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DUBLIN & WICKLOW


A WALKING GUIDE


HELEN FAIRBAIRN is a full-time travel 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. A regular contributor to Walking World Ireland magazine, Helen has spent years researching the best walking routes in Ireland. Her previous books for The Collins Press include Northern Ireland: A Walking Guide.


All photographs in this book are the work of Irish landscape photographer GARETH McCORMACK. For more information, or to license the images, see www.garethmccormack.com.
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The view north across Killiney Bay from the 197m summit of Bray Head.




 




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


To reduce the chance of break-in to parked cars, walkers are advised to place all valuables and belongings out of sight.
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A walker on the coastal path near Red Rock, on the southern side of the Howth peninsula, County Dublin.




Route Location Map


1.     Howth Cliff Path


2.     Fairy Castle Loop


3.     Bray Head Coastal Path


4.     Prince William’s Seat


5.     Wicklow Way Day 1 – Marlay Park to Knockree


6.     Wicklow Way Day 2 – Knockree to Roundwood


7.     Wicklow Way Day 3 – Roundwood to Glendalough


8.     Wicklow Way Day 4 – Glendalough to Glenmalure


9.     Seefingan Circuit


10.   Kippure and the two Lough Brays


11.   Maulin Circuit


12.   Powerscourt Waterfall from Crone


13.   Great Sugar Loaf


14.   Djouce and War Hill


15.   Mullaghcleevaun from the North


16.   Mullaghcleevaun from the South


17.   Luggala and Knocknacloghoge


18.   Tonelagee


19.   Scarr and Kanturk


20.   The Devil’s Glen


21.   Kilcoole Coastal Path


22.   Camaderry Circuit


23.   The Spinc Loop


24.   Mullacor Circuit


25.   Vale of Clara


26.   Lugnaquilla from the Glen of Imaal


27.   Lugnaquilla from Glenmalure


28.   Lugnaquilla via the South Prison
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Quick Reference Route Table


























	No.

	Walk Name

	Category

	Grade

	Distance

	Ascent

	Time

	Page






	1

	Howth Cliff Path

	Coastal Path

	2

	10km

	240m

	 3–3½ hours

	11






	2

	Fairy Castle Loop

	Forest and Mountain Trail

	2

	6km

	230m

	 1½–2½ hours

	16






	3

	Bray Head

	Coastal Path

	2

	10km

	290m

	 3–3½ hours

	20






	4

	Prince William’s Seat

	Forest Trail and Hillwalk

	3

	10.5km

	400m

	 3–4 hours

	24






	5

	Wicklow Way Day 1 – Marlay Park to Knockree

	Road, Forest and Mountain Trail

	3

	21km

	650m

	 6–7 hours

	30






	6

	Wicklow Way Day 2 – Knockree to Roundwood

	Forest and Mountain Trail

	3

	21km

	690m

	 6–7 hours

	34






	7

	Wicklow Way Day 3 – Roundwood to Glendalough

	Road, Forest and Mountain Trail

	3

	13km

	360m

	 3½–4 hours

	39






	8

	Wicklow Way Day 4 – Glendalough to Glenmalure

	Forest and Mountain Trail

	3

	14km

	450m

	 4–5 hours

	43






	9

	Seefingan Circuit

	Hillwalk

	4

	10km

	560m

	3½–4 hours

	47






	10

	Kippure and the two Lough Brays

	Hillwalk

	4

	7.5km

	350m

	2½–3½ hours

	52






	11

	Maulin Circuit

	Forest Trail and Hillwalk

	3

	7km

	420m

	 2½–3½ hours

	56






	12

	Powerscourt Waterfall from Crone

	Road and Forest Trail

	2

	6.5km

	260m

	 2–2½ hours

	60






	13

	Great Sugar Loaf – Out and Back from the South

	Mountain Trail

	3

	3km

	210m

	 1–1¼ hours

	63






	

	Great Sugar Loaf – Circuit from the East

	Mountain Trail

	3

	5km

	380m

	 2–2½ hours

	66






	14

	Djouce and War Hill

	Hillwalk

	4

	14km

	660m

	 4½–5½ hours

	68






	15

	Mullaghcleevaun from the North

	Hillwalk

	4

	12km

	630m

	 4–5 hours

	72






	16

	Mullaghcleevaun from the South

	Hillwalk

	4

	8.5km

	570m

	 3–3½ hours

	76






	17

	Luggala and Knocknacloghoge

	Hillwalk

	5

	12km

	780m

	 4½–5½ hours

	80






	18

	Tonelagee

	Hillwalk

	4

	8km

	490m

	3–4 hours

	85






	19

	Scarr and Kanturk

	Hillwalk

	4

	14km

	540m

	 4–5 hours

	89






	20

	The Devil’s Glen

	Woodland Trail

	1

	5km

	130m

	1½ hours

	93






	21

	Kilcoole Coastal Path

	Coastal Path

	1

	14km

	30m

	3–4 hours

	96






	22

	Camaderry Circuit

	Hillwalk

	4

	13km

	630m

	4–5 hours

	100






	23

	The Spinc Loop

	Mountain Trail

	3

	11.5km

	400m

	 3½–4 hours

	105






	24

	Mullacor Circuit

	Hillwalk

	4

	11.5km

	640m

	4–5 hours

	109






	25

	Vale of Clara

	Woodland Trail

	2

	9.5km

	100m

	 2½–3 hours

	114






	26

	Lugnaquilla from the Glen of Imaal

	Hillwalk

	5

	19km

	920m

	6½–7½ hours

	120






	27

	Lugnaquilla from Glenmalure

	Hillwalk

	5

	13km

	800m

	 5–6 hours

	125






	28

	Lugnaquilla via the South Prison

	Hillwalk

	5

	16km

	735m

	5–6 hours

	130
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View along the Cloghoge valley, County Wicklow.




Walking in Dublin and Wicklow: An Introduction


At first glance, Dublin and Wicklow seem like counties that are diametrically opposed. Dublin is synonymous with the thriving urban metropolis that is Ireland’s capital city, while Wicklow is known as the Garden of Ireland, and contains the largest contiguous mountain area in the country.


The reality of course is that the geographical boundaries between the two counties are not as defined as they might seem. In fact the Dublin and Wicklow Mountains form part of the same, continuous range, and extend right down to the southern suburbs of the capital. The coastline is even more dispersed – from a stretch of shoreline over 120km long, the wildest coastal terrain can actually be found guarding either side of Dublin Bay.


The truth is that both counties offer some fine hillwalking, as well as a diverse range of lowland routes. From woodland trails and scenic coastal paths, to challenging ascents and wild mountain summits, there are some fantastic routes here for walkers of all persuasions.


In deciding which routes to include in this guide, I have concentrated on exploring the region’s wild, natural landforms. These vary from dramatic corries and sheer cliffs, to secluded lakes and verdant forests. Some of the routes are established classics, while others focus on hidden gems that are more off the beaten track. The common thread is that all of these landscapes are away from roads, and can only be explored on foot.


My hope is that you will find the routes as satisfying as I do. Most are readily accessible and can be reached within an hour of Dublin city, so there is little to stop you getting out there to judge for yourself. Walking energises the mind and body, and discovering new landscapes leads to a better appreciation of the natural world. So why not pick your route, select a fine, sunny day, and head out? I hope you enjoy the journey.


Landscape


The neighbouring counties of Dublin and Wicklow have a combined area of almost 3,000 square kilometres. Dublin is the most heavily populated county in Ireland with 1,380 people per square kilometre, compared with just sixty-seven people who live in the same area in County Wicklow. Yet there are large parts of both counties that are barely populated at all. In fact Wicklow contains the largest swathe of mountainous upland in Ireland, and it is quite possible to drive across the hills for 30km or more and pass hardly a single house.


The mountains themselves include over 500 square kilometres above 300m high. Within this area there thirty-nine summits that reach over 600m high, with the tallest point – at the top of Lugnaquilla – extending to 925m. One of the most significant factors that helped to shape these peaks was the last Ice Age. The region has countless fine examples of post-glacial topography, including deep valleys, chiselled corries and upland lakes, as well as oddly placed glacial erratics left behind by the retreating ice.


The range is formed predominately of granite and is part of a huge expanse of rock that extends all the way from Dublin to Wexford, making this the largest granite mass in Europe outside Russia’s Ural Mountains. The bedrock is visible only in isolated areas, however. More often it lies hidden beneath a thick blanket of peat bog, which has been accumulating in some places for up to 4,000 years and is considered an endangered habitat by international standards.


Many lower slopes are also covered by great swathes of pine forest. Millennia of human-led deforestation meant that by 1800 Ireland was the least-forested country in Europe. Though pockets of genuinely native, deciduous woodland are now extremely rare, the state’s twentieth-century forestry policy means that managed pine plantations are widespread. Planting activity was particularly extensive in Wicklow and 17 per cent of the county is now covered in trees, making this the most forested county in Ireland.


The mountains of Dublin and Wicklow are also one of the best places in Ireland to see large wild animals. The most visible creatures are the deer, which you have a high chance of seeing on any of the upland routes in this book. These beasts are all descendants of two herds that were reintroduced to the Powerscourt estate in the eighteenth century, after the native red deer had been hunted to extinction. They are either pure sika deer, or hybrid sika-red deer. Other creatures you may see on your travels include feral goats, hares, lizards and frogs.


Many of the region’s best natural landscapes are now protected within different parks and reserves. The largest of these is Wicklow Mountains National Park, which was established in 1991. At the time of writing this encompasses some 200 square kilometres of mountain upland and wooded valleys, making it the largest national park in Ireland. The boundaries are likely to expand further too, thanks to an ongoing policy of acquiring suitable ground as it is put up for sale. Along with numerous smaller reserves and special conservation areas, this provides a reassuring level of protection to help preserve the region’s natural assets into the future.


Walking Practicalities


The fantastically varied landscapes of Dublin and Wicklow offer a host of exciting itineraries for walkers. But there are some challenges too. Prime amongst these is devising an itinerary that minimises the amount of time spent crossing the open bog.


As you follow the Military Road across the top of the Wicklow uplands, it is hard not to be impressed by the sheer mass of peat bog surrounding you. This habitat may be ecologically precious, but it also provides an extremely arduous walking surface. The routes highlighted here have been designed to minimise the amount of bog-trotting, and concentrate instead on exploring the region’s most dramatic landforms via the most direct and rewarding routes possible.


One of the consequences of being so close to the capital is the ready supply of walkers who want to explore the region. Wicklow has long been considered Dublin’s outdoor playground, and this is not a destination where you should expect solitude. Places like Glendalough and Glenmacnass overflow with all the colours of humanity on summer weekends, while the routes around Great Sugar Loaf and Bray Head are popular with local walkers all year round. That is not to suggest that isolation is impossible – pick one of the routes off the beaten track, especially in winter, and there is a high likelihood you will not see another soul on your travels.


The region’s popularity has many positive implications for walkers too. Walking routes tend to be long-established, and access disputes are relatively rare. This is helped by the existence of such a large national park, whose regulations specifically guarantee open access for walkers.


Access is also relatively simple in terms of reaching the start of the walks. Most of the routes around the city can be reached quickly and easily using the city’s public transport network. Further south, away from the city, there is quick, convenient road access to most of the region’s highest peaks. There are also plenty of backcountry car parks, and you will generally be able to park easily near the start of your chosen route.


Unfortunately, however, theft from parked cars is a problem. There were 254 reported thefts from vehicles in Wicklow in the three months of June, July and August 2013 alone. Walkers are advised to hide all belongings out of sight before they leave their car, and to report all thefts and suspicious activity to the Gardaí.


The good network of roads means many of the hill-walks start fairly high up, and have a relatively modest total ascent of around 600m. The one exception is Lugnaquilla, which is so high, and whose surrounding valleys are so deep, it is hard reach the summit without at least 800m of ascent. This is just one of the ways in which Lugnaquilla is in a class of its own, and I make no apologies for describing three different routes up its flanks.


The region’s high footfall has led to the formation of paths in many mountain areas. This is a big help in terms of navigation, but it does have environmental implications in terms of erosion and visual scarring. National Park staff work in partnership with volunteer groups like Mountain Meitheal to minimise the impact on the landscape by building trails and undertaking restoration work in the most popular walking areas.


Despite the existence of constructed and informal paths, you will still need to be self-reliant in terms of navigation to venture into these hills in safety. You will need to carry a map and compass on all upland routes, and know how to use them. In bad weather in particular, solid navigational skills are a prerequisite for completing these hill-walks in safety.


If you are concerned about the navigational challenges of hillwalking, it may be advisable to stick to the region’s signed routes. Dublin and Wicklow have a wide range of marked walking trails, the best of which are also included in this book. These routes generally follow formal tracks and footpaths, and are signposted throughout. The longest, best-established trail is the Wicklow Way, the first half of which is described in this guide.


A Wicklow Walking Odyssey


As well as offering a host of great one-day trips, Wicklow is one of the best places in Ireland to link routes together into a longer walking adventure. Many longer itineraries use the Wicklow Way to link circuits together, and it is quite possible to spend ten days or more exploring some of the best peaks in Wicklow while barely resorting to motorised transport at all. The itinerary suggested below is just one of many possibilities.
















	Day 1

	–

	Wicklow Way Day 1 (see p. 30). Include detours to the summits of Fairy Castle and Prince William’s Seat. Stay at Knockree Youth Hostel.





	Day 2

	–

	Wicklow Way Day 2 (see p. 34). Include a detour to the summit of Djouce, and stay in Roundwood.





	Day 3

	–

	Taxi from Roundwood to the Pier Gates above Lough Tay. Complete the Luggala & Knocknacloghoge circuit (see p. 80), but finish by crossing the Inchavore River and following the track around the northeast base of Kanturk. Stay in Lough Dann House, Oldbridge.





	Day 4

	–

	Scarr and Kanturk circuit (see p. 89), but finish by following Wicklow Way Day 3 (see p. 39) to Glendalough. Stay in Glendalough Youth Hostel.





	Day 5

	–

	Spinc Loop (see p. 105).





	Day 6

	–

	Camaderry Circuit (see p. 100).





	Day 7

	–

	Wicklow Way Day 4 from Glendalough to Glenmalure (see p. 43). Stay in Glenmalure Youth Hostel.





	Day 8

	–

	Complete your odyssey with the fabulous Lugnaquilla from Glenmalure (see p. 125).






Climate


Dublin and Wicklow enjoy a relatively mild climate all year round, with the prevailing winds coming from the west or southwest. Ashford Weather Station, 5km north of Wicklow town, records an average of 129 days of precipitation each year. Although the winter is wetter, there are still ten days of rain during most of the summer months. The moral is that it is advisable to be prepared for showers even on apparently sunny days.


Prolonged spells of wet weather saturate the upland peat, making walking conditions boggy and arduous underfoot. In these conditions, it is best to wear gaiters and avoid routes that cross a lot of open moorland. Rainfall also affects the water levels; mountain streams that might normally be a trickle can be transformed into raging torrents after a few hours of heavy rain. River crossings can be very dangerous in spate conditions, and you should consider the effect of different water levels when planning your route.


The warmest months are July and August, with average temperatures of 11˚C to 21˚C. However, many of the best outdoor experiences can be had on crisp, clear days in autumn, winter or spring. The coldest months are January and February, when daytime temperatures vary from 2˚C to 9˚C, and night-time temperatures often drop below freezing. This is enough to freeze upland bog, and it is a great time to tackle the region’s wetter walking routes. It is wonderful to skip across frozen peat, knowing you might be sinking knee-deep at other times.


Lowland areas rarely have more than a few days’ snow each year. In the mountains, snow is more frequent and may linger for a week or more on the summits. It can cover paths, cairns and other navigational aids, and turn even moderately steep slopes into hazardous slides, so make sure you have the experience and equipment to cope with the conditions. Mountain access roads are often closed after heavy snowfalls too – especially around the Sally Gap and Wicklow Gap – so check the road conditions as well as the weather forecast before heading out in the winter.


Wind chill is perhaps the biggest danger to winter walkers once they are out in the elements. As a rule the air temperature drops 2–3˚C for every 300m of height gained. Add even a moderate wind-chill factor and it soon becomes obvious that several layers of insulation might be needed to keep warm.
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