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Broadcaster Marty Whelan began by selling car insurance in the 1970s, until his part-time job
presenting the drivetime slot at Big D, a pirate radio station, led to his big break

was an only child, adored by my
parents, Sean and Lily. We lived in
Killester,in Dublin 5, and I went to St
Paul’s College, in Raheny. I was rubbish
at school and I scraped through the
exams. My results might as well have
read: “He turned up on the day.”
The only subject I liked was English
and I just wanted to listen to music and
read books. I’m still a voracious reader
and music turned out to be my career.
When I left school I went straight into a
job at PMPA, which was the big motor
insurer in Ireland at the time.
The company was based in Wolfe Tone
Street, in Dublin city centre, and I
worked in the public office. It is Axa
now. I was only 18 then and despite the
fact that everyone else was wearing jeans
and T-shirts, I always dressed in a suit.
I was particular about how I looked.
You could do exams and move
upwards, but I never did. I just wasn’t
bothered. A lot of my colleagues did,
though, and they went on to be managers
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and executives. Maybe if I had done that,
I could have had an actual career.
My mind was elsewhere. I had a
passion for music and a big record
collection and I wanted to expand on
that. The PMPA job was a proper nineto-five and the more you got into it, the
more you thought: “This is nice, I like
this.” It is a time of great memories for
me. I would get the train in with my dad,
who worked at Clerys, the department
store, and I would walk with him and
then onto PMPA. I felt very grown up to
have my own job to go to.
I looked after “new business”. I recall
people coming in and filling out forms,
and I would check over them — I can still
see the forms and the questions on them
— who you are, what you are. Do you
have an anti-jackknifing device on your
truck? Everyone said yes and nobody

I wouldn’t have been able to
do this but for the kindness
of my manager at PMPA, Enda
Giles. He had a good heart
TRACK DOWN A MASTERPIECE
The National Gallery of Ireland will
screen a documentary about one of
the most fascinating episodes in its
recent history next Sunday. Private
Life of a Masterpiece: The Taking of
Caravaggio, a 50-minute BBC film,
tells the story of The Taking of
Christ, by Caravaggio, which was
missing for 200 years. The work,
which depicts Jesus being arrested
after his betrayal by Judas, was
discovered hanging in the dining
room of the Jesuit community, in
Leeson Street, Dublin. Visitors can
see it up close as part of a tour of
the gallery’s collection. Admission
is free. nationalgallery.ie

ever checked. I would have to give them
the best rate and would have to get it
right or they would tell you quick enough
that they could get a better quote from
the next place.
I found it interesting to meet people
every day and really enjoyed it. The hours
were good and it was a vibrant company
with a lot of people my age. There was a
fair bit of socialising. We were in the
centre of town, so there were plenty of
places to go and we would have mad craic
at Christmas. We’d go out to lunch at the
Ritz cafe on Middle Abbey Street on some
Fridays, when we got paid.
The money wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t
great. It wouldn’t have been at the level
of pay of a bank worker, for example.
My future wife, Maria, worked at the
Revenue on Pearse Street and some rare
days we’d meet in town and go for coffee
and skive off for the day.
We got together in her final year in
school, when I had just started at PMPA.
We’re still together and have two children,
Jessica and Thomas. As time went on,
I got involved in pirate radio. I first got
work in Radio Dublin through a
colleague, Michael Cotter.
Someone probably asked him if he
knew anyone with loads of records and
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Lunchtime rush Whelan, left, enjoyed socialising
with PMPA colleagues. They would frequent the
Ritz cafe on Middle Abbey Street, above

he thought of me. He asked me if I
wanted to have a go. I knew nothing
about radio, but I arrived with the
records and it went from there. There was
a split in the station and I went to Big D
Radio, where I landed a drivetime show.
I wouldn’t have been able to do this
had it not been for the kindness of my
manager at PMPA, Enda Giles. I came to
an arrangement with him that allowed
me to do work with the pirates. He would
allow me to work half my lunch hour, and
that meant I could leave early and present
the drivetime show.
The Big D studios were in St Stephen’s
Green, so I’d race up after work. I’m
hugely obliged to him for doing that,
because if he hadn’t, then I wouldn’t
have been heard on the pirates by RTE
bosses. He had a good heart.
I had been thinking: “How can I
progress this? What can I do?” Then the
lucky break came and that was the
beginning of it.
A few of us came from the pirates to
the national broadcaster when they
started Radio 2, which is now 2FM. There
was me, Gerry Ryan, Ronan Collins and
Declan Meehan. There were 3,500
applications for jobs and they took
seven of us. The phone call with the
job offer at Radio 2 came to my family
home. The pay was considerably more
than at PMPA.
My father said: “That is clearly
impossible, someone is acting the maggot
here.” He thought it was a prank call. So
he made me ring them back to be sure it
was genuine. When it transpired that it
was, my mother was smiling for Ireland.
I was sad telling them in the office
that I was leaving. I had been there for
five years and I had made good friends.
We had the going away do and all. But
ambition drove me and I knew it was
the end for me and PMPA. And so started
a career in broadcasting.
Interview by Larissa Nolan
Marty Whelan presents Marty in the
Morning, weekdays on Lyric FM from 7am

RELIVE GOLDEN YEARS

HAVE A LIGHT BULB MOMENT

Celebrate the Thin White Duke
at the Dublin Bowie Festival at
the Grand Social next
weekend. Guest of honour will
be Gerry “Spooky Ghost”
Leonard. The Clontarf-born
musician played guitar on
Bowie’s albums in the early
2000s and was musical
director for his tours. He will
be interviewed by music critic
Tony Clayton-Lea about his
time with the great man
before doing a Q&A session
and taking to the stage for a
solo set. Tickets cost €12.
thegrandsocial.ie

An interactive show celebrating
astronaut Tim Peake’s mission to
the International Space Station is
among the attractions at the
BT Young Scientist and
Technology
Exhibition 2016
at the RDS in
Dublin, which
opens to the
public on
Thursday.
btyoung
scientist.
com

GO POLE TO POLE
Get in shape for the ski season at the National Snowsports Centre
for Ireland, in Kilternan, in Co Dublin. Beginners can try skiing or
snowboarding with a group lesson. More advanced skiers can book
practice sessions on the main slope. World Snow Day on January 17
includes demonstrations and lessons. skiclub.ie

