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To western wanderers who seek inspiration along the Way
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There is a perpetual mystery and excitement in living on the seashore, which is in part a return to childhood and in part because for all of us the sea’s edge remains the edge of the unknown; the child sees the bright shells, the vivid weeds and red sea-anemones of the rock pools with wonder and with the child’s eye for minutiae; the adult who retains wonder brings to his gaze some partial knowledge which can but increase it, and he brings, too, the eye of association and of symbolism, so that at the edge of the ocean he stands at the brink of his own unconscious.


Gavin Maxwell, Ring of Bright Water
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Preface


THE NARROW ROAD TWISTS and spirals uphill for several kilometres to a car park at the Bishop’s Viewpoint overlooking the north coast of County Derry. On a rocky outcrop, arms outstretched, stands the legendary figure Manannán mac Lir, the Celtic god of the sea. Tradition tells of the presence of a mythological sea god in Lough Foyle and the practice of making votive offerings to deities in Celtic times to Manannán, a fearsome figure who was regarded as the Irish Neptune.


Local people believe that his spirit is released during fierce storms and some are still to be heard to remark ‘Manannán is angry today’. In folklore he is said to inhabit the offshore sandbanks between Inishtrahull Sound and the Magilligan waters. Fingers erect, he stands bearded and barefoot on a small wooden boat that resembles a washtub. His pacifying gesture appears to be calming the fury of the sea. A handsome two-metre-high grey fibreglass-and-steel statue, his belted dress and long robe fall behind. By his side is a sword, at his neck a brooch, and his head is plastered with bird droppings. Manannán’s sword, it was poetically said, could cut through any armour, while his horse, Enbarr of the Flowing Mane, could gallop over water as though it were solid land. If I need a hero from the past for the journey I am about to start, then I have found a noble one at the top of this hill.


The horizons open out to Inishowen Head, and ten kilometres beyond to the Rhinns, while the isles of Jura and Islay lie to the north-east. The hills of the Inishowen Peninsula stand in long alignment from Raghtin More, Crockmain and Mamore down to the smaller tops of Urris. Beside me the distinctive headland of Binevenagh marks the western limit of the Antrim basalt plateau. Stiff-winged fulmars ride the thermals along cliffs while Magilligan Strand stretches for eight kilometres from Downhill to the narrows of Lough Foyle. A three-carriage train, looking like a Hornby set, rattles slowly along a track beside the water.


I have come to launch myself across the Foyle on a western odyssey, going where the meandering fancy takes me, peering into hidden places and boreens, and drinking in the Atlantic air. Rather than roar along the roads at speed, I want to weave in and out of spits of land, exploring at will. Larks pour forth their unceasing music as they climb skywards, and in competition with sheep, dominate the soundscape. An occasional raven adds to the ‘caw-cophony’. I crunch my way back to the car through dying white-pink orchids, saxifrage, moss campion, wild thyme and harebell.


This location marks the starting point of a personal journey along the Wild Atlantic Way to discover unknown parts of the west coast and to pin down something of the area’s genius loci. But I also wish to reflect on a trip that I made a quarter-century earlier when I hitchhiked the coastline for my first travel book, Irish Shores. My plan is to retrace my relatively youthful footsteps, but this time I do not need to wait by the side of the road, since I have my own wheels and control my own destiny. In 1991, I was thrown into a world of happenstance, gratefully accepting lifts from strangers and soaking up the wettest June on record.


At Magilligan Point the ferry prepares to set off across Lough Foyle for Inishowen. Twenty-five years ago I attempted to cross this stretch of water but was thwarted by bad weather and forced to sit out the storm with the Sunday papers in the Point Inn. The gnarled ferryman with his leather satchel speaks of poor business because of the weather. ‘We’ve had a large number of wedding parties this year which keeps us afloat, although no funerals as yet,’ he says. He points skywards. ‘See that fella up there, Manannán, they call him – did you know that the Isle of Man was named after him and he was the first ruler of the island? He’s supposed to have had a ship that didn’t need sails or oars, and a boat that obeyed the thoughts of the sailors, or so they say anyway.’


Armed with a curiosity to see how the west coast has developed and to unravel the intriguing character of Manannán, I emerge into the afternoon Inishowen light to begin my western quest. Perhaps the force of this mythical sea god who has captivated me may be a presiding spirit on my journey, a protector to show me the way as the thrill of the open road begins.




Author’s note


THE JOURNEY RECORDED in this book was undertaken in road trips spanning four seasons over a twelve-month period from autumn to summer. In a number of instances the identities of people have been disguised to respect their privacy.




PART I


The North-west


Donegal, Leitrim and Sligo


In doggerel and stout let me honour this country


Though the air is so soft that it smudges the words


And herds of great clouds find the gaps in the fences


Of chance preconceptions and foam-quoits on rock-points


At once hit and miss, hit and miss.


Louis MacNeice, ‘Western landscape’, Collected Poems
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Donegal dalliance


THE DISTINCTIVE BLUE-AND-WHITE wavy logo signs of the Wild Atlantic Way are quickly in evidence as I drive from Greencastle through Gleneely, Culdaff and on to Malin Head. I am trying to catch the last of the daylight on an afternoon of heavy showers. My destination is the headland known as Banba’s Crown, named after a mythical queen.


The Inishowen Peninsula is one of the least-known parts of the west coast, neglected by guidebooks and consequently tourists. Inishowen means ‘Island of Eoghain’, taking its name from Eoghain, one of the sons of a High King of Ireland, known as Niall of the Nine Hostages. Its isolated position means that it has been left behind, symptomatic of the wider county. In the initial plans for the designation of the Way, Donegal was not even considered. The tourist board devised a route from west Cork ending at Sligo until it was pointed out that, since Donegal was in the Republic, it should therefore be part of the signage. Wise counsel prevailed and the county now has no fewer than forty ‘discovery points’ and three ‘key signature points’.


Donegal has long suffered from an identity complex. Its topographical situation confuses outsiders. Although the most northerly county in Ireland, it is not in Northern Ireland and is cut off from Dublin by dint of distance. Its people have to cross and re-cross a border (now largely unnoticeable on the ground at least) to reach other parts of the country. For many in Dublin or farther south, Donegal is, to paraphrase Neville Chamberlain, ‘a faraway country of which we know little’. If Donegal is a faraway country, then Inishowen, which some think should be a separate county, is even farther. For many years it has had its own 160-kilometre coastal drive which has now been incorporated into the wider Way. But the place has always felt out on a triangular limb, a bit estranged, more akin to Scotland than Ireland, given the historic connection amongst emigrant workers between the two countries. Twenty-five years ago I also had ignored it on my coastal hitchhike, bypassing the peninsula because my lift took me directly from Derry to Dunfanaghy. I am now making amends.
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Sheep and a sign for the Wild Atlantic Way, Inishowen, County Donegal.





When I reach it, a squall is enveloping Banba’s Crown, the farthest-flung northerly point in Ireland. Banba was one of three sisters, a divine trio of eponyms for Ireland, along with Ériu and Fódla. The name has often been used as a poetic reference for the country. A late afternoon mist creeps in over the water, restricting the view, but the sea hurls foam against the rocks, creating a visually spectacular start. The signal tower lookout post was built by the British around 1805 to guard against invasion from the French during the Napoleonic Wars. A century later, Lloyd’s of London took it over to contact ships offshore, using telescopes and semaphores. Lloyd’s hired the Marconi Wireless Company to set up a station in the tower and it was later used as a lookout during both world wars. Its masonry crumbling, it stands today forlorn and discarded, its door and windows bricked up. I survey the headland, inhale a deep whiff of ocean and enjoy the moment of being alone, until a car pulls up. A German couple steps out, steadying themselves in a cocktail of wind, rain and hail, grasping the car doors.


‘Can you zee Zcotland?’ the man shouts to me. ‘Not today, you can see nothing apart from Inishtrahull and the Tor Rocks’, which, I point out, are about to disappear under a wraith of mist. His wife jumps back into the car and he poses for a selfie before speeding off. The rain has become a deluge. Already, the Wild Atlantic Way is living up to the fulfilment of its name.


With the light draining rapidly, I make my way to the country’s most northerly B&B at Ballygorman, overlooking Portmore pier. At the Seaview Tavern, owner Michael Doherty is welcoming diners, fielding calls and helping with meals. As a collector of considered and unconsidered trifles, or what Vladimir Nabokov called ‘fluff’ and ‘straw’, I know that Donegal contains one third of all Ireland’s beaches and that a quarter of the landscape is bogland. One statistic I managed to pin down is that the length of the coastline is 1,500 kilometres, which includes small peninsulas and deserted headlands. With the best will in the world, I cannot visit them all. Browsing over dinner through a booklet about Malin Head produced by Donegal County Council, I discover a new acronym to describe places of interest: SEB or Site of Exquisite Beauty. The three listed are the Five Fingers Strand, Knockamany and Kinnagoe Bay. From the dining-room window, I watch two joggers in hi-viz jackets and with head flashlights splash past. In the distance, the measured rhythm of Inishtrahull lighthouse provides a reassuring beacon, silently signalling its message across the water.


Next morning a dilatory sun seeps through clouds, lighting up an unimaginably calm sea, reflecting the startling fickleness of the west’s weather. After yesterday’s washout there is a fresh energy to the morning. A small fishing boat, a half-decker, noses its way out from the pier, heading towards the Scottish coast in search of clams and whelks, a local name for sea snails. Barren rocks and islands stand out in glittering sharp focus. Geologists believe Inishtrahull island to be the oldest place in Ireland. The rocks have been scientifically dated to 1,778 million years old and are regarded as being similar to those of Greenland. On the wall of the breakfast room, a Highlands of Ireland map lists ships that foundered along this coastline. I ponder some of the names and dates: The Venerable, 1904, The Laurentic and Justiac, both 1917, Thomas Hankins, 1939, The Prominent, 1913, and HMS Wasp, lost with fifty souls after striking rocks in 1884 while on its way to collect taxes from Tory islanders. Leafing through tourism brochures, I identify locations to seek out along this section of the Way, a small Itinerarium Curiosum (Itinerary of Curiosities) of secluded beaches, wildlife habitats, cafés, pubs and … shark haunts.


Michael Doherty, known as ‘Doc’ to distinguish him from numerous neighbouring Doherty families, has long had a fascination for the coastline. After living and working in the United States, he returned to Donegal and promotes the area through his B&B and restaurant, as well as in his role with Inishowen Tourism.


‘Seafood is our big business and there has been a crab explosion in recent years. Crab meat has a very delicate consistency and crab bisque is popular. Whelks are an acquired taste and are for overseas consumption. They are processed in Holland and sold to the Japanese market. It’s tough for local fishermen. The trawlers from France, Russia and other countries have vacuumed that coastline.’


There is speculation that Malin Head may become a world centre, not only for basking sharks, but also for the most illustrious sea predator of them all, the great white. Michael tells me that a Californian marine expert, Dr Pete Klimley, has been to the area, concluding that it is ideal for the development of a protected zone for sharks. He described the waters around Inishowen as ‘unique in the world’.


‘Klimley is referred to under the soubriquet “Dr Hammerhead” as he is renowned for holding his breath while diving up to thirty metres in order to hand-tag hammerhead sharks with a dart gun. A shark park would be a great attraction and would bring more visitors. I enjoy telling people that the sharks always come for the marching season. They arrive each year on the Twelfth of July and stay until the end of August. Many people in the summer come in the hope of seeing them, so if it was controlled with boat trips it could become a big draw.


‘A party of Spanish tourists here last summer was surrounded by twenty-five massive basking sharks which astonished them. The sharks follow the Gulf Stream from Cork and feed on the plankton-rich waters. People have the wrong idea about them as they don’t bask but are quite active and thrash around. They can also grow up to eleven metres long and are regarded as being like the tiger on land. We frequently have dolphins leaping and jumping in and out of the water in front of us. Other species include blue sharks and common skate, while you sometimes see pods of orcas.’


Michael refers to Malin as a ‘Holy Grail’ for ornithologists. The birdlife ranks amongst the best in Ireland. He suggests two coastal spots for me to visit: the Wee House of Malin and the beach at Ballyhillin. Around the coastline at Malin Well a cave is built into the rock beside a church. The Wee House, as it is known, was thought to cure disease. Legend has it that a hermit once lived in the cave and no matter how many people entered, there was still room for more. This morning I have the cave all to myself, although five people would be a crowd. A shag zips low over the water, while, higher up, a curlew heads off on a mission, passing a tumbling waterfall. At the water’s edge, gulls bicker restlessly, releasing a tirade of shrieks. Out of the blue, comes a symbolic high-speed fly-past of three closely bunched oystercatchers. I interpret this as a ‘hello’ greeting related to the Power of Three, a number charged with supernatural significance in Irish legend.


Beside the cave, in a glass-fronted niche, stands a one-metre blue-and-white devotional statue of Our Lady of Inishtrahull, originally from the island’s school. When the school was closed, the statue was removed to the Star of the Sea Church, restored and placed here in 2001. Head bowed, palms open peacefully, she welcomes visitors, who have placed coloured stones, shells and jewellery. Walled remains of the small church are engulfed in foliage. An information panel, quoting James McParlan in the 1802 Statistical Survey of County Donegal, states:


Near this old church, a famous pilgrimage is performed by dropping a great number of beads while whispering prayers: but the ceremony finishes by a general ablution in the sea, male and female, all frisking and playing in the water, stark naked and washing off each other’s sins.


At the stony beach, sprawling sea mayweed, with its daisy-like flowerheads, grows in clusters. Beach detritus includes plastic milk bottles and bags, Ribena and Lucozade bottles, Nivea baby sun lotion, an empty packet of Mayfair sky-blue cigarettes (with Greek lettering), a tangle of blue fishing nets and sea rods mangled together. The rods are vegetation that resemble walking sticks but which are soft and pliable.


Famed for its semi-precious stones, Ballyhillin beach, at the foot of the tower I had visited the day before, is bookended by fields. My arrival along a mucky lane coincides with a burst of cackling fieldfares, which give the appearance of having just dropped out of the sky from Scandinavia. A jittery mob, they are busily searching for beetles and earthworms. Without warning, they explode into spring-heeled flight, their backs a rich chestnut as they move at speed, with their chack-chack call, to another part of the field.


I climb over a stile and crunch my way across a shingle beach strewn with a million pebbles. A paddling of ducks jostles on the waves. I am struck by the dazzling array of round and ovoid stones and by the silky lustre of their colours, looking like a milk chocolate selection box: chalk, silver, fawn, dove grey, dirty white, gold, jade green and a leopard-skin lookalike mottled with yellow, reddish-brown and dusty pink spots – irresistible pebbles that demand to be picked up, smelt and felt. My guidebook identifies them under their gemstone terminology with names such as agate, cornelian, jasper and serpentine. They are smooth to the touch; some have hairline cracks. Hunkering down, I make a ritual selection of three hard, veined ones with delicate swirls of light blue. I revel in their petrified coolness and, like a shoplifter, slip them into my pocket.


My attention is diverted by the nasal rronk of large skeins of Brent geese that have swept into a field at the far end of the beach. A flock 200 strong spends a few minutes finding its bearings before rising, heading out to sea, circling around, swinging back and settling into another field, wings gleaming and flashing in the sharp light. Through binoculars I watch them feeding. Many rest contentedly before lifting off again with their massed cries. I savour the moment. It has been an exhilarating autumnal morning of natural theatre-in-the-wild but I have covered only a short distance of the long Way ahead.


The blinding sun has me reaching for shades around the west side of the peninsula where a large ‘S’ on the Way logo indicates south to Malin town and Carndonagh. A traffic- and puddle-free single-track road wraps itself around the headland. The only signs of animal life are sheep, a lone donkey and an inquisitive hooded crow on a fencepost. I glimpse a buzzard spiralling over fields. Trees are still in riotous autumn glory along with small clumps of gorse, but the heather and fuchsia are past their colourful best. Newly built pebbledash bungalows sit hard by the roadside and three cats cuddle on the porch of a cottage with vivid green window frames.


From Knockamany, wide coastal views open up and I pass a complex of white buildings: the operations room of the Irish Coastguard Radio Station at Malin Head, which coordinates search and rescue. Its tall transmitter in the garden is surrounded by a high fence. The Meteorological Office’s weather station has also a base here. Sea Air Malin is famed for its inclusion in the litany of BBC Radio 4 shipping forecast names beloved of poets, as well as bands such as Blur and Radiohead, and parodied by everyone from Frank Muir and Denis Norden to Stephen Fry.


A public revolt is under way in Donegal because of the imposition of water charges and the plan that a single public utility should develop the water system. As in other parts of Ireland, the belligerent mood amongst the community is reflected in newspaper headlines. Large marches against the proposed water charges have taken place in Letterkenny, Ballyshannon and Lifford. Countrywide protests have been organised by a group known as Right2Water, set up to encourage a campaign of civil disobedience, with non-payment of charges at its centrepiece and opposition to the installation of water meters. The scale of anger is apparent on a Highland Radio phone-in. One listener complains that it is yet another sign of the country going to ruin. ‘We’ve had everything here,’ he says, ‘backhanders, cronyism, nepotism and a country full of jiggery-pokery.’ A news report carries the story of a tense confrontation in which two water meter installers were turned away from houses in Annagry and Meenaleck in west Donegal. An unrepentant local councillor stood on top of a manhole cover, refusing to budge, telling the workmen ‘You are not wanted or needed here.’ Some residents parked their cars over stop-valves to prevent engineers from accessing their water supply.


In need of a caffeine fix, I pull over in the Diamond at Carndonagh. On my journey I want to seek out the best places to recharge and consider how west coast café culture has flourished in recent years to become such an integral part of the fabric of Irish life. Café Donagh, run by a Frenchman, Pascal Thomas-Trabac, originally from Bordeaux, is a surprising find. The business has been part of the Carndonagh cognoscenti café circuit for several years. A peak-capped Pascal tells me the café is renowned for its chowder as well as its Croque Monsieur and Madame. He discusses his coffee in hushed tones as if it were a Sancerre or particularly fine Bordeaux.


If a café is to be judged on its snickers cake and the quality of its cappuccino – two shots of Sicilian Caffè Miscela d’Oro served in a mug like soup – then Café Donagh rates high in any customer satisfaction survey. Here they embrace artwork, books, newspapers and humour. Beside me, a Recipe for Happiness: ‘1 bag of smiles, 2 cups of sharing, 2 lb of positivity, ½ cup of humour, 1 bag of self-esteem, 2 spoonfuls of simplicity, 1 dash of goodwill, 4 drops of easy-going and a packet of life-caring.’


I glance at a story in the paper. ‘A coffee a day keeps Alzheimer’s at bay,’ says the headline. It is based on new research which has found that drinking three cups of coffee a day can reduce risk of dementia and delay the onset of Alzheimer’s disease. The research shows that older adults with mild memory impairment who drink three cups a day will not convert to Alzheimer’s. I search my jacket and shoulder bag for my car keys but cannot recall where I put them, so decide on another coffee.


Fifteen minutes later, reunited with my keys which had slipped down a hole into the lining of my jacket pocket owing to the weight of three stones, I rejoin the Way curving around the sweep of Trawbreaga Bay to Ballyliffin and Clonmany. Rising inland, the rounded, peaty dome of Slieve Snaght is visible in its entirety on a day of unbroken sunshine. Road signs feature a drawing of a swan while another warns motorists: ‘Caution Ride Slowly, School Children Are Crossing’. In this part of Donegal the traditional whitewashed cottage has largely given way to modern bungalows or two-storey farmhouses, some guarded with ornamental life-sized imperial eagles on gateposts. At Dunaff the wide prospect from this GCR (my newly coined initialism for Great Coastal Road) showcases an elongated chain of hills running from Raghtin More, across Mamore hill to the undulating line of the Urris Hills sloping down to Lough Swilly.


Two BAMBIs (Born Again Middle-Aged Bikers) vroom past me at breakneck speed on a corner. Fortunately, the steep road that zigs and zags up Mamore Gap comes with passing places at crucial bends. Sheep, crimson markings on their backs, speckle the boggy hillside. At the top of the gap, twenty towering white wind turbines, their rotating blades whirring industriously, come into view. These are the new controversial superstructures of the landscape, reinforcing how the skyline has shifted in twenty-five years. They have denatured the countryside, troubling the souls of many. Disputed claims and counterclaims over health effects from the turbines continue to be the subject of focus in many parts of Ireland.


On the other side of Buncrana, a road sign reads: ‘Thank you for visiting Amazing Grace Country.’ Blithely unaware that I had passed through it, I discover that it refers to a sailor, John Newton, who was caught in a violent storm in the Atlantic in 1748. He survived for weeks in the wreck of the ship, at the mercy of the ocean, before finding a haven in Lough Swilly. When he stepped ashore in Inishowen he found a new faith and years later wrote the words to the hymn ‘Amazing Grace.’ The enterprising tourism authority has exploited a tenuous link. They have created an annual festival to celebrate the connection and, in his honour, revitalised a scrap of waste ground into a park.


From Burnfoot a straight road leads to Inch Levels, an area of reclaimed farmland where a flock of more than 150 whooper swans feeds voraciously in a huge field close to passing traffic. Inch Levels are an internationally important staging post and this is a November highlight of the natural world. Under a European Union birds’ directive it is also a Special Protected Area for the swans that have flown from high northern latitudes. For 3,000 of these avian giants this part of north Donegal is the first landfall after their 1,300km-long flight. They pick and peck cautiously, tiptoeing delicately across the ground, glad to be on the terrestrial sphere again. The triangular splash of bright yellow on their wedge-shaped black bill stands out. Five lie folded, exhausted from the journey. Cars and vans pass, oblivious to this spectacle. One driver pulls up, lowers the window of his Vectra and cuts the car engine. He squints into the sun and asks where I am from.


‘You’re after the Wild Atlantic Waay…?’ his question trails off. ‘Well, we’ve had the Inishowen won-hun-derd here for forty bleedin’ years promotin’ our coast and no one took a blind bita notice of it. Now these johnny-come-latelys have stuck a few fancy signs on top of it. They’re a bit late cashin’ in on our coastline. We don’t want tourists clutterin’ our countryside – we already know it’s the best in the country – just ask the swans.’


He adds a note of derision, protesting about what he regards as the route’s misnaming: ‘It should be called the Wild Swully Waaay as it’s not even the ocean here.’ We turn our attention to the swans. He is impressed, up to a point, by their power. ‘Aaanywaaay, they’re a lovely sight but they’re clumsy big brutes all the same when you see them flying t’gither like that, aaaren’t they?’


On cue, a gangly dozen take off westward, quicksilver white in the autumnal light, necks stuck out, wings beating vigorously, a honking chorus line over our heads. The air pulsates with their shouts, their bugle-like calls echoing across farmland, roads and hills. For most of the winter, the swans roost as long-stay guests in the waters of Inch. Tourism marketing gurus refer to the length of time that holidaymakers spend in one area as ‘dwell time’. While most people stay only a few days in this part of north Donegal, the ‘dwell time’ of Cygnus cygnus extends up to four months. The swans possess a powerful mythological symbolism because they are comfortable in the three habitats of water, land and air. Their love of the rich culinary offerings of cereals and crops, and the wet grassland that provides a safe roost, combine with the invigorating climate to make a recipe for whooper happiness, nature graced by raw beauty.


Swanning around Inishowen for longer than planned has delayed me. After a break in my journey, the next stage leads me early in the new year to the Fanad Peninsula, sidestepping Letterkenny, a town unrecognisable since 1991 because its population has more than doubled. In a Fáilte Ireland survey in 2013 Letterkenny was nominated as one of the top ten towns in Ireland for making a difference to tourism and followed this up in 2015 by winning the accolade of Ireland’s tidiest town. The awards ignited fresh enthusiasm and encouraged new business. But the developments also led to a series of roundabouts and dull strips of approach roads filled with burger joints, pizza parlours, tyre companies, car washes, motorbike and car showrooms.


The vernacular buildings of this part of the Donegal countryside and its small towns are redolent of the nineteenth century. Warehouses, corn, flour and woollen mills stand foursquare, some derelict, others repurposed for 21st-century use. Deep-rooted connections are reflected in shops and pubs with traditional fronts in bright colours. Despite the closure of many properties and the proliferation of charity shops, they show a sense of civic pride.


In Rathmullan, Belle’s Kitchen Bistro is tuned firmly into the modern era and enjoys a thriving early January trade. Two wall hangings draw me in, exhorting: ‘Drink Coffee: Do stupid things faster with more energy’ and ‘Coffee that hits the spot served here’. That coffee is Java but I am more attracted to their farmhouse beers, bottled by Kinnegar Brewery, with such names as Scraggy Bay, an India Pale Ale, an amber ale, Devil’s Backbone, and Rustbucket, made with rye and barley malt. The pale ale Limeburner catches my attention and I discover from the bottle’s label that it is named after a 45-metre-high undersea pinnacle hidden in an area where Lough Swilly meets the North Atlantic. The bright light of Fanad Head once illuminated the limeburner, guiding passing ships. The logo shows a bouncing rabbit with the tagline: ‘Follow the Hops.’


The barman says they have done ‘serious’ business since the launch of the Way. He points to the beers. ‘Our coffee is popular but we can’t get enough of this stuff for our customers.’ On his advice, I pour a large glass, paying silent homage to the divine chieftain Manannán mac Lir who washed down his food, legend has it, with the ‘ale of immortality’. There is an otherworldliness about Lough Swilly which probes deep into north Donegal from the Atlantic. I can imagine how it would have appealed to Manannán, usually seen as ‘Lord of the Otherworld’, a land that lies beyond the mortal gaze, perhaps on a magical island, or under the sea with the limeburner.


Frequently, Lough Swilly slips beneath the tourists’ radar because many see it as too remote and hence it does not attract the same number of foreign visitors as the southern half of the county. On important global migration routes for fish and birds, the lough’s diversity of wildlife includes whales, dolphins and porpoise, known locally as the ‘Inishowen tumbler’. Nevertheless, it is popular with Irish holidaymakers for the standard of its Blue Flag beaches and for the quality of its history. The Flight of the Earls from this area in 1607 is well documented. Schoolchildren know the story of how the Gaelic nobility, led by Hugh O’Neill, Earl of Tyrone, and Rory O’Donnell, Earl of Tyrconnell, left to seek refuge in Europe following defeat at the hands of the English, later paving the way for the Ulster Plantation. Down at Rathmullan waterfront, a tall and evocative bronze statue of the earls saying goodbye to their people commemorates the event.


Less well known – enshrined in local memory but largely uncelebrated – is the ‘Flight of the Parrot’ in the same lough more than 200 years later. On 4 December 1811, HMS Saldanha, a Royal Navy frigate of 38 guns and crew of nearly 300, was patrolling the water as part of the naval war between Britain and France. Violent storms, driven by a north-west gale, forced the ship on to rocks off Ballymastocker Bay. More than 200 bodies were washed in, and the wreckage littered the strand. One of the most prominent among the drowned was Captain William Pakenham, son of the Earl of Longford of Pakenham Hall in County Westmeath and brother-in-law of the Duke of Wellington. Several months later, the only survivor, the ship’s parrot, was captured near the site of the wreck and identified by a medallion around its neck engraved with the name Saldanha.


Fortified with a steaming breakfast bowl of Flahavan’s porridge oats, topped with creamy carrageen moss, I set off early from my lodgings at Rathmullan House. The winter warmth has returned, prompting the waitress to reflect on the topsyturvy weather. ‘We’re having June in January this year and who knows what the spring will bring,’ she says. My route takes me past a rash of holiday homes on the outskirts of Rathmullan: two-storey mock-Tudor houses with red and black bargeboards, holiday chalets, cottages and small developments. Even though I am heading north, I pick up a sign for the Way indicating south. The road uphill follows a central unbroken white line. With the exception of splashes of gorse and red berries, colourless hedgerows line the roadside. Birds are busy, skittering here and there at speed, enjoying the pin-bright morning. The hillside heather has turned a deep terracotta. Small clumps of leafless trees stand amongst granite outcrops.


As I reach the higher ground of Knockalla, views unfurl across Lough Swilly, sparkling in the sunshine. The weather is bizarrely balmy – perhaps I have just been lucky. The road is turning into a GCR, rising, swinging around and traffic-free, apart from some stray Fanad ewes. At Ballymastocker Bay, a viewpoint beside Saldanha Head provides an outstanding position to look down on the three-kilometre curve of Stocker Strand, also known as Portsalon beach. It is divided into three separate sections by two streams flowing through rocks into the lough. Tight-lipped waves roll in slowly and from my elevated perch I can hear what sounds like a rumble of distant thunder. Fanad’s beaches are amongst Ireland’s finest and this one, with its immaculate gold-tinted sand, was once voted the second best beach in the world. This morning, not a dog walker, jogger or swimmer is to be seen; not even a solitary gull or oystercatcher combs the beach.


Directly across the water, overshadowed by the sharp outline of the Urris Hills, stands the bulbous promontory of Dunree Head with its fort. This stretch of coastline is noted for its defensive forts, while inland, the whole way down to Kerrykeel, lies the spread of Knockalla Mountain, known as the ‘Devil’s Backbone’ of Fanad. Twisting like a giant letter ‘S’, the road is reminiscent of a smaller version of the Col du Tourmalet in the French Pyrenees. Three horses, clad in thick purple winter overcoats, peer over a five-bar gate as if to welcome me to Portsalon, albeit with a degree of suspicion. One nods his long head sagely, vapour breath steaming into the still, icy air. From a fence, a pied wagtail chuckles along with me at the fact that triplism reigns again.


North of Portsalon the landscape lurches into a different character with stone walls dividing fields until the Atlantic comes into view. The population appears to thin out as few houses dot the countryside. The white-walled Fanad Head lighthouse is a prominent historic building and a place of strategic importance. For many it was a poignant reminder of ships leaving Donegal with emigrants bound for a new start in a foreign land. In 1975 the lighthouse was automated and is now the base for helicopters supporting lighthouses on Tory Island and Inishtrahull. It is gated and locked, and a sign says ‘Keep Out’. Scaffolding surrounds the building and a JCB digger lies idle beside piles of stones and slates. In a deep gorge waves swirl and slush against the rocks. Beside the lighthouse, the grey windowless ruin of a former coastguard station adds a further ghostlike dimension to the landscape.


Less than two kilometres away, the Lighthouse Tavern looks unprepossessing from the outside; inside, however, the welcome is warm. ‘We’ve perfected a great way of dealing with the storms up here,’ owner James Waldron delights in telling me. He motions to a small picture of a colourful drink on the windowsill. ‘We serve Dark ’n’ Stormy, a cocktail which helps us through the freezing days. It’s made of Jamaican rum and ginger beer served over ice and garnished with a wedge of lime, and it slips down a treat. It’s a taste of the tropics, so it helps us through the winters. We’ve perfected the ratio of rum and ginger beer to make it a Swilly special. How many would you like?’


James has been running the bar for six months and is planning to extend by adding en suite bedrooms for guests. Even as a blow-in from County Mayo, his feeling for the place is evident. A window sticker proclaims ‘I Love Fanad.’ He explains why he has become such a fan of Fanad.


‘I like the storms – for me, the stormier the better, which is why I have chosen to settle here. If the power goes off at night, our generator supplies five hours of energy, then the candles take over. We bring out the camping stove, the cocktails are mixed and it’s highly atmospheric. This is a small, unspoilt piece of paradise on the north coast that is neglected. We have all modern comforts here but in traditional surroundings. Of course, with the Internet there’s nowhere that is all that isolated these days and we have our regular deliveries, so we are not really all that remote.’


Parts of north Fanad have a special designation, which he says is vital to ensure that the habitats are properly protected. From Ballyhoorisky to Fanad Head these include vegetated sea cliffs, shingle beaches, sand dunes, reedbeds, heathland, freshwater marsh, and lakes with rare aquatic plants. I remark on how sparsely populated the area appears to be compared to the southern part of the Fanad Peninsula, a point that James acknowledges.


‘It has not been overdeveloped here, unlike some places, and is zoned as a special area of conservation. In other parts of Ireland you can’t even see the scenery because the landscape has been scarred with so many developments, but that can’t happen here. We need a balance between nature and tourism and that’s how we want to keep it. More people will come when they open the accommodation at the lighthouse, which is why there is work going on there at the moment.’


Ambitious plans are under way to transform the lighthouse and build a visitor centre. James tells me the building is being reroofed and renovated by the Commissioners of Irish Lights as part of a new all-Ireland Lighthouse Trail. This will tell the history of Lough Swilly and surrounding coastline. It will also emphasise the significance of the link to the local community and its location within Gaeltacht Fhánada, Ireland’s most northerly Gaeltacht community. A large photograph of the lighthouse on the wall carries a simple declaratory verse:




Like a guardian angel


The lighthouse stands


Sending out hope in the night


Like a faithful friend


Reaching out a helping hand


Bringing comfort, truth and light





From Fanad Head the road winds through farmland to Kindrum before looping around crests and dips across the northern tip of Mulroy Bay. Hereford and Limousin cattle pull mouthfuls free from a compressed bale of silage. At Leat Beg the road drops down to the Blaney Bridge, which spans Mulroy Bay, linking the Fanad Peninsula with Rosguill. A vast panorama of mountain, island, lake, rock, moor and bog bursts before me, encompassing the entire north-west highlands. For some peaceful horizon-scanning I pull over at a lay-by but my idyllic reverie is broken by a horn-blaring cavalcade of wedding-party cars gatecrashing the space. The bridal party is recording the day, using the backdrop of far-reaching views unfolding across the western arm of Mulroy, over to Sheephaven Bay and Horn Head, then southwards to the jagged skyline of the Derryveagh Mountains. The newly weds happily pose, at ease with the wonder of it all; it is not hard to see why photographers are enraptured with this location, known locally as Between the Waters.


I had not previously travelled this road and regard it is an example of how the Way, linked to the new bridge, has opened up little-known parts of the county. At 340 metres long, the bridge is the biggest in Donegal. Opened in 2009, it is named in honour of Harry Blaney, then a public representative for the area. Although the sun is on the decline it still has sufficient strength to produce reflections in the watery light. The result is a harmonious moodscape that has all the colour and tonality of a dramatic James Humbert Craig painting in its bare and raw winter glory; or a vista grand enough to adorn the cover of a proud bride and groom’s wedding album.


After the unexpected winter sunshine a change of weather is on the way. The airwaves are filled with warnings of the west coast about to be hit by a cyclone called Storm Rachel. There had been talk some weeks earlier of a ‘Weather bomb’ but this did not materialise and I was sceptical of another major ‘weather event’. Through crackly reception on the car radio, key phrases jump out: ‘sub-zero temperatures ... mercury levels dropping to double-negative figures … Status Red severe weather warning for exposed coastal areas … considerable volumes of rain … stay indoors.’ A few kilometres from Carrigart, an elderly man flags me down through heavy rain, waving a broken umbrella. I feel a historic empathy of identification with his hitchhiking plight.


‘Where you headin’, yungfella?’ I warm immediately to him.


‘Nowhere in particular, just cruising the Wild Atlantic Way. Looking into things.’


‘You’ll not get lost then.’


‘Do you want a lift?’


‘Just to Downings, or Drownings, as we call it. My daughter’s makin’ me dinner – that’s wild enough for me but there’s a storm brewin’.’


His face is blue from the wind. He proffers a wet hand. ‘The name’s Jack but they call me Jim or sometimes Jay-Jay. The wife died three years ago and I got cheesed off cookin’ for myself. It’s hard thumbin’ these days.’


The reason he is hitching, he says, is because there is no longer a decent bus service since the closure of the Lough Swilly company. For more than 150 years ‘the Swilly’ operated a combination of train, bus and ferry routes throughout north Donegal.


‘My father useta travel on the trains when they ran from Derry to Buncrana and Letterkenny. They were full of cattle, coal and passengers. The line to Burtonport was fifty miles but the train avoided towns and I remember him sayin’ the Swilly stopped where nobody lived. During the war, when eggs, butter and milk were rationed, the women in Derry useta smuggle them across the border by stickin’ them up their clothes. They weren’t pregnant when they left in the mornin’ but on the way back they said they were. Now you can’t even catch a Swilly bus which is why I rely on lifts from strangers. Musta run outta money. Tough times.’


I drop him in Downings and look for accommodation. It is getting darker and stormier by the minute, road conditions are treacherous for night-time travelling and I am running out of options. The B&Bs are firmly shut for the winter but the lights in the bar of the Beach Hotel attract me. Although it is closed for guests, the owner looks me over and agrees to give me a room for the night. The wind rattles around the windows and doorways. She shows me to my room and brings an electric radiator for extra heat. ‘We are used to it – it’s a standard winter gale up here, but you’ll need this to get you through the night,’ she laughs.


In the bar, the television news reports that the National Coordination Group on Severe Weather has met in emergency session to discuss Storm Rachel. The advice is to avoid all unnecessary travel, and stay away from fallen wires and the coast. Snowfalls in some areas have caused serious disruption, with hundreds of schools closing early. Flights and ferry services have been cancelled and power has been cut to thousands of homes. The high seas have affected sailings to Tory Island and supplies and passengers are unable to travel. The King of Tory himself, Patsy Dan Rodgers, who had been on the mainland, was whisked back to the island by the helicopter coastguard.


The sombre weatherman warns that the storm will be at its most ferocious in the north-west, and in particular in Donegal, which will bear the brunt of it. Two men at the bar glance up at the screen. The apocalyptic warnings wash over them. A gravelly voiced one says, with seen-it-all-before resignation, ‘It’s the only time they ever mention us. You’d think ’twas a monsoon on the way.’ The other, with a cold-engine cough, nods to me. ‘Welcome to Donegal,’ he splutters. ‘Yo-yo weather. Wet day, dry day, stormy day, warm day – take your pick.’


My bedroom overlooks a caravan park that leads on to the darkness of Trabeg beach, watered by Sheephaven Bay. I open the window an inch, which is as wide as it allows, and a fierce, high-pitched whistle reverberates around the room. Hailstones spit against my face. Rachel is trying to get in and has turned violent. To escape her tongue-lashing, I retreat to the bed and settle down to read but am distracted by the net curtain swirling like a ghostly dancer. Rain flings itself against the window and joins forces with sleet. The churning sea is accompanied by all manner of booms and rumbles. Just as the wind reaches a banshee-like pitch, a power cut plunges my room into darkness. It is often said in Irish folklore that if you hear a banshee wailing there is good chance you might be dying, or already dead. Life returns when the lights come on again, then flash off and on several times as though a weary publican is declaring closing time. Bare trees in the caravan park are bent at arthritic angles and sway in the gusts. It is the first time I have experienced the true rage of Manannán, who has gender-transferred his anger to Rachel. All night long, I sleep and wake, toss and turn, while the moaning wind maintains its momentum, accompanied by regular clatters of rain and hail. Around 4 a.m. it reaches a shrieking climax.


By early morning, nature’s onslaught relents although the storm is not entirely over. Power has been restored. I walk to the beach through the caravan park, sidestepping fallen branches. The tide is in and I am almost gusted off my feet. Downings is a scattering of hotels, pubs and summer holiday shops. The evidence left by rampaging Rachel is strewn around: roof tiles, guttering and debris ripped off buildings, upturned chairs and picnic tables, upended flower tubs, recycling bins tossed along the street, their contents strewn on the roadside, and signboards blown over. True to its nickname, the main street of ‘Drownings’ is flooded.


The road around Rosguill – a much smaller peninsula than either Inishowen or Fanad – rises, falls, twists and straightens along its circuit. Its map profile looks like an upraised thumb. This morning, apart from delivery vans, it is empty of traffic and hitchhikers. But it takes more than a storm to disturb the workaday rhythms of this part of the north-west – never mind those of a Wild Atlantic Wayfarer. The breadman told me that he was forced to re-route as the Harry Blaney Bridge, which I had crossed the day before, is closed to traffic because of the winds. Before the words ‘Wild’ and ‘Way’ were appended to it, Rosguill boasted one of the country’s original ‘Atlantic Drives’. A tourist sign shows a large-scale map from when the route was developed by the European Regional Development Fund.


Many years beforehand, in the mid-1960s, this area, comprising Carrigart, Downings and Rosapenna, was a holiday playground for my family. As an eight-year-old, I was taken on summer weekend excursions in my father’s two-tone Riley Kestrel 1100 when my youthful imagination was fired by the exotic world conjured up by ‘Atlantic Drive.’ A signpost can set off a chain of rich childhood associations and this part of the north-west reaches back into my past. Beach walks in the rain, sandcastles, seaside games and picnics, running over mountainous dunes, holding shells to our ears to hear the murmurs of the ocean, HB choc ices, red lemonade, and high tea in a fusty hotel – unchanged since the early decades of the twentieth century – are indissolubly linked with Donegal. There was also the back-seat game that involved being the first to shout: ‘I see the sea and the sea sees me,’ and the happy refrain, ‘I see the sea and the sea smells me.’ It was a world of elderly gentlemen in tweeds, snoring on sofas in hotel lounges or dozing over the Sunday Independent on capacious wing-back Parker Knoll chairs. A fug of tobacco and cigarette smoke got in my clothes and up my nose. No one worried, since the term ‘passive smoking’ had not been invented.


As I navigate the peninsula’s narrow roads and water pools, I snap out of my flashback with the blaze of bright white spume from the waves at Doagh Bay resembling a giant bubble bath. The sun lights up a rocky landscape and I feel an Atlantic electricity in the air. A mixed party of about forty ducks and gulls crests the waves, rising up in salvoes of white wings, while a solitary redshank trots across the small beach. The road downhill past the Singin’ Pub brings me into Carrigart and on to Creeslough where a search for a caffeine injection proves fruitless. Rain becomes sleet and sleet turns to hail, darkening the atmosphere. At a bridge over the River Lackagh, a cannonade of marble-sized hailstones bounces off the tarmac, whitening the road and reminding me of Gerard Manley Hopkins’ description as ‘heavengravel’. For ten minutes they hammer down with intensity. My dashboard helpfully flashes up: ‘Low External Temperature -3.’ I pull off the road until it passes as swirling storms sweep in over Doe Castle Strand.




[image: images]


Donegal café cappuccino for the Way.





All roads lead to Dunfanaghy, a humming nest of cafés, but which, along with nearby Portnablagh, contains a vast accumulation of holiday homes and chalets to the disfigurement of the landscape. Café society in Dunfanaghy revolves around a number of different options. In Muck ’n’ Muffins, a former grain store refashioned as a craft shop and café, I order coffee syrup, a cappuccino laced with caramel. As part of her foam artistry, the waitress serves it with a large chocolate ‘W’. I ask if this is in keeping with the Way or the wildness of the day, but she replies that it is purely unintentional since she has not heard much about the route. She explains the character of Bailies hand-roasted coffee beans and their specific flavour profile. Retro glamour is reflected in a picture on a wooden sign of a woman with a 1950s perm, which admonishes: ‘Coffee: If you’re not shaking, you need another cup.’ Poetry on the walls, books on the dresser and framed prints of local scenes with close-ups of livestock bring an appreciated warmth.


At the next table four women discuss New Year’s resolutions, a three-month running plan and how they propose to embrace Operation Transformation through their attendance at ashtanga and hatha yoga classes. They stare morosely at the waterfront. Walkactive, formerly power walking, is the new buzz term. One woman wants to transform the way she walks ‘into a flowing movement of maximum efficiency’. In their world of healthy eating, kale is out this year and kelp is in. The tasty seaweed is high in iodine and is said to improve thyroid function. Hammering hailstones stop abruptly and birdlife returns to the pier. Two hooded crows with jet-black heads and grey backs forage amongst the seaweed, attempting forlornly to crack open shells. They are disturbed by the shrill trumpeting of plump and aggressive herring gulls who look as though they too could benefit from Operation Transformation.


Between showers I scuttle around Dunfanaghy in a ‘walkactive’ tour to see how it differs from 1991. I had stayed overnight on the Horn Head road at a B&B long since closed. Even out of season, it has a mildly cosmopolitan feel. Craft shops, art galleries, cocktail and wine bars, bistros, stylish restaurants, a wholefood and fine wine store, vie for business. A shop in the square sells ‘Pre-loved’ vintage furniture beside a white-van man offering ‘Local potatoes grown on my own farm, Fresh dug every day’. The Daylight Wobblies are performing tonight in Patsy Dan’s where a sign on the bar door warns, ‘No Large Dogs Allowed.’ I guess you could bring all the small ones you wanted.


From east to west, the fourth and final peninsula of north Donegal, Horn Head, is the smallest but arguably most dramatic of all. The Irish naturalist Robert Lloyd Praeger described it as ‘the finest headland in Ireland’. Before embarking on it, I watch a hungry curlew in a sandy inlet just beyond Horn Head Bridge. It appears to have the whole place to itself. Its long bill and head probe deep into the sand. Two worms are hoovered up in swift gulps. On its large stilt-like legs it takes a few steps, burrows again, sometimes successful, other times not. Always alert, it glances up with one eye on me, a curious figure standing with binoculars on a grassy bank filled with white hail.


At the tip of Horn Head the wind carries the seabird calls and the roar of the Atlantic, which spreads around the headland with thick foamy waves known as Manannán’s seahorses. The inland backdrop is dominated by the triangular peak of Errigal and the flat top of Muckish. It is bone-chillingly cold. The wind is getting fiercer. I struggle to close my car door; the whole vehicle is not so much buffeted as rocked and shaken on its Japanese suspension.


The four major north Donegal peninsulas have been box-ticked but I need now to make progress through the main towns south to Ardara, my destination for the evening. The coastal road from Falcarragh and Gortahork leads to Bloody Foreland, so named because the setting sun is said to enhance the natural red of the granite cliffs. The weather has calmed and from the Cnoc Fola – ‘hill of blood’ – viewing point, the rounded hump of Inishbofin is spotlit in the sunshine while behind lies the faint outline of two smaller islands, Inishdooey and Inishbeg.


A party of twenty Blackface sheep with turquoise markings proceeds in orderly single file uphill to gorge on nuts and grains. Bloody Foreland surprised me in 1991 with its heavily populated countryside and since then its ribbon development has continued apace. Old cottages sit cheek by jowl with large dormer bungalows, L-shaped holiday homes fronting on to the sea, some Snow-cemmed, others with stone cladding or pebbledash, and tall well-slated farmhouses; you can have any colour as long as it is white, with pyramids of turf stacked for winter fuel. I later heard it cynically described as ‘Bloody Blandland’. The one building missing, I was told, is the Church of Our Lady of the Boom Years.


A succession of small towns passes in a blur along a crinkle-cut coastline, shaped, influenced and tormented by the sea: Derrybeg, Bunbeg, Annagry, Crolly, Kincasslagh and Burtonport, where I stop briefly for old time’s sake to see if it has entered the twenty-first century. Two cars wait for the ferry to Aranmore Island. If anything, the intervening years have not been kind. Sadly, the village seems to be still haunted by the sinking of the trawler Evelyn Marie with the loss of six men near Rathlin O’Birne island in 1975. A fortieth-anniversary event has just taken place.


Sixteen kilometres south in Dungloe, a Pat the Baker van parked at the roadside reminds me all those years ago of having been given one of my best-ever lifts. The driver covered more than fifty kilometres and went out of his way to help me. The best that can be said for the sludgy coffee in a café in the main street is that it is uneventful.


‘It is scaringly quiet with us,’ says the waitress when I ask about business. ‘Tourists come to Donegal town, screech to a halt, turn around and drive south again. Few of them ever venture any farther north, but they don’t know what they’re missing. We have a new Daniel O’Donnell centre here and although I haven’t been in it myself, ’tis very popular. Tourism has changed dramatically, many businesses simply can’t cope with the commercial rates, property taxes, water charges and all the other bills, which is why we are seeing the protests.’


She raises her ultramarine eyes heavenwards. ‘Just look at all the hotels that are shutting. Five major ones in this part of the county have closed in the past year, so there’s not much optimism. The fishing is wiped out, the young ones have all emigrated and those who have stayed aren’t coming out to spend money. We need more outdoor attractions and amenities as people don’t just want to sit in a pub all day. Most accept the weather is the way it is. Donegal is a bit like a woman – she has many different personalities and you have to love her in all her moods.’


Someone who loves Donegal in all her moods is the county’s singing son Daniel O’Donnell. The sharp-suited and clean-cut grinning figure looks down from the gable wall of the former National Irish Bank, now the eponymously named visitor centre that showcases his career. Originally from Kincasslagh, O’Donnell has become a poster boy for an Ireland long vanished and is as big a hit with North American audiences as he is in Ireland. The Donegal Democrat once claimed ‘Daniel O’Donnell is to Donegal what Tourism Ireland is to the whole country.’ At the doorway of a pub a multi-chinned smoker stamps his feet, shaking the cold off his bones. He smirks at me and looks up at the picture. ‘One a’ these years they’ll be carving his face on the side of Errigal.’


Street lights flicker on as I leave Dungloe and head south for the Gweebarra Bridge that will take me through Portnoo, Narin and into Ardara. Distant mountains are visible in the dusky outline and birds sit in treetops in jostling silhouettes. After an hour’s drive through velvet darkness, the orange glow of Ardara’s lights beckons. Flurries of snow lend the place an evening chill. A small queue forms at Watcha McCollum’s hot-food van.


On the edge of town, John Yates is the gregarious owner of Woodhill, a history-soaked coastal manor house dating back in parts to the seventeenth century. It was formerly the home of the Nesbitts, local landlords and Ireland’s last commercial whaling family of the nineteenth century. John has opened a room in converted stables for me for the night.


‘Woodhill is an old Plantation house, so we are sitting on history,’ he tells me. ‘We cherish the past and I enjoy restoring the property. The coach house had trees growing through it. We also kept the original stone walls, and the old walled garden is popular with our guests. Because of the whaling connection, at one stage there would have been a whalebone arboretum and I once found a piece of whalebone rib.’


John runs what must be the ideal guesthouse. It comes complete, not just with 400 years of history but with its own funky lounge bar. Beside an ash-log fire his son dispenses drinks from a small semicircular theatrical-style wooden bar with a copper top. Although supportive of the Way, John has some criticisms. ‘I feel that the strict policy of Irish-only signs in the Gaeltacht areas is not working. I am all for the signs but it is shooting yourself in the foot to have them only in Irish as people get lost. If you are a retired American driving the roads and it’s getting late, then it is stressful and you don’t like getting lost. They get very nervous about our narrow roads and lose confidence. That is the feedback that I get from many customers. They are fascinated with the names and with how to pronounce them but they should be in dual language so they need to rethink the signage. The linchpin is firstly getting people into the country and then we have to get more people here because all we are doing with the Way is channelling people into one route. But it was a clever initiative from Leo Varadkar who was then Minister of Tourism and had a practical approach to things.’


I had seen guided walking tours of this part of south Donegal advertised at Woodhill House. One tour, led by Peter Alexander, follows in the footsteps of Dylan Thomas. The poet spent two months in the summer of 1935 living in an isolated cottage at Glen Lough, north of Glencolmcille. As a devotee of Thomas, I join Peter for a Sunday morning walk across swathes of ochre bogland and purple hills. We start from a potholed road marked on the map as Sli Cholmcille beside Lougheraherk. Eighty years on from the poet’s visit, the tours focus on the forgotten Thomas connection to Donegal. A knowledgeable and amiable guide, Peter has researched the story of his sojourn here.


Under a metallic wintry sky and surrounded by staring sheep we head uphill. Scottish Blackface, Swaledale and Galway and Mayo ‘Westies’ speckle the slopes. Our route takes us past placid lakes before we join the Old Glen Lough road, a rough path of granite stones and gleaming white quartzite. Talking as we walk, Peter explains the background to Thomas’ arrival in the area at the age of twenty-one. His first slim volume, 18 Poems, published in 1934, had been critically well received.
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