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Map: Map Legend


Flung onto the foggy fringe of the Atlantic pond like a mossy millstone, Ireland drips with mystery, drawing you in for a closer look. You won’t find the proverbial pot of gold, but you will treasure the engaging and feisty Irish people. Irish culture—with its unique language, intricate art, and mesmerizing music—is as intoxicating as the famous Irish brew, Guinness.


The Irish revere their past and love their proverbs (such as “When God made time, he made a lot of it”). Ireland is dusted with prehistoric stone circles, beehive huts, and standing stones—some older than the pyramids. While much of Europe has buried older cultures under new, Ireland still reveals its cultural bedrock.


Today’s Ireland is vibrant, cosmopolitan, and complex. The small island (about the size of Maine) holds two distinctly different Irelands: the Republic of Ireland (an independent nation that’s mainly Catholic) and Northern Ireland (part of the United Kingdom, roughly half Protestant and half Catholic). No visit is complete without a look at both.


Want to really get to know Ireland? Belly up to the bar in a neighborhood pub and engage a local in conversation. The Irish have a worldwide reputation as talkative, musical, moody romantics with a quick laugh and a ready smile. Come join them.


THE BEST OF IRELAND


In this selective book, I recommend Ireland’s top destinations—a mix of lively cities, cozy towns, and natural wonders—along with the best sights and experiences they have to offer.


The biggie on everyone’s list is Dublin, the energetic, friendly capital of the Republic of Ireland. But there’s so much more to see. The island is dotted with Celtic and Christian ruins, cliffside fortresses, and prehistoric sites. Brú na Bóinne’s burial mounds are older than Stonehenge. There’s the proud town of Kilkenny, the historic Rock of Cashel, colorful Kinsale, and two peninsula loops: the famous Ring of Kerry and the more intimate Dingle Peninsula. Youthful Galway is a good launch pad for dramatic scenery: the sheer Cliffs of Moher (in County Clare) and craggy Aran Islands.


In Northern Island, historic Belfast sheds light on the political Troubles that once bitterly divided this country. The lush Antrim Coast delights visitors, with fun-loving Portrush serving as a handy home base.


Beyond the major destinations, I’ll briefly cover the Best of the Rest—great destinations that don’t quite make my top cut, but are worth seeing if you have more time or specific interests: Wicklow Mountains, the region of Connemara, and the town of Derry.
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To help you link the top sights, I’ve designed a two-week itinerary (on here), with tips to help you tailor it to your interests and time.
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THE BEST OF DUBLIN


The bustling capital of the Republic of Ireland is a fascinating concoction of treasured Dark Age gospels, Celtic artifacts, and rambunctious pubs. It shows its heart in its sights—from the Kilmainham Gaol (jail where the English imprisoned Irish activists) to the Guinness Storehouse, which deifies the national beer. Its musical tradition and a writers’ heritage fuel trad and literary pub crawls. While its greatest sight is the medieval Book of Kells, the best thing about Dublin is its people.










THE BEST OF DUBLIN
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Christ Church Cathedral sits atop Norman crypts and anchors the historic heart of Dublin.







THE BEST OF DUBLIN
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The friendly pulse of this vibrant city is best felt in its many traditional pubs.







THE BEST OF DUBLIN
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The Ha’ Penny Bridge, just beyond the inn, replaced ferries and charged locals a half-penny toll.







THE BEST OF DUBLIN
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Dublin Castle was the center of dominant English control in Ireland for almost eight centuries.







THE BEST OF DUBLIN
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The popular Musical Pub Crawl introduces Irish traditional sessions to tune-loving travelers.







THE BEST OF DUBLIN
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Monastic scribes copying scriptures painstakingly created the Book of Kells during the Dark Ages.







THE BEST OF DUBLIN
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Grafton Street is a pedestrian shopping mecca, inviting for a stroll on a sunny day.









THE BEST OF KILKENNY AND THE ROCK OF CASHEL


Two fine stops between Dublin and Dingle are medieval Kilkenny and the massive Rock of Cashel. Kilkenny is a sturdy, hardworking town, with a castle, cathedral, and atmospheric pubs featuring live traditional folk music. The evocative Rock of Cashel has majestic hill-topping ruins that you can explore and ponder. South of Kilkenny, you can make excursions to an old abbey, a replica of a famine ship, and the birthplace of Waterford crystal.










THE BEST OF KILKENNY AND THE ROCK OF CASHEL
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The ruins of the Rock of Cashel are the most evocative sight in Ireland’s interior.







THE BEST OF KILKENNY AND THE ROCK OF CASHEL
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Waterford’s crystal craftsmanship draws enthusiastic visitors from around the world.







THE BEST OF KILKENNY AND THE ROCK OF CASHEL
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Colorful shop fronts and unpretentious pubs line the medieval streets of Kilkenny.









THE BEST OF KINSALE


Quaint Kinsale has served as a port since prehistoric times. Stroll the pedestrian-friendly medieval quarter and take the excellent walking tour that makes the town’s history come alive. The squat Charles Fort on the harbor offers great bay views and an engrossing museum that covers rugged British military life. Kinsale is also Ireland’s gourmet capital; try to fit in three meals. Nearby, the historic town of Cobh has a special appeal for visitors with Irish roots.










THE BEST OF KINSALE
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Kinsale, long a historic port, has a fun, fresh look.







THE BEST OF KINSALE
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Cobh’s docks once creaked with Titanic passengers and US-bound emigrants.







THE BEST OF KINSALE
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Walking tours transform Kinsale’s back lanes with tales of former maritime glory.









THE BEST OF KENMARE AND THE RING OF KERRY


The colorful town of Kenmare, known for tidiness and lacework, is a good base for side-stepping the throngs flocking to Ireland’s famous scenic loop. Allow a full day to tour the 120-mile Ring of Kerry, exploring ancient ring forts, peaceful towns with names like Sneem and Portmagee, and dramatic islands. Time it right and drive clockwise around the peninsula to avoid the parade of tour buses going in the opposite direction.










THE BEST OF KENMARE AND THE RING OF KERRY
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Serene Staigue Fort, dating from the Iron Age, lies 10 minutes’ drive off the Ring of Kerry.







THE BEST OF KENMARE AND THE RING OF KERRY
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Visitors to sheep ranches can observe shearing and shepherd-dog training.







THE BEST OF KENMARE AND THE RING OF KERRY
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Muckross House hosted Queen Elizabeth I and attracts garden lovers today.







THE BEST OF KENMARE AND THE RING OF KERRY
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Kenmare offers a respite from crowds and a base for exploring the Ring of Kerry.









THE BEST OF DINGLE TOWN AND PENINSULA


My favorite Gaelic village—Dingle—welcomes you to my favorite Irish peninsula. Wander the town’s charming lanes, check out the stained-glass windows in the chapel, look for the resident dolphin in the harbor, and sound out the Gaelic signs. You’re in a Gaeltacht, a region where the traditional Irish language and ways are prized. The 30-mile loop around the peninsula is awash with beehive huts, prehistoric stone pillars, and ancient ring forts. Look up to see the rugged hills; look down to see the surging waves. And slow down...to take it all in.










THE BEST OF DINGLE TOWN AND PENINSULA
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A bodhrán drum, sold at Dingle’s music shops, helps keep the beat in traditional Irish music.







THE BEST OF DINGLE TOWN AND PENINSULA
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The cute, colorful town of Dingle delights travelers.







THE BEST OF DINGLE TOWN AND PENINSULA
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Fungi the dolphin is a playful ambassador for boat tours around Dingle harbor.







THE BEST OF DINGLE TOWN AND PENINSULA
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Early Christians gathered on the peninsula at holy places like Gallarus Oratory.







THE BEST OF DINGLE TOWN AND PENINSULA
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Art Nouveau stained-glass artistry adorns Dingle’s convent chapel of Díseart.









THE BEST OF COUNTY CLARE


This county on the rugged western coast offers the thrilling Cliffs of Moher, prehistoric structures in the wildflower wonderland of the Burren, and several musical towns. Little Doolin attracts music lovers with a trio of trad pubs, while Kinvarra hosts a medieval banquet for the lord or lady in you.










THE BEST OF COUNTY CLARE
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The 650-foot-high Cliffs of Moher drop dramatically into the Atlantic.







THE BEST OF COUNTY CLARE


[image: image]


Dunguaire Castle, standing sentry beside Galway Bay, offers memorable castle banquets.







THE BEST OF COUNTY CLARE
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The little crossroads of Doolin sports lively trad music sessions in three steamy pubs.







THE BEST OF COUNTY CLARE
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In the Burren, the Poulnabrone Dolmen was a tomb built 5,000 years ago.









THE BEST OF GALWAY


Galway is a youthful university town with a great street scene and lively nightlife, punctuated by pubs and street musicians. It’s also a springboard to the Cliffs of Moher and the Burren to the south, the Aran Islands offshore, and the region of Connemara to the north.










THE BEST OF GALWAY
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Banners for the original 14 Norman founding “tribes” of Galway grace Eyre Square.







THE BEST OF GALWAY
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The Spanish Arch slices through the town’s medieval wall.







THE BEST OF GALWAY
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A youthful international college population energizes Galway’s pedestrian corridor.







THE BEST OF GALWAY
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Proud Irish step dancing is fun to watch in Galway’s music pubs.









THE BEST OF THE ARAN ISLANDS


The windswept Aran Islands have a stark and rugged beauty. From Galway, make a memorable crossing to Inishmore. The island has simple towns, hiking trails, and a slew of early churches, but all roads lead to Dún Aenghus, an Iron Age fort at the edge of a high cliff. The smaller island of Inisheer, with a hilltop castle, church ruins, and an evocative shipwreck, makes a fine excursion from Doolin.










THE BEST OF THE ARAN ISLANDS
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Walls of jagged limestone define winding lanes across Inishmore’s windswept interior.







THE BEST OF THE ARAN ISLANDS


[image: image]


Islander-owned minivans greet travelers at the dock and scoot them efficiently around Inishmore.







THE BEST OF THE ARAN ISLANDS
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A thousand years ago, devoted pilgrims flocked to Inishmore and rest now near the Seven Churches.







THE BEST OF THE ARAN ISLANDS
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The small isle of Inisheer sees fewer visitors and offers peaceful solitude to modern hermits.









THE BEST OF BELFAST


Once the center of the Troubles, the no-nonsense capital of Northern Ireland has come a long way. Political murals depict its fractured past, but today’s Belfast has a hopeful future, with bustling pedestrian zones, a cosmopolitan restaurant scene, and a bold, shiny Titanic museum that draws crowds.










THE BEST OF BELFAST
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The high-tech Titanic exhibition tells one of history’s most famous stories.







THE BEST OF BELFAST
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The stately Victorian grandeur of City Hall hints at former Industrial Revolution wealth.







THE BEST OF BELFAST
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Rural craftsmanship is kept alive in simple village dwellings at Cultra Folk Park.







THE BEST OF BELFAST
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The historic Crown Liquor Saloon offers private snugs in which to enjoy your mellow pint.









THE BEST OF PORTRUSH AND THE ANTRIM COAST


With old-time amusement arcades and waterfront dining, the small-town beach resort of Portrush is the gateway to the wonders of the lovely Antrim Coast. Explore the stunning basalt Giant’s Causeway, stroll the ruins of Dunluce Castle, and test your nerve crossing the Carrick-a-Rede Rope Bridge, suspended high over a watery channel below.










THE BEST OF PORTRUSH AND THE ANTRIM COAST
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Unpretentious Portrush thrives on summer crowds exploring the scenic Antrim Coast.







THE BEST OF PORTRUSH AND THE ANTRIM COAST
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Hikers and birdwatchers thrill to the lofty Carrick-a-Rede Rope Bridge.







THE BEST OF PORTRUSH AND THE ANTRIM COAST
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Dunluce Castle perches on a sea stack accessed by a strategic bridge.









THE BEST OF THE REST


With extra time or interest, splice any of the following destinations into your trip. Glendalough takes you back in time to a monastic settlement dating from the 10th to the 12th century. The region of Connemara has abbey ruins, a lakeside mansion, a pilgrimage mountain, and the genteel town of Westport. Derry is a revitalized Northern Ireland town that’s come to terms with the Troubles.










THE BEST OF THE REST
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St. Kevin’s leafy monastery at Glendalough nestles in the Wicklow Mountains.







THE BEST OF THE REST
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Derry has stout town walls, an excellent history museum, and passionate murals.







THE BEST OF THE REST
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Connemara’s rugged vistas attract painters, naturalists, hikers, and photographers.







THE BEST OF THE REST
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Prim Westport makes a good stop or a home base when exploring Connemara.








TRAVEL SMART



Approach Ireland like a veteran traveler, even if it’s your first trip. Design your itinerary, get a handle on your budget, line up your documents, and follow my travel strategies on the road.





Designing an Itinerary


Choose your top destinations. My itinerary (on here) gives you an idea of how much you can reasonably see in 14 days, but you can adapt it to fit your own interests and time frame. Rollicking Dublin is a must. Seekers of nonstop beauty visit the Republic’s rugged west coast—the Dingle Peninsula, Ring of Kerry, Cliffs of Moher, and Aran Islands—and Northern Ireland’s Antrim Coast. Historians can choose among sights prehistoric (such as Boyne Valley and the Burren), medieval (Rock of Cashel and Glendalough), and recent (Belfast for the Troubles). Music lovers follow their ear to pubs playing live traditional music. The top musical towns are—in this order—Dingle, Doolin, Galway, Westport, and Dublin. Photographers want to go just about everywhere.




Rick Steves Audio Europe


My free Rick Steves Audio Europe app makes it easy to download audio content to enhance your trip. This includes my audio tours of many of Europe’s top destinations, as well as a far-reaching library of insightful travel interviews from my public radio show with experts from around the globe—including many of the places in this book. The app and all of its content are entirely free. You can download Rick Steves Audio Europe via Apple’s App Store, Google Play, or the Amazon Appstore. For more information, see www.ricksteves.com/audioeurope.
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Decide when to go. Peak season, July and August, offers long days, the best weather, and a busy schedule of tourist fun. Shoulder-season travelers (May, early June, Sept, and early Oct) experience smaller crowds, decent weather, and all the sights and fun. Off-season, November through April, prices drop, but activities are fewer and sights have limited hours or are closed entirely. Plan for rain no matter when you go. Ireland is as far north as central Canada.


Connect the dots. Link your destinations into a logical route. Determine which cities in Europe you’ll fly into and out of (begin your search for flights at Kayak.com). All direct flights from the US to Ireland land in Dublin, Shannon, or Belfast; cautious drivers may find Shannon Airport to be a less stressful entry or exit point into or out of Ireland than Dublin.


Decide if you’ll be traveling by car, public transportation, or a combination. A car is particularly helpful for exploring the interior and peninsulas (where public transportation can be sparse), but is useless in cities (park it). If relying on public transportation, these destinations are easiest—Dublin, Dingle, Galway, Aran Islands, and Belfast—using a combination of trains, buses, taxis, and minibus tours, plus a flight or boat to the islands. Trains don’t cover the entire island, and bus travel is slow due to multiple connections and/or frequent stops (carefully check route options and schedules online).


If your trip extends beyond Ireland, look into budget flights rather than automatically going with a ferry-and-train combination (check Skyscanner.com for cheap flights within Europe).


Fine-tune your itinerary. Figure out how many destinations you can comfortably fit in the time you have. Don’t overdo it—few travelers wish they’d hurried more. Allow enough days per destination. Check if any holidays or festivals will fall during your trip—these attract crowds and can close sights (for the latest, visit Ireland’s website, www.ireland.com).




Average Daily Expenses Per Person: $155






	Cost

	Category

	Notes






	$50

	Meals

	$20 for lunch and $30 for dinner






	$65

	Lodging

	Based on two people splitting the cost of a $130 double room that includes breakfast (solo travelers pay about $100 per room)






	$35

	Sights and Entertainment

	Figure $10-15 per major sight, $5 for minor ones, and $50-75 for splurges






	$5

	City Transit

	Buses or metro






	$155

	Total

	(Allow more for Dublin)










Even if you’re flying into Dublin Airport, you don’t need to start your trip in Dublin. You could pick up a car at the airport and drive to Trim for a gentler small-town start, and let Dublin be the finale (after you’ve returned the car back at the airport), when you’re rested and ready to tackle the big city.


If you have time for only one idyllic peninsula on your trip, choose the Dingle Peninsula over the famous Ring of Kerry. If you want to include both, this book will help you do it efficiently and enjoyably.


For detailed suggestions on how to spend your time, I’ve included day plans for destinations in the chapters that follow.
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This unforgettable trip will show you the very best Ireland has to offer.






	DAY

	PLAN

	SLEEP IN






	 

	Arrive in Dublin

	Dublin






	1

	Sightsee Dublin

	Dublin






	2

	Dublin

	Dublin






	3

	Rent a car, drive to Kilkenny for lunch, visit the Rock of Cashel, and end in Kinsale

	Kinsale






	4

	Kinsale

	Kinsale






	5

	Drive to Kenmare for lunch, then visit sheep farm and Muckross House, and end in Dingle Town

	Dingle






	6

	Dingle Town

	Dingle






	7

	Drive the Dingle Peninsula loop

	Dingle






	8

	Drive to the Cliffs of Moher, then through the Burren, ending in Galway

	Galway






	9

	Day-trip by plane or boat to Inishmore (Aran Islands)

	Galway






	10

	Drive to Portrush, stopping en route at either the Connemara sights or town of Derry

	Portrush






	11

	Antrim Coast

	Portrush






	12

	Drive to Belfast

	Belfast






	13

	Belfast

	Belfast






	14

	Drive to Valley of the Boyne and visit Brú na Bóinne

	Trim






	 

	Return car and fly home
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Balance intense and relaxed days. After a day of hectic sightseeing, plan for some downtime. Follow up big cities with laid-back towns. Minimize one-night stands to maximize rootedness; it’s worth taking a drive (or bus ride) after dinner to get settled in a town for two nights. Staying in a home base (like Galway) and making day trips can be more time-efficient than changing locations and hotels.


Give yourself some slack. Every trip—and every traveler—needs slack time (laundry, picnics, people-watching, and so on). Many travelers greatly underestimate this. You can’t see it all, so pace yourself. Assume you will return.


Ready, set... You’ve designed the perfect itinerary for the trip of a lifetime.


Trip Costs per Person


Run a reality check on your dream trip. You’ll have major transportation costs in addition to daily expenses.


Flight: A round-trip flight from the US to Dublin costs about $1,200-1,600.


Car Rental: Figure on a minimum of $300 per week, not including tolls, gas, parking, and insurance. Rentals are cheapest if arranged from the US.


Public Transportation: For a two-week trip, allow $200 per person. You will generally save money by buying train and bus tickets in Ireland rather than using a rail pass (for more, see here).


Budget Tips: It’s easy to cut your daily costs (to about $100/day), particularly outside of Dublin. Cultivate the art of picnicking, stay in hostels or basic hotels, and see only the sights you most want to see. When you splurge, choose a special experience you’ll always remember (such as a flight to the Aran Islands or the medieval banquet in Kinvarra). Minimize souvenir shopping—how will you get it all home? Focus instead on collecting lifelong and wonderful memories.


Travel Strategies on the Road


Be your own tour guide. As you travel, get up-to-date info on sights, reserve tickets and tours, reconfirm hotels and travel arrangements, and check transit connections. Upon arrival in a new town, lay the groundwork for a smooth departure; confirm the train, bus, or road you’ll take when you leave. You can find out the latest by checking with tourist-information offices (TIs) and your hoteliers, and doing research on your own by phone or online.


Take advantage of deals. You’ll find deals throughout Ireland (and mentioned in this book). For example, early-bird dinners at nice restaurants are often a great value. City transit passes (for multiple rides or all-day usage) lessen your cost per ride. To take the financial bite out of sightseeing, consider combo-tickets and sightseeing passes that cover multiple museums. Some accommodations give a discount for payment in cash and/or longer stays.


For an inexpensive, genuinely Irish night out, find the pubs in town and follow your ear; live traditional music is a joy to experience for the price of a beer.


Plan for rain. No matter when you go, the weather can change several times in a day. Bring a jacket and dress in layers. Just keep traveling and take full advantage of “bright spells.” A spell of rain is the perfect excuse to go into a pub and meet a new friend.


Outsmart thieves. Although theft isn’t a major problem outside of Dublin, it’s still smart to wear a money belt. Tuck it under your clothes, and keep your cash, credit cards, and passport secure inside it. Carry only a day’s spending money in your front pocket. In case of loss or theft, see here.


Be proactive to minimize the effects of potential loss: Keep your expensive gear to a minimum. Bring photocopies of important documents (passport and cards) to aid in replacement if they’re lost or stolen. While traveling, back up your digital photos and files frequently.




Before You Go


[image: image] Make sure your passport is valid. If it’s due to expire within six months of your ticketed date of return, renew it. Allow up to six weeks to get or renew a passport (www.travel.state.gov).


[image: image] Book rooms well in advance, especially if your trip falls during peak season or any major holidays or festivals. For tips on making hotel reservations, see here.


[image: image] Consider travel insurance. Compare the cost of the insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Check whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas. For tips, see www.ricksteves.com/insurance.


[image: image] Call your bank. Alert your bank that you’ll be using your debit and credit cards in Europe; also ask about transaction fees, and get the PIN number for your credit card (see here). You won’t need to bring along euros or pounds for your trip—instead, withdraw currency from cash machines in Europe.


[image: image] Bringing your phone? Consider an international plan to reduce the cost of calls, texts, and data (or rely on Wi-Fi). See here for different ways to stay connected in Europe.


[image: image] Download apps to your mobile device to use on the road, such as maps, transit schedules, and my free Rick Steves Audio Europe app.


[image: image] Watt’s up? Bring an electrical adapter with three rectangular prongs (sold at travel stores in the US) to plug into Ireland’s outlets. You won’t need a convertor because newer electronics—such as tablets, laptops, and battery chargers—are dual voltage and convert automatically to Europe’s 220-volt system. Don’t bring an old hair dryer or curler; buy a cheapie in Europe.


[image: image] Drivers, there are age restrictions for younger and older drivers; see here. Bring your driver’s license.


[image: image] Pack light. You’ll walk with your luggage far more than you think (see packing list on here).


[image: image] Refer to the Practicalities chapter, where you’ll find everything you need to know to travel smoothly in Ireland.


[image: image] Get updates to this book at www.ricksteves.com/update.





Guard your time, energy, and trip. Taking a taxi can be a good value if it saves you a long wait for a cheap bus or an exhausting walk across town. To avoid long lines, take advantage of the crowd-beating tips in this book (such as visiting sights early or late). When problems arise (bad food, a late bus, or rainy days), keep things in perspective. You’re on vacation...and you’re in Ireland!


Connect with the culture. Enjoy the friendliness of the Irish people; most interactions come with an ample side-helping of fun banter. Ask questions—many locals are as interested in you as you are in them. Slow down, step out of your comfort zone, and be open to unexpected experiences. When an interesting opportunity pops up, say “yes.”



Rick Steves’ Travel Philosophy



Travel is intensified living—maximum thrills per minute and one of the last great sources of legal adventure. Travel is freedom. It’s recess, and we need it.


Affording travel is a matter of priorities. (Make do with the old car.) You can eat and sleep—simply, safely, and enjoyably—anywhere in Europe for $100 a day plus transportation costs. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see. Europe is a cultural carnival, and time after time, you’ll find that its best acts are free and the best seats are the cheap ones.


A tight budget forces you to travel close to the ground, meeting and communicating with the people. Never sacrifice sleep, nutrition, safety, or cleanliness to save money. Simply enjoy the local-style alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants.


Connecting with people carbonates your experience. Extroverts have more fun. If your trip is low on magic moments, kick yourself and make things happen. If you don’t enjoy a place, maybe you don’t know enough about it. Seek the truth. Recognize tourist traps. Give a culture the benefit of your open mind. See things as different, but not better or worse. Any culture has plenty to share.


Of course, travel, like the world, is a series of hills and valleys. Be fanatically positive and militantly optimistic. If something’s not to your liking, change your liking.


Travel can make you a happier American, as well as a citizen of the world. Our Earth is home to seven billion equally precious people. It’s humbling to travel and find that other people don’t have the “American Dream”—they have their own dreams. Europeans like us, but with all due respect, they wouldn’t trade passports.


Thoughtful travel engages us with the world. It reminds us what is truly important. By broadening perspectives, travel teaches new ways to measure quality of life.


Globetrotting destroys ethnocentricity, helping us understand and appreciate other cultures. Rather than fear the diversity on this planet, celebrate it. Among your most prized souvenirs will be the strands of different cultures you choose to knit into your own character. The world is a cultural yarn shop, and we’re weaving the ultimate tapestry.


Happy travels! Taisteal sásta!
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Key to This Book


Updates


This book is updated regularly—but things change. Once you pin it down, Ireland wiggles. For the latest, visit www.ricksteves.com/update.


Abbreviations and Times


I use the following symbols and abbreviations in this book:


Sights are rated:






	▲▲▲

	Don’t miss






	▲▲

	Try hard to see






	▲

	Worthwhile if you can make it






	No rating

	Worth knowing about







Tourist information offices are abbreviated as TI, and bathrooms are WCs. To categorize accommodations, I use a Sleep Code (described on here).


Like Europe, this book uses the 24-hour clock. It’s the same through 12:00 noon, and then keeps going: 13:00, 14:00, and so on. For anything over 12, subtract 12 and add p.m. (14:00 is 2:00 p.m.).


When giving opening times, I include both peak season and off-season hours if they differ. So, if a museum is listed as “May-Oct daily 9:00-16:00,” it should be open from 9 a.m. until 4 p.m. from the first day of May until the last day of October (but expect exceptions).


For transit or tour departures, I first list the frequency, then the duration. So, a train connection listed as “2/hour, 1.5 hours” departs twice each hour, and the journey lasts an hour and a half.
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Republic of Ireland


Map: Republic of Ireland


The modern Irish state has existed since 1922, but its inhabitants proudly claim their nation to be the only contemporary independent state to sprout from purely Celtic roots (sprinkled with a few Vikings and shipwrecked Spanish Armada sailors for good measure). The Romans never bothered to come over and organize the wild Irish. Through the persuasive and culturally enlightened approach of early missionaries such as St. Patrick, Ireland is one of the very few countries to have initially converted to Christianity without much bloodshed. The religious carnage came a thousand years later, with the Reformation. Irish culture absorbed the influences of Viking raiders and Norman soldiers of fortune, eventually enduring the 750-year shadow of English domination.


Just a few decades ago, Ireland was an isolated, agricultural economic backwater that had largely missed out on the Industrial Revolution. Things began to turn around when Ireland joined the European Community (precursor to the EU) in 1973. The Irish government instituted farsighted tax laws, including a corporate tax rate of only 12.5 percent (compared to 35 percent in the US) to entice foreign corporations to set up shop here. It proved so successful in attracting US business that America has now invested more in Ireland than in Brazil, India, Russia, and China combined.


Today, the Republic of Ireland attracts expatriates returning to their homeland and new foreign investment. As the only officially English-speaking country to have adopted the euro currency (Britain uses the pound), Ireland makes an efficient base from which to access the European marketplace. Nearly 35 percent of the Irish population is under 25 years old, leading many high-tech and pharmaceutical firms to locate here, taking advantage of this young, well-educated labor force. And during the Celtic Tiger economic boom, Ireland became a destination for immigrants—mostly from the Third World and the newer EU nations. Eastern Europeans (especially Poles) came in search of higher pay...a reversal from the days when many Irish fled to start new lives abroad.


As time passes, relations between Ireland and her former colonial master Britain are starting to heal. In May 2011, Queen Elizabeth II became the first British monarch to visit the Republic of Ireland since Ireland’s 1922 split from the United Kingdom, which occurred during her grandfather’s reign. Her four-night visit unexpectedly charmed the Irish people and did much to repair old wounds between the two countries, which are now, in the words of the Queen, “equal partners and good neighbors.”




Republic of Ireland Almanac


Official Name: The Republic of Ireland (a.k.a. just “Ireland” or, in Irish, Éire).


Population: Ireland’s 4.6 million people (same as Louisiana) are of Celtic stock. They speak English, though Irish Gaelic is spoken in pockets along the country’s west coast. Nearly nine in 10 are nominally Catholic, though only one in three attends church.


Latitude and Longitude: 53˚N and 8˚W. The latitude is equivalent to Alberta, Canada.


Area: With 27,000 square miles—half the size of New York State—it occupies the southern 80 percent of the island of Ireland. The country is small enough that radio broadcasts manage to cover traffic snarls nationwide.


Geography: The isle is mostly flat, ringed by a hilly coastline. The climate is moderate, with cloudy skies about every other day.


Biggest Cities: The capital of Dublin (1.1 million) is the only big city; more than one in four Irish live in the greater Dublin area. Cork has 190,000 people, while Limerick has about 91,000 and Galway about 76,000.


Economy: The Gross Domestic Product is $225 billion, and the GDP per capita is $46,800—one of Europe’s highest and nearly 10 percent more than Britain’s. Major moneymakers include tourism and exports (especially to the US and UK) of machines, medicine, Guinness, glassware, crystal ware, and software. Traditional agriculture (potatoes and other root vegetables) is fading fast, but dairy still does well.


Government: The elected president, Michael Higgins, appoints the Taoiseach (TEE-shock) or prime minister (currently Enda Kenny), who is nominated by Parliament. The Parliament consists of the 60-seat Senate, chosen by an electoral college, and the House of Representatives, with 166 seats apportioned after the people vote for a party. Major parties include Fianna Fáil, Fine Gael, and Sinn Fein, the political arm of the (fading) Irish Republican Army. Ireland is divided into 28 administrative counties—including Kerry, Clare, Cork, Limerick, and so on.
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The flag of the Republic of Ireland





The Average Irish: A typical Irish person is 5’7", 35 years old, has two kids, and will live to be 80. An Irish citizen consumes nearly five pounds of tea per year and spends $5 on alcohol each day.
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Just a couple of days after the Queen’s visit, Barack Obama dropped in for a brief 12-hour stop, guided by former American ambassador to Ireland (and Pittsburgh Steelers owner) Dan Rooney. Being one-sixteenth Irish, O’Bama made sure to helicopter into his ancestral home village of Moneygall in County Offaly and have a pint with Henry, his cousin eight times removed, whom he nicknamed “Henry VIII.” Later that day, he delivered a speech to a huge crowd packed into Dublin’s College Green, drawing cheers when he dusted off his Irish Gaelic and proclaimed, “Is féidir linn.” (“Yes we can.”)


Don’t worry if your Irish Gaelic is rustier than the president’s—the vast majority of Irish people speak English, though you’ll still encounter Irish Gaelic if you venture to the western fringe of the country. The Irish love of conversation shines through wherever you go. All that conversation is helped along by the nebulous concept of Irish time, which never seems to be in short supply. Small shops post their hours as “9:00ish until 5:00ish.” The local bus usually makes a stop at “10:30ish.” A healthy disdain for being a slave to the clock seems to be part of being Ir-“ish.” And the warm welcome you’ll receive has its roots in ancient Celtic laws of hospitality toward stranded strangers. You’ll see “Céad míle fáilte” in tourism brochures and postcards throughout Ireland—it translates as “a hundred thousand welcomes.”


Time marches on for the Irish government as well. In 2013, the Irish people voted (by a thin 52 percent majority) not to abolish their 90-year-old Senate (Seanad; SHAN-ud), the upper house of the Irish Parliament. The Irish government itself had proposed this revolutionary solution to economic hard times, saying that it would have saved taxpayers €20 million per year. But opponents of the referendum said the Senate was necessary as a watchdog to hold cabinet ministers accountable.


The resilient Irish character was born of dark humor, historical reverence, and a scrappy, “we’ll get ’em next time” rebel spirit. The influence of the Catholic Church is less apparent these days, as 30 percent of Irish weddings are now civil ceremonies. But the Church still plays a part in Irish life. The average Irish family spends almost €500 on celebrations for each of their children’s first communions. And the national radio and TV station, RTE, pauses for 30 seconds at noon and at 18:00 to broadcast the chimes of the Angelus bells—signaling the start of Catholic devotional prayers. The Irish say that if you’re phoning heaven, it’s a long-distance call from the rest of the world, but a local call from Ireland.




RTE: The Voice of Ireland


Many a long drive or rainy evening has been saved by the engaging programs I’ve happened upon on RTE: Raidió Teilifís Éireann. What the BBC is to Britain, RTE is to Ireland: This government-owned company and national public broadcaster produces and broadcasts a wide range of programs on television, radio, and online. Look for it as you travel (via RTE’s smartphone apps, on the radio in your car, or on TV at your B&B).


First hitting the airwaves on New Year’s Eve 1961, today’s RTE TV broadcasts are all digital and in the English language on RTE channels one and two. But don’t shy away from channel four (TG4), with Irish language TV shows subtitled in English—it’s a great way to get a feel for the sound of the language. You couldn’t find a richer or more accessible introduction to Irish culture.


Got a serious appetite for all things Irish? Online at www.rte.ie/archives, you’ll find a treasure trove of fascinating archived RTE programs—everything from coverage of JFK’s 1963 visit, to elderly recollections of the 1916 Uprising, to the poetry of Seamus Heaney, to Gaelic sports.
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Dingle Peninsula








[image: image]



DUBLIN AT A GLANCE


Map: Greater Dublin


DUBLIN IN 2 DAYS


ORIENTATION


Map: Dublin


Tourist Information


Sightseeing Pass


Tours


Helpful Hints


DUBLIN WALK
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Map: Dublin Walk


SIGHTS


EXPERIENCES


Shopping


Theater


Concerts


Pub Action


EATING


Afternoon Tea


Dinner with Entertainment


Quick and Easy near Grafton Street


Hip and Fun in North Dublin


Fast and Cheap near Christ Church Cathedral


Classy Restaurants and Cafés


In Temple Bar


Map: Dublin Restaurants


SLEEPING


South of the River Liffey


Map: Dublin Accommodations


North of the River Liffey


TRANSPORTATION


Getting Around Dublin


Arriving and Departing


NEAR DUBLIN: VALLEY OF THE BOYNE


Map: Valley of the Boyne


Brú na Bóinne


Trim


Map: Trim


BEST OF THE REST: WICKLOW MOUNTAINS


Map: Glendalough


With its stirring history and rich culture, Ireland’s capital holds its own in arts, entertainment, food, and fun. This fair city will have you humming, “Cockles and mussels, alive, alive-O.”


Dublin, the seat of English rule in Ireland for 750 years, was the heart of a “civilized” Anglo-Irish area known as “the Pale.” Anything “beyond the Pale” was considered uncultured and almost barbaric...purely Irish. During the 18th century, the British Empire was in its glory days, and Dublin was right there with it, becoming an elegant capital. Squares and boulevards built in the Neoclassical, Georgian style gave the city an air of grandeur. The National Museum, the National Gallery, and many government buildings are in the Georgian section of town. Few buildings (notably Christ Church and St. Patrick’s cathedrals) survive from before this period.


But nationalism—and a realization of the importance of human rights—would forever change Dublin. Throughout the 19th century, as Ireland endured the Great Potato Famine and saw the beginnings of the modern struggle for independence, Dublin was treated more like a British colony than a partner. The tension culminated in the Easter Uprising of 1916, followed by a successful guerilla war for independence and a tragic civil war. With many of its grand streets in ruins, Dublin emerged as the capital of the British Empire’s only former colony in Europe.


While bullet-pocked buildings and dramatic statues keep memories of Ireland’s struggle alive, the city looks toward a brighter future. Dubliners are energetic and helpful, while visitors enjoy a big-town cultural scene wrapped in a small-town smile.
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DUBLIN IN 2 DAYS


Sprawling, bustling Dublin has a compact core containing most of the sights, making it easy to enjoy. This city is a must for travelers interested in Celtic/Viking artifacts, Irish literature, or rebel history. If that’s not you, head for the charm of smaller towns. For most people, Dublin deserves three nights and two days. You can connect many of the sights with a hop-on, hop-off sightseeing bus tour (see here).


Day 1: Visit the Book of Kells and Trinity Old Library when it opens at 9:00, hopefully ahead of midmorning cruise-ship crowds. Then take the Trinity College guided walk. Browse Grafton Street and have lunch. Head to the National Museum’s Archaeology branch (closed Mon). See Number Twenty-Nine Georgian House (reserve guided tour ahead of time, closed Sun-Mon). Nearby parks for exploring or relaxing are Merrion Square and St. Stephen’s Green.


On any evening: Have an early-bird special at a nice restaurant. Go for an evening guided pub tour (musical or literary). Drop in on Irish music in the rowdy Temple Bar area. Catch a concert or play, or try the storytelling dinner at The Brazen Head.


Day 2: Take the Dublin Castle tour, followed by a visit to Christ Church Cathedral. Grab a pub lunch, then continue on to the Guinness Storehouse and Kilmainham Gaol.


With extra time: Choose among my Dublin Walk (along O’Connell Street), National Gallery, writers’ sights (Chester Beatty Library, Dublin Writers Museum), the Jeanie Johnston Tall Ship and Famine Museum, and more.


ORIENTATION


Greater Dublin sprawls with 1.1 million people—almost a quarter of the country’s population. But the center of tourist interest is a tight triangle between O’Connell Bridge, St. Stephen’s Green, and Christ Church Cathedral. Within or near this triangle, you’ll find Trinity College (Book of Kells), a cluster of major museums (including the top choice, the National Museum: Archaeology branch), Grafton Street (top pedestrian shopping zone), Temple Bar (trendy and touristy nightlife center), Dublin Castle, and the hub of most city tours and buses. The only major sights outside this easy-to-walk triangle are the Kilmainham Gaol, the Guinness Storehouse, and the National Museum: Decorative Arts and History branch at Collins Barracks (all west of the center).
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▲▲▲Traditional Irish Musical Pub Crawl A fascinating, practical, and enjoyable primer on traditional Irish music. Hours: April-Oct daily at 19:30, Nov-March Thu-Sat only. See here.


▲▲▲National Museum: Archaeology Interesting collection of Irish treasures from the Stone Age to today. Hours: Tue-Sat 10:00-17:00, Sun 14:00-17:00, closed Mon. See here.


▲▲▲Kilmainham Gaol Historic jail used by the British as a political prison—today a museum that tells a moving story of the suffering of the Irish people. Hours: Mon-Sat 9:30-16:30, Sun 10:00-16:30. See here.


▲▲Historical Walking Tour Your best introduction to Dublin. Hours: May-Sept daily at 11:00 and 15:00, April and Oct daily at 11:00, Nov-March Fri-Sun only at 11:00. See here.


▲▲O’Connell Street Dublin’s grandest promenade and main drag, packed with history and ideal for a stroll. Hours: Always open. See here.


▲▲O’Connell Bridge Landmark bridge spanning the River Liffey at the center of Dublin. Hours: Always open. See here.


▲▲Trinity College Tour Ireland’s most famous school, best visited with a 30-minute tour led by one of its students. Hours: Departs every 30 minutes May-Sept daily 10:15-15:40, Feb-April and Oct-Nov Sat-Sun only, no tours Dec-Jan; weather permitting. See here.


▲▲Book of Kells in the Trinity Old Library An exquisite illuminated manuscript, the most important piece of art from the Dark Ages. Hours: June-Sept Mon-Sat 9:00-18:00, Sun 9:30-18:00; Oct-May Mon-Sat 9:30-17:00, Sun 12:00-16:30. See here.


▲▲Grafton Street The city’s liveliest pedestrian shopping mall. Hours: Always open. See here.


▲▲Dublin Castle The city’s historic 700-year-old castle, featuring ornate English state apartments, must be toured with a guide. Hours: Mon-Sat 9:45-16:45, Sun 12:00-16:45. See here.


▲▲Chester Beatty Library American expatriate’s eclectic yet sumptuous collection of literary and religious treasures from Islam, the Orient, and medieval Europe. Hours: Mon-Fri 10:00-17:00, Sat 11:00-17:00, Sun 13:00-17:00; closed Mon Oct-April. See here.


▲▲Temple Bar Dublin’s rowdiest neighborhood, with shops, cafés, theaters, galleries, pubs, and restaurants—a great spot for live traditional music. Hours: Always open. See here.


▲National Gallery Fine collection of top Irish painters and European masters. Hours: Mon-Sat 9:30-17:30, Thu until 20:30, Sun 11:00-17:30. See here.


▲Merrion Square Enjoyable and inviting park with a fun statue of Oscar Wilde. Hours: Always open. See here.


▲Number Twenty-Nine Georgian House Restored 18th-century house; tours provide an intimate glimpse of middle-class Georgian life. Hours: Tue-Sat 10:00-17:00, closed Sun-Mon, closed mid-Dec-mid-Feb. See here.


▲St. Stephen’s Green Relaxing park surrounded by fine Georgian buildings. Hours: Always open. See here.


▲Dublinia A fun, kid-friendly look at Dublin’s Viking and medieval past with a side order of archaeology and a cool town model. Hours: Daily March-Sept 10:00-17:00, Oct-Feb 11:00-16:30. See here.


▲Dublin Writers Museum Modest collection of authorial bric-a-brac. Hours: June-Aug Mon-Fri 10:00-18:00, Sat 10:00-17:00; Sept-May Mon-Sat 10:00-17:00; Sun 11:00-17:00 year-round. See here.


▲Hugh Lane Gallery Modern and contemporary art, starring Monet, Bacon, and Irish artists. Hours: Tue-Thu 10:00-18:00, Fri-Sat 10:00-17:00, Sun 11:00-17:00, closed Mon. See here.


▲Guinness Storehouse The home of Ireland’s national beer, with a museum of beer-making, a gallery of clever ads, and Gravity Bar with panoramic city views. Hours: Daily 9:30-17:00, July-Aug until 19:00. See here.


▲National Museum: Decorative Arts and History Shows off Irish dress, furniture, silver, and weaponry with a special focus on the 1916 rebellion, fight for independence, and civil war. Hours: Tue-Sat 10:00-17:00, Sun 14:00-17:00, closed Mon. See here.


▲Gaelic Athletic Association Museum High-tech museum of traditional Gaelic sports such as hurling and Irish football. Hours: Mon-Sat 9:30-17:00, Sun 10:30-17:00. On game Sundays, it’s open to ticket holders only. See here.


Jeanie Johnston Tall Ship and Famine Museum This replica sailing ship tells the story of the transatlantic crossings that carried more than 2,500 Irish emigrants to new lives after the Great Potato Famine. Hours: Daily April-Oct 10:00-16:00, Nov-March 11:00-16:00. See here.
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The River Liffey cuts the town in two. Focus on the southern half, where most of your sightseeing will take place. Dublin’s wide main drag, O’Connell Street, starts north of the river at the Parnell Monument and runs south, down to the central O’Connell Bridge. After crossing the bridge, this major city axis changes its name to Westmoreland and continues south, past Trinity College and through pedestrian-only Grafton Street to St. Stephen’s Green.


Many long Dublin streets change their names every few blocks. A prime example of this: the numerously named quays (pronounced “keys”) that run east-west along the River Liffey.


Tourist Information


Dublin’s main TI is a thriving hub, with staffers doling out the lowdown on the city. You can buy tickets to events here and browse brochures for destinations throughout Ireland (June-Sept Mon-Sat 9:00-17:30, Oct-May Mon-Sat 9:30-17:30, Sun 10:30-15:00 year-round, a block off Grafton Street at 25 Suffolk Street, tel. 01/884-7700 or 01/605-7700, www.visitdublin.com). A smaller satellite TI is halfway down the east side of O’Connell Street (Mon-Sat 9:00-17:00, closed Sun). Another TI is at the airport (daily 8:00-20:00, Terminal 1).


Sightseeing Pass


The Dublin Pass saves some time that would be spent waiting in line, but is a good deal only if you like to visit lots of sights quickly (€39/1 day, €61/2 days, €71/3 days, €105/6 days, sold at TIs, www.dublinpass.ie). The pass covers 33 museums, churches, literature-related sights, and expensive stops such as the Guinness Storehouse (€18) and the Old Jameson Distillery (€15), plus the Aircoach airport bus (€7, one-way from the airport to the city only; doesn’t cover Airlink buses). If you took the Aircoach from the airport and visited both the Guinness Storehouse and the Old Jameson Distillery that same day, you’d only save €1 with the pass. The pass doesn’t include the Book of Kells at Trinity College and gives only minor discounts on some bus tours and walking tours. Most travelers won’t get their money’s worth, especially those with no interest in Guinness or Old Jameson.


Tours


The Historical Walking Tour of Dublin, rated ▲▲, is a superb introduction to the city. The guides are hardworking history graduates adept at enlivening Dublin’s basic historic strip (€12, free for kids under 14, allow 2 hours, May-Sept daily at 11:00 and 15:00, April and Oct daily at 11:00, Nov-March Fri-Sun only at 11:00, depart from front gate of Trinity College, private tours available, mobile 087-688-9412 or 087-830-3523, www.historicalinsights.ie).


The Traditional Irish Musical Pub Crawl, rated ▲▲▲, includes entertaining visits to three pubs, where you’ll listen to musicians talk about, play, and sing traditional Irish music. While having only two musicians makes the music a bit thin (aficionados will say you’re better off finding a good session), it’s an education in traditional Irish music. In summer, it often sells out; reserve ahead online. There is a maximum of 50 people per tour. To get a discount, use voucher code “RSIRISH” (€12, beer extra, allow 2.5 hours, April-Oct daily at 19:30, Nov-March Thu-Sat only, meet upstairs at Gogarty’s Pub at the corner of Fleet and Anglesea in the Temple Bar area, tel. 01/475-3313, www.musicalpubcrawl.com).


Dublin City Bike Tours visit 20 points of interest north and south of the River Liffey, covering more ground (five miles) than walking tours. “Get your craic on a saddle.” Designed for riders of average fitness, they set a casual pace, and rarely let a little rain stop them (€24 includes bike, helmet, snack, and water; €4 discount with this book—show when you pay, cash only, reserve in advance, 2.5 hours, March-Nov daily at 10:00, additional tours Fri and Sat at 14:00, custom tours available for groups of 8 or more, departs Isaac’s Hostel a half-block west of Busáras Central Bus Station at 2-5 Frenchman’s Lane, mobile 087-134-1866, www.dublincitybiketours.com).


City Sightseeing Dublin offers a hop-on, hop-off tour on red double-decker buses with live running commentary, following 1.5-hour circuits (choose the red route over the blue). Get on or off at your choice of about 20 stops, including the far-flung Kilmainham Gaol and Guinness Storehouse. The 48-hour ticket only costs €3 more than the 24-hour ticket and is worth it for the extra freedom it creates in your itinerary. Their map, free with your ticket, details various discounts for sights in Dublin (€22 from driver for 48-hour ticket, 15 percent discount if booked online, 4/hour, daily 9:00-17:30, www.citysightseeingdublin.ie).


Dublin Bus Tours offers a similar service for a similar price, though it doesn’t stop right at Kilmainham Gaol, but 200 yards away (green buses, tel. 01/703-3028, www.dublinsightseeing.ie).


The City of a Thousand Welcomes offers a free service that brings together volunteers and first-time visitors for an informal orientation to the city over a cup of tea or a pint. Sign up online in advance, pick an available time slot, and meet your Dublin ambassador at the Little Museum of Dublin on St. Stephen’s Green before heading for a nearby tearoom or pub (free, must be at least 21, 15 St. Stephen’s Green, tel. 01/661-1000, mobile 087-131-7129, www.cityofathousandwelcomes.com).


Audio Tours App offered by the Dublin TI puts good-quality “Dublin Discovery Trails” audio tours on your smartphone (download via Apple’s App Store or Goggle Play).


Helpful Hints


Theft and Safety: Irish destinations, especially Dublin, are not immune to pickpockets. Wear a money belt or risk spending a couple of days on the phone canceling credit cards and at the embassy waiting for a replacement passport. Wasting vacation time this way is like paying to wait in line at the DMV.


Festivals: Book ahead during festivals and for any weekend. St. Patrick’s Day is a four-day March extravaganza in Dublin (www.stpatricksday.ie). June 16 is Bloomsday, dedicated to the Irish author James Joyce and featuring the Messenger Bike Rally (www.jamesjoyce.ie). Hotels raise their prices and are packed on rugby weekends (about four per year), during the all-Ireland Gaelic football and hurling finals (Sundays in September), and during summer rock concerts.


Internet Access: Internet cafés are plentiful. All of these places are open daily, generally from about 10:00 to 20:00 (shorter Sat-Sun hours): Viva Internet (Lord Edward Street near City Hall and Christ Church Cathedral, tel. 01/672-4725); Central Internet Café (6 Grafton Street, easy-to-miss door is directly opposite AIB Bank, tel. 01/677-8298, www.centralinternetcafe.com); and Global Internet Café (north of the River Liffey, 8 O’Connell Street Lower, tel. 01/878-0295).


Maps: The best free city map can be found at the Kilkenny Shop at 6 Nassau Street (bordering the south side of the Trinity College campus). At any TI, you can pick up The Guide, which includes a decent city map (free), along with a minimal schedule of happenings in town. The excellent Collins Illustrated Discovering Dublin Map is the ultimate city map (€7 at TIs and newsstands).


DUBLIN WALK


This self-guided walk, worth ▲▲, follows grand, historic O’Connell Street through the heart of north Dublin. Since the 1740s, it has been a 45-yard-wide promenade. In 1794, the first O’Connell Bridge connected it to the Trinity side of town. These days, the street is pedestrian-friendly.


[image: image] Self-Guided Walk


• Start your tour on the...


1 O’Connell Bridge: M This bridge, worth ▲▲, spans the River Liffey, which historically has divided the wealthy, cultivated south side of town from the working-class north side. While there’s plenty of culture above the river, even today the suburbs (a couple of miles north of the Liffey) are considered rougher and less safe. Dubliners joke that north-side residents are known as “the accused,” while residents on the south side are addressed as “your honor.”
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O’Connell Bridge
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Dublin Walk Map Key


1 O’Connell Bridge


2 Daniel O’Connell Statue


3 William Smith O’Brien Statue


4 Abbey Theatre


5 Sir John Gray Statue


6 James Larkin Statue


7 General Post Office


8 Millennium Spire


9 Moore Street Market


10 St. Mary’s Pro-Cathedral


11 Father Matthew Statue


12 Gresham Hotel


13 Charles Stewart Parnell Monument


14 Gate Theatre


15 Garden of Remembrance


16 Dublin Writers Museum


17 Hugh Lane Gallery & Francis Bacon Studio


18 James Joyce Cultural Centre





From the bridge, look upriver (west) as far upstream as you can. On the left in the distance, the big concrete building—nicknamed “the bunker” and considered an eyesore by locals—houses the city planning commission. Ironically, it’s in charge of new building permits. It squats on the still-buried precious artifacts of the first Viking settlement, established in Dublin in the ninth century. Archaeologists were given minimal time to study the dig before officials paved paradise and put up a parking lot (actually the Dublin City Council offices).


Across the river from that stands the (still distant) green dome of the Four Courts—the Supreme Court building. It was shelled and burned in 1922 during the tragic civil war that followed Irish independence. The national archives office burned, and irreplaceable birth records were lost, making it more difficult today for those with Irish roots to trace their ancestry.


The closest bridge upstream—the elegant iron Ha’ Penny Bridge—leads into the Temple Bar nightlife district. Just beyond that old-fashioned, 19th-century bridge is Dublin’s pedestrian Millennium Bridge, inaugurated in 2000. (Note that buses leave from O’Connell Bridge—specifically Aston Quay—for the Guinness Storehouse and Kilmainham Gaol.)


Turn 180 degrees and look east downstream to see the tall Liberty Hall union headquarters (16 stories tall, some say in honor of the 1916 Easter Uprising). Modern Dublin is developing downstream. During the Celtic Tiger boom, the Irish (always clever tax fiddlers) subsidized and revitalized this formerly dreary quarter. A short walk downstream along the north bank leads to a powerful series of gaunt statues memorializing the Great Potato Famine of 1845-1849. Beyond, you’ll see the masts of the Jeanie Johnston, a replica transport ship (see here).


• Now start north up O’Connell Street, walking on the wide, tree-lined median strip between the lanes of traffic.
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Busy O’Connell Street





Statues and Monuments: The median is dotted with statues celebrating great figures from Ireland’s past—particularly the century (c. 1830-1930) when Ireland rediscovered its roots and won its independence. At the base of the street stands the man for whom Dublin’s main street is named—2 Daniel O’Connell M (1775-1847). He was known as the “Liberator” for founding the Catholic Association and demanding Irish Catholic rights in the British Parliament. He organized thousands of nonviolent protestors into so-called “monster meetings,” whose sheer size intimidated the British authorities.


Farther along is 3 William Smith O’Brien M, O’Connell’s contemporary and leader of the Young Ireland Movement, who was more willing to use force to reach his goals. After a failed uprising in Tipperary, he was imprisoned and exiled to Australia. At Abbey Street, a block detour east leads to the famous 4 Abbey Theatre M, where turn-of-the-century nationalists (including the poet-playwright W. B. Yeats) staged Irish-themed plays. The original building suffered a fire and was rebuilt into a nondescript, modern building, but it’s still the much-loved home of the Irish National Theatre.


• Continue up O’Connell Street.


Look for the statue of 5 Sir John Gray M, who, as a newspaperman and politician, was able to help O’Connell’s cause. The statue of 6 James Larkin M, arms outstretched, honors the founder of the Irish Transport Workers Union.


• On your left is the...


7 General Post Office: M This is not just any P.O. It was from here that Patrick Pearse read the Proclamation of Irish Independence in 1916, kicking off the Easter Uprising. The building itself—a kind of Irish Alamo—was the rebel headquarters and scene of a bloody five-day siege that followed the proclamation. The post office was particularly strategic because it housed the telegraph nerve center for the entire country. Its pillars are still pockmarked with bullet holes (open for business and sightseers Mon-Sat 8:00-20:00, closed Sun). You may want to visit the “GPO: Witness History” exhibition, which opened in 2016 for the Easter Uprising centenary (daily 9:30-17:30, www.gpowitnesshistory.ie). The small An Post Museum, which stamp collectors and Irish rebels at heart will enjoy, is on the ground floor (€2, Mon-Sat 10:00-17:00, closed Sun, on the right as you enter, www.anpost.ie/historyandheritage).


• Stand at the intersection of O’Connell and Henry Streets, at the base of the can’t-miss-it...


8 Spire: M There used to be a monument here that didn’t wave an Irish flag—a tall column crowned by a statue of the British hero of Trafalgar, Admiral Horatio Nelson. It was blown up in 1966—the IRA’s contribution to the local celebration of the Easter Uprising’s 50th anniversary. The spot is now occupied by the Spire: 398 feet of stainless steel. While it trumpets rejuvenation on its side of the river, it’s a memorial to nothing and has no real meaning. Dubious Dubliners call it the tallest waste of €5 million in all of Europe. Its nickname? Take your pick: the Stiletto in the Ghetto, the Stiffy on the Liffey, the Pole in the Hole, the Poker near the Croker (after nearby Croke Park), or the Spike in the Dike.


• Detour west (left) down people-filled Henry Street (Dubliners’ favorite shopping lane), then wander to the right into the nearby...


9 Moore Street Market: M Many merchants here have staffed the same stalls for decades. Start a conversation. It’s a great workaday scene. You’ll see lots of mums with strollers—a reminder that Ireland is one of Europe’s youngest countries, with more than 35 percent of the population under the age of 25. At the end of the 1916 Easter Uprising, the rebel leaders retreated from the burning post office to the market, where they finally surrendered to British troops (Mon-Sat 8:00-18:00, closed Sun).


• Return to O’Connell Street. A block east (right) of O’Connell, down Cathedral Street, detour to...


10 St. Mary’s Pro-Cathedral: M Although this is Dublin’s leading Catholic church, it rather curiously isn’t a “cathedral.” The pope declared Christ Church to be a cathedral in the 12th century—and later, gave St. Patrick’s the same designation. (The Vatican has chosen to stubbornly ignore the fact that Christ Church and St. Patrick’s haven’t been Catholic for centuries.) Completed in 1821, this Neoclassical church is in the style of a Greek temple.


• Back on O’Connell Street, head up the street (north) until you find the statue of...


11 Father Matthew: M A leader of the temperance movement of the 1830s, Father Matthew was responsible, some historians claim, for enough Irish peasants staying sober to enable Daniel O’Connell to organize them into a political force. (Perhaps studying this example, the USSR was careful to keep the price of vodka affordable.)


Nearby, the fancy 12 Gresham Hotel M is a good place for an elegant tea or beer. In an earlier era, the beautiful people alighted here during visits to Dublin. In the 1960s, Richard Burton and Liz Taylor stayed at the hotel while he was filming The Spy Who Came in from the Cold. (In those days, parts of Dublin were drab enough to pass for an Eastern Bloc city.)


• Standing boldly at the top of O’Connell Street is a monument to...


13 Charles Stewart Parnell: M Ringing the monument are the names of the four ancient provinces of Ireland and all 32 Irish counties (including North and South, since this was erected before Irish partition). It’s meant to honor Charles Stewart Parnell (1846-1891), the member of Parliament who nearly won Home Rule for Ireland in the late 1800s (and who served time at Kilmainham Gaol). A Cambridge-educated Protestant of landed-gentry stock, Parnell envisioned a modern, free Irish nation of Catholics—but not set up as a religious state. The Irish people, who remembered their grandparents’ harsh evictions during the famine, came to love Parnell (despite his privileged birth) for his tireless work to secure fair rents and land tenure. Momentum seemed to be on his side. With the British prime minister of the time, William Gladstone, favoring a similar form of Home Rule, it looked as if Ireland was on its way toward independence as a Commonwealth nation, similar to Canada or Australia. Then a sex scandal broke around Parnell and his mistress, the wife of another Parliament member. The press, egged on by the powerful Catholic bishops (who didn’t want a secular, free Irish state), battered away at the scandal until finally Parnell was driven from office. Sadly, after that, Ireland became mired in the Troubles of the 20th century: an awkward independence (1921) resulting in a divided island, a bloody civil war, and sectarian violence for decades afterward. Wracked with exhaustion and only in his mid-40s, Parnell is thought to have died of a broken heart.
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Dublin Walk: General Post Office
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Dublin Walk: The Spire
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Dublin Walk: Moore Street Market
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Dublin Walk: Statue of Charles Stewart Parnell





• Continue straight up Parnell Square East. At the 14 Gate Theatre M (on the left), actors Orson Welles, Geraldine Fitzgerald, and James Mason had their professional stage debuts. One block up, on the left, is the...


15 Garden of Remembrance: M Honoring the victims of the 1916 Uprising, this spot was where the rebel leaders were held before being transferred to Kilmainham Gaol. The park was dedicated in 1966 on the 50th anniversary of the revolt that ultimately led to Irish independence. There were patriotic commemorations here during the 2016 centennial. The bottom of the cross-shaped pool is a mosaic of Celtic weapons, symbolic of how the early Irish proclaimed peace by breaking their weapons and throwing them into a lake or river. The Irish flag flies above the park: green for Catholics, orange for Protestants, and white for the hope that they can live together in peace (free, daily 8:30-18:00).


One of modern Ireland’s most stirring moments occurred here in May of 2011, when Queen Elizabeth II made this the first stop on her historic visit to Ireland. She laid a wreath at the Children of Lir sculpture under this flag and bowed her head in silence out of respect for the Irish rebels who had fought and died trying to gain freedom from her United Kingdom. This was a hugely cathartic moment for both nations. Until this visit, no British monarch had set foot in the Irish state since its founding 90 years earlier.
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Garden of Remembrance





• Your walk is over. Two excellent museums are nearby, standing side-by-side: the 16 Dublin Writers Museum M (in a splendidly restored Georgian mansion, see here) and the art-filled 17 Hugh Lane Gallery M (here). Here at the north end of town, it’s also convenient to visit the 18 James Joyce Cultural Centre M (a short walk away, see here) or the Gaelic Athletic Association Museum at Croke Park Stadium (described on here, a 20-minute walk or short taxi ride away). Otherwise, hop on your skateboard and zip back to the river.


SIGHTS


South of the River Liffey


▲▲TRINITY COLLEGE TOUR


▲▲BOOK OF KELLS IN THE TRINITY OLD LIBRARY


Map: South Dublin
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▲▲▲NATIONAL MUSEUM: ARCHAEOLOGY
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Map: National Museum: Archaeology


▲NATIONAL GALLERY


Merrion Square and Nearby


▲MERRION SQUARE


▲NUMBER TWENTY-NINE GEORGIAN HOUSE


Grafton Street and St. Stephen’s Green Area


▲GRAFTON STREET


▲ST. STEPHEN’S GREEN


Dublin Castle and Nearby


▲▲DUBLIN CASTLE


▲▲CHESTER BEATTY LIBRARY
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DUBLIN CITY HALL


Dublin’s Cathedrals Area


CHRIST CHURCH CATHEDRAL


▲DUBLINIA


ST. PATRICK’S CATHEDRAL


▲▲Temple Bar


North of the River Liffey


▲DUBLIN WRITERS MUSEUM


Map: North Dublin


JAMES JOYCE CULTURAL CENTRE


▲HUGH LANE GALLERY


JEANIE JOHNSTON TALL SHIP AND FAMINE MUSEUM


Outer Dublin


▲▲▲KILMAINHAM GAOL (JAIL)


▲GUINNESS STOREHOUSE


▲NATIONAL MUSEUM: DECORATIVE ARTS AND HISTORY


▲GAELIC ATHLETIC ASSOCIATION MUSEUM


South of the River Liffey


▲▲TRINITY COLLEGE TOUR


Founded in 1592 by Queen Elizabeth I to establish a Protestant way of thinking about God, Trinity has long been Ireland’s most prestigious college. Originally, the student body was limited to rich Protestant men. Women were admitted in 1903, and Catholics—though allowed entrance by the school much earlier—were only given formal permission by the Catholic Church to study at Trinity in the 1970s. Today, half of Trinity’s 12,500 students are women, and 70 percent are culturally Catholic (although only about 20 percent of Irish youth are churchgoing).


Trinity students organize and lead 30-minute tours of their campus. You’ll get a rundown of the mostly Georgian architecture; a peek at student life past and present; and the enjoyable company of your guide, a witty Irish college kid.


Cost and Hours: €5, €13 with entry to see Book of Kells (where the tour leaves you), May-Sept daily 10:15-15:40, Feb-April and Oct-Nov Sat-Sun only, no tours Dec-Jan, departs roughly every 30 minutes, weather permitting; look just inside the gate for posted departure times and a ticket seller on a stool.


▲▲BOOK OF KELLS IN THE TRINITY OLD LIBRARY


The Book of Kells—a 1,200-year-old version of the gospels of the Bible—was elaborately inked and meticulously illustrated by faithful monks. Combining Christian symbols and pagan styles, it’s a snapshot of medieval Ireland in transition. Arguably the finest piece of art from what is generally called the Dark Ages, the Book of Kells shows that monastic life in this far fringe of Europe was far from dark.




Rick’s Tip: Lines are longest at midday (roughly 11:00-14:30). Ideally, buy tickets in advance or queue up before the library opens to have the Book of Kells to yourself.





Cost and Hours: €10, €13 “fast-track” ticket skips the line—buy in advance online, €13 regular entry with Trinity College tour admission; extra Audi O’Guide commentary-€5; June-Sept Mon-Sat 9:00-18:00, Sun 9:30-18:00; Oct-May Mon-Sat 9:30-17:00, Sun 12:00-16:30; tel. 01/896-2320, www.tcd.ie/library/bookofkells.
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Tour at Trinity College
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Your visit has three stages: 1) an exhibit on the making of the Book of Kells, including two brief videos, old manuscripts, and poster-sized reproductions of its pages (your best look at the book’s detail); 2) the Treasury, the darkened room containing the Book of Kells itself and other, less-ornate contemporaneous volumes; and 3) the Old Library’s main chamber (called the Long Room), featuring historical objects.


Background: The Book of Kells was a labor of love created by dedicated Irish monks cloistered on the remote Scottish island of Iona. They slaughtered 185 calves, soaked the skins in lime, scraped off the hair, and dried the skins into a cream-colored writing surface called vellum. Only then could the tonsured monks pick up their swan-quill pens and get to work.


The project may have been underway in 806 when Vikings savagely pillaged and burned Iona, killing 68 monks. The survivors fled to the Abbey of Kells (near Dublin). Scholars debate exactly where the book was produced: It could have been made entirely at Iona or at Kells, or started in Iona and finished at Kells.


For eight centuries, the glorious gospel sat regally atop the high altar of the monastery church at Kells, where the priest would read from it during special Masses. In 1654, as Cromwell’s ravaging armies approached, the book was smuggled to Dublin for safety. Here at Trinity College, it was first displayed to the public in the mid-1800s. In 1953, the book got its current covers and was bound into four separate volumes. The 1,200-year journey of the Book of Kells reached its culmination in 2012, when it came out as an iPad app.


The Exhibit: The first-class “Turning Darkness into Light” exhibit, with a one-way route, puts the illuminated manuscript in its historical and cultural context, preparing you to see the original book and other precious manuscripts in the treasury. Make a point to spend time in the exhibit (before reaching the actual Book of Kells). Especially interesting are the five-minute video clips showing the exacting care that went into transcribing the monk-uscripts and the ancient art of bookbinding. Two small TV screens (on opposite walls of the exhibition room) run continuously, silently demonstrating the monks’ work.


The Book: The Book of Kells contains the four gospels of the Bible. It’s 680 pages long (or 340 “folios,” the equivalent of one sheet, front and back). The Latin calligraphy—all in capital letters—follows ruled lines, forming neat horizontal bars across the page. Sentences end with a “period” of three dots. The black-brown ink was made from the galls of oak trees. Scholars have found a number of spelling errors that were never corrected, apparently because the look was more important than accuracy.


The text is elaborately decorated—of the 680 pages, only two are without decoration. Each gospel begins with a full-page illustration of the Evangelists and their symbols: Matthew (angel), Mark (lion), Luke (ox), and John (eagle)—you’ll see these in the exhibit. These portraits are not realistic; the apostles pose stiffly, like Byzantine-style icons, with almond-shaped eyes and symmetrically creased robes. The true beauty lies in the intricate designs that surround the figures.


The colorful book employs blue, purple, red, pink, green, and yellow pigments (all imported)—but no gold leaf. Letters and borders are braided together. On most pages, the initial letters are big and flowery, like in a children’s fairytale book. The entire Chi-Rho page is dedicated to just the letters “XP” (the first two letters of Christ’s name in Greek), made into an elaborate maze of interlacing lines.


Elsewhere, the playful monks might cross a “t” with a fish, form an “h” from a spindly-legged man, or make an “e” out of a coiled snake. Animals crouch between sentences. It’s a jungle of intricate designs, inhabited by tiny creatures, both real and fanciful, with no two the same—humans, angels, gargoyles, dragons, wolves, calves, and winged lions.


Stylistically, the monks mixed Christian symbols (the cross, fish, peacock, snake) with pagan motifs (spirals, key patterns, knotwork; some swirls are similar to those seen on the carved stones at Newgrange—see here). The designs are also reminiscent of the jewelry of the day, with its ornate filigree patterns studded with knobs (like the Tara Brooch, described on here).


Scholars think three main artists created the book: the “goldsmith” (who did the filigree-style designs), the “illustrator” (who specialized in animals and grotesques), and the “portrait painter” (who did the Evangelists and Mary). Some of the detail work is unbelievably minute—akin to drawing a Persian carpet on the tiny face of a single die. Did the monks use a magnifying glass? There’s no evidence they had such strong lenses.
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