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GREAT OUTDOOR EXPERIENCES


Helen Fairbairn is a full-time outdoor writer and has written numerous walking guidebooks, exploring destinations as diverse as America’s Rocky Mountains, the European Alps and Scotland’s highlands and islands. At home in Ireland, she has spent the last 20 years researching and writing about the country’s top walks. Her previous walking guides for The Collins Press include Ireland’s Best Walks, Ireland’s Wild Atlantic Way, Dublin & Wicklow, and Northern Ireland. In her spare time Helen enjoys a wide range of adventure activities, including whitewater and sea kayaking, surfing, rock climbing and mountain biking.


Unless otherwise credited, all the photographs in this book are the work of Irish landscape photographer Gareth McCormack. For more information or to license Gareth’s images, see www.GarethMcCormack.com.









Many of the activities in this book 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 authors to ensure the accuracy of our guidebooks. However, changes can occur after a book has been printed. Prices rise, services providers alter their business models, and access routes to outdoor destinations are sometimes adjusted. 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.
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Adventure Location Map - Activity List


Donegal


1. Tory Island – Island-Hop


2. Donegal Sea Stacks – Rock Climb


3. Owey Island – Cave


4. Slieve League & Slieve Tooey – Sea Kayak


5. Malin Beg – Snorkel


6. Slieve League – Coastal Walk


Antrim


7. Causeway Coast Path – Coastal Walk


8. The Sloc – Wild Swim


Fermanagh


9. Lough Erne – Inland Canoe


Down


10. Slieve Donard – Mountain Hike


11. Rostrevor MTB Trail – Off-Road Cycle


12. Slieve Lamagan, FM – Rock Climb


Sligo


13. Inishmurray – History Hunt


14. Kings Mountain – Scramble


15. Lough Gill – Family Canoe


Cavan


16. White Fathers – Cave


Leitrim


17. Shannon Circuit – Inland Canoe


Mayo


18. Erris Head – Family Coastal Walk


19. Inishkea Islands – Sea Kayak


20. Keem Strand – Snorkel


21. Achill–Westport Greenway – Off-Road Cycle


22. Mweelrea – Mountain Hike


Galway


23. Diamond Hill – Family Mountain Hike


24. Ballymaclancy – Cave


25. Inchagoill Island – History Hunt


Dublin


26. Dublin–Athlone Greenway – Off-Road Cycle


27. Howth & Ireland’s Eye – Sea Kayak


Wicklow


28. Lugnaquilla – Mountain Hike


Clare


29. Cliffs of Moher – Coastal Walk


30. The Pollock Holes – Family Snorkel


Limerick


31. Ballyhoura MTB Trail – Off-Road Cycle


Kilkenny


32. River Barrow – Inland Canoe


Waterford


33. Waterford Greenway – Family Cycle


34. Copper Coast – Sea Kayak


35. Guillamene – Wild Swim


Wexford


36. Hook Head & Solomon’s Hole – Snorkel


37. Great Saltee Island – Island-Hop


Kerry


38. Brandon Mountain – Scramble


39. Great Blasket Island – Island-Hop


40. Mount Eagle – Coastal Walk


41. Carrauntoohil – Mountain Hike


42. Lough Cummeenoughter – Wild Swim


43. Carrauntoohil – Rock Climb


44. MacGillycuddy’s Reeks – Scramble


45. Killarney Lakes – Inland Canoe


46. Skellig Islands – History Hunt


Cork


47. Dursey Island – Island-Hop


48. Hungry Hill – Scramble


49. Sheep’s Head – Coastal Walk


50. Nohoval Cove – Snorkel
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INTRODUCTION


DO THE WORDS ‘ADVENTURE’, ‘exploration’ and ‘wilderness’ mean anything to you? They do to me. I can’t read them without my pulse quickening slightly and my mind starting to ponder the prospect of exciting new journeys and experiences. I’m intrigued by wild natural landscapes, and love getting in amongst them, feeling their atmosphere and wondering at the forces that created them. If exploring them means engaging in an outdoor activity, I know the rewards will be even greater.


Adventures don’t have to be long or exotic to be worthwhile. Yes, we’d all jump at the opportunity to spend a month trekking through Patagonia or navigating the mighty peaks and rivers of the Himalaya. But major expeditions are not the only way to enjoy the outdoors, and there are countless exciting landscapes and activities waiting to be discovered right here in Ireland.


Though it’s a relatively small country on a global scale, what Ireland lacks in size it easily counters with accessibility and scenic variety. Our long history, open mountains and incredible Atlantic coastline offer such an assortment of landscapes, you can stand on a lofty summit one day, then kayak through sea arches the next. Forget complicated arrangements; it’s quite possible to complete most Irish adventures in a single day. Of course, if you want to prolong the experience and really get in tune with nature, nothing beats staying away for several nights, but this will be through choice rather than logistical necessity.


The diversity of Ireland’s landscapes means an array of different skills are required to explore them. You may consider yourself a hillwalker and be familiar with upland environments, but have you ever tried caving or snorkelling to discover the world underground or beneath the waves? It’s only when you expand your horizons and try a whole range of activities that you appreciate the full extent of the country’s natural riches.


Each new activity requires a different set of skills and equipment. I have included introductions for each activity discussed, giving an overview of the sport and suggesting how you might get involved. How far you choose to take it is up to you. You could pick the adventures that attract you, contact the recommended guides and pay them to bring you out. You’ll be assured of some unforgettable experiences and can leave it at that. On the other hand, you might be inspired to use these outings as a springboard to a whole new pursuit, developing the skills to enjoy many similar adventures in the future. If you’re keen, it doesn’t take long to gain the knowledge and proficiency required to start heading off on your own. Personally, I love learning from the expertise of professionals, but find independent adventures more rewarding. Doing your own trip planning increases your understanding of your chosen environment, and reliance on your personal skills brings a wonderful sense of satisfaction, confidence and freedom.


Just one request: these outings are memorable largely because they take you to unspoilt places endowed with charismatic scenery. And it’s up to all outdoor users to ensure they stay that way. Please be considerate to both the environment and the people who live in it, following the principles of Leave No Trace to ensure the landscape remains as attractive for those who come after you. See www.leavenotraceireland.org/seven-principles for full details of what’s involved.


At the end of the day, adventure is an attitude. It’s about wanting to get off the beaten track and use your outdoor skills to explore the natural wonders around you. What I have done here is to compile a list of what I consider the best experiences of that kind in Ireland. I’ve enjoyed every trip in the book, and I hope you do too.
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Connemara’s Maumturk Mountains in are amongst the most rugged ranges in Ireland.


IRELAND is a fantastic country for mountain walking. Wild locations, rocky ridges and long-distance views all form part of a typical day out. Just a couple of hours of exertion can bring you deep into the heart of nature, to dramatic and hidden places that few people have ever visited. The sense of fulfilment that comes from standing atop a lofty summit, with incredible scenery stretching away in all directions, is simple unbeatable.


Ireland’s peaks may not be considered high on a global scale, but they do offer a perfect playground for one-day excursions. Most Irish hillwalks start close to sea level and involve 600m to 1,000m of vertical ascent. The mountains are high enough to offer a challenging day out, yet it’s quite possible to scale several peaks and still be down in time for dinner.


There are other factors too that make Irish hillwalking unique. The lack of trees is one consideration; most upland terrain is bereft of vegetation more than ankle high, allowing continuous and far-reaching views. All the highest ranges are located around edge of the country, which means most summits give fabulous coastal as well as inland panoramas.




Did you know?


Ireland’s mountains owe much of their present form to the last ice age. The U-shaped valleys, deep-sided corries and sharp arêtes that characterise many of the country’s peaks were all chiselled by gouging ice flows, which ended some 10,000 years ago.
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In the west of Ireland you’re likely to have the hills to yourself. Above Lough Fee, Connemara.


This bucket list goes straight for the jugular and describes routes up the highest peak in each province. Each of these hikes is a classic in its own right, and if you complete them all you’ll get a very good impression of the country’s mountains. Yet this is just a small sample of what’s available. With at least 80 other genuinely high-quality mountain walks located all round Ireland, there are enough trips and excursions to keep you busy for years to come.
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Views encompass both mountain and coastline from many of the country’s finest ranges. Benbrack, in the Twelve Bens.


Ireland’s Mountains at a Glance


Ireland has a total of 14 mountains over 900m high, and another 268 hills between 600m and 900m high. The country is relatively flat in the centre, with all the major mountain groups scattered around the coast.


The Mourne Mountains and Wicklow Mountains are the most notable ranges in the east, while the west coast boasts the Derryveagh Mountains, the Twelve Bens and the MacGillycuddy’s Reeks. As a general guide, counties Down, Donegal, Mayo, Galway, Kerry and Wicklow contain the most rugged and extensive uplands in the country.


The experience of hiking in the Irish hills varies significantly depending on the route’s location and popularity. Proximity to large cities makes ranges like the Wicklow and Mourne Mountains particularly popular, and informal paths have formed across many of these peaks. Once you venture further west, the number of people you meet reduces significantly, and the sense of isolation can be powerful. In more remote regions there is little or no sign of previous footfall, and walkers must be entirely self-reliant.


The Basics


There are very few signposts on Irish hills, so you must depend on your own navigational skills to complete each route safely. Even where informal paths have formed underfoot, these should not be relied on for navigational guidance. You’ll need to carry a map and compass to orientate yourself around all routes, and know how to use them.


Besides navigation, the other main consideration is the weather. Check the forecast carefully before heading out, and try to wait for a clear, calm day. Remember that conditions on the tops are often very different from those in the valley, with wind speeds significantly higher and the air much colder. Temperatures drop around 1°C for every 100m of altitude gained, with wind-chill making it feel colder again.


The weather can also deteriorate very quickly on mountains. The main message is to carry warm and waterproof clothing on even apparently sunny days, and be prepared to turn back if conditions change. Low cloud can be particularly problematic, as you’ll have to navigate by compass with no visible landscape markers to help you. High winds are dangerous near steep cliffs, while wet grass and rocks become slippery underfoot.


The lack of paths and rugged nature of some Irish mountains means you’ll need to be aware of hazards like concealed holes or soft bog. If the terrain is tricky, slow down and take care with your foot placement. Be particularly vigilant during the descent, because most accidents happen on the way down. Avoid walking alone unless you’re experienced and confident, and make sure to have a designated backup person who knows your plans and when you should return.


Essential Equipment


Hillwalking is not an expensive pastime. The most important piece of kit is a pair of well-fitting hiking boots, followed by warm underlayers and a good waterproof jacket. In your backpack, be sure to carry a map and compass, food and water, and a mobile phone in case of emergencies. Should the need arise, call 999 or 112 and ask for Mountain Rescue.


In terms of mapping, the long-established, standard reference for Irish walkers in is the Ordnance Survey of Ireland (OSi) 1:50,000 Discovery series. These maps are of a high standard and cover the entire country, with some sheets available with a waterproof covering.


Getting Started


If you have little or no previous hillwalking experience, the best way to get started is to join a local club. Most clubs organise regular excursions, and offer routes with a choice of difficulty level. These outings are led by experienced walkers, and let you visit local peaks as part of a larger group. To find your local club, go to www.mountaineering.ie/localclub.


Many clubs also hold an annual walking festival, and these can be a great way of exploring different parts of the country in the company of local walkers. Search online to find up-to-date details for forthcoming events.


Extending your Skills


To progress your knowledge of mountain safety and navigation, consider taking a Mountain Skills training course. These are run by qualified practitioners all round Ireland, and teach participants how to travel safely and competently around mountain environments. Other courses focus on mountain leadership or winter snow skills. To see a calendar of upcoming courses, check www.mountaineering.ie.
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Irish mountain walking is great fun in winter too. The Mourne Mountains under heavy snow.


Finding Out More


Books: Ireland’s Best Walks: A Walking Guide by Helen Fairbairn describes 65 of the top walking routes from around the country, many of which are hillwalks. There is also a wide range of regional walking guides, each concentrating on different parts of the country.


Online: www.mountainviews.ie provides practical details about scaling all Ireland’s mountains, with walkers’ comments detailing different routes up each peak.


www.mountaineering.ie is the website for Mountaineering Ireland, and contains a wealth of practical information for hillwalkers, climbers and mountaineers.










SLIEVE DONARD



The highest peak in Ulster is a hillwalker’s classic, offering fabulous views across the heart of the Mourne Mountains.
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Enjoying a well-earned break beside the Mourne Wall at the summit of Slieve Donard.




[image: image] Great for


• Standing atop a lofty summit set between mountain and sea


• Hiking beside the famous Mourne Wall on both the ascent and descent


[image: image] Conditions


• A dry, clear day in any season


[image: image] Trip Details


• Distance: 9km (5½ miles)


• Time: 4–5 hours


• Ascent: 850m (2,800ft)


• Maps: OSNI 1:50,000 sheet 29, or OSNI 1:25,000 Activity Map The Mournes


[image: image] Access


• To the start: The walk starts at the Bloody Bridge car park, 3km south of Newcastle, along the A2 to Kilkeel.


• Grid Ref: J 388 271


• GPS: 54.174225, -5.873941


• To the finish: The route finishes at the large parking area for Donard Park, at the southern end of Newcastle town.


• Grid Ref: J 375 305


• GPS: 54.205969, -5.894050





At 850m high, Slieve Donard is the highest peak in the province of Ulster. Towering over the town of Newcastle, its wonderful coastal and mountain views exert a magnetic attraction that draws hillwalkers from near and far.


Many walkers climb Donard from Newcastle, ascending along the Glen River Track and retracing their steps on the descent. This is a rather more interesting, almost-circular variation, which approaches the mountain along the equally lovely Bloody Bridge River.


Route finding is relatively simple throughout, thanks to a series of maintained footpaths and the guidance of the Mourne Wall. However, the start and finish points are separated by 3.5km of road – a road that carries a lot of fast-moving traffic and does not make for pleasant walking. Unless you have two vehicles at your disposal, it is best to leave your car at Donard Park and arrange alternate transport to the start; consider using a bike, a local taxi, or either the Mourne Rambler or No. 37 Ulsterbus service.




A Smugglers’ Trail


The Bloody Bridge Path, at the start of this route, was a notorious smuggling trail during the 18th and 19th centuries. Illicit goods such as spirits, tobacco and silk were landed in isolated coves under the cover of night, then transferred to the backs of ponies and carried through the mountains for distribution inland. The village of Hilltown was a favourite destination; thriving trade and enthusiastic public support meant that by 1835 almost half of its buildings were pubs.





[image: image]


During the summer the Bloody Bridge path passes through swathes of blooming gorse;
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Enjoying a well-earned break beside the Mourne Wall at the summit of Slieve Donard;


[image: image]


Waterfall along the Glen River, in Donard Wood near the end of the route.



The Hike


The Bloody Bridge footpath begins just across the road from the southern end of the car park. Pass through a narrow entrance gate and join the well-constructed stone path. Bloody Bridge River, or the Mid-Pace River as it was once known, rushes over a series of rock slabs beside the path. The original Bloody Bridge was named after gruesome events in 1641, when nine local Protestants and their minister were massacred at the bridge.


The path climbs along the right bank, becoming rougher as it progresses. After 1km you may want to cross the river and join a rough quarry track that lies just out of sight, up to the left. Alternatively, you can continue to pick your way along the river, crossing the stream where necessary. Both options involve 2km of steady ascent before you reach an old quarry.


Leave the quarry via a grassy track on the right and climb to a broad col. Here the view suddenly opens out westwards across the wider Mournes, with the Annalong Valley immediately beneath you.


The col also marks your rendezvous with the Mourne Wall, which acts as your guide for the central part of the route. Turn right in front of the wall and follow the granite blocks directly up the slopes of Slieve Donard. The ascent is now steep and sustained; some 300m of altitude is gained in less than a kilometre. Fortunately, short grass underfoot makes for fairly easy progress.


The summit itself is marked by a stone tower and trig point, with a large summit cairn and a smaller one about 100m north that dates from early Christian times. On a clear day the views are magnificent; you can survey the entire Mourne range, with Lough Neagh and the Sperrin Mountains visible to the north-west, and the Isle of Man lying across the Irish Sea.


The Mourne Wall turns sharply west at the summit, marking your line of descent. Drop steeply down to the col beneath Slieve Commedagah, where you leave the wall behind. Turn right onto a path that descends down the centre of the valley to the north-east. The path is partially paved with stone slabs and while the first section is steep, the gradient soon eases. As you descend, the Glen River gathers force beside you, which you follow all the way to the end of the route.


Shortly before leaving the mountains you will notice a conspicuous beehive structure on the opposite side of the river. This is an old ice house, used by the Slieve Donard Hotel before the advent of refrigeration. Now pass through a gate and enter Donard Wood, where you are immediately surrounded by a mixture of pine and deciduous trees.


Continue to follow the path as it descends along the tumbling falls of the Glen River, keeping to the left bank at the first bridge and crossing the river at two subsequent bridges. Finish by passing the grassy expanse of Donard Park to reach the parking area.
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MWEELREA



This challenging but impressive circuit over Connacht’s highest mountain features two airy ridges and fabulous coastal views.
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Exhilarating walking along the ridge to Ben Lugmore.




[image: image] Great for


• Enjoying a surge of exhilaration while traversing a high rock arête


• Appreciating fabulous views across the wilderness of Connemara and Mayo


[image: image] Conditions


• A clear day with calm winds


[image: image] Trip Details


• Distance: 15km (9½ miles)


• Time: 6–7 hours


• Ascent: 1,070m (3,510ft)


• Map: OSi 1:50,000 sheet 37


[image: image] Access


• The route starts and finishes at Delphi Mountain Resort, 5km south of Doo Lough along the R335. Note that Delphi is a private hotel and not a public car park. Large groups should use the lay-bys around Doo Lough and shuttle walkers to Delphi from there.


• Grid Ref: L 840 652


• GPS: 53.621863, -9.753995
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There are fine views across Mweelrea’s east face from point 495m.


This horseshoe circuit on Mweelrea (814m) ranks right up there amongst the best hillwalks in the country. As well as being Connacht’s highest summit, Mweelrea is an engaging and complex mountain with so many ridges and subsidiary peaks that it offers almost endless possibilities for exploration.


There are several quality routes up the mountain, including a precipitous ascent from the northern shore of Doo Lough through atmospheric Coum Dubh. However, the scenic variety and topographic purity of this horseshoe makes it probably the most satisfying route of all.


Remember that there are no easy routes on Mweelrea; this is a big mountain surrounded by a great deal of difficult and dangerous ground. Save the trip for clear conditions, and make sure to leave enough time to get down in daylight.


The Hike


From Delphi car park, look for a gravel track that passes around the right-hand side of the hotel. Follow this onto another track, which veers right into the forest and then begins to run along the southern side of the Owennaglogh River. Keep right at several track junctions and stay beside the river as you cross a large clearing.


Just before you enter the next band of trees, turn left at a track junction, then keep left again at the following junction. This trail leads to the southern boundary of the forest, then swings right and begins to descend along the western edge of the trees.




Delphi Death March


From a historic perspective, the Delphi valley is most renowned for the infamous death march of 30–31 March 1849. In the depth of the Great Famine, hundreds of starving locals were sent 16km on foot from Louisburg poorhouse to Delphi Lodge, on the shore of Lough Finn. After being refused assistance, the group was forced to retrace their steps. The combination of hunger and blizzard conditions meant some 400 people perished. Visit the Famine Museum in Louisburg to learn the full story.





At this point the track disappears into the bog and you have a choice to make. In wet conditions it is best to traverse across the rough hillside, heading directly towards the unnamed summit at 495m. In dry conditions it is easier to trace the banks of the Owennaglogh and Sruhaunbunatrench rivers to reach the col just north of point 495m.


Whichever route you choose, it is worth climbing to the top of point 495m to appreciate the fine views across Mweelrea’s magnificent east face. Now descend north-west to the col and begin the climb up the shoulder. As you gain height the terrain becomes easier underfoot, though the gradient is steep at times. There is a brief respite near the 700m contour, where a great cleft cuts into the shoulder.


Above the cleft the ridge swings north, and the slopes converge in an airy arête that feels almost alpine in nature. Follow the apex of the ridge and make the final, steep climb to the top. The summit itself is curiously flat, adorned with a modest cairn perched on the very edge of the east face. Along with impressive coastal views, the sensational vista includes the Twelve Bens and the Maumturks to the south.


Descend north-east to a col, then climb to the summit of Ben Bury, which is steeply cut on its northern side. Now descend south-east to reach a cairn in the gap between Ben Bury and the Ben Lugmore ridge. This cairn marks the top of The Ramp, which plunges east down into Coum Dubh.


Continue south-east along the crest of the ridge, now passing along the most entertaining and exhilarating terrain on the mountain. A faint path means progress is surprisingly straightforward, despite the rocks and occasional exposure. Ben Lugmore (803m) is the penultimate summit on the ridge. From here you drop down into a grassy gap and then climb a short distance to an unnamed top. Now turn northeast and enjoy more excellent, easy walking along a broader ridge to point 760m.


At the end of the ridge, turn south-east and follow an easy shoulder down towards Delphi Mountain Resort. A straightforward descent deposits you on some rough and boggy ground in the Owennaglogh Valley. Follow an old boundary wall towards Delphi. Just before the buildings you must ford the Owennaglogh River, a simple task in normal water levels, but probably impossible in flood. If you are stuck there are two iron girders carrying a water pipe that will suffice as a makeshift bridge. All that remains is to cross a fence and follow a forestry track the short distance back to Delphi.
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LUGNAQUILLA



Fraughan Rock Glen and Art’s Lough are memorable highlights of this route up Leinster’s highest peak.
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Descending towards Cloghernagh from the summit of Lugnaquilla.




[image: image] Great for


• Peering into precipitous twin corries on either side of the summit


• Discovering Art’s Lough tucked away on high mountain slopes


[image: image] Conditions


• A dry day with good visibility


[image: image] Trip Details


• Distance: 13km (8 miles)


• Time: 5–6 hours


• Ascent: 800m (2,620ft)


• Maps: OSi 1:50,000 sheet 56, EastWest Mapping 1:30,000 Lugnaquilla & Glendalough, or Harvey Superwalker 1:30,000 Wicklow Mountains.


[image: image] Access


• The circuit starts and finishes at a large car park at Baravore, at the head of Glenmalure. Glenmalure is generally reached via the Military Road from Laragh.


• Grid Ref: T 066 942


• GPS: 52.988005, -6.413050





At 925m high, Lugnaquilla is the highest mountain in Leinster, and the thirteenth highest peak in Ireland. It is also a fabulous viewpoint. On a clear day, the summit panorama includes much of Wicklow, south Leinster and even Wales.


This circuit begins at the head of Glenmalure, and is the most popular way to climb the mountain. The scenery is varied throughout, with an approach through the dramatic, cliff-fringed valley of Fraughan Rock Glen, and a descent past secluded Art’s Lough, a high, wild lake that is surely one of Wicklow’s most beautiful sights.


One word of warning: Lugnaquilla is notorious for bad weather, and is covered by cloud five days out of seven. The summit plateau is bordered by steep cliffs binding the twin corries of the North Prison and South Prison, and navigation can also be tricky on the descent. The paths here are most accurately displayed on the EastWest Mapping sheet, but enough hazards remain that the walk is best avoided in poor visibility.


The Hike


At the north-western corner of the car park, there is a road ford across the Avonbeg River. Turn right in front of the ford and follow a footpath upstream for 100m, then cross the river via a footbridge. On the opposite bank, turn right onto a vehicle track. Continue past the rustic Glenmalure Youth Hostel, then turn left at a track junction.


The track climbs steadily through the forest, then emerges at Fraughan Rock Glen. The scenery here is immediately impressive, with the Benleagh cliffs towering overhead on the right. On the southern (left) side of the valley is a forestry plantation; you will descend along the western edge of these trees at the end of the circuit.
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The Benleagh cliffs tower above the track in Fraughan Rock Glen.


For now, follow the track to the base of a waterfall, then climb steeply up the right-hand side of the falls. Pass over the lip of the headwall into the rugged, hanging valley above. Keep following the bank of the main stream to the top of another rise, then cross a boggy hollow and climb straight up the slope ahead. You can choose your line of ascent depending on how steep you want the climb to be – the slope is steepest to the south and tapers off to the north.


Salvation awaits at the ridgeline, where the rough ground is replaced by a gentle slope of close-cropped grass – a perfect walking surface that extends right across the summit plateau. Head left along the ridge, and the prominent summit cairn will soon come into view to the south. Walk diagonally across the plateau to reach it. Lugnaquilla’s trig point sits atop a massive circular plinth and offers fabulous 360-degree views, with a nearby orientation plaque to help you identify the landmarks.


[image: image]


Leinster’s highest point: the 925m summit of Lugnaquilla.
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Your next goal is Cloghernagh. Sweep northeast around the rim of the South Prison, then follow a wide path east along the top of a broad ridge. Cloghernagh’s 800m-high summit is distinguished by a small cairn, and expansive views to the east.


Take care now to locate the correct descent route to Art’s Lough, which is hidden from view below. From Cloghernagh, follow a faint path that descends east for 200m, then veers north-east to reach a clifftop on the northern edge of the shoulder. At the western corner of the cliffs, turn left onto another narrow path that is marked by occasional cairns of white stone.


This path traverses north along the top of the cliff, then descends along a grassy ramp. A short distance later, Art’s Lough comes into view below. The ramp carries you almost all the way to the lake, which makes a natural place for a break.


When you’re ready, look for a wire fence that runs parallel to the lake, just above its eastern shore. Follow the fence north to a corner, then turn right, following a boggy path along the left side of the fence. Descend steeply beside a forestry plantation, heading back towards Fraughan Rock Glen.


Towards the bottom of the slope, veer left and pass through a gate around 150m west of the forest. Cross the river and then climb the opposite bank to join the main track through the glen. Turn right here and retrace your initial steps back to the start.










CARRAUNTOOHIL



This challenging route visits the three highest peaks in Ireland, and is perhaps the finest mountain horseshoe in the country.
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Approaching Carrauntoohil from the Beenkeragh Ridge, with Coomloughra Lough below.




[image: image] Great for


• Bagging the country’s three highest summits in one day


• Challenging yourself across a notoriously exposed ridgeline


[image: image] Conditions


• A dry, calm and clear day, without snow or ice on the summits.


[image: image] Trip Details


• Distance: 13.5km (8½ miles)


• Time: 6–7 hours


• Ascent: 1,200m (3,940ft)


• Maps: OSi 1:50,000 sheet 78, OSi 1:25,000 MacGillycuddy’s Reeks, or Harvey Superwalker 1:30,000 MacGillycuddy’s Reeks.


[image: image] Access


• The route starts and finishes at a large car park at the base of the Hydro Road. This is located along the Killorglin–Glencar road, around 1.5km north of Lough Acoose. If this car park is full, there’s also a large lay-by around 1km south along the road towards Lough Acoose.


• Grid Ref: V 772 871


• GPS: 52.023277, -9.7896547
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Caher, Ireland’s third highest mountain, seen from Carrauntoohil.


Carrauntoohil stands head and shoulders above any other mountain in Ireland. Its summit is the highest point in the country at 1,039m, but it is also heavily fortified, with precipitous slopes and fearsome crags protecting it on all sides. There are several routes to the top, but none of them are easy, and all require solid route finding and confidence over steep ground. For details of an alternate approach, see here.


This route follows the classic Coomloughra Horseshoe, which offers 5km of incredible ridgetop walking above 800m high. The circuit includes the summits of Beenkeragh (1,010m), Carrauntoohil and Caher (1,001m), Ireland’s second, first and third highest summits respectively.


The crux of the route comes at a sharp, exposed arête that links Beenkeragh to Carrauntoohil. This ridge is notorious amongst Irish hillwalkers – it’s actually a Grade 1: Easy scramble – so you’ll need a cool head and favourable weather to cross it in safety. The rocks become treacherous in wet or windy conditions. Also note that snow and ice can linger up here as late as Easter. Always be prepared to turn back if conditions are not on your side once you get to the ridge.


The Hike


Begin by crossing a stile at the back of the car park, beside a Mountain Rescue board. Turn right onto a concrete track known as the Hydro Road, which climbs steadily for 2km to reach the dam at the western end of Lough Eighter. There is now an impressive perspective of the ring of mighty peaks you are about to tackle.


Cross the lough’s outlet stream and follow a path that climbs north-east towards Skregmore. The lower slopes are covered by heather, but this gives way to boulders and shattered slabs of rock as the slopes converge in a spiky crest. Follow the ridge over point 747m to reach the summit of Skregmore (848m). The already expansive views include Brandon Mountain at the tip of the Dingle Peninsula.


Head south-east along the ridge, crossing another unnamed summit at 851m. This brings you to the foot of a wide, rocky ridge beneath Beenkeragh. Follow a path up through the boulders and outcrops, perhaps using your hands for support in places. Beenkeragh – Ireland’s second highest summit – is marked by a small cairn. More dramatic is the sudden, breathtaking view into the abyss of Hag’s Glen, and across a dizzying void to the cliffs on the north face of Carrauntoohil.


[image: image]


Amid all this exposure, it is no surprise that most walkers are slightly intimidated by the sight of the next obstacle: the Beenkeragh Ridge, which links this mountain to Carrauntoohil. This rock arête is just under 1km long, and has precipitous drops on both sides. If you proceed slowly and carefully, you’ll find there is really only one 30m section that is particularly exposed.


Begin by following a path that descends steeply just beneath the western crest of the shoulder. This brings you to the start of the ridge itself. Keep to the top of the arête until a sheer drop rears up on the left, and the trail moves to the right side of the ridge to avoid it. About halfway along you confront the rise known as The Bones at 959m. Follow the path back to the steeper, left-hand side to bypass this exposed rib, before returning to the right again.


As the ridge merges with broader slopes, a short, steep climb brings you to the top of Carrauntoohil. The summit is distinguished by a large metal cross and a circular stone shelter, and probably by several other walkers who have ascended by different routes. New views also extend east along the serrated ridge of the MacGillycuddy’s Reeks, and south across the Black Valley.


Descend south-west from Carrauntoohil to a col, where the ridge narrows once more for the short, steep climb to the small cairn that marks the top of Caher. From here, continue west across a slightly lower summit at 975m, then begin the long descent home. After an initial rocky stretch the ground turns to peat, and a pleasant path leads down Caher’s north-western spur. Head for the western tip of Lough Eighter, where you can reverse your outward journey back to the start.
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A large metal cross marks Ireland’s highest point.
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The Beenkeragh Ridge near Carrauntoohil is a Grade 1 scramble, and must be the most popular route in the country.


CHILDREN are born loving to scramble. There’s an innate human instinct to explore vertical obstacles, though spoilsport parents do their best to curb it. For some people the advice sinks deep, the desire to clamber around rocks curtailed for good. In others the urge is merely suppressed for a while, until they discover a legitimate outlet for their impulse to climb. Scrambling is one of the truest adult expressions of this childhood instinct. The same could be claimed for rock climbing, but the more extreme technical difficulty of that sport demands stop-start progress. Scrambling, at its best, involves near constant movement, making quick decisions about the route you want to take over easier-angled rocks.




Scrambling Grades Explained


Grade 1: Easy The use of hands is required for occasional progress, but holds are generally large and the exposure not too daunting. These routes are achievable by most fit and experienced hillwalkers.


Grade 2: Moderate Hands are required more often to negotiate sustained sections of rock. You may encounter significant exposure or tricky route finding. Difficulties are harder to avoid and retreat can be awkward. Previous scrambling experience is recommended, and a rope may be appreciated for confidence.


Grade 3: Difficult These are effectively Moderate rock climbs. They require moves on steep rock in very exposed locations. All but the most confident rock climbers will welcome a rope in some places. A good head for heights, the ability to abseil and previous scrambling experience are all essential.





The physical challenge is there and yes, a background element of danger. Yet the idea is to keep within your natural abilities, bypassing obstacles that are truly hazardous to flow smoothly up rock that offers just the right amount of difficulty for you. You’re aware of the exposure all around you – high on a mountain ridge, how could you not be? – yet the moves should feel exhilarating without too much fear attached. The sense of achievement you feel after a kilometre or more of this engrossing progress is something that will stay with you forever.


[image: image]


There are more limited scrambling opportunities outside Munster. The Corranbinna Ridge in Mayo’s Nephin Beg Mountains.


Irish Scrambling at a Glance


Despite its large number of mountains, Ireland is not renowned for its scrambling. The main reason for this is the country’s geology. The last mountain-building period took place here around 300 million years ago. Since then the slopes have been eroded by the weather and chiselled away by successive ice ages, leaving often rounded stumps just a fraction of their original size. Over the last 7,000 years many of the remaining hills have also been covered by a thick layer of peat, often enveloping the rock entirely.


None of this is good news for scramblers, who need significant sections of exposed rock for their outings. While rocky outcrops can be found in many of Ireland’s highest ranges, long ridges of firmly bedded stone are relatively rare. Various gullies and ridges attract scramblers in places like Donegal’s Derryveagh Mountains and Connemara’s Twelve Bens, but there’s no doubt the best routes lie further south in the province of Munster.


The four routes described here – one from County Sligo, two from County Kerry and one from County Cork – are generally accepted amongst the best-quality scrambles in the country. They all follow the crest of long, rocky ridges and bring you to the top of some of the most interesting and dramatic mountains in Ireland. They’re graded at the easier end of the scale, so if you’re a confident outdoor enthusiast you should find something here to suit you even if you’ve never scrambled before.
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Crossing the Beenkeragh Ridge in winter is a whole new challenge;
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Even short sections of rock can be fun. Exposed pinnacles above Coumshingaun, in the Comeragh Mountains;
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The Cummeenapeasta Ridge in the MacGillycuddy’s Reeks is Ireland’s highest and most continuous ridgeline.


The Basics


Scrambling usually takes place in high mountain environments, and occupies the middle ground between hillwalking and rock climbing. By definition it means using your hands as well as your feet to gain height, yet the terrain should not be severe enough to require the continuous use of ropes.


All documented scrambles are given a grade, so you know what sort of difficulties to expect. Note, however, that grades refer to dry conditions; routes become considerably trickier after rain. Steep patches of wet grass are particularly treacherous. Under snow and ice all scramble grades should be discounted, and outings considered only if you have winter mountaineering skills.


Even in fine weather, it is always advisable to scramble with a partner. One of the main hazards is loose rock, both in terms of holds coming off in your hands and debris being dislodged onto people below. Gullies are especially hazardous because they act as funnels for falling stone. Even on larger crags you need to take care, because the freeze-thaw of Irish winters can cause apparently solid rocks to crack away from their foundations.


Route finding is another challenge. Even though your route may be graded easy, many scrambles depend on your own decision-making in terms of exactly which line you take, and it’s easy to stray off course. This can be dangerous if there are precipitous drops nearby, or steeper crags that require rock-climbing skills. As a general rule, err on the side of caution, and don’t climb anything you can’t reverse. Educate yourself beforehand about any escape routes, and be prepared to backtrack if necessary to return to easier ground. Leave yourself plenty of time when setting out, so you can deal with any issues before it gets dark.


Essential Equipment


The amount of equipment you need depends on the technical difficulties of the route. Grade 1 scrambles require nothing more than hillwalking gear: good boots, a backpack, warm and waterproof clothing, food, mobile phone, map and compass. A rope is not generally required at this level.


At Grade 2 a rope is considered optional, but unless your entire party is confident and experienced, it’s best to carry one just in case. Ropes are standard at Grade 3, though you can choose when to employ them. If you need to retreat at this level, it is often safest to abseil, which is only possible with the correct equipment.


Only use proper climbing rope, around 9mm thick. There is some debate about the best length to carry for scrambling purposes. Some people believe a lighter half rope (30m long) is sufficient because scrambling steps are usually short. Others point out that a rope is doubled for abseiling and recommend the standard 50m. As you become more experienced you can make your own decision.


If you’re carrying a rope you’ll also need a harnesses, belay device, selection of slings and a small rack of climbing gear. Generally, people start to wear helmets when a rope is in use, though helmets are never a bad idea at any level, especially if there’s a risk of loose rock.


In case of emergencies, call 999 or 112 and ask for Mountain Rescue.


Getting Started


The first stage of becoming a scrambler is to be a confident and experienced hillwalker. If you’re a complete beginner, your local walking club is a great place to start. Find your closest club at: www.mountaineering.ie/localclub


As you progress onto harder routes, you’ll need to add the skills of a rock climber. Again, rope-work, abseiling and general competency moving across rock can all be developed through your local climbing club. Go to the ‘Start Climbing’ section of www.mountaineering.ie to see a list of climbing groups around Ireland.


As with most other aspects of mountaineering, there are also professional instructors who can teach you the necessary skills. Simply Mountains (tel: 087 677 7503; www.simplymountains.com) and Kerry Climbing (tel: 087 744 0523; www.kerryclimbing.ie) both offer scrambling-specific courses, as do several other operators around the country.


Finding Out More


Books: The only scrambling-specific guide currently published in Ireland is Scrambles in Ulster and Connacht by Alan Tees. It provides maps and descriptions for 24 scrambles and easy rock climbs.


Online: www.mountaineering.ie is the website for Mountaineering Ireland, though it contains limited information specific to scramblers.










KINGS MOUNTAIN – Annach Re Mhor



Abseiling into this 100m-high canyon high on Kings Mountain is an experience you’ll never forget.
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A steep descent leads to a large pinnacle, where you exit Annach Re Mhor on the right.




[image: image] Great for


• Feeling the trepidation as you descend into the bowels of the earth


• Enjoying fabulous coastal views from the airy prow of Benbulbin


[image: image] Conditions


• A dry day with good visibility


[image: image] Trip Details


• Grade of Scramble: 3: Difficult


• Distance: 5km (3 miles)


• Time: 2–2½ hours


• Ascent: 400m (1310ft)


• Map: OSi 1:50,000 sheet 16


[image: image] Access


• The route begins outside a community house on the southern side of Kings Mountain. Begin by heading to the village of Rathcormack, around 5km north of Sligo town along the N15. Turn right here onto a minor road signed for Glencar Lake. After another 2km, turn right at a T-junction. Around 800m later you reach a yellow house with shutters, on the left side of the road, situated just before one signpost indicating a right-hand bend and another marked ‘Cul de Sac’. Park outside this house as considerately as possible – large groups should leave most of their vehicles elsewhere.


• Grid Ref: G 703 426


• GPS: 54.331417 -8.457776
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