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its failures ignored — or are even categorised as hilarious
mis-steps, like when AI chatbots tell people to eat poisonous
mushrooms, put glue on pizza, or make air diffusers from
chlorine gas.

I hate that Big AI consumes so much energy that every time
you generate a six-fingered portrait of Anne Frank or a scene
from the Vietnam war in the style of Studio Ghibli, you might
as well just kill a polar bear with a crossbow. I hate that it can
run roughshod over every copyright law and environmental
protection on the planet in pursuit of the data it needs to
continue failing, with no consequences save for the enrichment
of the worst people on Earth, who have managed to make all of
this magical bullshit seem sensible to an intellectual class
comprised of people I wouldn’t trust to print an email.

And, yes, I hate what Big AI means for culture. I hate that
writers and artists must suffer the indignity of being pickpock-
eted by the richest men who’ve ever lived. I hate the constant,
deadening marketing of machine-generated slop as a replace-
ment for human thought and creativity. I hate every shiny,
godawful image from an “AI artist”, and each lifeless line of
pilfered prose, Frankensteined into existence by an “AI author”,
posited as a substitute for illustrators and writers facing pay and
working conditions already decimated by assaults on their
professions from those self-same Silicon Valley hordes.

For decades now, tech founders have recognised the knowl-
edge gap between themselves and everyone else; their investors,
the media, world governments, and the public at large. In that
sense, AI was the perfect pitch at the perfect time.

Some years ago, I hoped our recent experiences of speculative
tech bubbles for blockchain, crypto, and NFTs, would serve as
cautionary tales, warnings to be heeded and learned from. They
were not. It turns out they were intelligence tests. And tests that
we all, collectively, failed. If we continue to let Silicon Valley’s AI
hype machine dictate our lives, our headlines, our politics, and
our culture, then more fool us.

Increasingly, I find AI’s failure to approach the intelligence of
a human being more alarming than ever. Because, from where
I’m looking, we don’t look that smart at all.

THIS week, the Society of Authors called on the British
government to hold Meta accountable for its use of
copyrighted works from its members. This followed the
news that the tech giant had allegedly downloaded over

7.5m titles from a book piracy website. The protesting authors
are accusing Meta of breaching copyright laws to train its lan-
guage models without compensating the authors responsible.

“I’m a crime writer — I understand theft when I see it” said Val
McDermid of the case, joining the ranks of authors like Kazuo
Ishiguro, Joanne Harris, Richard Osman, and Tom Stoppard in
objecting to Meta’s actions. The Atlantic published a searchable
database of the millions of books stolen, which I promptly used to
discover that my own memoir had been included in the heist. I
can only presume the Society of Authors did not have my email
to hand when they were drafting the letter, and will forgive them
for failing to contact me for my thoughts.

I am, famously, not averse to making this issue all about my-
self. I’ve written about the dozens of AI clones of my own book
available on Amazon — one of which I even bought so I could
probe it for hidden meanings. I was the first journalist to publish
a thorough digest of the AI-ridden script for the disastrous
Glasgow Wonka event in January of last year. More startling still
was the reaction to a (relatively mild) piece on AI’s deleterious
affects on social media last February which, five hours later,
resulted in my X account being nuked by the world’s most
famous free speech absolutist — an event later addressed in an
Oireachtas meeting with X executives.

It won’t be news to anyone who knows me, or who reads this
column with any regularity, that I hate AI Hype. I specify “Hype”
because, obviously, there are areas of AI that show promise, and
it would be churlish for anyone to claim otherwise.

For everyday people, the basic functions provided by large
language models for assembling and editing unwieldy
documents or making short work of rote and time-consuming
tasks is a real boon. I may not think that these kinds of features
— “spicy autocomplete” being my favourite description — are
the magical, earth-shattering revelations that Big AI wants us to
think they are, but I welcome anything that removes some of the
tedious admin that takes people away from their work or
passions.

Its use-cases for pattern recognition in science, medicine and
linguistics are exciting, and could become more exciting still.
And, if you simply appreciate it as a fun little thing to play
around with or chat nonsense to, I have no issue with that either.

By AI Hype, however, I mean the opposite. I mean the forward-
facing view of AI that rejects these limited, unsexy applications,
in favour of literally everything else. The sort of AI that is pres-
ented in blustering paeans from every tech conference CEO;
every breathless news article that posits it as the answer to all of
life’s problems; every asinine commitment from a politician,
promising to incorporate it into each of our everyday lives and
every sector of our economy, because otherwise “we’ll fall
behind”.

All of which leads to a reality where 72,000 companies world-
wide now claim to specialise in machine learning, and 82% of all
companies say they’re making inroads in AI optimisation.

I hate all of this in almost every way a thing can be hated. I hate
the factless waffle that surrounds Big AI’s every improbable
goal. I hate how insipidly stupid, or just plain evil, those goals so
often are, and the yawning chasm between them and any form of
achievable reality. I hate that Big AI’s successes are inflated and

I hate AI hype in
almost every way a
thing can be hated

“I hate that
writers and artists
must suffer the
indignity of being
pickpocketed by
the richest men
who ever lived



WHEN Dermot Whelan tells me that 67% of
men would rather electrocute themselves
than sit with their own thoughts, I believe
him. Probably because I’d be part of the 25%

of women who would do the same. Stand-up comedian
may be one of multi-hyphenate Whelan’s many hats but
this is no joke. He’s quoting stats from a 2015 study at
the University of Virginia in which scientists found that
quietly entertaining our own thoughts is shockingly
difficult for many of us.

The former Dermot & Dave Show co-host didn’t let
those stark percentages throw him off his mission to
bring meditation to the masses, though. Aware of the
practice’s perception as “very serious” and “deep” and
marketed more towards women, he came up with the
genius hack of combining it with comedy to make it
more palatable to all.

He seems to have hit on something with his bonkers
mash-up — “like mixing MMA with flower arranging”
is how he puts it — and has just concluded a three-
month run of his Busy & Wrecked tour, playing to audi-
ences who are, he says, “about 60/40 women to men”.

Women are always surprised by how many men come
to his shows — albeit some are dragged along — and it
thrills him that he’s reaching the guys.

“I get such a wonderful buzz when I look out into the
audience and see so many men,” he says, adding that
one of the things he’s asked the most is, ‘How do I get
my husband into this stuff?’ Whelan freely admits his
wife, artist Corrina Earlie, “was into this stuff long
before me”. He thought he was open, he says, but he
wasn’t really. “I was quite cynical about it.”

He’s long since done a 180 on the cynicism and, when
he meets me on a sunny Friday in Dublin, his warm,
calm vibe is testament to the fact that he practises what
he preaches. His first book, 2023’s Mind Full, an
“incense-free” guide to meditation, was peppered with
anecdotes of his journey from stressed-out to zen, and
Busy and Wrecked, the book, takes up where that left
off. It promises to help the busy-and-wrecked (all of us?)
“create space and energy for the people and things that
really matter”. Whelan says he wrote the book “I wish I
could have found”.

For much of his career, the Limerick native could
have been the poster boy for ‘busy and wrecked’ —
working seven days a week for five months straight at
one point; at another, doing three hours of radio in the
morning, touring a live show with Dave Moore at night
as well as “doing all the other things I normally do” and
keeping his head above water with “disco naps” in his
car. It wasn’t sustainable and he was, as the poem goes,
not waving but drowning. He just needed to realise it.

The youngest of six, he’d been an anxious teen, al-
though he hadn’t the vocabulary to identify it as that
back then as neither anxiety nor depression were part
of the lexicon of 1980s Ireland.

“I had no self-awareness,” he says of his younger self.
“I thought everybody felt like that. I thought everybody
had a racing heart and sweated all the time. Or if they
didn’t, I thought just that was… actually, I don’t even
think I thought about it that deeply. I just knew I was
uncomfortable at the time.” A self-confessed “doer”, he
spent his early 20s working behind the scenes in film
and TV until getting his break on radio at 27. At 31, he
began moonlighting as a stand-up comedian.

Listening to Whelan list off the various hats he’s
wornsimultaneously throughout his career makes me
feel exhausted. All the busy and wrecked-ness was
bound to catch up with him. And in his 30s, it did.

On his way to perform at Kilkenny’s Cat Laughs, he
had such a severe panic attack that he thought he was
going to die. It took him a few more years, a drunken
fall — alcohol had become a crutch; after a few drinks,
his “critical inner voice would get really quiet” — and a
serendipitous encounter with a meditation teacher
before he finally began to learn the lesson the universe
was trying to impart.

He began meditating and took to it like a duck to
water. “It felt very natural to me, and I was able to go
quite deep very quickly. I realise that doesn’t happen
for everybody.” He practised meditation on and off
until the disco-nap phase happened — “I was just in
survival mode” — and he found himself crying in a GP’s
office. She told him she was at breaking point too, and
the realisation that running on empty wasn’t sustain-
able or healthy proved a catalyst for change for both of
them. His GP went part-time and he decided to commit
to what he knew worked and trained as a meditation
teacher. Wasn’t that just adding more busyness,
though?

“If you’re doing something that is just for you and for
your self-care, it’s a little bit different. And it was at a
pace, over a year, that I could work into my schedule.”

Davidji, his teacher, appealed to Whelan because he
was funny and because meditation was “being
presented in a way that didn’t seem like it was up its

Dermot Whelan is lending a big hand to
his audiences as he raises awareness of
benefits of meditation.  Pictures: Nina Val

busyness
The cult of

When it comes to educating the public on the dangers of constant
busyness, Dermot Whelan has certainly earned his credentials. The former
breakfast radio host talks to Gemma Fullam about the road to a calmer life
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own arse”. Native New Yorker Davidji had recon-
nected to his own meditation practice — which he’d
replaced with a morning commute and an evening
Scotch — through what he calls “a holy moment”.
Post 9/11, he was walking past a group of homeless
people when a man grabbed his leg, looked him
squarely in the eye, and said: “What’s gonna be on
your tombstone?” Davidji quit his corporate job,
reconnected with meditation, and now teaches it to
millions.

Whelan studied with him, qualifying as a masters
of wisdom and meditation teacher, and began teach-
ing meditation himself, even though that hadn’t been
his original intention. “I just knew that if I did teach-
er training, it would force me to really immerse my-
self and commit to this stuff that I knew helped me.”
That commitment also eventually put him in touch
with his “inner potato” — his gut instinct — which
told him it was time to jump ship from the day job.
Having spent 23 years on the radio, 21 of those as foil
to Dave Moore on their hugely successful Today FM
show, quitting seemed like madness. The ‘potato’
kept telling him to go but logic was saying ‘stay
where you are’.

“I did, for the first time in my life, really listen to
my gut and not try to cover over the uncomfortable
feelings that I was having sitting in a radio studio,”
Whelan says. “I took a pause long enough to ask my-
self, ‘OK, what’s important to you? What do you want
to do for the next 10 years? Are you just doing things
now because this is what you-10-years-ago wanted?’”

A chat with his financial adviser helped him make
the leap. “I thought he’d go, ‘You’re nuts.
What are you doing? You’re 50 and you want
to walk away from this and you’re the sole
breadwinner in the home? Three kids. One
starting college, none of this looks right on
paper.’ That’s what I was thinking he’d say.
And he was the person who convinced me
to do it. You should never assume that you
know what people are going to say.”

He hasn’t looked back since he quit in
August 2023 and he’s started The Mind
Full Podcast — season three kicked off on
March 24 — toured his show, and written
his third book. He’s busy, yes, and might
still find himself feeling wrecked on
occasion. But his meditation training
and practice has given him a coping
toolkit that’s proved a gamechanger.

“Self-awareness is something I have
now and an understanding of stress and my stress
response and that it is genuinely trying to help me.
Before, I would’ve either pushed back against or
ignored a lot of the signs or symptoms of stress.

“I have an understanding that my natural wiring
is to be hyper-vigilant of my surroundings. And
instead of me seeing that as a negative, actually it’s a
super-useful tool, particularly in performance,
because it means I can read a room really quickly.”

He also has much more compassion for himself.
Previously, his internal monologue would continu-
ally tell him “you’re terrible” and berate him for not
achieving. “I always thought it was important to
hold yourself to account. I learned that all that is just
really tiring. Self-compassion is one of those kind of
airy-fairy terms but I think it’s the greatest road-
block for a lot of us. Wherever we go, we’re there.
We might as well make friends with ourselves.”

In a full-circle moment, he says that what

that he’s imminently due on a podcast. Before he has
to go, I ask him for a top tip to deal with overwhelm.

“For me, it just always comes back to space. If all
you have is the length of one conscious breath, start
there. If you look at the Irish rugby team, when
they’re in the middle of a game, part of their huddle
is one conscious breath.” This is news to me.

“They have to find recovery in a very challenging
situation. And what they’re gonna do is they’re
gonna hit that reset button, one conscious breath.”
They actually do that?

“Yeah. They’re trying to release the overwhelm at
that moment. They’re trying to bring their minds out
of the past, what’s not gone their way. They’re trying
to bring their minds out of the future, what could go
wrong?” An overwhelmed mind, he tells me, will
bounce between the past and the future. So that one
conscious breath can create the space for recovery
and a tiny but invaluable reset.

“You’ve come out of the future. You’ve come out of
the past and you’ve broken that sense of overwhelm
for just that length of time. And that’s what the
athletes know.”

And with that, Whelan gives me a warm hug
goodbye and heads off, leaving a trail of calmness in
his wake.

■ Busy and Wrecked by Dermot Whelan, published by
Gill, is available now. Season three of The Mind Full
Podcast is available wherever you get your podcasts.

Dermot chills out at the
Moxy in Dublin.

“I do hear a lot of
the time that it’s my
approach that is the
missing piece. It’s the
playfulness, humour,
and accessibility that
brings a lot of people
to the table

attracted him to Davidji is what people
now tell him attracts them to his shows
and books. “I do hear a lot of the time that
it’s my approach that is the missing piece.
That it’s the playfulness, it’s the humour.
It’s the accessibility that brings them to
the table.”

Whelan is a thoughtful interviewee and
that rare thing: a good listener. He has a
deep knowledge of his subject and is
enthusiastic to share simple techniques
that work, emphasising the value of creat-

ing little pockets of space in every day, even if it’s just
for a single moment. It’s important to find the tools
to deal with the busyness, he says, because while
writing the book, he learned that a lot of the busyn-
ess and overwhelm and burnout people experience
isn’t their fault.

“The world is set up for busyness like never before.
There’s so much new science around the fact that we
are constantly signalling and rewarding busyness in
all our interactions because it gives us a higher
social status. And science shows the more we demon-
strate that we have less time for our personal lives
and the more busyness we can demonstrate, the
more important we are. That’s a dangerous place to
be because our worlds will get smaller and we will
get busier and busier.”

We’ve talked for almost two hours and Whelan
isn’t remotely watching the clock, despite the fact

banned the usual ‘wholefood vegetarian’ suspects of
the time — pulses, rice, meat substitutes etc — and
instead chose to bore down deep into the potential of
the vegetables themselves, which traditionally had
always received second billing on restaurant plates,
even in vegetarian restaurants.

But it was the beginning, in 2001, of a collaboration
with growers Ultan Walsh and Lucy Stewart of Gort
na Nain Farm, in Nohoval, Co Cork, that turned
Paradiso into a globally unique restaurant.

Cotter and Walsh sat down each year at the start of
the growing season and plotted out the year ahead as
to what would be planted and how this hyper-local,
chemical-free, seasonal veg of sublime quality, often
featuring produce or varieties never before grown in
Ireland, would fit into Paradiso’s seasonally
changing menus.

This was pioneering stuff: It was eight years after
Paradiso opened that renowned Parisian chef Alain
Passard gambled by converting his three-Michelin
starred restaurant, L’Arpège, over to an entirely
vegetarian menu with a primary focus on vegetables.

In 2019, Cotter’s and Walsh’s symbiotic and
globally groundbreaking partnership was honoured

After more than three decades running his groundbreaking Paradiso in Cork,
Denis Cotter has begun the process of ceding control to two protégés — head chef
Miguel Frutos and incoming owner Dave O’Mahony, writes Joe McNamee

Heir apparent Dave
O’Mahony with founder
Denis Cotter at Paradiso
on Lancaster Quay, Cork.
Picture: David Creedon

However, though we cherish the food of beloved
restaurants, hospitality is as much about people and
relationships and, in most cases, when the founding
owner/operator of a successful restaurant finally
leaves the stage, they invariably take with them that
indefinable magic that made their business so
beloved and the restaurant shuts up shop for good.

Another option is to pass it on to the next gener-
ation of the family but neither of Cotter’s two sons
followed him into the business. Instead, Cotter
looked to another ‘family’ member, Dave O’Mahony,
of the Paradiso ‘clan’. O’Mahony grew up doors away
from Cotter’s young family, best friends with
Cotter’s sons since he was six, often with the boys as
they ran in and out of the newly-opened restaurant
and, at the age of 15, O’Mahony started his first job —
dishwasher in the Paradiso kitchen.

Denis Cotter and his then partner, Bridget Healy,
opened Paradiso in 1993 and it was a smash from the
very beginning. First of all, this was no hippie out-
post but a fine dining restaurant that just happened
to be vegetarian. In addition, it eschewed the usual
approach of simply ‘replacing the meat’ and serving
‘meat alternative and two veg’. Furthermore, Cotter

THE average life span of a restaurant is just
three years, about as long as it takes to
determine whether a fledgling hospitality
business has a viable financial future. Many

fail long before the three-year mark.
In October this year, Paradiso, one of the world’s

most renowned vegetarian restaurants, celebrates
its 32nd birthday, its longevity but one testament to
the Cork restaurant’s unique qualities.

Paradiso joins a rarified club in passing the three
decade mark but all good things come to an end.
Restaurant work is among the most demanding of all
professions and there is a finite life to a career in the
kitchen.

Even if, as chef/proprietor Denis Cotter and so
many of his peers elsewhere have done, you step out
from behind the stove and into an executive head
chef role, there comes a day when it is time to hang
up your toque. This summer, Cotter turns 66 and
feels his time in Paradiso is drawing to a close.

Occasionally, a transfer to a new ownership
regime — such as Ross Lewis passing the Chapter
One baton to Mickael Viljanen — can work out well.

Changing of the guard
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WHEN HE and Brenda returned to
Ireland in 2013,  he resumed his
position as manager of the restaurant.
About two years ago, Cotter began to

consider him as a potential successor and new owner
of the business. O’Mahony took all of a minute to
agree but when he takes over later this year, it will
mean stepping into a less familiar general manager
role.

“It’s all about getting a sense of how the business is
running or what you need to do or change, simply by
looking at the numbers. It is tricky but interesting.

“Then you put the pieces together, what Denis
calls the anecdotal information and the actual
information; so the month felt really busy, but the
numbers don’t say that, but that’s a bit weird. Or
everyone’s saying we’re really quiet, but the
numbers are good. That’s weird. Sometimes they
match up, sometimes they don’t. But understanding
both sides is crucial. It’s learning to read the restaur-
ant’s progress through numbers which I never
would have before, it’s a language I’m learning.

“I’ve always had huge respect for Denis as a real
balls-to-the-wall chef, a real taskmaster and the con-
tinuous emphasis on quality, on the plate and on the
floor, but now I’m seeing him as much as a mentor.”

Cotter says: “About a year and a half ago, when I
decided that it was time to move on to the next stage
of my life, I began to look at Dave as a serious
prospect to take over — it is amazing just how much
he ‘gets’ Paradiso and the ethos.

“Having Miguel in the kitchen was the other
important part of the jigsaw for me. Miguel is a
brilliant chef but, more than that, he gets Paradiso,
he gets the ethos, this is not just another job for him

that they were the coolest people ever, all about five
or six years older than me, very cool, handsome,
beautiful, super cool people.”

“Every year,” says Cotter, “the entire Paradiso
crew would go away for a weekend somewhere, rent
a house or go out on a boat. All the staff’s kids would
come as well and Dave was there as Tom’s buddy. So,
before he was working there he was part of the fabric
of Paradiso.”

With the restaurant menu also available for staff
dinners, Dave was soon intimately acquainted with
the food offering. His wine knowledge also developed
apace.

“My family were always very into food,” says
O’Mahony, “although maybe more conventional
mainstream dishes and wine is my dad’s passion, he
has a very good palate, and in the early days, he
would have helped tasting to put together the wine
lists.”

By the age of 17, O’Mahony had badgered his way
into a job working on the floor.

“I loved it, I loved chatting to people, I loved
learning. I love to learn. It’s funny, but I’d never have
a 17-year-old on the floor now.”

O’Mahony, however, was obviously a precocious
17-year-old and, by the age of 21, was working as a
floor manager before heading off to Australia with
his now wife, Brenda Long.

In Australia, a country with a hugely progressive,
innovative, and vital hospitality scene, he worked in
some very high-profile restaurants.

He also began formal wine studies in earnest. (He
qualified at WSET Level 4 a number of years ago,
achieving the industry standard expert level and is
now one of the best sommeliers in the country.)

with the Collaboration of the Year prize at the
inaugural and highly prestigious World Food
Awards. These days, with the kitchen now led by
head chef, Miguel Frutos, guided by Cotter as
executive head chef, the Paradiso offering is as
vibrant and contemporary as it has ever been.

“I started hanging around with Tom [Cotter] when
I was about 5 or 6, even earlier, which was about the
time the restaurant opened,” says Dave.

“They lived in No 4, we were in No 10, the two
families probably the only kids on the street. From
around 7, 8, myself and Tom were just spending
every waking moment together. Sleepovers, going to
the beach. When we were 11 or 12, we were drafted in
to iron napkins for the restaurant.

“In summer 2000, after my Junior Cert, I asked for
a job and became a dishwasher.

“I was put on the second evening shift, starting at
around 9pm, and I strolled in during service and the
girls on the floor were like, ‘where are you going,
little fella?’ They knew me as a friend of the family
but they were wondering where I was going at that
time of night.

“I started giving it hell for leather and worked my
absolute ass off at the dishwasher. We finished really
late and I was asking, ‘was that alright, is this the
time we usually finish?’

“The head dishwasher said, ‘yeah, it’s about an
hour and a half after we’d normally finish.’ It’s like,
‘fuck, I have to get better at this!’

“I would come out thinking I’d done a class job but
everyone was going, like, ‘Jesus Christ, the floor is
soaking, he’s soaking!’

“I always wanted to work my absolute bollocks off
here. Impress the [fellow staff members]. I thought

Denis Cotter says of Dave
O’Mahony: ‘It is amazing just
how much he ‘gets’ Paradiso and
the ethos.’ Pictures: David Creedon

— he is in it for the long haul.
“I will continue as executive head chef until

Miguel feels ready to take over that role and when
Dave is ready for the general manager role, then it
will be time for me to move on to the next chapter in
my life.

“I will be able to carve out more structured time for
my writing [five bestselling cookbooks to date] and of
course I’ll still be working in Maureen’s [the bar in
Cork City’s Shandon area run by his wife, Maureen
McLaughlin].

“Paradiso is a fucking brilliant place and it’s not
vanity for me to say that, but it takes a ferocious
energy to maintain those standards and it is now
time for me to direct that energy in other places.

“Paradiso wasn’t the first thing I did in life and it
won’t be the last.”

And what of O’Mahony’s vision for the future of
Paradiso when he takes over as the new owner?

“Day one, O’Mahony’s Steakhouse,” he chuckles,
as Cotter raises his brow, a glimmer of a wry smile —
when you’ve run a vegetarian restaurant for over
three decades, you’ve heard all the carnivore jokes in
existence.

“What has always been brilliant about Paradiso,”
says Dave, “is how it continues to evolve and no
doubt there will be change, changes that we make
and also changes in direction for hospitality and in
diners’ tastes and preferences.

“But wherever we end up, with Miguel leading on
the food and my feedback and me guiding the
business, we will never lose the Paradiso ethos.

To keep it going for another 30 years would be a
huge achievement and, whatever it looks like in the
future, it will always be Paradiso.”

“What has always
been brilliant about
Paradiso is how it
continues to evolve
and no doubt there
will be change – to
keep it going for
another 30 years
would be a huge
achievement

On Denis Cotter and Paradiso...

and his magic and magnificent basket of vegetables.
What a gift to Cork and the country. It is a globally
important restaurant.”

Andy Petrini, Food critic
[Speaking to this writer at the time of the award]

“Paradiso seems to me to be one of the most interest-
ing places in working for the future, a future with
closer and more prolific collaborations between chefs
and suppliers.”

Miguel Frutos, Paradiso
“Moving to a new city always comes with challenges,
but starting out in such a creative and high-quality
restaurant has been an amazing experience.
Paradiso isn’t just a place to eat — it’s all about
innovation, creativity, and a deep respect for local
ingredients, which are values I completely connect
with. Denis’ vision and pioneering spirit made
Paradiso what it is today.

Way before plant-based cuisine became a trend, he
was already pushing boundaries and redefining
vegetarian dining with passion and dedication. His
guidance and commitment have been invaluable. My
Mediterranean roots have found their place here.
The love for real, honest flavors, the respect for
seasonal ingredients, and the pursuit of balance in
every dish fit perfectly with Paradiso’s philosophy”.

Ross Lewis, Chapter One
“Denis Cotter is a maverick chef who quite smartly
understood there was an alternative way to cook...

Way before his time, he took vegetarian cooking
into the mainstream ahead of any of his peers in
Ireland and the UK . His first cookbook was a turning
point in bringing his style of cooking into the main-
stream and beyond. Ireland has a lot to be thankful
for, his lifetimess work and contribution to our
culinary shoreline.”

Darina Allen, Ballymaloe
Cookery School
“I’ve always had huge admiration for Paradiso and
Denis, when they opened I ate there twice before the
penny dropped that it was a vegetarian restaurant.
His food was always so multi-ethnic and with such
delicious combinations, that it completely bypassed
me that it was vegetarian. It is the ultimate compli-
ment, that a meat eater didn’t miss the meat.”

Rory O’Connell, Ballymaloe
Cookery School
“Paradiso has always had style – from the Boho chic
interior of the early days to the super smart chocolate
box room of the present. I love it. The food opened
minds, set a trend with the unerring vision of Denis
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Changing the tuneChanging the tune
A stalwart of Ireland’s music scene, publicist and manager Linda Coogan-Byrne has
made it her mission to call out the structural sexism and racism she sees in her field. As
she releases her first book, she shares with Aoife Barry her manifesto for change

level… I’m sure any woman that has
existed will have been told this whole
thing like ‘little children should be seen
and not heard’, but it’s usually young
girls that should be seen and not heard.
Boys are listened to.”

The conversation within her book
about misogyny feels all the more
urgent at a time when there is a lot of
discussion around the impact of online
toxic masculinity on young men —
particularly how this is explored in the
Netflix show Adolescence.

“My God, we need to see more male
allies that call [sexism] out. But we’re
living in a time of Andrew Tate and Elon
Musk,” says Coogan-Byrne.

WHILE the book outlines how
people can start to challenge
this sort of culture, it also
contains a reality check

section.
“It isn’t a walk in the park, speaking

up and demanding change. It’s a very
difficult thing to do, and it’s a very
difficult thing to continue doing,” says
Coogan-Byrne.

She describes the book as a roadmap
for people.

“I’m just a normal person. I’m just
someone who’s seeing, OK, this is poss-
ible. I can actually get in touch with my
local TD, or I can get in touch with the
Taoiseach, or I can write a letter to the
President.”

The book contains many depressing
statistics, like the fact that 71.1% of top
10 singles over the past two decades
were released by Irish male artists and
bands. Yet Coogan-Byrne finds hope in
the change that has taken place.

“There’s an urgency and a necessity
for things to change in Ireland. Because
what the reports in the UK have shown
us is that change is completely poss-
ible,” she says, noting that women over-
took men for the first time in airplay in
Britain last year. “If they can do that
and turn it around in a short period of
time, Ireland is completely capable of
doing it.”

She plans to send the new arts and
culture minister, Patrick O’Donovan, a
copy of the book.

Her aim with the book is “to cause
some sort of a conversation”, she says,
though she maintains “conversations
are empty without action”.

“People-powered campaigns are
huge. They have been through all of
history. If we get enough people having
the conversations, it can’t be ignored.
That’s the hope that I have,” she says.

■Why Not Her? A Manifesto for Culture
Change is published on April 11

Government or from people in leader-
ship in the broadcasting sector, to want
to change.”

But, there has been some policy
change regarding gender balance on
air. In 2022, the Online Safety and Media
Regulations Act allowed media regu-
lator Coimisiún na Meán to create codes
to promote balanced gender represen-
tation of participants in news and cur-
rent affairs programmes. As with music
radio play, the gender balance in this
area was also dire, as shown by the 2015
National Women’s Council of Ireland
Hearing Women’s Voices? report. Last
year, the commission published the
first gender, equality, diversity and
inclusion strategy for the Irish audio
and audiovisual sector.

“It’s great to have policies in place,
but unless people actually put their
action into the policies, the policies just
remain policies,” says Coogan-Byrne.

Many international female artists are
played on the radio, but a particular
block seems to be with Irish female
artists, she adds. This is despite the fact
that the country is home to many tal-
ented women, like CMAT, Jazzy, and
Muireann Bradley. Over the past few
years, groups like FairPlé and MiseFós-
ta have also been set up to raise aware-
ness of issues around gender balance
across different genres of music.

Why hasn’t change happened to the
degree she hoped it would?

“We do scratch our heads in the team
here, because I don’t know why Irish
radio doesn’t make the change, or why
it doesn’t feel it’s even important,” says
a clearly baffled Coogan-Byrne.

More than three million people listen
to the radio every weekday, meaning
what’s played on air can have an impact
on people being exposed to new music.
This raises the question of who isn’t get-
ting heard on Irish radio, and what that
means for both listeners and artists.

“There’s devastating effects on so
many levels to female creatives, where
they’re getting this message that they
don’t matter, what they have to say isn’t
important. If they can’t see it, they can’t
be it. I hate using clichés and that, but
it’s true,” she says. “So it’s a detrimen-
tal cultural, societal damage that it’s
doing to female creatives and not only
that, but on an economic level as well.”

She believes that the men who are
heavily playlisted on Irish radio, while
“brilliant”, are “given opportunities
that women just are not given”, and
don’t receive the same kind of criticism
female artists do. Why is this, does she
think?

“I think it stems from a vast eco-
system, on a societal level, on a cultural

eventual report into 2019 and 2020 Irish
radio play was published, it “just blew
up”.

“A lot of the female artists felt vali-
dated. Especially women that had flown
abroad to pursue careers outside of
Ireland… they suddenly had this viable,
tangible thing in this report where they
were saying: This is why we had to
leave,” says Coogan-Byrne.

Soon the report was gathering inter-
national attention. “But with that, there
was a lot of naivety,” she says. “Because
I was thinking… once people have this
data, they’re all going to change. It did
not happen that way.

“By the second year, in the UK I’d had
conversations with the BBC and with
other major radio sector companies and
outfits, and they were just fantastic.
They’d listen to you, and they’d go
through the data and have all these
important conversations, and then
they’d put me through to their diversity
department teams. But in Ireland, it
was tumbleweed.”

While the reports were widely shared
and supported, she says she also receiv-
ed some negative feedback from people
in the industry. Comments such as, ‘We
don’t have the budget,’ ‘It’s the record
label’s fault’ and, shockingly, ‘men
make better music than women’.

By 2021, Coogan-Byrne had a team of
people involved with Why Not Her? and
its reports. Now, she says, she will be
taking a step back from the reports in a
personal capacity.

“I’ve left it to the team to decide
whether they want to continue,” she
says. “That’s what this book is about —
the necessity of other people continuing
on and carrying the baton, if you will.

“I’m not going to continue doing
reports in Ireland when there’s no
reaction, no change, no onus from the

MANY years ago, music publi-
cist, consultant and label
manager Linda Coogan-
Byrne didn’t think of herself

as a feminist. But now she has pub-
lished her first book, Why Not Her? A
Manifesto for Culture Change, which
calls for a reckoning with structural
sexism in the music world, as well as
with other prejudices, like racism. To
Coogan-Byrne, now a proud feminist,
the issues seen in the music industry
show us exactly what the wider world is
dealing with on the road to equality.

After starting to work in the industry,
she says “it was impossible not to see
the nuances of sexism and the nuances
of misogyny”. In her book, she details
the challenges faced by women to reach
gender parity on music festival line-ups
and radio playlists and why it’s import-
ant that not just a few voices are heard.

She writes that culture change “starts
with a willingness to evaluate our-
selves, our systems, and the underlying
injustices that shape our world”, and
that the manifesto “is more than a call
to action — it’s an invitation to reflect, a
challenge to confront systemic bias, and
a roadmap for meaningful, lasting
change”. She looks at some of the roots
of sexism in the music industry, the
work she has done with the organi-
sation Why Not Her?, and how readers
can do their own work of resistance in
order to help break the cycle.

Why Not Her? began surveys of
gender balance on radio in Ireland in
2020. Overall, the reports made for
depressing reading. While RTÉ Radio
One consistently showed gender
balance in terms of the ratio of male to
female artists it played, many other
stations didn’t. Some stations have im-
proved over the years, others haven’t.

The roots of the Why Not Her? surveys
and this latest book lie in the covid lock-
downs, when Coogan-Byrne began at-
tending feminist lectures and seminars
online by the likes of British music
consultant Vick Bain.

One night she was using the industry
platform Radiomonitor, which provides
data on what bands are played on the
radio, and realised this data would give
an insight into gender balance in the
Irish radio world.

“I just said, right: I’ll just do a ball-
park, five-year period of looking and
seeing who’s played most on the radio,”
she recalls. “I just went down a data rab-
bit hole… my jaw was to the floor. I was
just looking and I had to keep refresh-
ing, going ‘this couldn’t be it’. It couldn’t
be what I’m looking at.” She was seeing
“zero female artists” played on some
stations, “year in, year out”. When her

Linda Coogan-Byrne is
now a proud feminist.

Some of Coogan-Byrne’s favourite Irish female artists include, left to
right, Winnie Ama , CMAT, and Jazzy.
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A selection of songs by Irish art-
ists to add to your playlist now,
curated by Linda Coogan-Byrne

■ Fever - Winnie Ama
■ Golden - Shiv
■ Running/Planning - CMAT
■ The Vow - RuthAnne
■ Unconditional - Sinéad Harnett
■ Sunny - Biig Piig
■Weekdays - Aby Coulibaly

Why not her?
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‘I’ve been
in training
for this for
25 years’
Every so often, a debut novel stands out from the pack.
This year, that book is ‘Fair Play’, says Aoife Barry.
Cork author Louise Hegarty talks growing up in
Glanmire, learning her craft from Agatha Christie, and
the joy of being a debut novelist in her 30s

The writing process was “a lot of fun”, says Hegar-
ty, who was inspired by the likes of the film The Last
of Sheila, which is a schlocky 1973 murder mystery
written by Anthony Perkins and Stephen Sondheim,
and the 1970s TV series The Singing Detective. She
was also inspired by an episode of Buffy the Vampire
Slayer in which Buffy’s mother dies.

“That’s a great episode [showing] how you deal
with genuine emotion and a sudden death in a genre
setting,” she says.

She wanted to subvert some of what goes on in
murder mystery narratives. “In Agatha Christie
books, people are dying everywhere and no one
seems to be overly upset,” she points out. “Looking
at the effect of sudden death, and grief, I think when
someone dies suddenly, you are trying to frantically
find clues and trying to find a very easy narrative of
what happened.” But there’s not always going to be
an easy narrative, she points out.

There is something comforting about a whodun-
nit, she says.

“It’s very familiar, it’s a very safe world. In the last
couple of years, there’s been a huge increase in cosy
crime and people looking towards those familiar
narratives.”

She says that between the First and Second World
War, there was a “fever” of interest in crossword
puzzles and games like bridge, perhaps as a way of
engaging the mind and ensuring “everything’s

Benjamin’s death, when a detective called Auguste
Bell arrives on the scene. The narrative then moves
between the two styles for the remainder of the book.
There are even several pages that outline the rules of
solving mysteries, breaking the fourth wall a little. It
takes skill to make this all work, and the effect for
the reader is thrilling.

Growing up in Glanmire with her parents and
younger sister, Hegarty, aged 35, was always a big
reader. Her parents were also crime fiction fans, and
this led to her loving Christie books and crime novels
in general. Yet she never guessed she’d end up
writing a novel inspired by this herself.

“I’ve been telling people that I’ve been training for
this for 25 years,” says Hegarty over lunch in Dub-
lin’s Westbury Hotel (pear and brie salad for her).

“It is a funny thing, how the things that you’re
reading or watching when you’re young, they do
come up later on.”

Benjamin’s death is a tragedy, and his sister
Abigail seeks solid answers. Without spoiling things,
it’s perhaps enough to say that the ending of
Hegarty’s book isn’t exactly what we’ve come to
expect in classic murder mysteries.

After planning out the story, Hegarty wrote it in
three months on evenings and weekends, while
working an admin job. Now that she has the book
deal — and a second book, a collection of short
stories, due out next year — she is able to write full
time.

L IVING in Ireland, we get used to great books
being produced by debut authors. But every
now and then a debut comes along that
stands out from the pack. This year that

book is Fair Play, the first novel by Cork author
Louise Hegarty.

Anyone who’s been following Hegarty’s writing in
the various journals she’s been published in over the
last few years, such as Banshee and the Stinging Fly,
will know that there’s something singular about her
work. Her prose is never showy, her ideas can be a
little quirky, and she loves to play around with form.
We get all of this in Fair Play, which takes inspira-
tion from Golden Age murder mysteries — think
‘queen of crime’ Agatha Christie — but spins out a
modern tale of grief amidst the search for answers
after a sudden death.

Here’s Hegarty on the book’s plot, which centres
on a brother and sister named Abigail and Benjamin:
“A group of friends are in an Airbnb, New Year’s Eve
2022. They’re eating and drinking and playing a
murder mystery game devised by Abigail. Next
morning, everyone wakes up except for Benjamin,
and then Abigail finds herself in a murder mystery
of her own while she’s trying to unravel the details of
her brother’s death.”

Not only does the book take inspiration from
Golden Age murder mysteries, it also plays around
with the tropes of this genre. It moves from a contem-
porary setting to a classic murder mystery after

preparing for the next day’s work as well,” she says.
“And I always found as well, when I’m stuck with
something, you go for a walk, and then suddenly you
find a solution for that.”

DOES Cork serve as inspiration? “Definitely.
There’s a lot of writers in Cork,” she says,
describing Cork’s literary history as “quite
diverse — I don’t know if I can necessarily

think of a single voice, or style of writing even.”
She has several writer friends in the city. Would

she ever move to somewhere else?
“No, I’ve always lived in Cork,” she says, noting

that she lives near the city centre now. “I just really
like the area. I wouldn’t be against the idea of living
abroad for a little while, but I like having that base.”

There can be a rush in the publishing world to
bring out your first book while very young. But being
a debut novelist in her mid-30s suits Hegarty. She’s
put years into improving her craft, and feels the
benefit of this. Now that her debut is about to hit the
bookshelves, she can rest knowing that a lot of hard
work is about to pay off.

“I feel pretty confident with my writing now as
well, which is a big thing,” she says gently. “In some
ways, I think if I’d written something a number of
years ago, maybe I wouldn’t have had the ability to
make it what I wanted it to be, and I wouldn’t have
had confidence about it.”
■ ‘Fair Play’, published by Picador, is out now.

mathematical than anything else. I
like pursuing certain ideas.”

Fair Play was the first novel-shaped
idea she came up with, and she thinks
part of the inspiration was the grief
narratives that emerged in popular
culture during the pandemic. When an
agent got in touch after reading her
short stories, she was able to send them
her novel draft too. That was followed by
signing with the agent and sending her
book out on submission to publishers.

“Everything happened very quickly,
after a lot of nothing happening,” says
Hegarty. Though she had “absolutely no
expectations” for her novel, several pub-
lishers wanted it before Picador won out.
Her book is great, but she says she worried
it might be a bit too niche or unusual. “I
hope people enjoy it,” she says modestly.

Outside of books, she’s very into music
(recent listens include the Viagra Boys and rapper
Mike). “I’m big into music. I mean, I don’t have any
skill. I play a bit of piano, but I have no real talent or
anything. I’m very interested in films as well.”

She’s currently working on her second novel, and
is settling into a routine as a full-time author.

“I go to the library, write for a few hours, have my
lunch, and then in the afternoon I might go for a
walk, I might read, I might do something else. You’re

gonna be OK in the end — which, of course,
then is not what real life is like”.

While Hegarty wasn’t directly inspired by
a real-life experience to write this story, she
was interested in how people approach
grief. There’s a scene in the book where
Abigail feels her friends don’t understand
how upset she is.

“I think people deal with grief in differ-
ent ways. And I think if you’re not maybe
always crying, people think ‘Oh, you
must be better’. Of course, she’s not. But
it’s just the way people react, and it’s just
different for everyone,” she says.

While at school in Coláiste na Phiar-
saigh in Glanmire, Hegarty was big into
reading and writing. She started to take
her writing seriously in her late teens
and early 20s, and began submitting to
journals such as the Stinging Fly.

“I was just submitting stuff for ages before I was
published,” she says. How has she changed since her
early days?

“My writing is a lot better, and I figured out what it
is that I’m interested in, and what I’m good at. And a
lot of it is structure, working with form, genre.

“A lot of it is problem solving, I think. And I like
trying to figure out: OK, my character is here and
they need to get here, and how do I get them from A to
B? So there’s that form of creative thinking. It’s more

A u t h o r  L o u i s e  H e g a r t y  i n
Henchy’s Bar, St Lukes, Cork.

Picture: David Creedon
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Citrus Oat Slices

4. Cream the butter and sugar until light and fluffy.

5. Add the flour and oats to the butter mixture and
combine to make a crumble.

6. Press just over half of the crumble into the base
of your tin, pressing it down firmly.

7. Bake for 12 minutes until lightly golden.

8. While it is baking whisk the condensed milk with
the lemon juice and zest.

9. Pour the lemon layer over the crumble after you
have removed it from the oven, you do not need to
let it cool first.

10. Spread the rest of the crumble on top and very
gently pat this layer down.

11. Bake for a further 23 minutes or until the edges
are golden.

12. Allow to cool in the tin before slicing.

Prep time 20 minutes
Bake time: 35 minutes
Makes 9
■ 125g self raising flour
■ 100g butter, soft
■ 125g light muscovado sugar
■ 90g porridge oats

For the lemon layer

■ 350g condensed milk
■ 85ml lemon juice
■ Zest of 2 lemons

1. Line an 8-inch square cake tin with
parchment.

2. Preheat your oven to 180ºC/gas mark 4.

3. Sieve the flour and set aside.

How to
bake...

The addition of vanilla and cinnamon,
and even a whisp of orange zest, help to
elevate the baked oats to a real morning
treat. I also stir in a little maple syrup be-
fore baking.

Making your own granola is also far
cheaper than buying it by the bag. For every
400g of oats I melt 50g of peanut butter and
50g of honey into 100g of olive oil and stir
this through the oats before allowing them
to gently heat in a low oven until dry and
crisp. Stir whatever combination of dried
fruit, nuts and seeds that you wish, and you
will not look back.

Whether it is the zesty oat slices, baked
breakfast oats or homemade granola, you
will  have a tasty family treat  and a
deliciously smelling kitchen.

THE scent of toasting oats helps to
cheer up the dullest of days. Oats
are a staple Irish ingredient and
are wonderfully satisfying when

used in baking.
They not only add structure and

flavour but have the added bonus of being
packed with soluble fibre and a wide
variety of minerals and vitamins. These
slices are a blend of the nutty sweetness
of the crumble, and the citrus filling that
seeps into the outer layers.

Porridge is served daily in our house
during the colder months but at this time
of year I start to make batches of granola
or even a dish of baked oats that can be
kept in the fridge and scooped out as
needed.

■ When lining the cake tin it is best to leave a little extra
parchment on each side so it can be used to pull the slices from
the tin after they have been baked. After baking and cooling,
you can then lift the tray bake out using the parchment paper
on either side and place onto a chopping board.
■ You will get the best results if the ingredients are at room
temperature, particularly the butter, which will combine
with the sugar with more ease.
■ To ensure that the butter and sugar are evenly mixed, stop
your mixer every now and then as you are creaming and
scrape down the sides and around the base of the bowl with a
rubber spatula.
■ The mixture will appear dry and be crumbly when it is all
combined, but this is the correct texture. The bottom layer
will need to be compacted quite a lot to ensure it forms a solid
layer in the base of the tin, like when you are making the base
of a cheesecake. This layer will provide structure when you
cut your slices at the end.
■When using citrus zest it is worth trying to source unwaxed
fruit. If this is not possible you can place your lemons or other
fruit in some warm water and quite vigorously dry them with a
clean towel to remove the layer of wax that is added to the skins.
■When slicing, I use a hot knife which allows for a cleaner
cut. For ease, I mark the tray into slices while still warm and
fresh out of the oven. Simply indent them with a knife and
then fully cut when they have cooled.
■ The slices will keep for two days at room temperature in an
airtight container or for about five days in the fridge.
■ These slices can be frozen. It is best to make sure they are
fully cooled before freezing. I place a layer of parchment
between the slices before putting them in a freezer-proof
container.

Two delicious variations
Mixed seed and chocolate
Add two teaspoon of chia seeds and two teaspoons of ground
flax seeds to the oats. The lemon juice and zest are omitted,
and the juice can be replaced with 85ml of orange juice, or
juice strained from a rhubarb compote is also nice at this time
of year. Sprinkle 100g of dark chocolate chips onto the
condensed milk layer before adding the topping.

Lime and pistachio
Substitute the lemon juice and zest with equal amounts of
lime juice and zest. You can then add 50g of finely chopped
unsalted de-shelled pistachios and reduce the amount of oats
to 60g. The nuts can be added at the same time as the sieved
flour and oats.

baker’s tips
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mixture.
Once you make homemade garlic

bread, you will never have it any other
way. It’s the perfect side to many dishes
and so simple to make well. It’s great to
make up slices, freeze them uncooked,
and then pop them in the oven when you
need them. Enjoy these two recipes this
week and add them to your collection of
family favourites.

partial to egg yolks over whole eggs on
this one; they give a lovely colour to the
sauce and are less likely to scramble
when the pasta water is added.

Homemade garlic bread is one of my
favourite things. Its key ingredients are
real butter, fresh parsley, and crusty
bread. There is never enough— it
vanishes. For a cheesy edition, grate a
little parmesan into the garlic butter

THIS WEEK, I have two delicious
recipes that are quick to make
and sure to impress, even in a
rush.

Spaghetti carbonara’s recipe is always
up for debate: egg yolks only or whole
eggs; which bacon is correct? Should
you add cream? (No!)

As you know, I like to keep food easy,
so use whatever bacon you want. I am

A pair of firm family favourites

Spaghetti
carbonara

pan with the bacon over a medium
heat. Combine everything.

With the pan on medium to low heat,
pour the egg mixture into the pasta,
followed by the pasta water.

Combine the pasta with the sauce to
coat it entirely — this will only take a
minute or so.

Remove from the heat and be careful
not to cook it too long or the eggs will
scramble.

Season liberally with freshly ground
black pepper. Serve a portion of pasta
on a plate and spoon some bacon
lardons on top. Garnish with fresh
parsley and some grated parmesan.

■ 4 eggs yolks
■ 150g parmesan, finely grated
■ Salt and freshly ground pepper
■ 1 tbsp fresh parsley, finely chopped

Cook the pasta in salted boiling water
until al dente.

Fry the pancetta in a pan until
golden, adding in the minced garlic for
the last minute of cooking. Leave the
bacon in the pan for now.

Whisk to combine the egg and
parmesan in a bowl.

Once the pasta is cooked, keep 100-
200ml of the pasta water for the sauce.
Strain the pasta and add to the frying

Serves 4
■ 300g spaghetti
■ 100g pancetta lardons
■ 1 garlic clove, minced

This is my version of the Italian
favourite. I know there are many
variations of this popular dish.

I always have pancetta lardons in
the fridge for those days when I have
few ingredients or time for dinner. It’s
quick, easy, and tasty. What’s not to
love?

Prep time: 10 minutes
Cook time: 15 minutes

Pictures: Sarah Butler

Garlic Bread
Such a simple recipe and a million
times nicer than pre-made and
frozen.

Be sure to use real Irish butter,
fresh bread, fresh garlic and fresh
parsley for the best results.

■ 1 baguette
■ 120g softened butter
■ 4 cloves garlic, minced
■ 1 tbsp fresh parsley, finely chopped
■ Pinch of sea salt

Optional:
■ 50g freshly grated parmesan

or mozzarella

Preheat oven to 220°C/ 200°C fan/gas
7. Line a large baking sheet with
parchment or foil.

Cut the bread into slices and place
on a large baking sheet.

Mix the butter, garlic, parsley and
salt in a bowl until well combined.
Spread evenly over the bread. Bake
for 10-15 minutes or until golden
brown.

If you want to add the cheese, add
it in the last 2 minutes of baking.

To make ahead, slice a loaf
and spread each slice with
garlic butter. Freeze them on
a tray.

Once frozen, transfer them
to a freezer bag and cook
from frozen anytime you
want.

SARAH BUTLER

The Family Cook

Sarah’s
secrets Watch the sauce carefully. It only

takes a minute to scramble, which
you don’t want to happen, so keep
the pan on a low heat.

Sarah’s secrets
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