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DONEGAL,


SLIGO & LEITRIM


Mountain & Coastal Hillwalks


Adrian Hendroff is a member of the Outdoor Writers and Photographers Guild, Mountain Training Association and Mountaineering Ireland. His articles and photographs have featured in The Irish Times, Irish Examiner, Irish Independent and magazines such as Trail, Outsider, Mountain World Ireland, Walking World Ireland, TGO, Irish Mountain Log, Trek & Mountain and Walking Wales Magazine. For more information, visit Adrian’s website and online gallery at www.adrianhendroff.com


You can also keep up to date at:
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Also by Adrian Hendroff:


The Beara and Sheep’s Head Peninsulas: A Walking Guide


The Dingle, Iveragh & Beara Peninsulas: A Walking Guide


The Dingle Peninsula: A Walking Guide


Family Walks Around Dublin: A Walking Guide


From High Places: A Journey Through Ireland’s Great Mountains


Killarney to Valentia Island, The Iveragh Peninsula: A Walking Guide






Hillwalking and mountaineering are risk sports. The author and The Collins Press accept no responsibility for any injury, loss or inconvenience sustained by anyone using this guidebook.


Advice to readers


Every effort is made by our authors to ensure the accuracy of our guidebooks. However, changes can occur after a book has been printed. If you notice discrepancies between this guidebook and the facts on the ground, please let us know, either by email to enquiries@collinspress.ie or by post to The Collins Press, West Link Park, Doughcloyne, Wilton, Cork, T12 N5EF, Ireland.


Edition notes


Due to the closure of the McSwyne’s Gun Loop, Walk 5 (Horn Head and Tramore Strand) has been rewritten and presented as two easy routes. Walk 20 (A Circuit of the Sruell) has been updated to take into account the broad, bulldozed track through the Sruell Valley.
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The view along the lake from the northeastern end of Lough Salt.
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Overview map




Using This Book


Maps


The maps in this guidebook are approximate representations of the routes only. For all routes in this guidebook, the use of detailed maps is imperative. All maps listed below are Ordnance Survey Ireland (OSi) Discovery Series 1:50 000 unless otherwise stated. Laminated versions are recommended for durability in wind and rain. Note that 1:50 000 OSi maps do not show cliffs, crags, boulder fields or areas of scree. Also, forestry and tracks may change from time to time, so it is useful to get the latest edition.


The following maps are required for this guidebook:


•Inishowen: OSi Sheet 3.


•North Donegal: OSi Sheets 1, 2 and 6.


•South Donegal: OSi Sheets 10 and 11.


•Sligo and Leitrim: OSi Sheets 16, 25 and 26.


Grid References


Grid references (e.g. B 92824 20772) provided in this book should help you plan a route and upload it to your GPS or to use your GPS to check a grid reference on the mountain. Set your GPS to use the Irish Grid (IG). Note that GPS units are precise to 5 digits, whereas a 3-digit precision will usually suffice using map and compass, and hence these are in bold.


Walking Times


Walking times in this book are calculated based on individual speeds of 3km to 4km per hour. One minute has also been added for every 10m of ascent, so for example if a height gain of 300m is the case, then 30 minutes will be added to the total walking time. A 6km walk with a total of 300m ascent will take 2 to 2½ hours. In some routes, I have also compensated for the seriousness of terrain, for example, The Poisoned Glen route in Walk 11.


Note that the walking times stated in the routes of this guidebook do not include the additional time required for stops.


Metric and imperial units are given for road approaches (as some vehicles may be still using miles), total distance, total ascent and mountain heights. However, walking distances are given in metric to conform to OSi maps.


Walk Grades


Walks in this book are graded Easy, Moderate and Difficult.


Easy walks are up to 3 hours in duration, and should suit beginner hillwalkers with basic map and compass skills.


Moderate walks are typically between 3 to 5 hours in duration. Good map and compass skills are required and also expect some easy steep ground.


Difficult walks are over 5 hours in duration. Good map and compass skills are essential, and also the ability to negotiate complex ground of moderate to difficult steepness, with the possibility of some easy scrambling.


Access


All land in the Republic of Ireland is owned privately or by the state, with no legal right of entry to the land. When you hear the term ‘commonage’ it implies that the private property is held in common by a number of joint owners.


Access to upland and mountain areas has traditionally been granted out of the goodwill, permission and discretion of the landowners. It is normally good practice to strike up a friendly conversation with a farmer or landowner, and if there is any doubt about access, do ask them. If you are asked to leave, please do so politely and without argument or aggravating the situation.


Note also that the provisions of the Occupiers Liability Act 1995 contain a definition that reduces the landowner’s duty of care to hillwalkers. This act contains a category of ‘recreational users’ who, when they enter farmland, are responsible for their own safety. This has significantly reduced the possibility of successful legal claims against landowners by hillwalkers.


Always use gates and stiles where available. If a gate is closed, close it after entering. If it is open, leave it open. If you cannot open a closed gate to enter, go over at the hinge with care. Take care not to damage any gates, stiles or fences.


When parking, be considerate not to block any gates, farm access lanes or forest entrances as local residents, farm machinery and emergency services may need access at all times.


Dogs should be kept under close control (preferably on a leash) and should only be brought onto hills or farmland with the landowner’s permission. Saying this, my recommendation is to leave the dog at home.




County Donegal is mainly an Irish-speaking or Gaeltacht area. As such, the majority of road signs and place names are in Irish, and sometimes without the English translation. To help with road navigation, Irish names are also given in the Start/Finish sections of the route descriptions in this guidebook.





Mountain Safety


1.Get a detailed weather forecast. Useful sources of information are www.met.ie, www.yr.no and www.mountain-forecast.com.


2.There is a temperature drop of 2 to 3 ºC for every 300m of ascent. If it is a pleasant morning at sea level it could be cold on the summit of Errigal at 751m. The wind is around 25 per cent stronger at 500m than it is at sea level. Wind velocities at a col are also higher and wind effects can be strong on an exposed ridge.


3.Keep well away from cliff edges. Be cautious of wet or slippery rock and holes in the ground on vegetated slopes. Take your time traversing a boulder field, descending a scree slope and during scrambling.


4.Rivers, marked as ‘thick’ blue lines on OSi maps can sometimes be little streams. Similarly, some streams, marked as ‘thin’ blue lines, can turn out to be wide rivers. This is quite typical on Donegal OSi maps. Remember also that rivers or streams in flood are dangerous and water levels can rise very quickly after or during wet days. Always cross rivers with your boots on – remove your socks to keep them dry, use a plastic liner inside your boots for the crossing, use a towel to dry your feet and boots after, and then put your dry socks back on. Avoid river crossings early in the day. If you cannot cross a river in spate, head upstream to increase your chances of finding a fording point. Do not cross rivers at a bend, rather cross on a straight stretch.


5.Ensure that you and your equipment are up to the task, and know the limitations of both. Winter conditions require specialised gear.


6.Be aware of the daylight hours over the time of year. Most accidents happen during descent or near the end of the day. Carry enough emergency equipment (e.g. a survival shelter) should an injury occur and you need to stop moving.


7.It is recommended not to walk alone, except in areas where there are other people around. Leave word with someone responsible.


8.Do not leave any valuables in cars. Keep all things in the boot and out of sight to avoid unwanted attention.


9.Carry a fully charged mobile phone, but keep it well away from the compass as its needle gets affected by metal.


10.In case of emergency call 999/112 and ask for ‘Mountain Rescue’. Before dialling, it helps to be ready to give a grid location of your position.




TIP: I recommend the use of a plastic tube about 50cm long, slit into half along its length. This helps crossing barbed-wire fences and also prevents damage to them.







Donegal


The music of the mountains stirs the soul, and for me in Ireland none more so than the uplands of County Donegal. The Irish naturalist and historian Robert Lloyd Praeger wrote of Donegal in his classic book The Way That I Went as follows: ‘there is nowhere else where the beauties of hill and dale, lake and rock, sea and bog, pasture and tillage, are so intimately and closely interwoven, so that every turn of the road opens new prospects, and every hill-crest fresh combinations of these delightful elements.’


Donegal is known in Irish as Dún na nGall or ‘fort of the foreigners’, a land invaded by the Vikings and once ruled by the powerful O’Donnell Clan until their fateful flight in 1607 from Rathmullan. It is a land once known as Tír Chonaill or ‘Connell’s country’, the country of ‘the Four Friars’ who went on to chronicle Ireland’s medieval history in The Annals of the Four Masters, and a county where the Irish language is still widely spoken today.


Visitors to these parts were scarce in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, for the most part due to the inaccessibility of its barren and bleak landscape. Some, however, did venture here, like the Victorian traveller Samuel Carter Hall, who in 1840 referred to its landscape as ‘unequalled in Ireland for wild and rude magnificence’.


Donegal’s landscape is one of windswept heaths, desolate valleys, charming lakes and savage crags. Its rugged coastline offers arguably some of the finest coastal scenery in all of Ireland, ranging from thousand-foot sea cliffs to remote sea stacks. Its mountain scenery is one of rich variety, from granite cones to quartzite domes. No structure reflects this contrast more so than the haunting ruins of the roofless church in Dunlewy. The church’s walls, built in 1845, are a blend of granite and white quartzite marble, reflecting the contrasting rocks of the neighbouring peaks of Slieve Snaght and Errigal respectively.


The mountainous grain of County Donegal is shaped by the northeast–southwest orientation of the Caledonian orogeny around 450 to 400 million years ago when continents collided and the Iapetus Ocean closed. Tectonic compression converted ancient sandstone to quartzite as a result of heating and pressure. These metamorphic rocks are highly resistant to weathering and so tend to form prominent, cone-shaped and steep-sided peaks such as Errigal, Aghla More and Slieve League. At the end of the Caledonian episode, these rocks were again put under considerable stress, making them molten and merging them with older rocks, ultimately forming granite. These granite layers were exposed to the elements over the aeons and gradually peeled away to form more rounded, dome-shaped mountains, such as those found in the Blue Stacks and Slieve Snaght in Derryveagh.


Then, about 200,000 years ago, Ireland became buried in great ice sheets during the Pleistocene epoch with only its highest peaks rising above a sea of ice. Later, as the climate became warmer, the ice retreated and this movement led to deep hollows in the landscape, which today gives us clues to the direction of the ice flow. Glaciers were formed in cold north-facing slopes and these ultimately carved out steep-sided corries and U-shaped valleys such as The Poisoned Glen in North Donegal.


There is only one mountain over 700m/2,297ft in Donegal but do not let statistics deceive you as Donegal is truly one of the most attractive counties in Ireland to walk or climb in. About two thirds of her 480,000 or so hectares consist of rough uplands over 200m above sea level and some 10,000 hectares are water-filled, including lakes and sea inlets. If it is wilderness, beauty and solitude you seek, then go no farther than County Donegal.


The Donegal walking routes in this guidebook are divided into three main regions: Inishowen, North Donegal and South Donegal. The walks in each region have been carefully selected to offer you an opportunity to experience some of the very best mountain and coastal views that the county has to offer, and range from ‘Easy’ grades to ‘Difficult’. I do hope you enjoy walking them as much as I have, and perhaps even exploring new routes of your own.


I once spent a cold evening during midwinter on the summit of Errigal alone and in quiet reverence in the arms of Donegal’s highest peak. A stream of clouds drifted on the eastern end of its ridge, enveloping the deep chasm below. On the opposite end, the sun burst through the fleeting mist, at times revealing my shadow, magnified tenfold, encompassed by halo-like rings of a rainbow on the clouds below. And then suddenly the clouds parted and the mist dispersed to reveal an unparalleled view of mountain, lake and coast in the most glorious of sunsets.


Many will say that Donegal is the ‘forgotten county’, but with moments like these I would like to think that once you arrive, you can never leave Donegal for good.




WALK 1: THE MOUNTAIN OF SNOW


[image: images]


Slieve Snaght (615m/2,018ft) is at the northeast end of a range of quartzite hills, part of the ‘Crana Band’, that rises amongst miles of moorland and decreases in height in the direction of the Crana River. In the past, the hillside and valley of this river were home to a green grandeur of birch, hazel and oak, and hence the name of the town at the river’s mouth: Buncrana (Bun Cranncha) or ‘foot of the tree-clad river’. Slieve Snaght is also the highest mountain in all of Inishowen, and is sometimes referred to as ‘the other Slieve Snaght’, in order to differentiate it from the granite dome of the same name that rises amongst the Derryveagh giants in north Donegal. In recent winters, Inishowen’s Slieve Snaght has had a crown of white, and hence deserving of its name Sliabh Sneachta, or ‘mountain of snow’. This circular walk takes in Slieve Snaght, its satellite peak Slieve Snaghtbeg (505m/1,657ft), and also its southwest neighbour Slieve Main (514m/1,686ft).


Start/Finish: Park at spaces off the R244 by a school at C 38695 39222 in Drumfree (Droim Fraoigh, ‘ridge of the heather’).




Distance: 12km/7.5 miles Total Ascent: 630m/2,067ft


Walking Time: 4 to 5 hours Map: OSi Sheet 3


Walk Grade: Moderate





Slieve Snaghtbeg


From the parking spaces by the school, walk southwards along the R244 for a short distance and leave it to take a narrow lane leading northeast. The lane heads upwards on tarmac, passing some houses to reach a metal gate about 300m uphill at C 38959 39417. Go through the metal gate and follow a stony track uphill to a second metal gate about 700m away. Turn right at the crossroads beyond this gate and follow a track up a gentle incline until its end.


From there, ascend a slope of grass and heather northeastwards, crossing a stream midway to arrive at the shoulder below Slieve Snaghtbeg’s northerly slopes at around C 42150 40415. Next, veer southeastwards to ascend heather-clad slopes scattered with quartzite rock to the summit cairn of Slieve Snaghtbeg at C 42330 39865. The slope is moderately steep initially, and then flattens out, before a steep incline rises to the summit cairn. As you ascend, the views improve: rolling brown hills and yellow-green plains wrapped by the blue arm of the sea grace the landscape to the west and northwest. The indented coastline extends from Doagh Island to the finger of Malin Head, and then out to sea where folklore suggests the mythical land of Tír na nÓg exists.
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