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Post-Pandemic Travels: Expect a Warm Welcome...and a Few Changes


Research for this guidebook was limited by the COVID-19 outbreak, and the long-term impact of the crisis on our recommended destinations is unclear. Some details in this book will change for post-pandemic travelers. Now more than ever, it’s smart to reconfirm specifics as you plan and travel. As always, you can find major updates at RickSteves.com/update.
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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 Slea Head Loop near Dingle. Youthful Galway is a good launchpad for dramatic scenery: the sheer Cliffs of Moher (in County Clare) and craggy Aran Islands.


In Northern Ireland, 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 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: the region of Connemara and the town of Derry. When interesting sights or towns are near my recommended destinations, I cover them briefly, to help you enjoyably fill out a free day or a longer stay.
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To help you link the top sights, I’ve designed a two-week itinerary (on here), with tips for tailoring it to your interests.
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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 (where the English imprisoned Irish rebels and paupers) to the Guinness Storehouse, which deifies the national beer. Its musical tradition and 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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Turreted 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 worth exploring and pondering. 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 Slea Head 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 town of Dingle delights travelers.







THE BEST OF DINGLE TOWN AND PENINSULA
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Fungie 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 the 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
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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 steamy pubs.







THE BEST OF COUNTY CLARE
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In the Burren, the Poulnabrone Dolmen is 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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Picnickers along the River Corrib soak up sun and ambience.







THE BEST OF GALWAY


[image: ]


A youthful international college population energizes Galway’s pedestrian corridor.







THE BEST OF GALWAY


[image: ]


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 by ferry or flight. The island has simple towns, hiking trails, and a slew of early churches, but all roads lead to Dun Aengus, 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
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Islander-owned minivans greet travelers at the dock and scoot them efficiently around Inishmore.







THE BEST OF THE ARAN ISLANDS
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About 1,200 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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The historic Crown Liquor Saloon offers private snugs in which to enjoy your mellow pint.







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







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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Pleasant 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 the following destinations into your trip. 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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Colorful and passionate (often political) murals decorate Derry’s buildings.







THE BEST OF THE REST
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During the Troubles, this sign marked a popular gathering point for speakers to address crowds.







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, make advance arrangements, and follow my travel strategies on the road. For my best advice on sightseeing, accommodations, restaurants, and transportation, see the Practicalities chapter.


Designing Your Itinerary


Decide when to go. Travelers in “shoulder season” (April, May, Sept, and Oct) experience smaller crowds, mild weather, and the full range of sights and fun. Peak season, June through August, offers longer days and better weather, but larger crowds (especially in the cruise ports towns of Dublin, the Cobh region, and Belfast). Prices, crowds, and temperatures drop off-season (Nov through March); city sightseeing is generally fine, though in towns, some sights have shorter hours or shut down.


No matter when you go, expect rain. Just keep on traveling and take full advantage of “bright spells.”


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. Bustling, rollicking Dublin is a must for its museums, street scene, and nightlife. 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. Foodies favor Kinsale, but won’t go hungry elsewhere.
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Historians choose among sights prehistoric (such as the Boyne Valley, the Burren, and the Dun Aengus cliff-edge fortress), medieval (Rock of Cashel and Glendalough), and modern (from the independence movement in Dublin to the Troubles in Belfast). 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 scenic Antrim Coast. Photographers want to go everywhere.


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


Draft a rough 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 stop: Figure on at least one to two days for major destinations.


Staying in a home base—like Galway or Dublin—and making day trips can be more time-efficient than changing locations and hotels. Minimize one-night stands, especially consecutive ones; it can be worth taking a late-afternoon train ride or drive to get settled into a town for two nights.


Connect the dots. Link your destinations into a logical route. Determine which cities you’ll fly into and out of; begin your search for transatlantic flights at Kayak.com. All direct flights from the US to Ireland land in Dublin, low-key Shannon (good for cautious drivers), or Belfast.


Decide if you’ll travel by car, take public transportation, or use a combination. For the efficiency and freedom, I recommend driving. You won’t need a car in big cities (park it), but it’s ideal for exploring the countryside, stopping wherever you like.


If relying on public transit, 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.


Allot sufficient time for transportation in your itinerary. Whether you travel by train, bus, or car, it’ll take a half-day to get between most destinations.


To determine approximate transportation times between your destinations, study the driving chart (on here) or check Google Maps. To look at train and bus schedules in advance, go online (www.discoverireland.ie, select “Getting Around”). If your trip extends beyond Ireland, check Skyscanner.com for intra-European flights.


Give yourself some slack. Every trip, and every traveler, needs downtime for doing laundry, picnic shopping, relaxing, people-watching, and so on. Pace yourself. Assume you will return.


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


Trip Costs


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 $900-1,500, depending on where you fly from and when.


Car Rental: Allow roughly $250 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 about $250 per person for buses and trains. Because Ireland’s train system has gaps, a rail pass probably won’t save you money, but buying train tickets online in advance can save as much as 50 percent.


Budget Tips: Cut your daily expenses by taking advantage of the deals you’ll find throughout Ireland and mentioned in this book.


Transit passes (for multiple rides or all-day use) in bigger cities decrease your cost per ride. In Dublin and Belfast, using a hop-on, hop-off bus to get around isn’t cheap, but it provides a live guide, a city introduction, and an efficient way to reach far-flung sights (cheaper than taxis and less time-consuming than city buses).




AVERAGE DAILY EXPENSES PER PERSON
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This unforgettable trip will show you the very best Ireland has to offer.








	DAY

	PLAN

	SLEEP










	 

	Arrive in Dublin

	Dublin






	1

	Sightsee Dublin

	Dublin






	2

	Dublin

	Dublin






	3

	Rent a car at Dublin Airport, 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 a sheep farm and Muckross House, and end in Dingle town

	Dingle






	6

	Dingle town

	Dingle






	7

	Drive the Slea Head 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. (Or add another day to explore—and overnight in—Connemara or Derry en route to Portrush.)

	Portrush






	11

	Antrim Coast

	Portrush






	12

	More Antrim Coast, then drive to Belfast

	Belfast






	13

	Belfast

	Belfast






	14

	Drive to Boyne Valley to visit Brú na Bóinne

	Trim






	 

	Return car at Dublin Airport and fly home

	 









Notes: Even if you fly into Dublin, you don’t need to start there; you can rent a car at the airport and drive to small-town Trim for an overnight, tour Ireland, then drop the car at the airport and enjoy Dublin as your trip finale.


To add the Ring of Kerry to this itinerary, spend the night in Kenmare on Day 5 and do the Ring on Day 6, ending in Dingle Town that night.
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Avid sightseers consider two different sightseeing passes—the Heritage Card and the Heritage Island Visitor Attraction Map—that cover dozens of sights across Ireland (see “Sightseeing” in the Practicalities chapter). On a smaller scale, some cities offer combo-tickets or passes that cover multiple museums, though you’ll need to sightsee briskly to make them pay off. If a town doesn’t offer deals, visit only the sights you most want to see, and seek out free sights and experiences (people-watching counts).


Some businesses—especially hotels and walking-tour companies—offer discounts to my readers (look for the RS% symbol in the listings in this book).


Book your rooms directly with the hotel via email or phone for the best rates. Some hotels give you a discount if you pay in cash and/or stay three or more nights (check online or ask). Rooms cost less outside of peak season (roughly November through March). And even seniors can sleep cheap in hostels (some have double rooms) for about $30 per person. Or check Airbnb-type sites for deals.


It’s no hardship to eat inexpensively in Ireland. You can get hearty, affordable meals at pubs and early-bird dinner deals at nicer restaurants. Cultivate the art of picnicking in atmospheric settings.


When you splurge, choose an experience you’ll always remember, such as the Dunguaire Castle medieval banquet or a flight to the Aran Islands. Minimize souvenir shopping; focus instead on collecting wonderful memories.


Before You Go


You’ll have a smoother trip if you tackle a few things ahead of time. For more info on these topics, see the Practicalities chapter and check RickSteves.com, which has helpful travel tips and talks.


Make sure your travel documents are valid. If your passport is due to expire within six months of your ticketed date of return, you need to renew it. Allow up to six weeks to renew or get a passport (www.travel.state.gov).


Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. Figure out your main form of transportation within Ireland: You can rent a car, or buy train and bus tickets (either as you go, or you can book train tickets in advance online at a discount). Younger and older drivers may face age restrictions; see here.
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Rick’s Free Video Clips and Audio Tours


Rick Steves Classroom Europe, a powerful tool for teachers, is also useful for travelers. This video library contains more than 400 short clips excerpted from my public television series. Enjoy these videos as you sort through options for your trip and to better understand what you’ll see in Europe. Check it out at Classroom.RickSteves.com (just enter a topic to find everything I’ve filmed on a subject).
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Rick Steves Audio Europe, a free app, makes it easy to download and listen to my audio tours offline as you travel. For this book, my two-part Dublin City Walk audio tour (look for the [image: ]) covers sights and neighborhoods in central Dublin. The app also offers insightful interviews from my public radio show with experts from Europe and around the globe. Find it in your app store or at RickSteves.com/AudioEurope.
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Book rooms well in advance, especially if your trip falls during peak season or any major holidays or festivals.


Reserve or buy tickets in advance for major sights. It’s smart to book online for Dublin’s Book of Kells, Guinness Storehouse, and Kilmainham Gaol (where reservations are required); Brú na Bóinne (near Dublin); Carrick-a-Rede Rope Bridge on the Antrim Coast; and the Titanic Belfast museum. Boat trips to Skellig Michael can sell out months in advance—reserve ahead.


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.


Call your bank. Tell them you’ll be using your debit and credit cards in Europe. Ask about transaction fees, and get the PIN number for your credit card. You won’t need to bring along euros (for the Republic of Ireland) or pounds (for Northern Ireland); you can withdraw currency from cash machines while traveling.


Use your smartphone smartly. Sign up for an international service plan to reduce your costs, or rely on Wi-Fi in Europe instead. Download any apps you’ll want on the road, such as maps, transit schedules, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see sidebar).


Pack light. You’ll walk with your luggage more than you think. Bring a single carry-on bag and a daypack. Use the packing checklist in the Practicalities chapter as a guide.


Travel Strategies on the Road


If you have a positive attitude, equip yourself with good information, and expect to travel smart, you will.


Read—and reread—this book. To have an “A” trip, be an “A” student. Study up on sights, and note opening hours, closed days, crowd-beating tips, and whether reservations are required or advisable. Check the latest at RickSteves.com/update.


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. Find out the latest from tourist-information offices (TIs), your hoteliers, checking online, or phoning ahead. Upon arrival in a new town, lay the groundwork for a smooth departure; confirm the road, train, or bus you’ll take when you leave.
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Give local tours a spin. Your appreciation of a city or region and its history can increase dramatically if you take a walking tour in any big city or even hire a private guide. If you want to learn more about any aspect of Ireland, you’re in the right place, with experts happy to teach you.


Plan for rain. No matter when you go, the weather can change several times in a day. Bring a jacket and dress in layers. A spell of rain is the perfect excuse to go into a pub and meet a new friend.


Outsmart thieves. Although pickpocketing isn’t a major problem outside of Dublin, it’s still smart to keep your cash, cards, and passport secure in a money belt tucked under your clothes. Carry only a day’s spending money in your front pocket. Don’t set valuable items down on counters or café tabletops, where they can be quickly stolen or easily forgotten.


Minimize potential loss. Keep expensive gear to a minimum. Bring photocopies or take photos of important documents (passport and cards) to aid in replacement if they’re lost or stolen. Back up your digital photos and files frequently.


Guard your time and energy. 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 my crowd-beating tips (such as making advance reservations, or sightseeing early or late).


Be flexible. Even if you have a well-planned itinerary, expect changes, closures, sore feet, rainy days, and so on. Your Plan B could turn out to be even better.


Connect with the culture. Interacting with locals carbonates your experience. Enjoy the friendliness of the Irish people. Most exchanges are accompanied by fun banter, especially at pubs, where lively conversations fueled by beer are called craic (crack). Ask questions—most locals are happy to point you in their idea of the right direction. Set up your own quest for the best pub, traditional music, or ruined castle. When an unexpected opportunity pops up, say “yes.”


Hear the fiddler playing? Taste the Guinness? Your next stop…Ireland!




Welcome to Rick Steves’ Europe


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.
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I discovered a passion for European travel as a teen and have been sharing it ever since—through my bus tours, public television and radio shows, and travel guidebooks. Over the years, I’ve taught millions of travelers how to best enjoy Europe’s blockbuster sights—and experience “Back Door” discoveries that most tourists miss.


Written with my talented co-author, Pat O’Connor, this book covers the highlights of the entire island, offering a balanced mix of exciting cities and great-to-be-alive-in small towns. And it’s selective—there are plenty of music-loving villages, but we recommend only the best ones. Our self-guided museum tours and city walks give insight into the country’s vibrant history and today’s living, breathing culture.


We advocate traveling simply and smartly. Take advantage of our money- and time-saving tips on sightseeing, transportation, and more. Try local, characteristic alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see.


We visit Ireland to experience it—to become temporary locals. Thoughtful travel engages us with the world, as we learn to appreciate other cultures and new ways to measure quality of life.


Judging from positive feedback from readers, this book will help you enjoy a fun, affordable, and rewarding vacation—whether it’s your first trip or your tenth.


Taisteal sásta! Happy travels!
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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 to spice up the gene pool). 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 (1169-1922).


For most of the 20th century, 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, and really took off during the “Celtic Tiger” boom years (1995-2007), when American corporations saw big tax and labor advantages in locating here. Ireland’s “Silicon Bog” became the European home to such big names as IBM, Intel, Microsoft, Apple, Facebook, and Google.


Today, the Republic of Ireland attracts both expatriates returning to their homeland and new foreign investment. As the only officially English-speaking country to have adopted the euro currency, Ireland makes an efficient base from which to access the European marketplace. About a third 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.


Until recently, Ireland was one of the most ethnically homogenous nations on earth, but the Celtic Tiger economy changed all that. A recent census found that more than 10 percent of Ireland’s population was born elsewhere.


Everyone here speaks English, though you’ll encounter Irish Gaelic (commonly referred to as “Irish”) 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 ’til 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 Irish. And the warm welcome you’ll receive has its roots in ancient Celtic laws of hospitality toward stranded strangers. You’ll see the phrase “Céad míle fáilte” in tourism brochures and postcards throughout Ireland—it translates as “a hundred thousand welcomes.”




Republic of Ireland Almanac


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


Size: 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 cover traffic snarls nationwide.


Population: 5 million people (about the same as Alabama).


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


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


Biggest Cities: The capital of Dublin (550,000 people) is the only big city; about two in five Irish live in the greater Dublin area (2 million). Cork has about 125,000 people, Limerick 94,000, Galway 80,000, and Waterford 53,000.


Economy: The Gross Domestic Product is $353 billion, and the GDP per capita is $75,200—one of Europe’s highest. 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 (youthful Leo Varadkar), 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 Féin—the political arm of the (fading) Irish Republican Army. Ireland is divided into 28 administrative counties (including Kerry, Clare, Cork, Limerick, and so on).


The Average Irish: A typical Irish person is 5'7", 37 years old, has 1-2 kids, and will live to be 81. An Irish citizen consumes nearly 5 pounds of tea per year and spends $5 on alcohol each day. He or she speaks English, though Irish Gaelic is spoken in pockets along the country’s west coast. Nearly eight in 10 are nominally Catholic (a sharp decline in the last few years), though only one in three attends church.
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The flag of the Republic of Ireland
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Over time, relations between Ireland and her former colonial master Britain have improved. In 2011, Queen Elizabeth II became the first British monarch to visit the Republic of Ireland since Ireland’s 1921 split from the United Kingdom, which occurred during her grandfather’s reign. Her four-night visit (to Dublin, Cashel, and Cork) unexpectedly charmed the Irish people and did much to repair old wounds between the two countries, establishing them, in the words of the Queen, as “firm friends and equal partners.”


The big question now is how “Brexit” (Britain’s exit from the EU) could complicate Ireland’s easy trading relationship with its UK neighbors. Although the UK as a whole voted to leave the EU, the citizens of Northern Ireland voted to remain (recognizing the advantage of their soft border with the Republic). A “hardening” of this border is generally seen as a step backwards that both countries want to avoid.


At first glance, Ireland’s landscape seems unspectacular, with few mountains higher than 3,000 feet and an interior consisting of grazing pastures and peat bogs. But its seductive beauty slowly grows on you. The gentle rainfall, called “soft weather” by the locals, really does create 40 shades of green—and quite a few rainbows as well. Ancient, moss-covered ring forts crouch in lush valleys, while stone-strewn monastic ruins and lone castle turrets brave the wind on nearby hilltops. Charming fishing villages dot the coast near rugged, wave-battered cliffs.




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 a wide range of programs on television, radio, and online. Look for it as you travel (via RTE’s apps, on the radio, or on TV).


First hitting the airwaves on New Year’s Eve 1961, today’s RTE TV broadcasts are all digital and in English on RTE channels 1 and 2. But don’t shy away from channel 4 (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.





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 the First Holy Communion of each child. 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.
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Dublin’s Leinster House is the seat of Irish government.
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Dingle Peninsula
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Dublin at a Glance
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With reminders of its stirring history and rich culture on every corner, Ireland’s capital and largest city is a sightseer’s delight. Dublin punches above its weight in arts, entertainment, food, and fun.


As the seat of English rule in Ireland for more than 700 years, Dublin was the heart of the “civilized” Anglo-Irish area (eastern Ireland) known as “the Pale.” Anything “beyond the Pale” was considered uncultured and almost barbaric...purely Irish. The Golden Age of English Dublin was the 18th century. The British Empire was on a roll, and the city was right there with it. Largely rebuilt during this Georgian era (1714-1830), Dublin became elegant and cultured.


But the 19th century saw Ireland endure the Great Potato Famine, and tension with the British culminated in the Easter Rising of 1916, followed by a successful guerilla war of independence and Ireland’s tragic civil war that left many of Dublin’s grand streets in ruins.


While bullet-pocked buildings and dramatic statues keep memories of Ireland’s struggle for independence alive, today’s Dublin is lively, easy, and extremely accessible. The city’s economy is on the upswing, with a forest of cranes sweeping over booming construction blocks and expanding light-rail infrastructure. Dubliners are energetic and helpful, and visitors enjoy a big-town cultural scene wrapped in a small-town smile.


DUBLIN IN 2 DAYS


While you could easily spend much longer here, for most Ireland vacations, Dublin merits three nights and two days. Here’s how I would fill two days in Dublin:


Day 1: Follow my “Dublin City Walk” through the center of town, with stops at City Hall (Story of the Capital exhibit) and Temple Bar. After lunch, visit EPIC: The Irish Emigration Museum.


On any evening: Enjoy an early-bird dinner deal at one of my recommended restaurants, do the Traditional Irish Musical Pub Crawl (ends at 22:00), or attend a storytelling dinner (O’Sheas Pub, book in advance, ends at 21:30), the Literary Pub Crawl, or a play.


Day 2: See the Book of Kells exhibit at Trinity College (book in advance), then tour the Trinity campus with a college student, followed by a visit to the National Museum of Archaeology. Grab a pub lunch, then visit Kilmainham Gaol (book in advance).


ORIENTATION


Greater Dublin sprawls with about 2 million people—more than a third 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 National Museum of Archaeology), touristy and pedestrianized Grafton Street, Temple Bar (touristy nightlife center), Dublin Castle, and the hub of most city tours and buses. Only two major sights are beyond easy walking distance from this central zone: Kilmainham Gaol and the Guinness Storehouse.
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The River Liffey cuts the town in two, and most of your sightseeing will take place on its south bank. As you explore, be aware that many long Dublin streets change names every few blocks, including the wide main axis that cuts north/south through the tourist center. North from the O’Connell Bridge, it’s called O’Connell Street; south of the bridge, it becomes Westmoreland, passes Trinity College, and becomes the pedestrian-only Grafton Street to St. Stephen’s Green.


Tourist Information


Dublin’s busy main TI has lots of info on Dublin and all of Ireland (Mon-Sat 9:00-17:30, Sun 10:30-15:00, a block off Grafton Street at 25 Suffolk Street, tel. 01/884-7700, www.visitdublin.com). A smaller TI is just past the stainless-steel sculpture known as the Spire, on the east side of O’Connell Street (Mon-Sat 9:00-17:00, closed Sun). Beware of other shops claiming to be “Tourist Information” points, especially on O’Connell Street. Their advice is biased, aiming to sell you tours and collect commissions.
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▲▲▲Book of Kells in the Trinity Old Library An exquisite illuminated manuscript, Ireland’s most important piece of art from the Dark Ages. Hours: Mon-Sat 8:30-17:00, Sun from 9:30; Oct-April Mon-Sat 9:30-17:00, Sun 12:00-16:30.


▲▲▲National Museum of Archaeology Excellent collection of Irish treasures from the Stone Age to today. Hours: Sun-Mon 13:00-17:00, Tue-Sat 10:00-17:00.


▲▲▲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: Guided tours daily June-Aug 9:00-19:00, April-May and Sept until 18:00, Oct-March 9:30-17:30.


▲▲Historical Walking Tour of Dublin This group tour is 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 at 11:00.


▲▲Traditional Irish Musical Pub Crawl A fascinating, practical, and enjoyable primer on traditional Irish music. Hours: April-Oct daily at 19:30, Nov and Jan-March Thu-Sat only.


▲▲Trinity College Campus Tour Ireland’s most famous school, best visited with a 30-minute student-led tour. Hours: Daily 9:15-16:00, off-season weekends only, no tours Dec-Jan.


▲▲Chester Beatty Library American expatriate’s sumptuous collection of literary and religious treasures from Islam, Asia, and medieval Europe. Hours: Mon-Fri 10:00-17:00, Sat from 11:00, Sun from 13:00.


▲▲Temple Bar Dublin’s rowdiest neighborhood, with shops, cafés, theaters, galleries, pubs, and restaurants—a great spot for live (but touristy) traditional music.


▲▲O’Connell Street Dublin’s grandest promenade and main drag, packed with history and ideal for a stroll.


▲▲EPIC: The Irish Emigration Museum Creative displays about the Irish diaspora highlight the impact emigrants make on their new homelands. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:45.


▲▲14 Henrietta Street A time capsule of urban Dublin life, following the 150-year decline of an aristocratic Georgian townhouse into tenement slum. Hours: Guided tours Wed-Sat 10:00-17:00, Sun from 12:00, closed Mon-Tue.


▲National Gallery of Ireland Fine collection of top Irish painters and European masters. Hours: Sun-Mon 11:00-17:30, Tue-Sat 9:15-17:30, Thu until 20:30.


▲Dublin Castle Once the city’s historic 700-year-old castle, now a Georgian palace, featuring ornate English state apartments. Hours: Daily 9:45-16:45.


▲Christ Church Cathedral Neo-Gothic cathedral on the site of an 11th-century Viking church. Hours: Mon-Sat 9:30-17:00, Sun 12:00-14:30.


▲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 10:00-18:30, Oct-Feb until 17:30.


▲St. Patrick’s Cathedral The holy site of legend where St. Patrick first baptized Irish converts. Hours: Mon-Fri 9:30-17:00, Sat-Sun 9:00-18:00 except during Sun services.


▲Jeanie Johnston Tall Ship and Famine Museum Floating exhibit on the River Liffey explaining the Famine period that prompted desperate transatlantic crossings (by tour only). Hours: Daily 10:00-16:00, Oct-March 11:00-15:00.


▲Dublin Writers Museum Collection of authorial bric-a-brac. Hours: Mon-Sat 9:45-17:00, Sun from 11:00, closed Mon Dec-March.


▲GPO Witness History Exhibit Immersive presentation on the 1916 Easter Rising and its impact on Irish history, situated in the General Post Office building that served as rebel headquarters. Hours: Mon-Sat 10:00-17:30, Sun from 12:00.


▲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 9:30-19:00, July-Aug 9:00-20:00.


▲National Museum of 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 and Mon from 13:00.


▲Gaelic Athletic Association Museum High-tech museum of traditional Gaelic sports (hurling and Irish football). Hours: Mon-Sat 9:30-17:00, June-Aug until 18:00, Sun 10:30-17:00 year-round. On game Sundays, it’s open to ticket holders only.
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Dublin Pass: This sightseeing pass covers more than 30 sights and landmarks and hop-on, hop-off buses, and offers discounts on other attractions and the Aircoach airport bus (€62/1 day, multiday options available, purchase online, collect at TI or use the app, www.dublinpass.ie). Skip the pass if you already have the Heritage Card (see the Practicalities chapter)—it covers two big Dublin sights (Kilmainham Gaol and Dublin Castle).



Helpful Hints



Sightseeing Tips: With rising popularity and more cruise ships than ever, Dublin can be crowded. Book in advance for the Book of Kells at Trinity College, the Guinness Storehouse, and Kilmainham Gaol (reservations are mandatory for Kilmainham Gaol). And, if you are set on any evening activity, tour, or fine meal, reservations are a must.




Rick’s Tip: Dublin is not immune to pickpocketing. Be on guard—wear a money belt or carefully zip things up.





Laundry: Krystal Launderette, a block southwest of Jurys Inn Christ Church on Patrick Street, offers same-day full service (Mon-Sat 8:00-20:00, Sun 12:00-17:00, tel. 01/454-6864). The All-American Launderette offers self- and full-service options (Mon-Sat 8:30-19:00, Sun 10:00-18:00, 40 South Great George’s Street, tel. 01/677-2779). For locations, see the map on here.


Tours


Some tour companies offer a discount when you show this book (indicated in these listings with the abbreviation RS%).


WALKING TOURS


▲▲Historical Walking Tours of Dublin, led by history grads, is your best introduction to Dublin’s basic historic strip (including Trinity College, Parliament House, Dublin Castle, Christ Church Cathedral, Grafton Street, and St. Stephen’s Green). You’ll get the story of the city, from its Viking origins to the present (May-Sept daily at 11:00 and 15:00, April and Oct daily at 11:00, Nov-March Fri-Sun at 11:00; €14, RS%—ask when booking, free for kids under 14, can book ahead online, departs from front gate of Trinity College, private tours available, mobile 087-688-9412, www.historicalinsights.ie).


Pat Liddy’s Walking Tours, run by top local historian Pat Liddy, has a crew of guides who lead an assortment of informal 2.5-hour walks of Dublin (€14, RS%—save €2; April-Oct daily at 11:00; no tours Sun, Tue, or Thu in off-season; meet in front of Dublin Bus office at 59 Upper O’Connell Street, tel. 01/832-9406, mobile 087-905-2480, www.walkingtours.ie). While it’s smart to book online, you can also just show up.




Rick’s Tip: Sign up in advance for the free City of a Thousand Welcomes service, which brings together Dubliner volunteers and first-time visitors. You’ll meet an “ambassador,” head for a nearby tearoom or pub, and enjoy a drink (paid for by the city) and a friendly, informal conversation (meet at Little Museum of Dublin, www.cityofathousandwelcomes.com).





PUB CRAWLS


▲▲Traditional Irish Musical Pub Crawl visits the upstairs rooms of three pubs where you’ll listen to two musicians talk about, play, and sing traditional Irish music. The evening—though touristy—provides a real education in traditional Irish music. It’s easy to reserve ahead online (€16, RS%—use code “RSIRISH” online, beer extra, April-Oct daily at 19:30, Nov and Jan-March Thu-Sat only, no shows in Dec, maximum 65 people, 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 Literary Pub Crawl is led by two actors who take 40 or so tourists on two-hour walk punctuated with four 20-minute pub breaks (free time to drink and socialize). This is an easygoing excuse to drink beer in busy pubs, meet other travelers, and get a dose of witty Irish lit (€14, April-Oct daily at 19:30, Nov-March Thu-Sun only; reserve ahead July-Aug when it can fill up, otherwise just show up; meet upstairs in the Duke Pub—off Grafton on Duke Street, tel. 01/670-5602, mobile 087-263-0270, www.dublinpubcrawl.com).


LOCAL GUIDES


Suzanne Cole is good guide, both charming and smart (€120/2.5 hours, mobile 087-225-1262, suza.cole@gmail.com); Dara McCarthy will proudly show you around his hometown (€120/2.5 hours, mobile 087-291-6798, dara@daramccarthy.com); and Jack Walsh is a local actor who’s both high-minded and soft-spoken (€180/half-day, mobile 087-228-1570, walshjack135@gmail.com).



▲HOP-ON, HOP-OFF BUS TOURS



Dublin works well for a hop-on, hop-off bus tour, which is an excellent way to orient yourself on arrival. Two companies with roofless double-deckers do similar 1.5-hour circuits of the city (up to 30 stops, buses circle every 10-15 minutes daily 9:00-17:00, usually until 19:00 in summer). Stops include the far-flung Guinness Storehouse and Kilmainham Gaol (Do Dublin—green buses, ticket includes free entry to the Little Museum of Dublin and a free walking tour from Pat Liddy’s Walking Tours, €20/24 hours, €25/48 hours, tel. 01/844-4265, www.dublinsightseeing.ie; Big Bus Tours—red buses, €20/24 hours, €25/48 hours, tel. 01/531-1711, www.bigbustours.com, also offer a one-hour panoramic night tour).


DUBLIN CITY WALK
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1 St. Stephen’s Green


2 Mansion House


3 Grafton Street


Map: Dublin City Walk


4 Bewley’s Oriental Café


5 St. Teresa’s Catholic Church


6 Ulysses Plaque


7 Trinity College’s Old Library


8 Trinity College


9 Parliament House and a Grand Boulevard


11 Molly Malone Statue


12 The Bank Bar


13 Green Post Box


14 Dublin Castle


15 Dublin City Hall


16 Christ Church Cathedral


17 Viking Dublin


19 River Liffey and View of the Four Courts


20 Millennium Bridge


21 Temple Bar


22 Wall of Fame and Irish Pop Music


23 Temple Bar Square


This walk covers the basic sights in the center of town on the south side of the River Liffey. It can be done as a light, fast-paced overview in under two hours. Or you can use it to lace together many of the city’s top sights. Take this walk at the beginning of your Dublin visit to get the lay of the land—physically, culturally, and historically. As several of the stops and passageways along the route are closed after dark, this walk is best during normal business hours. For background on some of the historical events and personalities introduced, refer to the “Modern Ireland’s Turbulent Birth” sidebar, later.


[image: ] This walk is covered by part 1 of my free Dublin City Walk audio tour.



[image: ] Self-Guided Walk



• Start at the southernmost end of Grafton Street, where the city’s thriving pedestrian boulevard meets its most beloved park. Stand before the big arch.



1 St. Stephen’s Green M



This city park, worth ▲, was originally a medieval commons—a space for grazing livestock. The park got its start in 1664, when the city leased some of the land as building lots—and each tenant was obligated to plant six trees. Gradually the green was surrounded with fine Georgian buildings and access was limited to these affluent residents (“Georgian” is British for Neoclassical...named for the period from 1714 to 1830 when four consecutive King Georges occupied the British throne). Those were the glory days, when Dublin, both wealthy and powerful, was the number-two city in Britain, and squares and boulevards built in the Georgian style gave the city an air of grandeur. In 1880, the park was opened to the public, and today it provides a grassy refuge for all Dubliners.
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St. Stephen’s Green





The gateway before you is the Fusiliers Arch. It commemorates Irishmen who died fighting in the British Army in the Boer War (against Dutch settlers in South Africa from 1899-1902). In Dublin’s crushingly impoverished tenements of the time, one of the few ways for a young man without means to improve his lot would be to join the army (regular meals, proper clothing, and a chance to “see the world”). You can read a little of the Irish struggle into the names: Captains were Protestant elites with English names, and grunts were Catholic with Catholic names. Many more grunts died.


Two decades later, Ireland was embroiled in its own war against Britain (the Irish War of Independence, 1919-1921), and sentiments had evolved. With Irishmen fighting to end their own centuries of English domination, locals considered the Fusiliers Arch a memorial to those who fought for Britain—and began referring to it as “Traitors Arch.” A key Dublin battleground during that war was in and around this park. Step around to the left of the arch and look up. Bullet marks scarring the side of the memorial are reminders of the 1919 Easter Rising.


During that short-lived revolt, a group of passionate Irish rebels—a mishmash of romantic poets, teachers, aristocratic ladies, and slum dwellers—dug trenches in the park, believing they were creating fortified positions. They hadn’t figured on veteran British troops placing snipers atop the nearby Shelbourne Hotel (with a bird’s-eye view into the trenches). The park is dotted with reminders of that struggle, like the memorial stone honoring Irish rebel O’Donovan Rossa a few steps into the park past the arch. An oration at his funeral in 1915 was a catalyst that helped galvanize the rebels who would rise in 1916.


Take a quick walk into the park, strolling a couple hundred yards around the lake counterclockwise, where you’ll see a monument to W. B. Yeats (by Henry Moore) and a wonderful central garden.


• Continue circling, then exit through the big arch. You’re facing busy, pedestrianized Grafton Street (we’ll go down it later). First we’ll make a swing around the block to the right: Cross the street, dodging Dublin’s new and popular tram line, and head right to the first corner, then go left, down Dawson Street.


You can just make out the “tiniest pub in Dublin” (on the left at #25). Next door (#27), the Celtic Whiskey Shop is a reminder that in recent years Ireland has exported more whiskey than Scotland. To find out why, and maybe score a free sample, drop in. The big white Georgian building across the street is the...
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1 Mansion House M



Built in 1710, this is where Dublin’s Lord Mayor lives. The building played roles in both of Ireland’s wars.


In 1918 Ireland elected its representatives to the British Parliament—and chose mostly separatist members of the Sinn Féin (“Ourselves”) party. The Sinn Fein parliamentarians refused to take their seats at Westminster in London. Instead, in January 1919, they created their own Irish Parliament (the Dáil Éireann) and met in an annex behind the Mansion House. The establishment of this rogue parliament in defiance of British rule kicked off the Irish War of Independence.


Three years later, they’d thrown off British rule, but found themselves at odds over the terms of the Anglo-Irish Treaty to end the war. Unable to agree, those opposed to ratification—led by Dáil Éireann president Éamon de Valera—marched out of parliament in protest. Within a few months, their festering disagreements ignited into the tragic Irish Civil War, eventually won by the pro-treaty forces of Michael Collins.


• Continue down Dawson Street. The large neo-Romanesque (late 19th century) church ahead of you is the Anglican St. Ann’s Church, where Irish author Oscar Wilde was baptized and Bram Stoker (of Dracula fame) was married. Turn left onto Anne Street South and walk two blocks toward Grafton Street, past a line of busy independent retailers and a popular pub, John Kehoe. This legacy pub is part of the Dublin landscape: Dubliners often refer to landmark pubs rather than street names when giving directions.


Stop and enjoy the scene when you reach the busy, pedestrian boulevard.



3 Grafton Street M



Grafton Street is Dublin’s most desirable retail address. It was pedestrianized in 1983, much to the consternation of local retailers—who were soon pleased to discover that business improved without all the traffic. Ireland’s “Celtic Tiger” economic boom (2000-2008) gave the country Europe’s hottest economy and a thriving tech sector. Business was so good that retail rents skyrocketed, which drove away small shops. Today Grafton Street is filled with mostly international retailers and a surging torrent of shoppers.


We’ll stroll the boulevard to the right in a moment. But first, go directly across Grafton to Harry Street: A half-block up you’ll find a hairy rock star. This life-sized bronze statue with bass guitar, picks wedged behind the strings as fan tributes, is Phil Lynott, Ireland’s first hard-rock star. He lived a short, fast life and is remembered for his band Thin Lizzy (of “The Boys Are Back in Town” fame).
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Dublin City Walk Map Key


1 St. Stephen’s Green


2 Mansion House


3 Grafton Street


4 Bewley’s Oriental Café


5 St. Teresa’s Catholic Church


6 Ulysses Plaque


7 Trinity College’s Old Library


8 Trinity College


9 Parliament House & Grand Boulevard


10 Irish House of Lords


11 Molly Malone Statue


12 The Bank Bar


13 Green Post Box


14 Dublin Castle


15 Dublin City Hall


16 Christ Church Cathedral


17 Viking Dublin


18 Handel’s Hotel


19 River Liffrey & View of the Four Courts


20 Millenium Bridge


21 Temple Bar


22 Wall of Fame & Irish Pop Music


23 Temple Bar Square





• Return to Grafton Street, take a left, and join the river of pedestrians. Stop 50 yards down at the venerable café on the left...



4 Bewley’s Oriental Café M



Bewley’s is a Dublin tradition that your Irish great-grandfather would remember for its well-priced comfort food. The facade is done in an ornate neo-Egyptian, Art Deco style (built after the excitement of the discovery of King Tut’s tomb in 1922). Approach it as if visiting an art gallery filled with people eating. Walk to the very back of the ground floor to view its famous stained-glass windows by artist Harry Clarke (1881-1931). For Clarke, famous for decorating churches with his exquisite windows, this is a rare secular subject—celebrating the four classical orders of column design. A fine Irish craftsman/artist, Clarke first learned his trade from his father, a stained-glass painter, and was part of the Irish Arts and Crafts movement. You’re free to wander upstairs for more Bewley art. (For more about the restaurant, see the listing under “Eating.”)


• A couple of steps farther down Grafton, turn left on the narrow lane called Johnson’s Court. About 50 feet down, through the ornate archway, find a peaceful church.
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5 St. Teresa’s Catholic Church M



Tucked away as if hiding, St. Teresa’s was built in 1792—one of the first Catholic churches allowed in Ireland after the gradual relaxing of the Penal Laws passed by the Protestant parliament (1691-1760) to regulate Catholics.


For a century, Catholics and their clergy were forced to practice their religion secretly, celebrating Mass at hidden rural “Mass rock” altars. But by the 1790s, the British government felt secure enough to allow some Catholic churches to be built again. They also wanted to appease the Irish—who could have been getting ideas as they observed Catholic France beheading its monarchs. Catholics were allowed to worship in actual churches as long as they kept a low profile.


Daniel O’Connell (b. 1775), an enlightened member of parliament, campaigned for Catholic equality and held political meetings at St. Teresa’s. He brought down the last of those Penal Laws in 1829 by championing the Catholic right to vote.


• Now stroll down Grafton Street. Step out of the flow of humanity to glance up the side streets. Commercial as this street is, it has standards—notice that the arches are not golden at McDonald’s. At the end of the pedestrianized section of Grafton Street, at the right corner, find a brass plaque in the pavement.



6 Ulysses Plaque M



The little brass plaque on the ground, rubbed shiny by foot traffic, marks a spot mentioned in James Joyce’s most famous novel, Ulysses. Passionate Irish-lit fans know Joyce’s challenging, stream-of-consciousness work, which unfolds as a single day in the life of Leopold Bloom—June 16, 1904. The date is celebrated every year in Dublin as “Bloomsday,” with scholars and enthusiasts dressing in period Edwardian garb and quoting passages from Joyce.


• Turn right and go a block on busy Nassau Street, passing the recommended Dingle Whiskey Bar (on the right, with 180 whiskeys on its shelves—an art form in itself). At the next corner, on the opposite (leafy) side of Nassau Street, is a side entrance to Trinity College. Follow the stream of students into the modern bunker-like Arts Building (note that the campus may be closed Sat-Sun after 18:00. In that case, walk left to the university’s front door.) If you need a ticket to see the Book of Kells, two ATM-like machines in this hall can sell you one, quick and easy.


Walk through the hall, exit the building down the ramp, and survey the grassy courtyard. The grand, gray three-story building with a line of tourists is...



7 Trinity College’s Old Library M



The college’s Old Library houses the Book of Kells, a medieval masterpiece of calligraphy and illustration. The ground floor contains the actual 1,200-year-old book (containing the gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John); the top floor is a venerable world of varnished wooden shelves giving a dignified home to a precious collection of reference books and artifacts, including an original copy of the 1916 Proclamation of the Irish Republic, which announced Ireland’s dramatic split with Britain (for more on touring the library, see the listing under “Sights,” later).



[image: ]



• Go around to the left of the Old Library to enter a larger and grander square. Walk to the center, where the smooth paths intersect, and face the Campanile (bell tower).



8 Trinity College M



You’re standing on Parliament Square, in the heart of Ireland’s oldest seat of learning, founded in 1592 by Queen Elizabeth to set the ill-disciplined Irish on the straight and righteous path to Protestant learning. These cobblestones were trod by Trinity graduates like Jonathan Swift, Oscar Wilde, Bram Stoker, and Samuel Beckett. (You’re surrounded by dorms and administration. The actual classrooms are mostly elsewhere.)


Behind the graceful Campanile are the red-brick Rubrics, the oldest remaining buildings on campus (c. 1712). Their facades sport a faintly Dutch look, due to their construction soon after the reign of Dutch-born King William III of Orange. He took the British throne jointly with his English wife/cousin Mary II, bringing Dutch architecture into vogue for a generation.


Fifty feet to the left of the Campanile is a white-marble statue of George Salmon, a mathematician, theologian, and provost in the late 1890s, who said women would enter Trinity over his dead body. Coincidentally, days after he died in 1904, the first women were admitted to Trinity College.


Now turn 180 degrees to face the front gate of the college. To your right and left stand two identically majestic buildings, each with four Corinthian columns. To your right is the college chapel and to the left is the examination hall, respectively nicknamed “heaven and hell.”


Directly ahead, at the front gate, you’ll often spot a talkative college kid wearing an academic gown staffing a small kiosk and selling tickets for the fun Trinity College campus tours (see listing under “Sights,” later).


• Exit the campus through the front gatehouse and enter one of the most chaotic intersections in Dublin. Cross the street carefully to the traffic island at the bottom of the busy boulevard and stand before a statue of the guy who first cooked potatoes au Grattan (or an 18th-century member of the Irish House of Commons—you decide).



9 Parliament House and a Grand Boulevard M



The long street stretching straight in front of you is College Green, which becomes Dame Street, and then Lord Edward Street as it reaches Christ Church Cathedral, a half-mile away (and we’re about to walk the entire thing). For simplicity, I’ll just refer to it as “the boulevard.”


Roughly 250 years ago, this spot marked the start of Dublin’s version of a “Royal Mile,” where the parliament, castle, university, and big banks all intersected in full glory. Logically, this spot in front of parliament was also where serious protests took place.


The grand building with a rounded colonnade is the Parliament House (and now home to the Bank of Ireland). The Irish House of Commons and House of Lords met here until the 1801 Act of Union abolished the Irish parliament, moving its members to Westminster in London. Thus began Dublin’s slow, century-long decay, from important British hub to largely impoverished, tenement-ridden backwater.


• The original 10 Irish House of Lords M survives in the bank, and is free to visit (open Mon-Fri 10:00-16:00). Follow the signs and pop in—you’ll see a fireplace carved of Irish oak, tapestries celebrating Protestant victories over the indigenous and Catholic Irish, and busts of British kings and admirals.


Leaving the bank, walk a block up the boulevard and take your first left (cross over at Ulster Bank), onto Church Lane. Go one block to an old church with a statue out front of a buxom maiden pushing a cart of wicker baskets.



11 Molly Malone Statue M



You’ve probably heard Dublin’s unofficial theme song “Molly Malone”—now let’s meet the woman commemorated in the tune. The area around the Molly Malone statue (from 1988) is a popular hangout for street musicians—and for tourists wanting a photo with the iconic gal of Irish sing-along fame. She pauses cooperatively “in Dublin’s fair city, where the girls are so pretty,” to offer you “cockles and mussels, alive, alive-o” from her cart.


Across the street is O’Neill’s, recommended for pub grub. Just for fun, enter on the right and work your way through its labyrinthine interior, eventually exiting on the left. The O’Neill family has had a pub at this intersection for over 300 years.
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Molly Malone statue





• Return to the main boulevard, turn left, and continue a few doors to a very fancy bank (on the left with a red sandstone facade, brass details, and showy banners) that’s now a very fancy pub. Step just inside for a dazzling view.



12 The Bank Bar M



Built in 1894, The Bank Bar staggers visitors with its Victorian opulence. Back then, banks had to dazzle elite clients to assure them the bank was financially solid. Today, Dublin’s banks have vacated such palaces for modern offices, and many ornate former bank interiors—like this one—now dazzle diners.


Even if you’re not eating here, you’re welcome to stand just inside the door for a look. The stained-glass ceiling still sparkles. The many mirrors make the space seem larger, and the ornate floor tiles and crow’s nest balcony catch the eye. A stately painting of the Custom House (surrounded by the ships so vital to Dublin’s economy) fills the wall on the left. And on the right is a painting of Parliament House. The paintings face each other as pillars of society: commerce and governance. In the back-right corner are seven male busts: the seven patriot signers of the 1916 Proclamation of Irish Independence, martyrs for the Irish Republic—all executed at Kilmainham Gaol.


• Exit the bar, turn left, and walk a couple of minutes (2 long blocks) until you see a green post box.



13 Green Post Box M



An innocent-looking, round green postal box stands sentry in a small sidewalk plaza. Like all Irish post boxes, it’s Irish green. But look closely at the elaborate monogram at knee height. It’s an ornate “E” for “Edward,” woven with “R” for “Rex” (Latin for “king”)—indicating that this box dates from just before World War I, during the reign of King Edward VII (son of Victoria)—who reigned over Ireland as part of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland. Once royal red, after Ireland won its independence it was more practical to just paint the post poxes Irish green and call it good, than replace them. In 1922, this box, with its high-profile location at the entry to the grounds of Dublin Castle, was the first to be painted green. If a Royalist were to scratch the paint to show some underlying red, it would be repainted green before you could say Guy Fawkes.


• Ahead is City Hall. But first we’ll take a short detour, looping left and then right through the grounds of Dublin Castle before emerging just beyond City Hall.



14 Dublin Castle M



While Dublin Castle today shows only scant remains of its medieval architecture, it was the center of English power for 700 years, from its initial construction in 1204 (under bad King John of Magna Carta fame) until Britain handed the reins back to the Irish in 1922. Today, it’s a prime example of a Georgian palace and the location for ceremonial affairs of state. The castle’s grand state rooms are open to the public (for details, see the listing under “Sights,” later).
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