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	Author’s and Publisher’s Caution






	
Climbing and hillwalking are dangerous pastimes and they are fraught with many perils. In this book attempts have been made to highlight some of these perils. However, it is not possible to list all of them.


The basic assumption of the author and publisher is that those who follow the walks listed in this book are persons with the experience and capabilities commensurate with these activities.
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Carrauntoohil from the Hag’s Glen in winter












Maps






Map 1    West Munster


Map 2    The Killarney Area


Map 3    The Reeks


Map 4    The Gap of Dunloe and Eastern Reeks


Map 5    Purple Mountain


Map 6    The Lough Googh Circuit and Cummeenapeasta


Map 7    Ascents and Descents on Carrauntoohil


Map 8    The Devil’s Ladder, the Zigzags and the Bone


Map 9    O’Shea’s, Curved and Central Gullies, Heavenly Gates


Map 10    Stumpa an tSaimh and the Beenkeragh Ridge


Map 11    Cummeenagearagh Ascent, the Black Mare Ascent & the Coomloughra Horseshoe


Map 12    The Reeks Walk from Dunloe to Glencar


Map 13    The Kerry Way from the Black Valley to Lough Acoose


Map 14    The Gap of Dunloe to Derrycunnihy









USING THIS BOOK


Maps, Grid References and GPSs


The maps in this book are extracted from the Ordnance Survey Ireland (OSI) 1:25,000 map of the MacGillycuddy’s Reeks. They were produced by OSI and are subject to copyright.


GPSs should be configured to the Irish Grid, with units in metres.


Throughout this book key landmarks are given using Ordnance Grid References. For example: Carrauntoohil is at grid reference Height: 1039 Longitude: 80360 Latitude: 84415. The six-digit conventional reference would be 803844 i.e. the first three digits of the GPS co-ordinates.


The longitude refers to the horizontal distances between the vertical grid lines. Since the longitude and latitude grid lines are somewhat similar to each other in this area it is important not to mistake one for the other.


The GPS reading is only as good as the satellites it can track. In mountainous areas the surrounding high ground will often obscure satellites. In gullies, for instance, a GPS will have limited accuracy.
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Jim Ryan (standing) with friends at dawn on the summit of Beenkeragh





Walk Times, Ascents


The common time calculation of one hour for every 400m ascent and one hour for every 4 km of flat walking should generally agree with the walk times given in this book. The ascents given are the cumulative ascents over the walk.


Escape Routes


Escape routes are suggested in case of an emergency, where it is imperative that one has to descend to lower ground. They are not intended as alternative routes.


Access to Lands


The walks shown in this book are generally over private property. Although much of the lands are classed as commonage, this merely relates to their ownership in common by a number of people. There are few rights of way, except on public roads, so that the walker enters the lands at the discretion of the owners.


The Country Code


Hillwalkers should be familiar with the country code of leaving no trace. Please do not block gateways or access points, close all gates, do not interfere with fences, ensure that sheep and other farm animals are not interfered with, make as little noise as possible, remove all rubbish, even if it is not your own.
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MACGILLYCUDDY’S REEKS A PROFILE


Ireland’s Highest Mountains


The MacGillycuddy’s Reeks are Ireland’s highest mountains. They include the country’s three highest peaks, all over 1000 m: Carrauntoohil which soars to 1039 m, nearby Beenkeragh which has a height of 1010m and Caher at 1001 m.


The Reeks stretch from the picturesque Gap of Dunloe in the east to Glencar in the west. Within this relatively confined area of 100 square km there is great natural beauty and wild rugged mountain terrain. The placenames are evocative and give some sense of the history and charm of this part of Kerry: Hag’s Glen, The Big Gun, Eagle’s Nest, The Devil’s Ladder and the Hag’s Tooth. Attracting over 25,000 walkers each year, the area is a wonderful natural resource.


As the numbers increase, the degree of tragedy on the mountains multiplies. Between 1966 and 2000 there were seventeen fatalities on the Reeks, equating to one every second year. Since 2000 this rate has increased to two per annum. Many come ill-prepared, lacking proper gear, possibly without even a map. The routes up the Reeks are not clearly marked; the mountains are covered in mist for three-quarters of the time; it is therefore essential for visitors to have a basic knowledge before entering the area.
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The Reeks from Maolán Buí





In books that describe the climbing routes on the Reeks the information provided is often scant. The main purpose of this book is to indicate with clear maps and photographs a variety of popular trails. The route descriptions give grid reference locations of important landmarks. This will enable the hillwalker to discover, either with a map and a compass or a GPS, where he/she is and what direction to take.


Climbing a mountain should never be simply about getting to the top. It is in these wild and secluded places that we see nature at its best. There is much to interest the hillwalker, from the wonder of how the mountains were formed in the first place to the creatures and plants that make them their home. A secondary purpose, therefore, is to make a visit to this part of Kerry as memorable and enjoyable as possible. Thus information is provided on the geology, history, flora and fauna of the Reeks.


GEOLOGY


The Bedrock of the Reeks


The bedrock of the Reeks is composed generally of sandstones of varying particle size, which are collectively known as the ‘Old Red Sandstone’. These rocks date from the Devonian Period (410 to about 350 million years ago) when Ireland was located in a hot, arid, equatorial setting. During these 60 million years, southern Ireland was the site of a major sedimentary basin known as the Munster Basin in which sediment accumulated to an enormous thickness. Most of Counties Kerry and Cork was a vast low-lying alluvial plain into which seasonal rivers drained southwards. The layers of sediment which were deposited on the alluvial plain formed the Old Red Sandstone and were derived from a mountainous area to the north. Chemical oxidation resulted in much of the sediment becoming stained with a distinctive red or purple colour. This is due to the mineral haematite, a form of iron oxide.


The composition of the Old Red Sandstone is variable. It contains mudstones, fine to coarse grained sandstones, quartz pebbly sandstones and the concrete-like quartz conglomerates of varying colours. Outcrops of quartz conglomerate are visible at the base of the Turf Path in the Gap of Dunloe, on the Beenkeragh Ridge, at Tomies Chimneys and the northern side of Purple Mountain at Cathair and Tomies. Boulders of quartz conglomerate are dispersed throughout the Reeks at many locations.




[image: Image]


Quartz conglomerate rock





The sedimentary layers of the Iveragh Peninsula can be subdivided into three rock formations: the Lough Acoose Formation, the Chloritic Sandstone Formation and the Ballinskelligs Sandstone Formation in ascending order. The cumulative thickness of these layers is quite startling, being in excess of 7 km.


Old Red Sandstone is not particular to the south of Ireland. It is also common in many parts of Britain. It dominates the bedrock of southwest Ireland and is easily identifiable by its distinctive red/purple colour. However, in some areas the Devonian rocks contain green bands, such as the green chloritic sandstones which outcrop extensively in the Reeks. The green colour was caused in part by chemically reducing conditions which resulted in iron minerals being changed to a green ferrous form. This occurred where sediment was deposited in an oxygen-deficient environment caused by high water tables. Elsewhere, green colours are due to the presence of the metamorphic mineral chlorite.


There are virtually no fossils in the Old Red Sandstone. Animals and plants were sparse due to the harsh climate and their preservation in the sediment would have been limited due to the vigorous oxidising conditions.


The Devonian Period was followed by the Carboniferous Period when most of the Munster Basin became submerged beneath a northerly advancing deepening sea which ultimately covered most of Ireland.


Formation of the Reeks


At the end of the Carboniferous, about 290 million years ago, the sediment layers were deformed by the Variscan phase of mountain building. This consisted of northward-directed tectonic forces similar to the present-day collision of India with Asia which is continuing to construct the Himalayan mountain chain.


The Variscan deformation resulted in the rock layers being folded and thrust up into a series of major east-west trending anticlinal and synclinal folds. In general, the anticlinal areas correspond to the peninsular areas of the southwest while the synclines occupy the bays and wide valleys. Several orders of folds are developed so that small-scale folds are superimposed on the major folds. This explains how synclines such as the Inny Syncline are located within the Iveragh Peninsula. The Variscan deformation also resulted in a multitude of fractures in the bedrock which include faults, joints and closely spaced cleavage planes. A prominent fault is located immediately to the east of Carrauntoohil, under the Beenkeragh Ridge.


The mountains of Kerry and Cork are the denuded remnants of the original Variscan Mountain chain. Erosion during much of the past 290 million years has removed all of the Carboniferous deposits and a substantial amount of Devonian sediments which were initially laid down. Although Carrauntoohil today is 1039m high, it may have originally been over 4000 m in height.


The Ice Ages


Ireland was glaciated many times during the past 1.8 million years. Much of the landscape of the Reeks region is the product of weathering and erosion during the last two glacial stages known as the Mousterian (300,000-130,000 years ago) and Midlandian (80,000-10,000 years ago) cold stages. The major centre of ice accumulation was located to the west of Kenmare from which ice radiated outwards in all directions.


Ice moved northwestwards from Kenmare Bay through the Caragh valley to the west of the Reeks. Tongues of ice also moved northwards from Kenmare Bay through Lady’s View and possibly through the Gap of Dunloe onto the Killarney plain. Evidence for this lies in the splendid development of roches moutonneés, of which Brassel Mountain is a good example. These are asymmetrical mound-like forms in the bedrock which developed as a result of ice movement. The steep side of these erosional structures face away from the source of the ice. Other evidence comes from the extensive development of glacial striae, which are scratches in the bedrock caused by boulders being dragged over them by the ice.


The ice also resulted in deposits of sediment known as moraines. These are mounds of boulders set within soil which accumulated at the margins (lateral moraines) of ice flows and at their ends (terminal moraines). A terminal moraine can be seen south of the Gap of Dunloe at Derrycarna adjacent to Drishana Mountain. The ice temporarily came to a standstill here and dropped its load of glacial sediment. A river has recently cut through the moraine leaving relatively unstable cliffs at this point.
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The line of the major fault under the Beenkeragh Ridge, north of Lough Cummeenoughter
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Stump of an oak tree emerging from the bog in Hag’s Glen





Local mountain glaciers developed on the flanks of the Reeks resulting in a classic series of corries or cirques (known in the southwest of Ireland as coom). The highest peaks of the Reeks projected above the ice and were subjected to severe ice weathering due to freezing of water within cracks in the rock. This has resulted in the opening up of fractures in the bedrock and has given the mountain tops their jagged appearance. The topography of the Reeks contrasts with the relatively smooth forms of the Galtees and the Wicklow Mountains which were probably fully glaciated.


Bog Formation


Warm, humid conditions starting about 9000 years ago saw the formation of blanket bogs. These conditions continued until about 4500 years ago. By then a major part of County Kerry was covered by blanket bog. The formation of blanket bog changed somewhat about 4500 years ago, with a peat that was of uniformly high humus content giving way to a peat of varying humification. The stump of a pine tree, dating from about 4500 years ago, was found at a level of 250m on the Reeks.


Blanket bog is still formed today as areas with rainfall in excess of 1250mm cause water logging of the ground.


HISTORY


Neolithic Farmers


As the ice retreated and the land warmed it is doubtful there was much habitation in the area of the Reeks prior to 4000 years ago. By then there were Neolithic communities flourishing in the Killarney area, spilling out to Beaufort and the valleys north of the Reeks.


Some of the original mountain cairns were thought to have been burial sites of the late Neolithic age. At Gortboy, near where the Gaddagh River flows out of Hag’s Glen, a decorated late Neolithic grave is evidence of early settlement. In the valley from Beaufort to Glencar the early Ordnance maps show numerous ring forts that may have originated in the Iron Age. The remains of souterrains can be seen to the west of Lisleibane. The three that are marked on the Ordnance map are now closed up and show only as a faint feature.


Archaeological sites dot the Ordnance map also in the Bridia Valley. An example is featured in the walk of the Lough Duff Circuit where an isolated rock under the mountain of Broaghnabinnia is decorated with ancient art in the form of a fish.


Lisleibane itself was an ancient ring fort. Today it is a circular raised enclosure, with holly and other trees forming its perimeter and with a pile of stones in the centre, possibly the remains of some structure. It can be located at Grid Reference 158:82800:87650: The feature is north east of the Lisleibane car park.
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Between 2400 and 600 BC there was intense human settlement in the Killarney area, where copper and later iron were mined. The copper mine at Ross Island in Killarney was the oldest copper mine in North Western Europe. Between the years 1804 to 1829 it exported 5000 tons of copper ore to smelters in Britain.


Ogham script was the early form of literacy from the turn of the millennium until about 500 AD In a souterrain in Coolmagort near the Gap of Dunloe seven ogham stones were recovered in 1838. Other Ogham stones were found covering souterrains in the area. On the road from Beaufort to the Gap of Dunloe, and close to the latter, there is a fine display of these Ogham stones inside a railed enclosure.


From the Middle Ages to the Present Time


The Irish clans that dominated this area of Kerry were the McCarthys, the O’Sullivans and the O’Donoghues. Where the River Loe joins the River Luane is a site of strategic importance, commanding the passage over both rivers and the pass from the mountains. Although there is thought to have been a fort here, possibly built by the O’Sullivans, the Normans are credited with building Dunloe Castle in 1207 as a fortress against the Irish. In the late thirteenth century Dunloe Castle was seized by O’Sullivan Mór.
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Parkavonear Castle at Aghadoe





At Aghadoe, overlooking the Killarney valley, there are the remains of a fine Norman fortress. Parkavonear Castle was built in the thirteenth century, and is unusual in that it is cylindrical, rather than square, in shape.
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The tower house of Dunloe Castle





Following the Desmond rebellion of 1569-1583 the area was the scene of conflict during which the chief of the O’Donoghues was killed. When this rebellion was put down one of the surveyors of the lands, Sir Valentine Browne, acquired Dunloe Castle from Donal McCarthy. O’Donoghue Mór’s lands were confiscated. An account of the confiscated lands of 1584 recorded ‘… there are diver’s timberwoods upon these landes, but no means to make commodities of them by reason that they lie in such remote mountains …’


Cromwellian forces led by General Ludlow descended on Kerry in 1652 and great damage was suffered by the castle and the surrounding area in these years. From the mid sixteenth century to the mid nineteenth century a mini ice age occurred and there are records that the mountains were rarely without snow.


A map dated 1756 was produced by Charles Smith. In the area of the Reeks, which he called Mac Gullycuddy’s Reeks, he noted that: ‘This land is entumber’d with vast mountains, bogs and rocks.’ The English agriculturist, Arthur Young in 1777 noted that: ‘These mountains are not capable from climate of being applied to useful purposes.’


Lough Gouragh comes from the Irish Loch Gabhrach which means the lake of the area abounding in sheep, and Beenkeragh is the anglicised version of Binn Chaorach, or the peak of sheep. There are accounts in the annals that the mountains were used for the grazing of great herds of goats between 1750 and 1800 and that sheep replaced what goats were left after the famine.
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Father Sears and the men of the Black Valley head off for a day on the construction of the new church in 1955





The legendary Kate Kearney lived in the Gap of Dunloe in the years before the famine. Her thatched cottage, or sibín (pronounced sheebeen), was infamous for the production and sale of poitín (pronounced poiteen), an alcoholic colourless liquid distilled from potatoes.
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