kids and they
see me Ôjetting offÕ to the
US for two days, but there's
nothing glamorous about
that! You work hard the
whole time you're there,
you're sleep deprived,
you're in a different time
zone and you have to look
good as well!Ó
Looking good is, of
course, important in the
beauty industry, but Deasy
says she generally doesn't
wear much makeup – part
of the thought process
behind Pestle & Mortar
is that you don't need
to, if your skin is in good
condition.
ÒI don't wear much
makeup and I'm too old for the hair
extensions, the false eyelashes and all of that,
it came after me,” she laughs, ÒI don't have
time for the maintenance – next week I'm
going to Pennsylvania so I have to get my legs
waxed on Tuesday because I'll be wearing a
dress, that's about it!Ó
With down to earth origins, sky high
ambitions and a wealth of business knowledge
behind it, Pestle & Mortar is a brand to watch.

