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A gloriously feelgood children’s cartoon is a
parenting class like no other, writes Dara Flynn

NESTING
@darafly

Mom! . . . Dad! . . . Bingo! . . .
BLUEY! If you have any
idea what I’m going on
about, you must have a
small child. And if I may

say so, you must also have great taste 
in television. 

While everyone else has been anxiety-
bingeing Squid Game on Netflix, in my 
house we’ve been doing the opposite — 
enjoying Bluey on Disney+, a gloriously 
feelgood Australian cartoon about an 
anthropomorphic family of heeler dogs. 
The “kids” are girls: Bingo, aged four, and 
Bluey, the protagonist, who is six. 

Before you call social services, yes, I’m
aware my own girl is only 15 months old, 
and no — she doesn’t actually watch it. We 
throw it on in the background as we go 
about our morning routine, and while 
she loves the title tune and sometimes 
bounces her little legs to the opening 
credits, in general she prefers to chew on 
the TV remote, or worse, hide it.

It’s my husband and I who are gripped.
Bluey is the show we never had as kids 
but would have absolutely devoured — as 
we do now, come to think of it. It’s a 
children’s animated “sitcom” of sorts, but 
it has so much insight into the mind of a 
child that I wouldn’t be surprised to hear 
a six-year-old had penned it. It isn’t inane, 
pandering to the tiniest of minds, nor is it 
preachy. It has none of the robotic 
Americanisms and fingernails-on-a-
chalkboard irritations of CoComelon, and 
it’s more emotionally intelligent than 
Peppa Pig. As with all the best animations, 
the wit — in this case the Australian dry 
wit — is very much for adults. Every scene 
is laced with in-jokes that go over the little 
ones’ heads, but that cause my husband 
and I to chortle vigorously and glance at 
each other knowingly.

And then there’s the parenting. This is 
a show that makes most other family 
cartoons look like soulless cash cows. For 
a start, Bluey's dad, Bandit, is the Best Dad 

Ever. While he may be drawn on a 
computer — bright blue with a beige belly 
and salt’n’pepper hair around the ears — 
he’s no caricature and he’s not without his 
faults. Bandit gets competitive when the 
neighbour across the fence shows off his 
new outdoor pizza oven. He’s sarcastic, 
and far too gleeful and macho when it 
comes to trashing his own brother at 
squash. However, his bark is bigger than 
his bite. He agrees to dance ridiculously 
and randomly in public every time his 
daughter presses her imaginary “dance 
mode” button, just to bring her joy. 

Meanwhile, every word out of the 
mouth of Chilli, the mum, is a life lesson 
delivered with empathy. “Do you want to 
be right, or do you want to keep playing?” 
she gently asks Bluey when the sisters 
have a falling out during a game. 

There are broader lessons. The 
parental gender roles aren’t defined or 
played for laughs — parenting and chores 
are shared, but nobody points at it. And in 
the episode Muffin Cone, a young cousin 
is mortified to have to wear a cone to stop 
her sucking her thumb. Later, we see her 
mum, Trixie, can’t even keep her paws 
out of a bowl of crisps for the duration of 
a playdate. Everyone has their vices.

While it didn’t exist to entertain me in
the early 1980s, it’s now more than ever 
that I need a Bluey. In seven-minute 
increments, I’m learning to be a better 
mum — a better person, even. This kids’ 
cartoon doubles as a 104-episode 
parenting class.

“Am I as good a dad as Bandit?” my 
husband asks. He’s Australian too, which I 
tell him might explain why he’s ended up 
comparing himself to this cartoon dog. 
Then we remember the one where 
Bandit, frustrated while building a swing 
chair, breaks the fourth wall and 
announces: “I’m not taking advice from a 
cartoon dog!” Heh. Classic Bandit. 

The thing about having a small baby, 
though, is that your parenting skills are 
yet to be tested. Our days are not about 
navigating conflict or negotiating better 
behaviours. We’re still on nappies, 
teething and naps. Our girl’s personality is 
just emerging.

But every now and then, we get a 
glimpse of a Bingo or a Bluey. A glint in the 
eye when she grasps her spoon so tight I 
have to wrestle for it. A high-pitched 
giggle when one of us fakes falling over.

The really hard stuff is yet to come. In
the meantime we’re swotting up, thanks 
to a gang of Australian talking dogs, and 
can only hope we’ll do as good a job.

Bluey is the 
show my 
husband and 
I never had 
as kids but 
would have 
absolutely 
devoured — 
as we do now

SOLSTICE GOES LIVE 
The OPW has again ditched 
its lottery system for spots in 
Newgrange passage tomb for 
the winter solstice sunrise on 
December 21. Everyone can 
view it live streamed instead. 
See heritageireland.ie for 
details closer to the event.

ENJOY AN APPY MEAL 
Too Good To Go, the anti-food 
waste app, has launched in 
Dublin, so now you can buy a 
“surprise bag” of food at one 
third of the retail price from 
111 eateries such as Blazing 
Salads, Meltdown, Tang and 
KC Peaches, with more being 
added soon. The app is 
available for iOS and Android. 

A COMEDY FEAST 
The Galway Comedy 
Festival starts on 
Tuesday and runs until 
October 25, with big 
names — live, in person 
— such as Nina 
Conti, Jason 
Byrne, Reginald D 
Hunter, right, 
Ardal O’Hanlon 
and Waterford 
Whispers News. 
galwaycomedy
festival.ie 

ON MY RADAR 
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Living  

WHERE 
I WORK
EIMEAR 
NOONE

In LA, we live 
near the Pacific 
Ocean, because 
if I can’t have the 
green, I want to 
have the blue

One of my
favourite things
to do is sit at the
beautiful Kawai
upright piano in

our living room in east Galway 
when it’s lashing rain and look 
out at all the greenery in the 
fields. That is when the ideas 
come easiest to me. I have 
a studio in the house with lots 
of screens and tech gear, 
but I don’t have the same 
relationship with all that as I 
do with the instruments I grew 
up playing. The baby grand I 
was given for my 21st birthday 
is at my mum’s house. My 
brother, who’s a music 
producer, and I call it the 
“magic piano”: the music 
writes itself. Maybe it’s the 
way the strings resonate 
inside the body. It’s walnut, it’s 
quite old, not perfect, but it 
has personality. 

I was away for about 15 
years, based in Los Angeles, 
but now we split the year in 
half between here and our 
house in Malibu. We’re 
building a new studio and 
dubbing stage next door to us 
in Galway and we’ve hired a 
composer’s assistant. So we 
have a foot in both places. 

During the pandemic, my 
husband, Craig Stuart 
Garfinkle, and I decided to buy
the house next door to my 
mum in Kilconnell. My mother 
put in a slide so the kids — 
Eliam, 8, and Maël, 2 ½ — 
could slide from our garden, 
which is up the hill, down into 
her garden. 

Eliam asked me this 
morning how I became a 
conductor so I told him: I did 

my piano lessons, my 
performing at school, joined 
the local band, got involved 
wherever I could and tried 
different instruments. 

My primary school teacher
handed out whistles one day 
in class. I went to school the 
next day and played some 
tunes off the telly for her. She 
insisted to my parents that I 
study music formally. She had 
her teenage daughter give me 
my first piano lessons when I 
was just about five. 

Across the road from the 
school was where one of the 
most famous composers of 
Irish music lived: Paddy 
Fahey. We didn’t go, “Wow, a 
composer lives there.” It was 
just a normal ordinary thing. 

My parents were in their 
mid-twenties and the idea of 
buying a piano was just 
beyond them, so I used to 
practise in the school. 

I got a scholarship to the 
Royal Irish Academy of Music. 
Then I went to Trinity and the 
Manhattan School of Music. 
When I was at Trinity, myself 
and my classmate Jillian 
Saunders set up an orchestra 
to perform film music. 
Eventually, I was hired by a 
Hollywood orchestrator, so I 
went to Los Angeles and 
started working on a project 
by project basis. I’d fly over 
and do recordings and then 
come back. You had work and 
then it was tumbleweed for 
months. I’m a conductor and 
a composer, creating music for 
games such as the Warcraft 
franchise. Along with Craig, 
who is also a composer and 
producer, I was just 

The composer and conductor 
has one foot in Galway and one 
in Malibu and never waits for 
work to land in her lap

Above: Eímear Noone at her 
baby grand piano. Right and 
below: her baton and its 
case have an image of an 
Oscar engraved on them
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nominated for an Ivor Novello 
award for our work on Two by 
Two: Overboard! [an animated 
feature]. 

I’ve always made my own 
work. I never waited for 
someone to jump out of the 
closet and say, “You’re really 
talented. Here, have an 
orchestra.” Because that will 
never happen. I set up my own 
ensembles. It’s really hard 
work, but it taught me so 

front door. When she showed 
me the mock-up design, tears 
sprang into my eyes. It’s so 
beautiful. When the light 
comes from outside, it 
illuminates our home with all 
these colours. It looks to me 
like my heart and all of this 
flowing through it. It sustains 
us every day. 

Before I was to conduct 
at the Oscars [in 2020], a 
beautiful man in New York 
who makes my batons made 
me a baton and case with 
Oscar on them as a gift. 

The performers don’t get 
the legendary goodie bags, 
but I’d rather be part of the 
show. I was performing 
John Williams music for John 
Williams. That’s insane. 

Everyone who worked 
on the show got hoodies 
emblazoned with the word 
“Oscar”. Mine is nice, soft and 
warm so it gets worn a lot. 

In Los Angeles, we live near
the Pacific Ocean, because if 
I can’t have the green, I want 
to have the blue. My favourite 
place to work, though, is at 
home in east Galway. I love the 
smells, the vegetation, that it’s 
messy and a little bit wild. 
You’ll have manicured gardens 
with wild hedges. It’s the 
mixture of the rough and 
the smooth. That’s how I 
experience music and that’s 
how I write. 
As told to Rose Costello

Eímear Noone conducts the 
Electric Arcade concert at 
Belfast International Arts 
Festival on Saturday; 
belfastinternationalarts
festival.com 

much that I couldn’t have 
learnt in college. 

My father said when I was
born that I would go to Trinity. 
That was his dream. I’ll never 
forget the music entrance 
exam. I came out and said, 
“Dad, I definitely failed” and 
he said, “Don’t worry. What’s 
for you won’t pass you.” Of 
course, I didn’t fail. I got a 
Trinity alumni award a few 
months ago.

We live across the road from
the graveyard. To me that’s 
not creepy or weird — I’m 
related to half the people in 
there. Just over the wall is my 
father and my baby son. We’re 
refurbishing this house and I 
asked the glass artist Bianca 
Divito to create a piece called 
“perpetual motion” to 
represent the fact that energy 
can neither be created nor 
destroyed. It surrounds the 
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Sew on tuxedo-style tails in a 
floaty fabric and it’s tally-ho. 

For some of us working 
from home, mild panic has set 
in as we prepare to go back 
into offices. During lockdown, 
there was no need to buy 
anything new for a wedding, a 
dinner or even to go to work. 
That’s all changing as things 
open up. But it doesn’t mean 
we have to go shopping. Most 
of us have plenty.

The Friends of the Earth 
protester at the LV show 
wanted to draw attention to 
the estimate that 42 items of 
clothing were sold per person 
in France in 2019. Numbers 
were down in 2020, but back 
up this year. According to
a report from the Global 
Fashion Agenda in 
Copenhagen and the Boston 
Consulting Group, the volume 
of apparel and footwear being 
produced is expected to rise 
to 102 million tons by 2030. 
Enough already. 

The very idea that 
clothes should be deemed 
fashionable or unfashionable 
is ludicrous. If you like it, 
wear it. If you don’t, pass it 
on to someone who will 
love it. Ghesquière would 
surely approve. 

The French fashion
designer Nicolas
Ghesquière
handed a trump
card to supporters

of sustainable fashion during 
his show for Louis Vuitton, the 
world’s largest luxury brand 
by sales, at Paris Fashion 

Week earlier this month. No, 
not by allowing a woman to 
sashay in among the models 
holding up a banner reading: 
“Overconsumption = 
extinction”, which did 
happen, but appears to have 
been entirely unscripted, 
though apt. Eyebrows were 

Reuse your old clothes and you are ready to go 
anywhere — even into the office, writes Rose Costello

ECO-WORRIER raised in the front row by 
those who could do so.

Ghesquière’s gift to us was
in showing a mishmash of 
three centuries of clothing 
styles under the title “le grand 
bal of time” or the great ball 
of time. There was everything 
from pannier-style skirts of 
the sort seen in the 18th 
century to the material girl 
looks of Madonna. The clear 
message of the show was 
that anything — and 
everything — goes. 

Coco Chanel’s advice to 
those who wanted to be 
stylish was to look in the 
mirror before leaving the 
house and then remove one 
item, be it a scarf or a piece of 
jewellery. Ghesquière’s 
message is that you should 
raid your wardrobe, the loft or 

the local charity shop and pile 
on anything that takes your 
fancy. Ghesquière’s muse is 
one who “travels through the 
ages, adapting to dress codes 
of the era”. Sure isn’t that 
what we all do.

Some might see this as 
a call to consumption. I see it 
as a call to rummage, reuse 
and repurpose. That silky slip 
dress that is too clingy to 
wear but too pretty to let go? 
Throw it on with an open 
shirt, a skirt, a jacket, a few 
scarves, gloves and maybe 
even a hat … and you are 
ready to go anywhere — even 
back into the office. 

Your old debs dress? Add 
a black T-shirt and a pair of 
fluorescent green lace-up 
runners to bring it bang up to 
date. That tired denim jacket? 

Things are opening 
up but that doesn’t 
mean we have 
to go shopping

@RamblinRoisin

@shanehegarty

SHANE 
HEGARTY

In using ad blockers and the default age setting, Google thinks 
I’m 120+ with an earwax problem and some dodgy interests

The 
internet 
and I have 
been 
together 
for more 
than 25 
years and 
yet it hardly 
knows me 

It seems I have played too hard to get. 
I use ad blockers on my browser. Every 
time a YouTube ad pops up that is 
remotely irrelevant, I quickly click “never 
see this ad again”. YouTube shows me the 
ad again anyway.

It appears that by saying no to the ads it
thinks I want, I end up with the ads no 
one wants. Those earwax videos are in 
everyone’s feed because they are thrown 
out en masse, with little personalisation 
or analytical targeting. They are the ads 
of last resort.

I finally check my Google settings to see
what’s going on and confirm I have opted 
in for personalised ads. It has been 
gathering intelligence on me for years so 
that there is a list of my interests. Few of 
them are recognisable as me.

Google thinks I’m over 65+ because I 
never changed the default age from 
having been born in 1900. I’ll admit there 
might be justification for earwax removal 
contraptions in the 120+ demographic.

Google also thinks my interests 
include: pizza ovens, American football, 
combat sports, flowers, Nashville, 
plumbing, medical training, blues music, 
romance films, hunting and shooting, 
and China.

The China bit worries me and 
instinctively I check over my shoulder 
and pull the curtains.

Google says I’m interested in “Men’s 
Interests”, which sounds like a 
euphemism. It says I’m also interested in 
“Women’s Interests”, which sounds more 
enlightened. And also like a euphemism.

Google thinks I am interested in 
TileStyle. With great respect to all at 
TileStyle I am not, nor have I ever been, 
interested in TileStyle.

This is ridiculous. I decide to start 
afresh. To wipe it all. I remove every 
interest from my list, to give the internet 
a second chance to get to know me. If I’m 
going to be tracked, my data sold and my 
desires monetised, the ads might as well 
be for goods I feel even a twinge of 
interest in, instead of for miracle kitchen 
knives and get-rich-quick schemes.

I open the browser again. I get ads 
for miracle kitchen knives and a get-rich-
quick scheme.

This has backfired. The internet knows
me even less now than it did before. The 
results will be inevitable. I sit and click 
and click and click and somewhere out 
there, lurking in the corner of a page, I 
know an earwax ad is waiting just for me. 
And maybe this will be the moment it 
finally sticks… 

Even though 
I click ‘never 
see this ad 
again’, YouTube 
shows me the 
ad again 
anyway 

Iwas treated to an ad for earwax
removal this week. You might be
familiar with these ads if you have,
say, used the internet at any point
over the past two years.

There is no subtlety in them. There is
none of the allusion found in other bodily 
related ads; no petals being cleared from 
a path or any such euphemism. These ads 
just go for it. Right at the start, there was 
an ear canal and enough wax to fill a small 
bath. I’d have clicked out of the ad quicker 
if I didn’t need a hand to block my eyes.

Not for the first time I found myself 
wondering: is this what Google thinks of 
me? Is this what it believes I need to 
spend my money on? Somewhere out 
there is a Venn diagram of my age, gender,
consumer habits, lifestyle interests 
and search history — and right in the 
middle is the revolutionary earwax tool 
those fat cat doctors don’t want you to 
know about. 

Then again, after years of being tracked
and logged online, my cookies stored and 
my history trawled, I find myself both 
relieved and disappointed at how little the 
internet knows me. According to the ads I 
was bombarded with last week, Google 
insists I need a fresh pair of glasses, 
miracle kitchen knives, a get-rich-quick 
scheme, a trip to Northern Ireland and a 
crippling gambling habit.

Only two of these are true.
I have never bought anything based on

an internet ad. I like to imagine there is an 
entire industry dedicated to just cracking 
the code to my spending habits, to my 
deepest wants and needs, and that its 
greatest minds gather regularly to express 
alarm at being as far away as ever.

“Why hasn’t he bought those 
binoculars that everyone in Ireland is 
talking about?” they ask. “Why does he 
not want to see what this EastEnders star 
looks like at 50 when the results will 
shock him?”

I imagine them punching a table, 
exasperated at their failure to start me on 
even a single destructive gambling habit.

The internet and I have been together
for more than 25 years and yet it hardly 
knows me. I get annoyed when the 
internet shows me ads, but more so that 
they’re never the right ones.
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Fame and fortune  

Deirdre O’Kane
comedian

D
rogheda comedian, actress
and presenter Deirdre
O’Kane began her working
life in the theatre. Her
comedy career kicked off in

1996 and she soon reached the finals of 
the BBC New Comedy Award. Since then 
she has worked in both media, stretching 
her funny bones in shows such as Moone 
Boy, as well as taking on more serious 
roles. She portrayed the children’s rights 
campaigner Christina Noble in the 
2014 biopic Noble. O’Kane, 53, also 
entertains the nation as the narrator 
of Gogglebox Ireland and she fronts the 
Irish branch of Comic Relief. She lives 
in south Dublin with her husband, the 
director Stephen Bradley, and their two 
children, aged 16 and 13. 

How much is in your wallet? 
I don’t have a wallet. I stopped using the 
one I had at the start of Covid-19. I stopped 
carrying a wallet because I stopped 
carrying a bag. I put my card into my 
pocket, so I’m not carrying cash any more. 

Do you use any payment apps? 
I use Apple Pay. When I kept leaving the 
house without a bag and forgetting to 
bring a card with me, my daughter told 
me to put Apple Pay on my phone so that I 
would still be able to pay for things when 
I forgot everything. 

Are you a saver or a spender? 
I’m not an amazing saver, but I’m not a 
spender. I don’t live beyond my means. I 
don’t have a credit card, for example. 
I used to need the credit card years ago 
when I was just so bloody broke that 
every bit of overdraft and every bit of the 
credit card was needed. Now I have a 
steadier income than when I was a young 
one. If I don’t have it, I don’t spend it. I 
have pulled back on a lot of things. 

How much did you earn last year? 
I earned considerably less than the 
previous year because all my live work 
was gone. I was on the PUP for the first 
few months, which was very much 
needed, but then I got some telly. I made 
enough to put my tax money away. That is 

The actress and TV presenter has her eye on Neil Jordan’s house in 

Dalkey if she ever wins the lottery, and would make financial sacrifices 

to hang on to her biggest luxury — her cleaner, she tells Cara O’Doherty 

Do you own property? 
Yes, we own our house — well, not 
outright; the bank owns a chunk of it. 

Are you better off than your parents? 
It depends on their stage of life, but no, 
not in terms of money. My dad was self-
employed so he also went through peaks 
and troughs. There was no consistency 
in our family, a good year, a bad year, a 
good year, a bad year. At 50, my dad 
would have been well off, so to compare 
with right now, my parents were better 
off than I am. 

Do you invest in anything? 
Before I had kids, you know, I used to buy 
art when I had surplus money. When 
children came, that was the end, so I am 
glad I bought what I did. It makes me howl 
now because I no longer have spare cash. 
I still have the art, and some of it is worth 
a few quid. There is no Yeats, but it might 
make for rainy-day money. There is 
nothing worth robbing the house for. 

What do you think is better for 
retirement: having a second property 
or a pension? 
Is there such a good thing as a good 
pension any more? I don’t think I have a 
good pension. I don’t know the answer to 
that; how many people are able to have a 
second property? Not everybody can 
acquire that, whereas most people can 
acquire a pension. If I could choose, I 
would pick property. 

What has been your best investment? 
We did very well on property over the 
years, then we moved to London and 
made a bit of hames of it, but the less said 
about that the better. 

And your worst? 
There was a property scheme that we 
invested in that did not come to fruition; 
it was quite painful. It didn’t put me off 
buying a property but I wouldn’t invest in 
a group thing. 

What is the most extravagant thing that 
you have bought? 
I once bought a pair of Yves Saint Laurent 

babysitting, but I had nothing consistent, 
no weekend job. 

What was your most lucrative job? 
I think stand-up was the most lucrative. 
It’s more lucrative than TV or theatre. It 
might take up to ten years, but once you 
cross over — which is what we consider 
being able to sell a ticket on your own 
name — there is a great potential to make 
good money. I managed to mess that up 
by walking away from stand-up for ten 
years. Ah, I didn’t really mess it up. I had 
babies, and it wasn’t in my instinct to do 
stand-up during that time; for that reason, 
I missed out. Fortunately I have a very 
solid, loyal audience. 

Do you feel wealthy? 
No, but I feel comfortable. Being 
comfortable is not worrying about your 
bills, to know that you can meet them and 
not be stressed out by them. I’ve been 
there many times. 

why self-employed people find it hard to 
save; you have to put your tax money 
away. There’s no extra to put away 
because you don’t know how much you 
will need for tax. When I can, I put away 
more than I think I need to pay, and then 
what’s left is my savings. 

Have you ever been broke? 
Regularly! I’m an artist, and no matter 
what level of success you reach, I’m still 
generating my own work all the time. I’ve 
had a good run now, but every actor and 
every comic worth their salt wouldn’t be 
afraid to admit that they had the odd lean 
year. I certainly had plenty of years when 
I was utterly smashed. 

What was your first job? 
I’ve never had a proper job. After the 
Gaiety School of Acting, I got an acting job 
quite quickly. I was 18, and I got a part in 
The Playboy of the Western World. I did 
supermarket promotions and some 
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I once 
bought 
a pair of 
Yves Saint 
Laurent 
boots. I 
had to put 
them on 
two cards 
because 
I couldn’t 
bear seeing 
the total 
price on 
the bill

boots, which were outrageous for me. 
They were knee-high with wedge heels. 
They looked like a piece of art. I had to 
put the boots on two cards because I 
couldn’t bear seeing the total price on the 
bill, but I will say I got ten years’ wear out 
of them. It is funny though because our 
lives are very much “in the money, not in 
the money, good year, bad year”. Most 
artists are the same, and when you have 
it, you spend. I don’t regret those buys. 

What is your money weakness? 
I have a cleaner, but it’s not an 
extravagance. Once a week, somebody 
does your bathrooms and changes your 
sheets. I think that is the biggest luxury 
that anyone can afford. Lots of people 
would prefer to go to a restaurant; I would 
forgo going out, I would forgo a lot of 
things to hold on to the cleaner. Most 
people will tell themselves that they can’t 
afford a cleaner, and that is not true. It’s 
the price of a round of drinks, it’s €50, 
that people would go out and spend 
without batting an eyelid. Domestic help 
is such a gift if you make it work. With 
four people in a house it is constant 
washing, drying, folding and stacking 
again and again. Hire someone to do the 
work on a Thursday or Friday and it is 
such a treat heading into the weekend 
with a clean house. And you are giving 
someone employment. 

What is your financial priority? 
Holidays would be a big one; I like to 
take the kids on holidays. Education 
is also a priority. 

What would you do if you won the 
lottery? 
I would buy a house that overlooks the 
bay. That’s the dream, to have a house 
with a view of the sea. I’d go straight up 
to Neil Jordan and make him an offer on 
his house in Dalkey. I would help friends 
and family. 

Do you support any charities? 
I do a couple of direct debits to charities, 
but the big one is Comic Relief. I give a 
substantial amount of time. I am an 
ambassador for Trocaire, and I do voice-
overs for various charity advertisements. 

What is the most important thing that 
you have learnt about money? 
The big thing I’ve learnt is that I haven’t 
necessarily been happier in the years that 
I had a lot of money. I’ve had some good, 
very good years, but it didn’t bring me 
more happiness. I know not to be stressed 
about money, not to be worried about 
paying your bills, not worrying is the key. 
You don’t really need an awful lot; kids 
don’t need an awful lot; they need your 
time; they need your love. They need 
your attention. Money is lovely if you can 
show them the world, but honestly, if you 
can go to the supermarket and buy a nice 
bottle of wine and still buy some nice 
bread and olives, you’ve made it. 

If you were minister for finance, what 
would you change? 
I would solve the housing crisis 
immediately. It is fixable if there is the 
will. I am appalled that the younger 
generations will struggle and believe that 
they’ll never be able to afford to buy a 
house; I think that’s everybody’s right. 
I’m upset about the homeless situation. 
I’m upset about people with decent jobs 
not being able to buy homes and paying 
exorbitant rents. 

The Deirdre O’Kane Show airs on Sky Max 
and the streaming service Now from today

O’Kane’s income 
was hit during 
the first months 
of the pandemic 
when she lost live 
work. She is back 
on the small 
screen this week 
in The Deirdre 
O’Kane Show, left

M
A

X
W

E
L

L
S

/B
A

R
R

Y
 M

C
C

A
L

L





1RH The Sunday Times October 17, 2021 9

Food 

Like the 
decor, the 
menu is a 
marvellous 
melange of 
unexpected 
things

Shore oysters matched with 
classic Chinese recipes, 
sometimes reimagined with 
a sprinkle of America.

The restaurant’s signature
dish is applewood-fired duck 
from Skeaghanore, West Cork, 
which must be pre-ordered 
and which provides three 
courses, but we dived into the 
main menu, which offers a 
range of mains, including a 
wide selection of vegetarian 
options and several specials.

We began with pork 
dumplings and chicken 
skewers. The dumplings were 
deliciously plump pillows 
packed with tender shreds of 
meat, bathed in a zingy brew 
of sweet soy, chilli oil, sesame 
seeds and spring onions. The 
second starter was a quartet 
of skewers laden with meaty 
chunks of chicken slathered 
in a robust satay sauce and 
topped with nuts, seeds and 
spring onions. My guest may 
have surreptitiously licked 
her plate. 

Kung po chicken may be a
familiar staple but Hang Dai 
has breathed new creative life 
into it, renaming it “Kentucky 
Fried” Kung Po, as the chicken 
is double fried and spicily 
crispy, thanks to the three 
kinds of chilli used in the dish. 
Likewise the crunchy prawns 
are encased in an airy 
seasoned batter devoid of 
stodginess, hopped up by a 
side bowl of fiery fermented 
chilli sauce. Both dishes are 
served with a generous 
helping of perfectly sticky 
steamed rice. 

The side dish of dry fried 
green beans with mince pork 
and chilli proved to be a meal 
in itself. Crunchy and bursting 
with flavour, it’s one of several 
items that are beloved on the 
menu (another being the 
mouthwatering prawn toast 
with yuzu mayo).

To drink, my friend toasted
the Sabbath with a Crystal 
Clear Margarita, a 
misleadingly innocent name 
for a drink that contains 
tequila, mezcal, burnt chilli 
Cointreau, coriander agave 
and sour yuzu shrub and that 
most certainly lived up to its 
billing as “smokey, spicy, 
surprising”. I chose a bottle of 
Chinese Tsingtao beer. “It’s 
very big,” warned the waiter. 
She wasn’t wrong. It was the 
size of a torpedo, but a more 
welcome sight. We also 
ordered a bottle of 
Montepulciano, but this really 
is food best paired with beer 
or surprising cocktails.

The service was friendly 
and fast. The atmosphere is 
jolly, but the food is serious. 
It’s a place to lift the spirits, 
which is what we all need 
right now. With luck, the disco 
ball will soon revolve again, 
and fun will be carefree rather 
than careful. It’s been a tough 
auld spell. We need to dance 
away the heartache, dance 
away the tears, and just 
dance away. 

TO START
Pork dumplings €10
BBQ chicken skewers €10

MAINS
Kung po chicken €18
Chilli and salt prawns €24
Side of dry fried green 
beans €10

TO DRINK
1 margarita €12
1 bottle of Tsingtao €8
1 bottle of Tor Del Colle 
Montepulciano d’Abruzzo 
Riserva €36

TOTAL: €128

SUMMARY
A scintillating, modern 
fusion of Chinese fare with 
an Irish twist. Hang Dai is 
a happy hangout, and 
reasonably priced.

WHAT
WE ATE

Diners chilling at 
the bar area in 
Hang Dai. Below, 
from left: putting 
beef on the 
barbie; and chilli 
and salt prawnsI t’s Sunday night, but

nobody told the raffish
ribbon that stretches
from Aungier Street
through Wexford 

Street and along Camden 
Street, right up to the 
junction presided over by the 
Bleeding Horse. 

No day of rest here — the 
ribbon vibrates to the hum of 
hustle. On the road, flocks of 
food delivery cyclists swoop 
and weave like swifts around 
rumbling buses. Night arrives 
earlier now but the pavements 
are wide awake, abuzz with 
people heading out for a beer 
or a bite to eat, or leaning 
against walls waiting for a 
takeaway, or — praise be — 
heading into a live gig.

They’re spoilt for choice. It
used to be a bit of a dreary 
strip with a scatter of prosaic 
pubs sporadically enlivened 
by punks, rockers or ravers 
en route for a spot of pogoing/
air-guitaring/dancing in the 
cavernous Olympic Ballroom. 
(To be fair, Camden Street 
did have one improbable 
moment of international 
glamour in 1995 when 
President Bill Clinton dropped 
into Cassidy’s bar for a pint 
and a photo op.) But it’s not 
dreary any more. 

In the late 1980s when 
Dublin was rock band central 
and one couldn’t spill a pint 
in a bar without ruining 
a lead guitarist’s waistcoat, 
Whelan’s on Wexford Street 
energised the neighbourhood. 
Add in a few flourishing 
college campuses and the 
hippification of Portobello, 
and the stretch is no longer 
dimmed by the brighter lights 
of George’s Street to the south.

It’s a concrete jumble, akin
to someone putting on all their 
clothes at once for a night on 
the tiles — a studded leather 
jacket, vintage tea dress, 
classic Levi’s and vegan 
trainers made from shark-
friendly cork. Anybody in 

HANG DAI 
20 Camden Street Lower, 
Dublin 2

@liseinthecity

RESTAURANT
REVIEW

coat, a riot of colour, a fusion 
of cultures. 

You walk through the 
curtain of ribbons, waved in 
by a gold and red lucky cat 
perched on the reception 
desk. You can ascend stairs to 
the (very) Gold Bar for 
cocktails or stroll down the 
narrow corridor past the chefs 
going at full pelt in the kitchen 
and past the bottle-bedecked 
bar, and into the dining area 
wherein grooves the shade of 
John Travolta.

Diners can sit atop tall 
stools at the bar counter; there 
are long tables for larger 
groups, and the most blessed 
are stashed away in booths 
fashioned like New York 
subway cars painted by 
Edward Hopper.

The interior is dim but the
ceiling is illuminated by neon 
disco squares and a big 
sparkly silver disco ball. Nor 
are these mere decorations. 
In the days BC (Before Covid) 
at a certain point in the night 
when all dining was done, 
the tables would be whisked 
away, the state-of-the-art DJ 
booth would crank into 
action and shapes were 
thrown on the dancefloor 
until the small hours.

Indoor dining is back in full
swing, but not the disco. Not 
yet. Like the decor, the menu 
is a marvellous melange of 
unexpected things; Irish 
ingredients such as Toons 
Bridge mozzarella and Flaggy 

A Chinese with a twist 
and a feelgood factor

search of pizza, bao, Michelin-
rated seafood, a Galway craft 
beer, a burrito, a pint in an 
auld lads’ bar, Spanish tapas, 
a mezze platter or an aromatic 
biriani won’t be obliged to 
leave the vicinity.

Inside Anseo bar, a hip spot
where patrons check in all 
pretension at the door, a small 
group of twentysomethings 
were settling in. They had 
produced their vaccine certs 
upon arrival and now greeted 
each other with hugs. One 
had returned from a long 
Covid exile abroad, two others 
were animatedly discussing 
some upcoming live event. 
“Though we have to stay 
seated. No dancing,” said one 
a little wistfully. It felt sort-of 
like old times with a new twist. 
Careful fun.

Next door to Anseo is Hang
Dai. And Hang Dai is where 
one checks in all one’s 
presumptions about Chinese 
restaurants at the door. Amid 
the jumble of the street, it is 
a kaleidoscopic patchwork 

Hang Dai has a disco ball, a 
dancefloor and an array of 
classic and reimagined dishes 
that are just as uplifting and 
oh-so moreish, says Lise Hand
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W
hat do you think of
when you hear or read
the words “comfort
food”? If we’ve grown
up in roughly the same

culture and had roughly the same lived 
experiences, we may answer in the same 
way. It might be a rhubarb tart your 
grandmother used to make, or your 
mam’s lasagne, or your best friend’s mac 
and cheese. Maybe your comfort food 
is congee, or a pot of sticky pork adobo, 
or maybe it’s matzo ball soup. 

What makes comfort food so 
comforting? According to the 
anthropologist Krystal D’Costa, writing 
for Scientific American, “What these 
comfort items are will vary by person, but 
they all impact us in a similar way: they 
are soothing, re-establish the familiar, and 
have some element of nostalgia (which 
may enhance our sense of security). Our 
physical response to these types of foods 
is grounded in food science: many 
common comfort foods have a high fat 
or sugar content which in turn provide 
a short-term physiological boost.” 

The nostalgia factor is widely 
considered to be the defining thread of 
what makes comfort food so comforting. 
Often it’s not exactly the food that’s 
important, but who made it for you or 
who you made it for, and when. There 
may be a good reason why the nostalgia 
element plays out so strongly in food. 
“Food memories are more sensory than 
other memories in that they involve really 
all five senses, so when you’re that 
thoroughly engaged with the stimulus it 
has a more powerful effect,” explains 
Susan Whitbourne, professor of 
psychological and brain sciences at the 
University of Massachusetts, in a piece
for HuffPost on why food memories are 
so powerful. 

The nostalgic power of food is 
beautifully captured in that iconic scene 
in Ratatouille (maybe the best film about 
food ever made?), where the cold heart of 
food critic Anton Ego is melted by Chef 
Remy’s ratatouille, because it instantly 
transports Ego back to being a boy 
seeking and receiving comfort in his 
mother’s kitchen.

Macaroni and cheese isn’t something 
I grew up with, but it’s something I grew 
up longing for. I remember seeing it 
referenced on American TV shows or in 
books like The Baby-Sitters Club, and to 
me it represented almost mystical levels 
of perceived yumminess. When, finally, 

I grew into an adult woman able to make 
(albeit questionable) choices for myself, 
mac and cheese was one of the first dishes 
I mastered when I learnt how to cook in 
my early twenties. 

This cheesy, bready, carby affair has 
become a lifelong love of mine, and one 
that I leant on quite heavily during 
lockdown, cooking enough macaroni and 
cheese for six people while still only 
having one person to serve: moi. When 
people ask me how I swim in the sea 
throughout winter, I usually answer 
“macaroni and cheese”. It gives me a little 
extra padding in just the right places.

There are two secret ingredients in my
mac and cheese: peas to add at least an 
attempt to get one of your five a day into 
this molten pot of loveliness; and a dollop 
of Edmond Fallot Tarragon Dijon 
Mustard, aka the most delightful Dijon on 
the market. I got my dainty little jar of it 
at Sullivan’s in Oughterard near Galway, 
and have spotted the brand in many 
speciality food stores and good 
supermarkets. The amount of cheese can 
feel a bit frightening when it’s grated and 
just sitting there on your kitchen counter, 
but steady your nerves and grate on. 

My other go-to comfort supper 
typically involves roast spuds and eggs. 
This recipe brings a bit of brightness to 
this comfort by leaning on lemons, and 
the tomato sauce is my basic Can’t Cope 
Tomato Sauce recipe that I use in so many 
dishes throughout the year. There’s 
something about having eggs for dinner 
that soothes my soul and makes me feel 
like everything’s going to be all right. 

Cosy and warming, comfort food is 

blissfully nostalgic, says Aoife McElwain

Macaroni and 
cheese isn’t 
something I grew 
up with, but it’s 
something 
I grew up longing 
for. To me it 
represented 
almost mystical 
levels of perceived 
yumminess

@aoifemcelwain

HOME
MADE

AOIFE MC’S 
MAC & CHEESE
Serves 4

Ingredients

350g small pasta, macaroni 
or similar

2 tbsp butter

1 tsp garlic powder

2 tsp Edmond Fallot Tarragon
Dijon Mustard (or plain Dijon) 

3 tbsp plain flour 

500ml whole milk 

250g cheddar cheese, 
grated

4 tbsp frozen peas, 
defrosted 

1 cup of fine breadcrumbs 
(I use panko)

4 tbsp finely grated 
parmesan cheese

2 tbsp olive or rapeseed oil 

Method 
1 Cook the pasta according to 
the packet’s instructions, but 
for two minutes less than 
directed. You want the pasta 
to be a little al dente. Once 
cooked, drain and set aside. 
2 Meanwhile, make the 
cheesy sauce. Melt the butter 
in a heavy-based non-stick 
pan. Add the garlic powder 
and cook in the butter for 30 
seconds, stirring with a 
wooden spoon. Mix in the 
mustard (don’t worry if it splits 
a little) and then add the flour, 
mixing everything well, and 
cooking for another minute. 
3 Now gradually add the milk, 
a few glugs at a time, using 
a whisk to make sure you 
have a sauce free of lumpy 
floury bits. Bring it to a 
simmer and cook for five 

minutes, whisking all the 
time, until you have a lovely 
thick sauce. 
4 Take the sauce off the heat 
and add in the cheese, mixing 
until it’s melted.
5 Mix the pasta and peas 
into the cheese sauce, and 
transfer the cheesy pasta into 
a baking dish. 
6 Heat the oven to 
200C/180C fan/gas 6. 
Meanwhile, make your 
topping by mixing together 
the breadcrumbs, parmesan 
and oil. 
7 Sprinkle the breadcrumb 
topping over the pasta and 
bake in the oven for about 20 
minutes, or until the topping 
is golden brown and the 
cheesy pasta is bubbling. 
Serve hot or cold. 
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LEMONY SPUDS AND FRIED EGG SUPPER
Serves 2

Ingredients

About 8 baby potatoes, cut 
in half

Olive oil, about 4 tbsp

Half a lemon, cut into slices

Salt

Pepper

1 tsp garlic powder

1 tsp smoked paprika

1 tin chopped tomatoes

1 tbsp sugar

Juice and zest of half a lemon

2 free-range eggs

1 tbsp feta cheese

Fresh mint or parsley 
or chives

Method
1 Heat the oven to 200C/180C 
fan/gas 6. Put the baby 
potatoes into a baking tray 
and drizzle with about two 
tablespoons of olive oil. 
Add the lemon slices. 
Sprinkle with salt and 

pepper, and roast for about 
30 to 40 minutes or until 
cooked through. 
2 Meanwhile, make your 
tomato sauce by heating 
two more tablespoons of 
olive oil in a large, deep 
frying pan. Add the garlic 
powder and smoked paprika, 
and cook for 30 seconds. 
Then add the tinned 
tomatoes, sugar and lemon 
juice, and season with salt 
and pepper. Bring to a 
simmer and allow to gently 
bubble for about 25 to 30 
minutes until thickened and 

glossy, or until the spuds are 
cooked through. 
3 When the spuds are ready 
and the sauce is looking 
good, fry your eggs in a small 
frying pan as you like them. 
4 Divide your spuds into two 
serving bowls or plates, 
adding a roasted lemon 
slice to each plate, and top 
with the tomato sauce. Add 
the eggs on top, and divide 
the feta cheese over the 
bowls. Sprinkle with fresh 
herbs and a bit more salt 
and pepper. Finish with the 
lemon zest. 

TASTING 
NOTES

Rose Costello has the latest news 

from the world of food and drink

GOING UNDERGROUND

Spend an evening at Adare Manor in 
Limerick exploring the wines of 
Château Palmer of Margaux on 
November 17. Try eight wines alongside 
dinner by Michael Tweedie, the chef at 
the Michelin-starred Oak Room. There 
are only ten seats at the table in the 
Wine Cellar. The dinner plus B&B costs 
€1,175 for two. Non-residents can join in 
for €325 per person. adaremanor.com

SPIRITED AWAY
Wayward Irish Spirits in 
Killarney has two new 
offerings: the Liberator 
Storehouse Special 
Port ’n’ Peat, a port-
finished whiskey with 
a subtle peated malt 
element (€35); and 
batch three of the 
Liberator Malt in tawny 
port finish (€65). It is 
also taking orders for 
the Lakeview Single 
Estate whiskey from its 
2018 Hilly Field barley 
harvest, which will be 
ready next year (€95). 
waywardirish.com 

RACE TO CO KILDARE
A new executive chef has taken the 
reins at the Glenroyal Hotel’s new Arkle 
bar and restaurant, named after the 
thoroughbred horse that thrilled 
racegoers in the 1960s. Bernard 
McGuane, above, began his career at 
the English Garden, a Michelin-starred 
restaurant in London, before returning 
to Ireland in 2001 where he recently 
headed Dylan McGrath’s group of 
restaurants. glenroyal.ie
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orders detested one another, with Gage, 
a Dominican, writing that “the Jesuits are 
more bold and obstinate in malice and 
hatred”. The more austere Dominicans 
were of the view that the Lenten fast was 
broken by drinking chocolate, while the 
Jesuits — who had a vested interest in 
chocolate — opposed this view. 

And so the Vatican was faced with 
two powerful forces arguing over 
chocolate and religious fasts. Eventually, 
the Jesuit-leaning Pope Alexander VII 
came down in favour of the Jesuits with 
the famous ruling “liquidum non frangit 
jejunum” (liquids do not break the fast). 
However, the argument rumbled on and 
required the opinions of no fewer than six 
successive popes before the issue waned.

The Jesuits did have a significant 
interest in chocolate. Firstly, they enticed 
Amazonian indigenous people out of 
their normal habitat and settled them 
in villages where they worked harvesting 
cocoa, and worshipped in the Catholic 
faith. On the relationship between priests 
and slaves, the anthropologist and 
chocolate historian Sophie Coe said: 
“Besides regular indoctrination, the 
natives were constrained to work for 
the settlers, the Crown and the fathers 
themselves, although preserving their 
free status. This was the basis of a system 
of free Indian labour that was adopted 
a century later in the Amazon region.” 

Another account describes how the 
priests micromanaged even the romantic 
lives of these slaves: “So regimented were 
the natives that it is said that the Jesuit 
fathers rang a bell every night to tell the 
men it was time to perform their marital 
duties with their wives.”

With this labour, the Jesuits became 
one of the biggest exporters of Brazilian 
cocoa beans for chocolate processing. 
A ship from South America once arrived 
in Cadiz with several large boxes 
addressed to the procurator-general of 

W
hen the Spanish
conquistadors 
arrived in Mexico, 
they encountered
many new foods 

that would transform the dietary habits 
of western Europe. They brought back 
potatoes, tomatoes, chillies, vanilla, 
squash, French and lima beans, 
peanuts, pineapples and avocados. 
But there was one food that would be 
regarded as a gastronomic luxury. 

Chocolate was consumed as a cold 
drink by the Aztecs, and was quickly 
adapted by the Creole community that 
mixed Aztec and Spanish traditions. 
The women found it hard to stay 
focused during lengthy high Masses 
and never-ending sermons delivered 
by the Dominican friars in the city of 
Chiapa Real, on the Mexican-Guatemalan 
border. Their maids would arrive during 
Mass bearing chocolate drinks and 
biscuits to sustain the concentration 
of these devout women. 

The bishop noted that there was a 
competitive element among the Creole 
women to ascertain who could have their 
chocolate drink and biscuits served up 
in the most luxurious style. He decided 
to excommunicate anyone partaking of 
chocolate during Mass and — despite the 
pleas of the English friar John Gage, who 
recorded these events — the bishop’s 
order was implemented. The women 
abandoned the basilica and moved to 
the non-Dominican community (who 
were more than happy with their 
financial contributions), in which they 
were able to continue enjoying chocolate 
drinks during Mass. 

Alas, the bishop died from the effects 
of a poisoned chocolate drink — and Friar 
Gage records that the finger of blame lay 
with the female Creole flock. 

The Dominicans and the Jesuits didn’t
see eye to eye on chocolate. The two 

Death
by

Juliette Binoche as the chocolatier Vianne in the film adaptation of Joanne Harris’s novel Chocolat

Chocolate has an unholy history and an 

unending allure, says Mike Gibney, the 

author of a new book on the history of food
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the Jesuits. The contents were said to be 
chocolate, but the dockers found them 
too heavy to lift, and when the customs 
officers inspected further they found 
gold bars coated with chocolate. Between 
1743 and 1745 the Jesuits were responsible 
for the export of 80 per cent of all cocoa 
beans from the Amazonian region.

The Dominicans reappear in the story
of chocolate during the Spanish 
Inquisition. Heresy was a serious crime 
for the inquisitors, but witchcraft was 
also very much on their agenda. 
Chocolate was strongly associated with 
magic, and one account documents 
“that chocolate was frequently 
implicated in cases that came before 
the Spanish Inquisition. The several 
chocolate-associated inquisition 
documents presented here appear as 
relics from a past era, where distrust, 
fear and suspicion influenced human 
behaviours and practice. Prying eyes 
and ever-vigilant Dominicans 
characterised the era, and one never 
knew when there might be a knock 
on the door with an order to appear 
before the tribunal.” Magic and 
chocolate became synonymous.

In recent times, literature and 
Hollywood have featured the substance’s 
transformative properties. Joanne 
Harris’s novel Chocolat, subsequently 
adapted into a film starring Juliette 
Binoche, tells the story of Vianne and her 
daughter Anouk, who set up a chocolate 
shop in a sleepy town in rural France. 
They are made utterly unwelcome by 
the mayor and the local Catholic priest. 
Looking out at the church, Vianne muses: 
“Before Christ — before Adonis was born 
in Bethlehem or Osiris sacrificed at 
Easter — the cocoa bean was revered. 
Magical properties were attributed to it. 
Its brew was sipped on the steps of 
sacrificial temples; its ecstasies were 
fierce and terrible. Is this what he fears? 

Corruption by pleasure, the subtle 
transubstantiation of the flesh into 
a vessel for debauch? Not for him the 
orgies of the Aztec priesthood.”

The mystical nature of chocolate is also
described by Nina Haratischvili in her 
novel The Eighth Life, which documents 
the history of Georgia. Its narrator tells 
the story of her great-great-grandfather, 
a chocolatier trained in Budapest and 
Vienna who ran a chocolate factory in 
Tbilisi. She writes of his chocolate and its 
“magic secret formula that would 
revolutionise the taste of hot chocolate . . . 
the taste was incomparable: savouring it 
was like a spiritual ecstasy, a supernatural 
experience. You melted into the sweet 
mass, you became one with this delicious 
discovery, you forgot the world around 
you, and felt a unique sense of bliss.” 

It is ironic that the great Christian 
feast of Easter heralds the highest 
annual sales of chocolate in the form 
of eggs and bunnies — each a symbol 
of fertility. The other peak period is 
Valentine’s Day, aka Christmas Day for 
confectioners. Sex and magic have long 
helped to sell chocolate: who can forget 
the branding of Black Magic chocolates, 
or the advertising slogan “All because 
the lady loves Milk Tray”? 

Despite the naysayers who would 
peddle the myth of chocoholics, the 
silken mouthfeel of chocolate, and its 
alluring and seductive aroma, will 
always be with us.

Mike Gibney is 
professor emeritus 
of food and health 
at University College 
Dublin. His new 
book, Food Through 
the Ages: A Popular 
History, is out now 
(The Liffey Press, 
€19.95) 

It is ironic 
that the 
great 
Christian 
feast of 
Easter 
heralds 
the highest 
annual 
sales of 
chocolate
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on, one that needed a full renovation, 
partly because I thought it would offer 
better value, but also because it would be 
a blank canvas.”

Having grown up in a Victorian house
in Leeds, he was also after an older 
property with lots of original features. “It 
was what I was used to,” says Williams.

When this mid-terrace, yellow-brick 
house in need of a full renovation and 
reconfiguration came up, he jumped on 
it. “It needed a lot of work, but I saw 
potential and that it could become 
something beautiful.” 

To help realise that potential, he 
brought in Ciara Murray of Newmark 
Architects. “Ciara’s brother Eoin works 
with me so I got the recommendation 

The temptation to eke out every
last centimetre of space can be
strong when you’re working
with a small site. In the case of
Ed Williams’s Smithfield

home, the decision to use a sizeable 
chunk — about 10 per cent — of the 
ground-floor footprint to create a 
courtyard in the middle of the property 
has been key to bringing in light, creating 
a focal point and improving the quality of 
the rest of the space. 

Williams bought the house in 2018 after
a “long, drawn-out and pretty stressful” 
three-year search that involved going sale 
agreed on several properties before the 
deals fell through. He had very specific 
ideas about what he was looking for. “I 
wanted a place I could really put a mark 

Creating a courtyard in the middle of his new 
property proved to be the perfect design solution 
for Ed Williams, writes Grainne Rothery

Ed Williams, 
pictured with his 
greyhound Skye, 
bought the 
house in 2018
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from him.” Eoin’s own house incidentally 
— extended and redesigned with the help 
of his sister — was subsequently a finalist 
in RTE’s Home of the Year series in 2020. 

For Murray, the biggest challenge on 
the Smithfield project was to bring light 
into the north-facing back of the house. 
“The best way was to try to get east light 
in,” she says. 

That was the origin of the idea for the
courtyard. As well as being the best place 
to get that morning light, the location 
of the space was influenced by the fact 
that the extension to the right of the 
house is away from the boundary wall. 

“The rooflight over the kitchen gets 
the west light in the evening and, because 
it’s all open plan, you’re getting the south 
light in the front,” Murray says. “If you 
let light in the middle of the house all 
the space you have becomes really nice 
and useable.” 

She felt her main job was to convince 
Williams that having this outside space in 
the middle of the house was the best 
option. “I knew once I did that I was going 
to be able to improve the quality of the 
space we had to work with.”

Her next concern was to figure out how
to arrange the various spaces. “We went 
for the living space at the front, which is 
south facing. The kitchen and dining 
room face the courtyard and get the light 
all day and there’s a nice relationship 
between the two of them.”

Behind the kitchen and accessed 
through a pocket door is a very 
hardworking room that, despite 
appearing like an empty space, serves as 
a utility room, pantry, bin repository and 
corridor to the bathroom, as well as 
housing the boiler. The bathroom is on 
the right and has a window on to the 

→ Continued from page 15

If you let light in the 
middle of the house all the 
space you have becomes 
really nice and useable

courtyard. Both of these small spaces also 
have rooflights. 

To keep costs down, Williams started
doing whatever work he could as soon as 
he got the keys. This included clearing the 
house, ripping out the bathroom and 
hacking plaster off the walls. 

“I did all the things that don’t require 
too much skill but a lot of hard labour to 
try to bring the cost of the renovation 
down a little bit,” he says. 

It wasn’t just unskilled labour. When he
took the plaster down in the living room 
to expose the warm brick beneath, some 
of the mortar was crumbling. “I removed 
that and repointed it.” He also sanded 
down the stairs and repainted them. 

The main building work began in 
June 2019 and, although it wasn’t quite 
finished — he moved into the house in 
January 2020. 

He has also completed most of the 
renovation work upstairs by himself. “I 
skimmed over the walls, insulated and 
sanded the floors. There are also new 
radiators and I tried to restore the 
fireplaces.” This part of the house remains 
a work in progress, he says. 

Downstairs, the almost finished 
product — Williams says some little 
jobs still need to be done — is very much a 
combination of his and Murray’s ideas. 
“Ciara is a great designer and she and 
her team guided me in certain ways 
but I also had ideas about what kind of 
looks I wanted.”

The exposed brick on the right hand 
wall in the living room was his idea. 
Murray suggested polished concrete for 
the flooring and this now runs from the 
hall door to the bathroom. 

She loves how the colour of the bricks
works with the concrete. “It’s just 
beautiful when you go in. When we knew 
that was the palette, we went for a birch 
ply kitchen, which goes very well with 
that kind of aesthetic. And I really wanted 
to get colour in there. I didn’t want it to be 
neutral tones.”

She pushed to have the multifunctional
space between the kitchen and the 
bathroom fully blue. “If you can get 
clients to work with colour it’s just a joy,” 
Murray says. “It can really transform 

spaces and it gives them a warmth you 
won’t otherwise get. If that utility space 
was painted white at the end it just 
wouldn’t have been the same project.”

Williams chose the dark blue shower 
tiles; Murray suggested the vertical 
arrangement and using the grey from the 
windows as the main colour. 

Despite plenty of opposition, Williams
was adamant that the bathroom window 
would be clear rather than frosted glass. 
“It is very small and I wanted that outside-
in feeling of greenery to give it a greater 
sense of space.”

He was very keen that the courtyard 
would have a Japanese feel with pebbles, 
bamboo and moss. “A lot of houses in 
Dublin have tiny concrete boxes that 
serve as an outdoor space. Normally they 
have a bin, a few cigarette butts and a 
barbecue going rusty. I wanted something 
that would draw the eye from the room 
and act as a visual feature. You can’t really 
use the space — it’s more to bring 
greenery and light and interest inside.”

Murray describes Williams as being 
very creative; she likes the layers of 
personality he’s added to the house. “He’s 
collected amazing things from his travels 
and his interests. It’s a really great space.”

She points to the graffiti created by 
James Kirwan, an artist friend of Williams, 
in the space under the stairs used to store 
his bikes. “It’s great when you work on a 
project and you have a client like that 
who’s adding stuff to it.” 

Williams is very pleased with how the
house has turned out. “I definitely think 
it’s a beautiful place and I’m pleased with 
the work the builder did, the work Ciara 
did and the work I did as well to bring it to 
where it is.”

The slight regret is that it doesn’t really
have a garden space. “I don’t think it can 
be a forever home,” he says. “It doesn’t 
fulfil all my needs but it’s great for now 
and I’ve really been enjoying living here.”

The amount of work involved in getting
the house to where it is hasn’t put him off 
taking on another project. “I have a lot of 
alerts set up with daft.ie and myhome.ie 
for really cheap, falling-down type 
properties in the countryside. I guess I do 
still have a hunger to do something else.” 
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The dark blue 
shower tiles, left, 
were chosen by 
Williams, while 
the graffiti in the 
space under the 
stairs, right, was 
done by a friend; 
light is brought in 
through the 
courtyard at the 
back of the 
house, far right; 
the blue utility 
area contrasts 
with the birch ply 
kitchen, below
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ANNA 
SHELSWELL-WHITE 

INTERIORS

Warm up your 

home with good-

looking additions 

that will help to 

keep the heat in 

and your bills down

How to beat 

A
nyone who lives in a home
with a poor energy rating
knows that there are three
certainties in life: death,
taxes and . . . extortionate

heating bills. 
Having spent last winter in a cottage 

that ran on a diet of firewood, oil and 
electricity, I can attest to this. The energy 
bills gave me as many shivers as the 
house did. Not only that, but the space 
heaters we flicked on each evening put 
a damper on the cottage’s seaside 
aesthetic. We could have added warmth 
to our home without cranking up the 
thermostat or sacrificing style — through 
smarter design choices. 

Many of us are partial to pushing the 
sofa against an ugly radiator. According 
to the boiler company Worcester Bosch 
(worcester-bosch.ie), radiators placed 
against exterior-facing walls allow heat to 
escape, so pulling furniture away from 
them can improve the circulation of air 
and make the radiator more effective.

If your heater is an eyesore, look out 
for covers from a bespoke maker (check 
out radcovers.ie and custommade.ie), 
or replace it with something you’ll want 
to show off. Modern designs are akin to 
pieces of sculpture.

As for the floor, it’s size rather than 
height that counts. “Large area rugs retain 
heat well and act like an insulator for 
underfloor heating,” says Rebecca Roe of 
Hedgeroe Home in Carrickmines, Dublin 
18. “Opt for a low-pile rug in busy areas to 
avoid snagging,” she adds. 

Windows are huge offenders when it 
comes to heat loss. Teaming blinds or 
shutters with fabric curtains or drapes 
not only looks chic but provides extra 
defence against any sneaky draughts. 

Indeed, the design decisions we make
aren’t all style and no substance. They
can help us to survive the colder months 
and save money, and they will look good 
while they’re at it. 

THE TREND
KEEP COSY

SHELF AWARE
While furniture against radiators 
can prevent heat from circulating 
effectively, floating shelves above can 
help by directing warm air into the 
room. This is the Parade shelf by Warm 
Nordic and it’s €229. warmnordic.com

RUGS ALL ROUND
Large area rugs are perfect for 
keeping high-traffic areas warm, 
Rebecca Roe says. This is the 
Amitta rug, which measures 
260cm x 160cm and costs €1,416. 
hedgeroe.com

TOTALLY RAD 
The Arteplano 
range by the 
radiator-maker 
Bisque can 
make a 
statement 
or blend 
seamlessly 
into its 
surroundings, 
depending 
on the finish 
you choose. 
From €1,165.55; 
versatile.ie

MARKET
WATCH
@LindaDaly19

Revenue’s deadline for house 

valuation is looming — but most 

of us won’t have to worry about 

a bigger bill, writes Linda Daly

The overhaul in 
local property tax 
is long overdue. The 
latest valuation was 
supposed to take 
place two years ago

I
love receiving post.
Mostly. The run-up to
Christmas is my 
favourite time of the
year. There are few

moments in life more 
heartwarming than when a 
pile of greetings cards crashes 
onto the hall mat on a dreary 
December day. 

Then January rolls around
and for the next 11 months you 
have to make do with boring 
old bills and leaflets. I haven’t 
got the heart to put up a sign 
warding off junk-mail delivery. 
Everyone’s got to earn a living.

For the best part of a 
decade, though, I dreaded the 
post during autumn. I was a 
self-employed journalist and 
Revenue was at its most 
communicative then. Whether 
the letters were to remind me 
of deadlines or inform me of 
my tax obligations, they were 
never welcome. 

It has been six years since 
I abandoned freelancing 
for the security of steady 
employment, but I still get a 
wave of nausea when I spot 
the familiar letterhead. 
Perhaps you felt the same 
when Revenue did a mail drop 
last month informing 
homeowners of the changes to 
the local property tax (LPT). 

Budget 2022 may have 
dominated the news last week, 
but with housing pretty much 
covered in the Housing For All 
plan, homeowners will be less 
interested in the new zoned 
land tax and more interested 
in the upcoming LPT deadline.

Homeowners are required
to value their property on 
November 1, which will 
determine the amount of LPT 
they pay between 2022 and 
2025. We have until November 
7 to submit this valuation.

When the letter came 
through, my sister rang me in 
a panic from Canada 
wondering who she could hire 
to value her house in Laois, 
and how much it would cost. I 
told her I’d do it free. 

I have heard of a group of 
Dublin neighbours organising 
a meeting to discuss how they 
will value their homes. They 
figure if they agree on a band, 
the taxman won’t be able to 
argue with their valuations. 
Revenue has said it will 
challenge individual 
homeowners where the 
valuation is considerably out 
of line with their area.

The vast majority of 
homeowners needn’t worry. 
Under the revised LPT system, 
the bands have been changed 
in such a way that most people 
will receive a tax bill for the 
same amount, or less. Let’s say 
you valued your house at 

between €300,000 and 
€350,000 in 2013 — the last 
time homes were valued for 
LPT. You would have been 
liable to pay €585 a year in 
property tax. If your house is 
valued at between €525,000 
and €612,000 now, you’ll still 
be paying €585.

Estimates from the 
Department of Finance 
suggest that the revised 
system will result in 53 per 
cent of homeowners paying 
the same amount as 
previously, and 11 per cent 
paying less. Some 36 per cent 
of those liable for LPT will 
have a higher bill.

The overhaul in local 
property tax is long overdue. 
The latest valuation was 
supposed to take place 
in November 2019 but 
the previous Fine Gael-led 
government kicked the can 
down the road. Commentators 
had previously speculated that 
the jump in house prices 
between 2013 and 2019 would 
lead to large hikes in property 
tax charges.

In 2017 I wrote a piece for 
this newspaper highlighting 
the fact that more than 75 per 
cent of property valuations 
for LPT were set below the 
€200,000 band, despite the 
fact that the average national 
house price stood at just 
under €250,000. Had the 
current government kept 
the bands the same, the 
average amount of LPT paid 
in Dublin would have jumped 
from €296 to €675. 

While valuing your house 
may be a pain in the backside, 
the government has somehow 
managed to placate voters 
while also rightly updating the 
tax system. 

In England, council tax is 
based on property values that 
were determined in 1991. This 
has meant that billionaires 
moving into places such as 
Knightsbridge in London pay 
less council tax than middle-
class households in other areas 
of the city. At least in Ireland, 
we can rest easy that a similar 
scenario has not arisen. 

Homeowners must value their property on November 1
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MODERN ICON
Created by the Danish 
design duo Ahm & Lund 
for Fritz Hansen, Clam 
is a mouth-blown opal 
glass pendant that can 
open and close to hide 
or expose its pearl-like 
inner light. The pendant, 
which was crowned 
winner of the TV show 
Denmark’s Next Classic, 
is available in two sizes 
and prices start at 
€946.25. andlight.com 

THE EDIT 
IN STOCK

SHOW AND SELL
The shows must go on as the RDS 
Simmonscourt opens its doors to events 
again. From this Friday, almost as if things 
are back to normal, visitors will be able to 
browse the stands at the permanent tsb 
Ideal Home Show free of restrictions. The 
weekend’s guest speakers include the 
architect and Home of the Year judge 
Hugh Wallace, pictured, and the quantity 
surveyor Patricia Power of Room to 
Improve. Early bird tickets are free online 
before the show and will then be €10 per 
person. Seniors and children under 12 are 
free. idealhome.ie 

CHAIR RAISING 
A pair of iconic Egg chairs by the 
Danish designer Arne Jacobsen 
are part of a collection going 
under the hammer at the Dublin-
based auction house deVeres. 
The auction will also 
feature Irish art and more 
mid-century furniture and 
lighting from central 
Europe. The collection is 
open for viewing at 35 
Kildare Street, Dublin 2, 
from now until this 
Wednesday when 
bidding begins 
online at 2pm. The 
pair of Jacobsen 
Egg chairs 
featured have an 
estimated price of 
€2,000 to €3,000 
each. The full 
catalogue of 290 lots 
is available online at 
deveres.ie

FLORAL HISTORY 
If you’re never quite ready to 
bid farewell to the bright 
florals of spring and summer, 
Carolyn Donnelly’s latest 
collection for Dunnes Stores 
should appeal. Rich teal, 
punchy stripes and flower 
motifs make up much of the 
range, which is available to 
shop online and in store now. 
There’s also a collection of 
festive baubles and 
decorations that don’t look 
like they’re just for Christmas. 
This rattan headboard is 
€250. dunnesstores.com

at the cold with style
FULL TREATMENT 
Layering window 
treatments adds 
a look of luxury 
as well as 
keeping in the 
heat. Here, soft 
Achantus velvet 
curtains in 
Midnight over
a Gaze Roman 
blind in Aura 
bring texture 
and warmth to 
this bedroom. 
Both are part of 
the Mercury 
collection and 
prices depend on 
measurements. 
Appointments 
can be made 
through Hillarys’ 
website. 
hillarys.ie 

PANEL SHOW
It’s probably no 
coincidence that 
the Mill Heat glass
panel radiator 
looks as if it 
could have been 
designed by a 
big California 
tech company. 
The slimline
wall-mounted 
radiator has wi-fi, 
so you can set 
timers and 
temperatures 
from anywhere, 
via an app. €223; 
cuckooland.com
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They may be within metres of a main road 
and just a couple of minutes’ walk from 
the main street in Bray, but the four semi-
detached houses that make up Mount 
Pleasant Villas feel like they’re in a much 
more rustic setting. It helps that access is 
via a private laneway and the houses, 
which were built in about 1860, are 
surrounded by mature trees.

No 1 is a 208 sq m property with 
five bedrooms, one of which is in a 
self-contained apartment.

The owner, a retired academic, has 
carried out a series of upgrades since 
moving in 14 years ago. The attic has been 
insulated, an alarm has been installed and 
the house has been reroofed, rewired 
and replumbed. The double-
glazed sash windows are new. 

The garden has been 
landscaped and has pebbled 
pathways and raised circular 
flower beds. 

Many original features inside
are intact, including the stripped 
pine doors and the plasterwork.

On the right of the entrance hall is a 
pale green-painted, dual-aspect drawing 
room with a bay window, marble 
fireplace, cornicing and centre rose. On 
the other side is the dining room, which, 
as well as a marble fireplace, picture rail 
and views of the front garden, has glazed 
double doors to the kitchen. 

The kitchen has fitted units, timber 
worktops and integrated appliances. Also 
on the ground floor are a utility room, the 
first of the bedrooms and a guest lavatory. 

Up the carved timber staircase are a 
bedroom and a bathroom on the return. 
At the top of the house, the biggest of the 
bedrooms — by a whisker — is dual aspect 
with a cast-iron fireplace, a dressing room 
and an en-suite shower room. 

The apartment has a living area with 
kitchen units, bedroom and shower 
room. It has a separate entrance. 
Agent daphnekaye.ie
What we love The views and the garden.
Bear in mind The apartment could easily 
be reincorporated into the house by 
opening a blocked-off door. 

€975,000

CO WICKLOW
PRIVATE AVENUE ADDS 
TO THE RURAL FEEL

Located on the affluent North Circular 
Road, Snugboro is a four-bedroom 
detached property that’s set away from 
the street with a front garden bounded 
by hedging and distinctive railings. 

There are plenty of distinctive 
features in this house too, from 
the wood-panelled walls in the 
hall to the original tiled flooring 
in the kitchen.

Downstairs accommodation
includes a living room with a 
bay window and open fireplace, 
a dining room with another bay 
window and a solid fuel stove, and a
kitchen, pantry, utility room and guest 
WC. The bedrooms, one with an en suite, 
and the family bathroom are upstairs. 

An office is accessed via its own door
at the side of the house. 
Agent michaelroberts.ie
What we love The character and charm.
Bear in mind There’s access and parking 
at the end of the back garden, along with 
a self-contained mews. 

LIMERICK

€795,000 

New
to the

market
Grainne Rothery’s pick of the properties 

available to buy in Ireland this week
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With Ben Bulben in the background and 
a river running along the back of the 
garden, this three-bedroom detached 
home at Drumcliffe South has lots to offer 
in terms of views. Built in about 2000, it’s 
one of four homes in a cul-de-sac located 
just off the N15, which connects Sligo 
town — a ten-minute drive away — to 
Lifford in Co Donegal. 

Although it looks quite compact from
the front, the dormer bungalow extends 
to 174 sq m. Just inside the front door 
there’s a spacious hall that opens to a 
utility room at the back, which leads to
a shower room. 

On the right is the kitchen/dining 
room. The kitchen has an island and 
Belfast sink as well as integrated 
appliances and a solid fuel stove.

On the left of the hall is the 
main living room, which has a 
window to the front and 
French doors to the garden at 
the rear, as well as a hidden 
doorway — behind a bookcase — 
into what is being marketed as a 
third bedroom but is set up as a reception 
room/home office. 

When the current owners arrived, this
room had bare concrete walls and floors 
and was used as a workshop. Painted a 
rich blue and with French doors to the 
side, it’s now one of the most inviting 
spaces in the house. Supporting its 
credentials as a bedroom, it has an
en suite with a fully tiled walk-in shower. 

Upstairs, the two bedrooms are located
at either end of the house. Between them 
are a landing and the family bathroom.

The garden has a series of distinct 
spaces, including a patio outside the back 
door. Down a few steps is a gravelled area 
with another patio and beyond this is a 
lawn. A highlight is the private seating 
area beside the river, which is accessed 
through a gate at the end of the garden.
Agent dng.ie
What we love The glimpses of Ben 
Bulben from the house and the garden. 
Bear in mind This is a tourist destination. 
WB Yeats is buried near by, in the 
graveyard of St Columba’s Church. 

€269,000 

A new extension was already there when 
the current owners bought No 12 Rialto 
Street at the end of 2013. They have put 
their own stamp on the terraced red-
brick property with an overhaul that has 
included putting in a new kitchen, 
windows and flooring. 

From the front door, the hall 
opens through to the living, 
dining and kitchen area. 
Skylights, a wall of glazing 
overlooking the tiny patio and 
white kitchen units, along with 
an open-tread staircase and 
glass balustrade, help make this 
a bright space. 

The house is being sold as a three-
bedder: one bedroom is on the right of 
the hall with the other two upstairs. 
Agent felicityfox.ie
What we love This is a bright house in a 
great location.
Bear in mind The “utility room” in the 
yard is plumbed for a washing machine 
and dryer. 

DUBLIN 8

€347,500

Owned by members of the same family 
since 1939, No 6 Castlewood Park retains 
lots of Victorian features but has also 
undergone upgrades in recent years. 

Inside the original front door, two 
interconnected reception rooms are on 
the right of the hall; both have their 
original fireplaces, wood floors, 
cornicing and ceiling roses. The 
back room has French doors to 
a paved courtyard. Another 
sitting room leads past a guest 
WC and utility room to a 
kitchen/breakfast room 
extension at the back. 

Upstairs are three bedrooms, a 
shower room and a large bathroom 
that was previously a bedroom. A 
converted attic room is reached by 
a solid wood staircase. 
Agent sherryfitz.ie
What we love The front reception room 
with its lovely bay window. 
Bear in mind The courtyard is the only 
outside space at the back.

DUBLIN 6

€1.1m

CO SLIGO
MOUNTAIN VIEWS AND 
A SPOT BY THE RIVER



22 October 17, 2021 The Sunday Times 1RH

Move  

Compact bathroom with furniture by Grohe, including 
a ceramic wall-hung WC set, €557.70, grohe.ie

I
t’s well known that the
bathroom is usually the
smallest room in the
house. Whether you’re
using it to wash or work

(a survey during the pandemic 
found that 9 per cent of people 
were using the bathroom as a 
temporary office), it can be a 
tricky space to get right. 

While its functions are 
broadly fixed and the 
furniture essentially the same 
for everyone, each household 
will differ in the details of what 
is, on average, the size of two 
king-size mattresses (2.5m x 
2.5m). Some will need to get 
a family of four out of the door 
first thing, while others take 
a more leisurely approach to 
their morning routine. There 
are those who want it to be 
a business-like space at 7am 
(get in, get washed, get dry, 
get out) and then a relaxed 
spa at 7pm. 

So, can you have it all? And
if your bathroom is really tiny, 
should you even be attempting 
to please all of the people all 
of the time?

The first thing to do is ask 
yourself some basic questions: 
who, what and when? This 
will help you to work out the 
essential requirements for 
this space. Who is using it? 
By which I mean parents with 
young children, teenagers, 
pensioners or child-free 
adults and house-sharers? All 
will have different needs. 

What do they want to do in 
there? When are they doing 
it? Is a bath a necessity or 
a glorified towel rail? Can you 
fit in two basins or one long 
one for a production line of 
tooth brushing? 

Take a moment to ask 
yourself “how” as well. How 
do you want to feel in there — 
energised and ready to go 
or relaxed and ready for 
bed? The chances are both, 
and the answer is a dimmer 
switch or, in a smaller 
bathroom where that would 
be too close to the bath or 
shower tray, a dimming 
pull-cord switch.

Once you have answered 
these questions, you can move 
on to the equipment. If no one 
takes a bath, would it suit your 
family more to install a large 
shower? Perhaps even with 
two heads for rinsing off two 
children at once. 

If you want both and are 
fitting a shower over the bath, 
choose a bath with straighter 
ends that will give you more 
standing space. It’s also worth 
investing in a cast-iron bath, 
as an acrylic one will flex over 
time and pull away from the 
silicone and grouting round 
the edge, leading to leaks. 

Wall-mounted loos and 
basins will allow you to see 
more floor, which makes 
the space look bigger. They 
are also easier to clean, 
and as the mother of boys 

I know of what I speak. 
As a final detail, look for 

curved designs. This might 
seem mere fashion, but curves 
are easier to clean than 
corners, where dust and dirt 
accumulate. Now we have to 
talk about storage (no, we 
haven’t yet got to the fun bits 
— paint and tiles). When you 
plan this room, you are no 
doubt envisaging rows of 
pretty bottles lined up on 
a shelf. But where are you 
actually storing the jumbo 
pack of loo roll, or the large 
bottle of supermarket 
shampoo that you decant into 
the expensive jar you finished 
six months ago? So think of the 
amount of storage you need, 
then double it. 

Think vanity units with 
drawers, shelves over the 
cistern; when you run out of 
floor space use the walls. 
And don’t forget, towels need
a home too. 

Underfloor heating will save
some wall space. You can also 
ask the builder to plaster 
a length of heating cable into 
the wall, and if you fix a couple
of hooks you have a space-
saving heated towel dryer. 

A word on lighting before 
we get to looks. You must have 
a dimmer (installed outside 
the bathroom) if you want to 
make the change from bright 
lighting in the morning to 
softer light in the evening. 
Make sure downlighters are 

not directly overhead as you 
look in the mirror. This is the 
most unflattering light to see 
yourself in and you will never 
have the courage to leave the 
house again. Side light is 
flattering — put one either side 
of the mirror instead. 

Now the decor. The key 
point here is that a bathroom, 
however functional, is still a 
room in your house and needs 

to look as if it belongs. If you 
favour rich dark colours 
and lots of texture, don’t 
suddenly revert to cold hard 
white just because it’s a 
bathroom. Natural (preferably 
vintage) wooden shelves will 
soften all those hard edges 
and straight lines, while 
patterned towels bring 
personality to a windowless 
room. The floor is another 

decorative opportunity not 
to be missed — a decorative 
pattern here won’t make the 
room feel smaller. 

Don’t forget large mirrors 
to bounce the light around — 
antique or distressed mirror 
all over a wall will soften the 
look and stop it feeling too 
“gym”. There are some 
fabulous patterned shower 
curtains now too. 

One way to make a small 
room feel larger is to keep to 
a restricted colour palette, so 
paint the walls (where there 
aren’t tiles), the ceiling and the 
woodwork in the same shade 
to blur the edges. 

Finally, consider the future.
Bathrooms are disruptive to 
redo, so while young children 
might want a bath now, will 
you want to be climbing over a 
high bath to reach the shower 
in ten years’ time? Installing 
a walk-in shower with a tray 
that is flush to the floor avoids 
a potential tripping point — 
and don’t forget plugs for 
toothbrushes or razors.

Now you can reach for the
paint chart and start choosing 
your pretty tiles. 

Kate Watson-Smyth’s online 
interior design course How 
to Be Mad About Your House 
is available now at 
createacademy.com. Readers 
can use the code HOME10 for 
a 10 per cent discount on the 
€150 purchase price 

From mirrors to basins, Kate Watson-Smyth on how to make the most of your bijou bathroom

The smallest room

Suzie Kenny’s green bathroom in her 
Dublin house features a bathroom 
Belfast sink by Shaws of Darwen, €404,
shawsofdarwen.com

Marion of @mjhousetohome designed her compact 
en suite in a blush pink shade with gold and matt 
black fixtures and fittings using Carter Rose ceramic 
tiles, €82.30 a square metre, capietra.com

This small 
bathroom in an 
Edwardian terrace 
in Sydenham, 
south London, 
by CAN architects 
features the 
walls and floor in 
a blue-and-white 
chequerboard
of tiles, 
can-site.co.uk
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The actress, model and writer 

on the joys of being a mum of 

three and her beautiful garden 

up to standing. Anything remotely 
dangerous or breakable is up high.

What is your favourite spot in 
your home? 
I love our garden, especially over the 
summer months. Wes got really into 
gardening during the lockdowns over 
the past year and a half and created 
a gorgeous space outside with beautiful 
planting. We had dinner outside a lot 
during the warm weather in June and July. 

Have you had any DIY disasters? 
When our daughter was just a few weeks 
old I decided to paint the staircase. I was 
obviously delirious with sleep deprivation 
and high on caffeine — a dangerous 
combination. It wasn’t a complete 
disaster as I eventually got it finished 
between breaks for feeds and nappy 
changes and naps, but it took a lot longer 
than anticipated. 

What was your most unusual house 
experience? 
As a young teenager I brought my pony, 
Molly, into the kitchen for a drink of water 
and a few carrot sticks. That was pretty 
unusual, but she was an impeccably 
behaved guest. There have been some 
more mysterious happenings in old 
houses I’ve lived in over the years, but 
they’re stories for another time. 

How do you feel about house guests? 
I feel perfectly welcoming if they don’t 

Davison grew 
up in Dalkey, 
Co Dublin, and 
loves the sea 
views across to 
Dalkey Island, 
below left

outstay their welcome or make a mess. 
Brownie points if they bring cake. 

Do you garden? 
I’d really like to get more into gardening in 
the future and create a vegetable patch, 
but for now I’m happy to watch my 
husband outside watering the wisteria.

What kind of gadgets do you have? 
I’m pretty basic: an iPhone, a laptop and 
a Fitbit are my go-to gadgets. It’s been 
interesting to track our sleep over the past 
few months as our twins have gradually 
become better sleepers. It’s gone from 
three to four hours a night, which is pretty
tough, to five and then six hours more 
recently. We got a record seven hours last 
night and feel like brand-new humans. 

Do you collect anything?
No, collecting objects or material items 
has never really interested me. I’m much 
more into having fun experiences with 
my family and collecting memories.

What’s your favourite thing about 
your home?
It’s a happy, safe and warm home and we 
have our babies here with us. They’re my 
everything and all I ever wanted, so to 
watch them growing up in our home 
together makes it very special indeed. 

Rosanna’s latest book, When Dreams 
Come True: The Heartbreak and Hope 
on My Journey to Motherhood (Gill Books, 
€16.99), is out now 

I’d really like to 
get more into 
gardening in the 
future and create 
a vegetable patch 

Rosanna
Davison 

TIME AND SPACE 
THE WAY WE LIVE NOW

R
osanna Davison made
history in 2003 as the first
Irish woman to win the Miss
World competition. In 2006
 she graduated from

University College Dublin with a degree 
in sociology and history of art, and later 
received her master of science in 
personalised nutrition from Middlesex 
University London. She spoke openly 
about her struggle to have a family with 
her husband, Wesley Quirke, but the 
couple went on to have three children. 
Their journey is the subject of her new 
book, When Dreams Come True. 

Where is home? 
At the moment home is in south Dublin, 
between the mountains and the sea. I live 
with my husband, Wesley, our three 
small children, Sophia (nearly two), Hugo 
and Oscar (11 months), and our dogs, 
Leo and Ted. 

Where did you grow up?
I grew up in Dalkey, Co Dublin, with my 
parents and two younger brothers, Hubie 
and Michael. We lived in a family home 

close to the sea, with a great garden for 
children and I have loads of happy 
memories from our years there. I bring 
my children for walks in Dalkey regularly 
now as I’d love for them to grow up 
enjoying the sea views across to Dalkey 
Island as much as I do.

How did you find the house you live 
in now? 
We had been renting a house close by and 
really liked the area, so when the house 
was put on the market we went to view it 
and it had everything we were looking for, 
including more space and a garden for 
our dogs to run around. That was almost 
ten years ago and it has since become 
a perfect home for our young family. 

Have you put your stamp on 
this property? 
Yes, we’ve done quite a bit of work to the 

house over the past few years, including 
extensive painting on the interior and 
exterior walls, and we’ve replaced a 
number of the interior doors with glass 
ones to bring more light through the 
house. Last November we completely 
replaced the old single-glazed windows 
with double-glazed ones. I was heavily 
pregnant with the twins at the time and 
we had to move out of the house with our 
daughter and dogs for a week, but it’s 
been worth it for a much warmer and 
more energy-efficient home. 

How would you describe your 
interiors style?
I like soft, warm colours, interesting 
textures like the blue velvet armchair in 
our kitchen, and lots of house plants. But 
it’s more about safety and practicality at 
the moment now that our twins are 
crawling and beginning to pull themselves 
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The surfer’s 
paradise of 
Praia do Amado 
is one of the 
stunning 
locations on 
the Via 
Algarviana 

L ike many Irish tourists I
normally head for southern
Europe in summer in search 
of sun, sea and sand. For this
trip to the Algarve, however, I

packed my hiking boots. My base will be 
the Cardeal Suites and Apartments in 
downtown Faro — 15 minutes from the 
airport and a short walk from the marina 
— but I’m not here to sip coffee and 
people-watch. Instead I’ll be exploring a 
side to the Algarve that the golf resort set 
and the beach-bar-hopping crowds miss 
out on: the beautiful hinterland of 
southern Portugal, which, it turns out, is 
a superb place for a good hike. 

The Via Algarviana — the Algarve Way —
runs for 300km across the region from 
east to west and is a fully signposted 
walking trail. Like the caminos of Spain 
and southern France, the path was 
originally a religious trail followed by 
pilgrims heading for Sagres and its relics 
of Saint Vincent. I’m setting off to do a 
tiny portion of it, in late September — the 
ideal time for this type of trip (when the 
sun matters a great deal less) is between 
now and May. You don’t need to be an 
experienced hiker, as there are trails 
suitable for all fitness levels. 

From downtown Faro it’s a 30-minute
taxi to Loule, where I meet Joao Ministro, 
the owner of a local eco-tourism 
company, Proactivetur (proactivetur.pt), 
who will accompany my group on the first 

The Algarve is renowned for its beaches and golf courses, but Julieanne Corr 
found a hiking holiday to be a fun way to explore this fascinating region
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ears perk up, but at the end of the walk it’s
a different tipple on offer: medronho, a 
popular and very strong fruity spirit we 
sample at a local distillery along the trail. 
While awaiting ice and perhaps mixer, I 
am informed that medronho is consumed 
straight by locals, although it can be used 
as a cocktail ingredient. Determined to 
embrace the local culture, I knock it back.

For lunch we make our way to Casa dos
Presuntos, a small restaurant in the 
Cortelha countryside with a wine shop 
attached where you can browse and 
“support the local economy” after eating.

The timing of my trip coincides with 
the Portugal-Ireland World Cup qualifier 
at Estadio Algarve, halfway between Faro 
and Loule, where my heart breaks as the 
record-breaking Ronaldo heads home 
twice in five minutes to steal an almost-
glorious victory from Stephen Kenny’s 
men. The stadium has a capacity of just 
over 30,000 and was built for the 2004 
European Championship.

The next morning we are reunited with
Ministro in the charming town of 
Monchique, an hour northwest of Faro. 
From here we begin our trek towards 
Foia, at 902 metres the highest mountain 
in the Algarve, and part of the Serra de 
Monchique mountain range. Leaving the 
town behind, we enter a forest-like trail 
that leads us to the mountain’s top, where 
you can enjoy a bite to eat and a drink 

Aer Lingus operates daily 
flights from Dublin to Faro 
(reducing to twice-weekly 
from November 1) from about 
€90 return; aerlingus.com.
Transol operates bus and 
private car transfer from Faro 
airport; transol.pt. 

WHERE TO STAY
Cardeal Suites and 
Apartments, Faro (doubles 
from €75; cardeal.pt). 
Memmo Baleeira hotel, 
Sagres (doubles from €149; 
memmohotels.com). 

WHERE TO EAT
Tertulia Algarvia, Faro (mains 
from €7; tertulia-algarvia.pt).
Casa dos Presuntos, Loule 
(mains from €8.50).
Luar da Foia, Monchique 
(mains from €11.50; 
luardafoia.com).
Aldeia da Pedralva, Vila do 
Bispo (mains from €11; 
aldeiadapedralva.com). 

GETTING THERE

sunshine

Continued on page 26 →

trail of our trip, from Barranco do Velho 
to Cortelha. At about 7km, the walk is one 
of Via Algarviana’s less challenging routes.

Breathing in my surroundings (and 
walking at a leisurely pace), I listen as 
Ministro recounts some key points of the 
Algarve’s history, including the fact 
that after the 1970s a struggling 
economy led to mass migration of people 
from the countryside to France and 
Germany. Many of them never returned.

We arrive at a field where recently 
harvested cork is organised in a series 
of piles. Portugal is the biggest cork 
producer in the world, generating more 
than 50 per cent of the world’s supply. 
Here the piles are carefully arranged by 
quality, with the best cork, of course, 
reserved for wine. “Drink lots of wine 
while you’re here,” Ministro says. “It’s the 
best way to support our economy.” My 
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feels like an earned respite. A small 
surf-themed café bar with beanbag seats 
looking out towards the sea is an ideal 
place to chill out afterwards. 

Five minutes away by car, lunch awaits
at Aldeia da Pedralva, a so-called “slow 
village” resort built from the ruins of a 
traditional village. The aubergine 
parmigiana, one of my favourite dishes, 
is delicious. A stroll afterwards is an 
opportunity to explore the quaint houses 
in the village, which has just 100 
permanent residents. 

Hiking and the Algarve were not words
I would have put in the same sentence 
before; now they seem synonymous.
You can keep your golf carts and 
sunloungers: on your own two feet is 
surely one of the best ways to explore this 
beautiful region. 

Julieanne Corr was a guest of Visit 
Portugal, visitportugal.com 

Never before have I 
visited a hot country 
and taken three days 
to go to a beach

with a panoramic view. Instead we head 
for Luar da Foia, a stunning viewpoint 
restaurant a short drive from the summit. 

After lunch we make our way to Sagres,
located at the western tip of the Algarve 
but just an hour away by car. With the last 
of the summer sun hot on our back, a trip 
on a cape cruiser from Baleeira, a small 
fishing harbour on the edge of Sagres, was 
the perfect way to cool down and observe 
some marine life along the coast — 
including a pod of dolphins if you’re lucky 
(€25pp; capecruiser.pt). I spend that night 
at the nearby Memmo Baleeira hotel, not 
far from lively downtown Sagres, with its 
stunning outdoor heated swimming pool. 

Next morning it dawns on me that 
never before have I visited a hot country 
and taken three days to go to a beach. My 
final day of hiking the Algarve starts at the 
Praia do Amado beach, a surfer’s paradise 
where the lovely Marta Cabral of Rota 
Vicentina, a local tourism network 
(rotavicentina.com) providing activities 
such as trail walking, horse riding, surfing 
and stand-up paddleboarding, will be the 
guide for one of the more difficult trails of 
the trip. The 9km-long walk with stunning 
coastal views is lined with esteva, a 
flowering plant indigenous to the area, 
which captures the humidity of the ocean 
to produce a beautiful fragrance.

I end the walk with a swim in the sea, 
a place I usually go to cool down from 
my sunbathing, but which after a hike 

Above: the delightful town of Monchique is the 
starting point for a trek towards Foia. Right: the 
view from the top of Foia. Below: the Villa Termal 
das Caldas de Monchique Spa Resort, which is 
situated close to the main hiking areas

→ Continued from page 25

1RH The Sunday Times October 17, 2021 27

TAKING
OFF
The most exciting 

trips you can book 

now. By Dara Flynn

GET YOUR CREATIVE
JUICES FLOWING
Hilton Molino Stucky 
Venice, the five-star hotel on 
Giudecca island, has a series 
of seasonal activities for 
guests with families, such as 
glass-making workshops on 
Murano island, Italian baking 
classes and visits to the 17th 
Biennale di Architettura in 
Venice, an international 
architecture exhibition, which 
runs until November 21. 
Nightly rates at Hilton Molino 
Stucky Venice start at €340, 
B&B, for a king family suite 
with living room. hilton.com

PLAN AHEAD FOR A
TRIP TO THE SLOPES
Ski season proper is about to kick off, and some 
good deals are available now. Direct Ski’s trips to the 
slopes include a six-night stay at the new five-star 
White Pearl Lodge in La Plagne, France. Departing 
on March 19, the price is from €551pp sharing,
including return flights from Dublin, airport 
transfers, accommodation, taxes and the services 
of a rep. directski.com 

LIGHT UP THE
DARK NIGHTS
Chase the northern lights 
this winter with a three-night 
break to Iceland that includes 
free time to roam Reykjavik, 
plus a taste of its black 
volcanic beaches, waterfalls, 
volcanoes, glaciers and 
hot springs, including the 
Blue Lagoon. The Travel 
Department’s Iceland & the 
Northern Lights trip is now 
booking, with departures on 
November 25 and December 
2, 2021 and dates in March 
2022. It costs from €769pp, 
which includes flights, 
transfers, accommodation 
for three nights, B&B and 
guided tours, including a 
full-day tour of the Golden 
Circle. traveldepartment.com/
holiday/iceland-the-northern-
lights 

TAKE A GERMAN DETOX
IN CONNEMARA LUXURY
Basenfasten — a German “detox” method that eliminates certain 
food groups and introduces fresh, alkaline produce for their 
touted benefits — has arrived at Screebe House on Camus Bay 
in Connemara. Its spa lodge has an indoor saltwater pool, an 
outdoor hot tub and rooms overlooking the Atlantic. The 
Basenfasten Retreat includes three meals each day prepared by 
head chef Maximilian Schindler, two seaweed bath treatments, 
two yoga classes, a meditation class and a full-body massage. It 
costs from €1,999pp for a six-night stay. screebe.com/offers 

FIVE-STAR INDULGENCE AT
A LAST-MINUTE PRICE
Feeling spontaneous? If you can depart on Saturday, Click and 
Go has a last-minute five-star holiday in Corfu from €1,409pp 
half-board. Your base is the MarBella on the water’s edge in the 
Aghios Ioannis Peristeron on Corfu’s southeast coast. It has six 
restaurants, five bars, live music, a range of sporting activities 
and a spa with a hammam. The cost includes a week-long stay 
and return flights from Dublin. Transfers and checked baggage 
cost extra. clickandgo.com

LET THE FAMILY 
DIVE INTO NATURE
Located just 32km from the French capital, Les Villages Nature 
Paris is a family holiday option with a back-to-nature feel and 
an emphasis on sustainability. The resort is divided into five 
immersive worlds, one of which is the Extraordinary Gardens. 
Its four sections — water, fire, earth and air — are designed to 
flower in every season. A four-night stay from January 24, 2022 
costs from €486 for four people sharing a two-bedroom 
cottage. lesvillagesnature.com
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Food at the retreat is by 
chef Danni Barry, bottom, 
pictured left, with owner 
Lisa Wilkinson; dishes 
include sea bass and 
cockles with flatbread, 
above; the surrounding 
area is popular for 
mountain hiking, left; one 
of the bedrooms, below 

no sunlight touches these rooms because 
of the building’s aspect — the only window 
is its glass entrance door draped with 
a curtain for privacy and insulation. But 
this only imbues them with cosy vibes, 
particularly lovely for autumn and winter. 

In all, it’s a considerable step up from
glamping, that misnomer that dutifully 
ignores the gales that flap at fly sheets or 
venturing torch in hand to the sort of 
outhouses you see in westerns. There are 
no yurts, converted pigsties or prefab 
Hobbit houses; just bricks and mortar. 
And yet there’s still very much a sense of 
freedom that comes with sleeping in the 
great outdoors. Nature there is tangible in 
every nook, cranny and mouthful.

One thing it does have in common with
many glampsites is the wood-fired hot tub 
on the edge of the woods, which 
Wilkinson rescued from a Body & Soul 
Festival many moons ago. There, during 
the Elbowroom Escape era, I was one of 
a clutch of blotto, red-faced women 
wallowing in the hot water in a cloud of 
smoke at midnight, gin glasses in hand, 
cooing over the night sky and cackling at 
each other’s jokes. This time around it 
was just me, myself and I before 
breakfast, Covid restrictions putting paid 
to close proximity craic. Sans juniper 
goggles and in the cold light of day, the 
tub’s patina looked a little tired five years 
on (don’t we all?), but there was plenty in 
which to indulge: lively robins defending 
their territories through the medium of 
song, and every leaf giving its own sun 
salutation before they eventually furl and 
drop for the season.

The woodland beyond the hot tub is 
well worth a ramble, or a brisk hike up the 
Sugarloaf, past dense swathes of spruce if 
you have the puff. It is certainly worth the 
vistas at the top. This time, though, my 
pal and I took the leisurely, bird-nerd 
option, stopping frequently to track 
binocular-shy tits, magpies, finches and 
stonechats, investigate lichen and wild 
fungi, and sing the praises of the oaks. 

I’m relieved that, despite the winning
rebrand, so much remains the same. The 
peace, the quiet, the sumptuous passing 
of time without ever feeling under 
pressure to do anything unless you want 
to. It genuinely puts the treat into retreat; 
a refuge that no spa or golf resort can 
hold an artisanal candle to; so much more 
elemental than windowless treatment 
rooms streaming maudlin playlists and 
manicured fairways. In Donard it’s all 
about birdsong, wind rushing through 
leaves and cheeks turning ruddy after 
a mindful walk — and, yes, squiffy hot tub 
sessions after midnight, which are also 
a tonic: just add gin.

Nature always finds a way, and at this 
arboreal idyll it can’t help but force you to 
hit pause, exhale and — the maraschino 
on top — let one of Ireland’s finest chefs 
fill you with soul food for one heck of 
a hibernation reset.

Lucy White was a guest of the Wicklow 
Escape. All-inclusive two-night/three-day 
packages (Wed–Fri or Fri–Sun) start at 
€946 for two people sharing, including 
breakfast, lunch and two evening tasting 
menus with wine pairings and brunch; 
thewicklowescape.com

No sunlight touches these 
rooms, but this only imbues 
them with cosy vibes

B
illows of breath on a crisp
morning. Woollen sweaters.
Copper leaves crunching
underfoot. The scent of wood
smoke from a distant hearth.

A belly-warming dram of whiskey. These 
are among the widely regarded pleasures 
of autumn, but if you’re a person who 
loathes winter, enjoying autumn for its 
own sake can be a challenge thanks to the 
looming threat of bone-numbing cold, 
long dark days and questionable gilets.

I’d gladly take winter out of the 
equation altogether and fast-forward 
to the joys of spring. Four seasons? 
Overrated: just ask Vivaldi, who might 
well have preferred to doss around 
Mantua and write just three concertos. 
Still, if all autumns were to contain 
a sojourn at the Wicklow Escape, I’d 
have plenty to feel chipper about and 
face winter with a spring in my step.

The Wicklow Escape is a self-styled 
mountain lodge in Donard, south of 
Blessington, once a rudimentary youth 
hostel aimed at hikers, with dorm rooms 
and shower blocks. It was a place for 
pitstops after exploring the Glen of Imaal 
or climbing the Sugarloaf, or even 
Lugnaquilla, Ireland’s highest mountain 
outside Kerry. These days it’s a place in 
which to linger, to be mollycoddled by the 
sights, sounds, tastes and scents of nature 
and — in a masterstroke — to enjoy meals 
cooked by the Michelin-star chef Danni 
Barry of Balloo House and Eipic, Belfast.

It’s the brainchild of Lisa Wilkinson, 
doyenne of Stoneybatter’s Elbowroom 
yoga hub and holistic community centre 
— and barrister-in-training — who bought 
the one-acre site and transformed it 
into a wellness retreat, Elbowroom 
Escape, in 2016. She loved the rural 
setting so much that she moved into the 
cottage full time and this year relaunched 
it as the Wicklow Escape, a boutique 
retreat and foodie destination with 
a capacity of up to 18 guests.

The two-night breaks offer two 
different evening dining experiences, 
one of which is at the Fiery, Barry’s 
casual outdoor restaurant where guests 
eat beneath a large, covered pergola 
(mercifully studded with fierce electric 
heaters for the cooler months) while 
dishes are cooked over open flames or 
in the wood-fired oven. The second 
night is more conventional, although still 
informal, with guests sitting indoors at 
a long table in the beautifully dressed 
dining room/lounge, where an elegant 
area beside the fireplace begs for 
a moment with a digestif. 

Each dish on both nights comes 
with a terrific wine pairing, while 
suppliers are often local. Highlights on 
my visit included a starter of Ballymore 
organic grain flatbread bolstered with 
grilled aubergine, cumin yoghurt and 
pumpkin seed; line-caught barbecued 
sea bass with piquant romesco sauce and 
gremolata, served with a freshly picked 
garden salad and spuds; and a baked 
cheesecake with the most wonderfully 
tart blackcurrant jam. 

There are no sweeping, panoramic 
views here; on the contrary, the Escape is 
tucked away in woodland off a quiet road, 
which provides a unique appeal — the 
rare seclusion of being enveloped by lush 
greenery, some of which is foraged for 
mealtimes (pea shoots, fresh herbs, 
greenhouse tomatoes).

Those who are easily bored are exactly
the type of people who would reap the 
most benefits here because there is really 
nothing much to do, as per Wilkinson’s 
“Do F*** All” Weekend package during 
the Elbowroom Escape era. That was my 

first time there, in 2016, and I’d 
thoroughly enjoyed having permission 
to unwind. Yoga was offered but none of 
us, including the instructor, could be 
bothered, our motley crew of strangers 
having too much of a good time chatting 
and drinking gin late into the night.

The retreat has arguably come into its
own during the pandemic, allowing us the 
time to walk, talk, snooze, read the book 
you’ve struggled to finish, or binge-watch 
a Netflix series in the comfort of your own 
room, where beds are luxuriantly large 
and embellished with chic knitted throws, 
and plush teal and chartreuse accents 
provide contrast with sage walls. Little or 

If you go down to 
the woods today
Soak up the changing seasons 

at the Wicklow Escape, where 

forest walks, hill hikes and 

flame-licked food by a Michelin-

starred chef put the treat into 

retreat, says Lucy White
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of Salzburg and as a prison during the 
First World War. 

After a day of high altitude and history,
a sustaining meal in the heart of the city is 
called for. With young adults in tow, fine 
dining isn’t high on the list of priorities, so 
the choice of burgers — of both meat and 
veggie variety — at Szene Lokal Anton-
Neumayr-Platz 2 is just the ticket (from 
€7.90, salads from €9.90). The lively, 
festive atmosphere in the outdoor seating 
area adds to the cool, local vibe.

Even after dark the city feels safe 
and a post-dinner walk along the riverside 
with the fortress illuminated in the 
background is the ideal end to a busy day.

SUNDAY
Waking to the sound of bells heralding 
another day in this glorious city where 
old traditions, architecture and customs 
blend seamlessly with modern 
technology, efficient transport links and 
designer shopping, there is plenty to keep 
visitors busy on a bright autumn Sunday. 

After a plentiful buffet breakfast at the
Elefant and a short walk along the 
riverbank, the Salzburg Card is once 
again put to use with a short ride in the 
Mönchsberg lift at Anton-Neumayr-Platz, 
which, rising 60m in less than 30 seconds,
opens out at the Mönchsberg and 
Museum der Moderne, Salzburg’s 
museum of modern art.

There are more stunning views from a
different perspective to be enjoyed before 
heading into the museum for an engaging 
selection of exhibitions — photography, 
the music of sound and modern art. 

Eschewing the elevator for a woodland
walk towards the town, the air is fresh
and the sound of birdsong so close to the 
city centre is beautiful. Absorbing culture 
and nature can be a thirsty business, 
so a stop off at the cosy waterfront Café 
am Kai Müllner Hauptstrasse 4 is a must 
and despite its premium location, 
refreshments are very reasonably 
priced (coffee from €3.10, pastries from 
€3.90, sandwiches €5.20, beer €3.90 
and wine €3.70). 

Having been up and down both sides of
the river, across its many bridges and 
viewed from a height, there is nothing for 
it but to take a cruise on the Salzach — free 
of charge to city card holders, tickets must 
be acquired to board the cruise, which 
takes place every hour on the hour at Pier 
Altstadt, Makartsteg (ticket booth close 
by) and lasts 40 minutes. Most passengers 
opt to sit inside the vessel, which has large 
windows on both sides, but the hardiest 
will brave the elements to enjoy wind on 
their faces and a bird’s eye view of all the 
attractions. They will also be in pole 
position for the surprise “waltz” the boat 
engages in just before docking — all in all a 
thoroughly enjoyable way to experience 
the city from another angle. 

As the weekend draws to a close, a 
simple Austrian meal of bread, cold meats 
and cheese, along with horseradish and 
mustard (€14.80), at the relaxed Josepha 
Bar at Badergässchen 2 is just perfect. It 
has an extensive drinks list including wine 
(from €4.80 a glass) and beer (from 
€3.80). And while neighbouring 
restaurants may seem busier and brighter 
with a fuller menu, the simplicity of the 
fare and the honest, helpful and genuine 
nature of the staff makes this a more 
appealing option for the last night and a 
temporary auf wiedersehen to Salzburg, 
because one visit will never be enough.

Lufthansa flies from Dublin to Salzburg via 
Frankfurt from €70 each way; 
lufthansa.com. For more information 
about the city, see salzburg.info 

the Hohensalzburg Fortress and the 
cathedral. But it also allows users to travel 
free on public transport and offers 
discounts for various events and 
activities. Given the city centre is quite 
small, it is possible to pack a lot of 
activities into a short space of time. 

After a couple of hours exploring the 
Grünmarkt stalls against the backdrop of 
University church, if the weather is good 
then a late-morning bus ride out to 
Untersberg, the northernmost massif of 
the Berchtesgaden Alps, is an absolute 
must. Just 25 minutes from Mirabellgarten 
or Rathaus, the last stop on route 25 is in 
the heart of the Austrian countryside 
where the view of the surrounding 
mountains is balm to the soul.

Despite its beauty, there is a lot more to
see as the eight-minute ride on the cable 
car in St Leonhard/Grödig reveals the 
most incredible scenery as it ascends to a 
breathtaking 1,800m with views across 
Salzburgerland and into Germany. 

Stepping out into the mountain air, the
views are quite simply awe-inspiring and 
while determined hikers can make their 
way down along designated routes that 
take several hours, others (ahem) opt for 
a short walk followed by a cold beer, hot 
bowl of goulash and slice of apple strudel 
before taking the cable car to ground level 
and heading back to the city to explore 
the Hohensalzburg Fortress.

This is accessed by a funicular railway
and its location at 506m overlooking 
the city is a piece of cake after the 
mountain trip — but it is spectacular 
nonetheless. The fortress on top of 
Festungsberg is one of the largest 
medieval castles in Europe and is 
wonderfully restored and maintained, 
bringing to life its history both as a jewel 
in the crown of the prince-archbishops 

The gardens of 
Salzburg’s 
Mirabell Palace 
are a treat to 
behold, right; 
enjoy a delicious 
schnitzel in Alter 
Markt square, 
below right

Situated in the northern 

foothills of the Alps, the 

Austrian city of Salzburg is as 

picturesque as it is historic, 

writes Arlene Harris 

BIG WEEKEND: 
SALZBURG

A
rriving in the birthplace of
Mozart, visitors are left in no
doubt about its provenance
since reminders of its most
famous son are everywhere 

— from street names to museums and 
discreet placards. The composer’s legacy 
can even be heard on the wind, as the 
sweet sounds of classical music drift from 
concert halls and rehearsal rooms. 
Salzburg is a city that has culture, history, 
elegance and character and with a 
population of about 150,000, its compact 
size makes it perfect for a weekend break.

FRIDAY
Choosing a place to stay in this city is 
easy because there is an abundance of 
accommodation from the grand and 
historic Hotel Sacher (of Sacher-Torte 
fame) to student hostels and boutique 
self-catering residences, but the Hotel 
Elefant in the heart of the old town ticked 
all the right boxes (doubles from €159 
B&B, hotelelefant.at). Situated down a 
cobbled street within shouting distance of 
a clock tower that peals on the hour, the 
750-year-old hotel is run by the fourth 
generation of the Mayr family and oozes 
old charm with service to match.

On the first day of any city break, after
a little exploration of the immediate 
environs, food is always high on the 
agenda and there is a myriad of options to 
choose from. The unusually named 
Eleven 11:11 Eleven near Salzburg 
cathedral has a broad menu offering 
typical Austrian dishes with several Syrian
options, reflecting the heritage of the 
owners. An excellent chicken schnitzel 
with traditional potatoes (€12.50) and a 
local beer (€3.50) followed by apple 
strudel (€4) is the perfect introduction to 
the local cuisine. 

The dimly lit pedestrianised streets add
a relaxed and old-fashioned feel to the 
city. People are wandering about but 
there is an unhurried, dare I say civilised, 
ambience and the warm glow from bars 
and hostelries is enough to tempt anyone 
in for a nightcap.

Einser Bar on Herbert-von-Karajan-
Platz is a welcoming cave-like, candlelit 
bar with a variety of wines, beers and 
cocktails on offer — the service is 
extremely attentive and the tipples good 
value for a smart city-centre watering hole
(a large glass of wine is €6).

SATURDAY
The Salzburg Card (€29 per adult for 24 
hours in high season, €38 for 48 hours 
and €44 for 72 hours) is the best way to 
get best-value entry to the best 
attractions, from the Mirabell Palace and 
Mozart’s birthplace at Getreidegasse to 

Check out the guild signs on busy 
shopping street Getreidegasse, above

Even after 
dark the city 
feels safe 
and a post-
dinner walk 
along the 
riverside is 
the ideal 
end to a 
busy day
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Travel 

The last time I spent an entire
evening at the Shelbourne
Hotel was my debs. I won’t
reveal the year, but the fact
that I was wearing a red 

taffeta off-the-shoulder number my 
sister made for me, and the young fella 
I brought as my date was sporting a 
black PVC “tux” — not dissimilar to the 
one Michael Jackson wore in his video 
for Billie Jean — should give you a fair 
indication of the era.

For a 17-year-old from Dublin’s 
northside it was quite the eye-opener. 
I had never encountered such grandeur 
before, from the dazzling marble foyer 
to its sparkling chandeliers. I was blown 
away. I seem to recall that my pals and 
I spent half the night prancing about 
in the ladies’ restroom, the height of 
luxury and decadence, liberally availing 
of all the lotions, potions, tissues and 
little towels going. Unfortunately (or 
fortunately) camera phones were 
yet to be invented so no bathroom 
selfies exist. 

This time around, while not quite a 
grande dame myself yet, I found myself 
checking into the almost 200-year-old, yet 
timeless, five-star St Stephen’s Green 
establishment that is colloquially known 
as such. Mine’s a luxurious overnight 
stay, plus a Hollywood Legend treatment 
in the hotel’s stylish salon facing the green 
— a glamorous hair and nail “glow-up” 
with a glass of champagne. As you do.

The package is a nod to four style icons,
namely Jackie O, Audrey Hepburn, 
Brigitte Bardot and Grace Kelly — the last 
famously stayed at the hotel on her 
numerous visits to Dublin throughout the 
1970s. At the Shelbourne, they never 
forgot her: she is remembered and 
celebrated in the Princess Grace 
presidential suite. 

Despite Dublin coming down with 
Hollywood stars right now, with A-listers 
such as Florence Pugh, Jemima Kirke and 
Jane Seymour spotted about town all 
summer, my stylist José had to contend 
with little ol’ moi. His most famous client 
up to this point in his Shelbourne salon 
career has been . . . the rather well-known 
Martha Stewart. 

Undeterred, José gave me the royal 
treatment — the amalgamation of his 
skills with Kevin Murphy’s hair products 
was certainly transformative. Needless 
to say I was delighted with the result and 
felt sufficiently glammed up not to feel out 
of place enjoying a pre-dinner Granny 
Smith Spritz cocktail in the elegant 

The Shelbourne has 
been an icon for 
nearly 200 years, 
with its grandeur 
and rich history 
making it a special 
place for Dubliners 
like Eileen Martin, 
who enjoyed a 
luxury stay

The Shelbourne 
has a timeless 
quality; above, a 
Signature Suite, 
overlooking 
St Stephen’s 
Green; right, the 
Horseshoe Bar, 
which has been 
a favourite of 
Dubliners since it 
opened in 1957 

No27 The Shelbourne bar, nor indeed 
a bit later in the sophisticated Saddle 
Room restaurant, run by the head chef 
Garry Hughes.

Having only recently been reintroduced
to polite society after a year of having 
my dinner on my lap, I had to dig deep 
to remember my dining etiquette and 
resist the urge to lick my plate, not least 
after a starter comprising a tian of 
Castletownbere crab, pearl caviar, 
heritage tomato and parmesan crisp 
— an exquisite fusion of delicate flavours, 
and a dish Hughes devised and perfected 
specifically for the menu for the Food & 
Wine Restaurant of the Year awards, 
which will be held at the hotel next 
month. With practically all of the 
country’s top chefs likely to be in 
attendance, the pressure is on to come 
up with something extraordinary. He has 
it nailed. 

As I was staying the night, this time 
round I eschewed the ladies’ restroom for 
my own spacious marble-tiled mecca, 
complete with soothing Elemis products. 

My Heritage Parkview Room 
overlooked the green so, of course, on 
checking in, I had taken a snap of the view 
and posted it to my family WhatsApp 
group: “Guess where I am?” Such is the 
Shelbourne’s iconic Dublin landmark 
location, it was blindingly obvious. I 

received a chorus of appropriate “wows” 
and “lucky yous”. And lucky I felt indeed. 
There really is something special about 
the Shelbourne — specifically, I feel, for 
Dubliners like me, who share a sense of 
pride and ownership in it, even if it’s “far 
from it we were reared”. 

Flashback to the debs again: after 
the band finished up in the ballroom 
that night, I remember we departed for 
the legendary, less salubrious and now 
sadly long-gone Olympic Ballroom to 
dance on into the wee small hours. My 
17-year-old self would have thought a stay 
in the Shelbourne was only within the 
reach of rich American tourists. These 
days, I just feel delighted it is still here 
for us all to enjoy in whatever capacity 
— a top-notch blow-dry, an afternoon 
tea, a dinner, a drink in its beloved 
Horseshoe Bar or the big deal, a luxury 
overnight stay. 

I also recall that my debs date (who 
is still a good pal) won the best dancer 
competition that night. His prize, 
coincidentally, was a bag of lovely 
toiletries — which he presented to me. 

A Shelbourne Escape package at the 
Shelbourne, including a one-night stay B&B 
for two, with valet parking, costs from 
€379pp. A Hollywood Legends salon 
treatment costs €59pp. theshelbourne.com 

The grande dame still 
the height of elegance 
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