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Tale of two cities
by Jeremy Hart (writer, High Life and Condé Nast Traveller)

As motorways go, the M1 from Dublin to Belfast is picturesque. Kissing the 
coast, cutting a swathe through the countryside, buffeting the western edge 
of the Mourne Mountains and dropping down into Belfast, it makes the 

160km (102-mile) city-to-city run a pleasure.
But you can do better than the M1. Much better. The traffic sucked onto the motorway has left the 

spider’s web of rural routes and lanes that link Ireland’s largest two cities free of stressed drivers rushing 
hither and thither.

Dublin’s rush hour is just ending as we pull away from the gloriously decadent Merrion Hotel in Aston 
Martin’s V8 Vantage. Taxis and buses part like the Red Sea for the supercar. Along by the Liffey the Aston 
is reflected in the famous waters like an apparition. Outside St James’s Gate, home of Guinness, it is as 
mouth-watering as a drop of the black stuff itself.

Dublin and the countryside to the north meet somewhere near the links fairways of the Portmarnock 
Golf Club. Beyond the flapping flags marking Portmarnock’s 18 elusive holes is a world by-passed by 
high-speed living. This is the Irish Riviera, if you like.   

The fishing settlement of Skerries is our first breather. A place to expel city air and ingest thick seaside 
oxygen, the kind that puts a spring in your step on the beach and knocks you out in your bed at night. 
Skerries is Swallows and Amazons mixed with a modern twist of Irish cool. The main street is sprinkled 
with arts and crafts boutiques, traditional butchers where they know your favourite cut of Irish beef and 
plenty of watering holes where the characters propping up the bar are just as colourful as the brightly 
painted façades.

We park up outside the Lifeboat Restaurant, formerly home to the town’s lifesavers. Now it is home 
to sticky desserts and frothy coffee. Bobbing in Skerries’ harbour, lined by rows of pastel houses, is a 
motley selection of craft, from white yachts to ocean-going trawlers with names such as Roving Swan.

‘We’ve just come in from six miles offshore, with a catch of crab,’ a salt-encrusted fisherman tells us. 
Squirming and wriggling in plastic trays is his bounty: hundreds of Irish crab destined for Spain. 

On the menu at the Merrion in Dublin were Clogher Head lobster. There seems no better reason to 
make the rocky promontory the next halt. Unlike the serrated west coast, carved by the Atlantic, the east 
coast is softly worn. Long crescent beaches of sand, such as Oriel Beach just north of Clogher Head,  
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