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​Introduction (Best Not to Skip This)
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Do you have your map ready and a comfortable chair? If so, toss another log on the fire, and I’ll spin a tale of a land that, while modest in size, carries a historical weight that could rival an entire continent.

I invite you, dear traveler, on a journey through centuries—or rather, millennia—even though this county spans a mere 1,330 square miles. That is roughly the size of Big Bend National Park in the U.S., yet believe me, these 3,450 square kilometers hold as much history as the whole of Australia. If you’ve already set foot on Irish soil or read my previous anti-guidebooks, you know exactly what to reach for. But if this is our first trail together, listen closely; I have a few vital warnings and tips for you.

Don’t think for a second I’m taking you down the beaten path to the famous Cliffs of Moher just to stand in line with the tourist crowds. If we do head that way, it’s only to see them from a completely different, hidden angle, fueled by legends rooted in hard facts and local lore. Here in Clare, you can practically touch history at every turn. I must warn you, though—if you stumble on the trail, you might painfully discover just how much this land pulls you in. Beyond the left-hand traffic, the maze of roundabouts, and the narrow lanes ruled by tractors and flocks of sheep, a slow-paced life awaits, punctuated only by the echoes of bygone ages.

Before you set off, forget the rental car. Trust your own legs, a bicycle, or local transport; it’s the only way to strike up a conversation with the locals, which is the truest treasure of this journey. A word of caution: if you choose two wheels, stay sober in the saddle—these roads do not forgive a lapse in concentration. Pack a sturdy bag, lace up proper boots, bring plenty of water, and grab some trekking poles to save your knees. Leave the GPS alone; you’ll get lost anyway. You’re better off with a traditional paper map and letting the adventure take hold. Remember the sacred rule of the land: always close the pasture gates behind you and don’t hesitate to drop a few euros into the donation boxes at the ruins. Those small sums are vital support for the people who maintain these sites and ensure history doesn’t crumble into total ruin. Stay sharp, though—slick stones and treacherous sod can be merciless. Let’s be clear: I am merely blaring the trail, but your safety is entirely in your hands. You must respect your own well-being and that of others, and follow the law, as we take no responsibility for any accidents or mishaps you may encounter.

When the sun dips toward the horizon and the day’s trek weighs on you, find a cozy pub, order a Guinness as black as night, and let the stories wash over you. You can read these tales at bedtime or listen from your armchair, for this is a truly peculiar place. You’ll find traces of the Paleolithic, bear bones in deep caverns, memories of Vikings and the English, and tales ranging from mythical Atlantis to pioneering submarines and boxing legends. You can start our adventure from any point, just as you might read these notes. There are no rigid rules—if you have two days, pick something from the middle; if you prefer the end, the path is yours.

So, let’s start with the name of this unique place. An Clár, from which Clare derives, means "board" or "plank" in Irish. Legend says the first bridge over the River Fergus in Clarecastle was nothing more than a simple board thrown across the current. The county also carries the proud nickname "The Banner County." This title grew from the colorful tradition of marching with great banners during Daniel O’Connell’s political rallies in the 19th century. But we, following our own signposts, shall head toward the mighty Shannon Estuary and the vast waters of the Wild Atlantic. Are you ready? Let’s begin.
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​The Shannon Estuary and the Wild Atlantic

​Scattery Island: Ruins of a 6th-century monastery and a round tower built for protection against the Vikings.
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We set sail across the waters of the Sionainn Estuary, where the river yields its flow to the power of the ocean. Our destination is an island that is a far cry from the idyllic scenes on postcards. This is Inis Cathaigh—a place that was once a bastion of harsh asceticism, cast out to the mercy of treacherous currents. If you wish to reach it, traveler, know that the island is accessible only via a thirty-minute ferry ride, and only from late May through September. Plan such an expedition in advance; be sure to check the weather and the ocean tides. We don’t recommend heading there on a whim because, while you can see a glimpse of it from the mainland, you might simply fail to get on board.
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