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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.


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.
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Written with my talented co-author, Pat O’Connor, this book covers the highlights of the entire island of Ireland, offering a balanced mix of exciting cities and great-to-be-alive-in small towns. It’s selective: Rather than listing dozens of manor-house gardens, we recommend only the best ones. And it’s in-depth: Our self-guided museum tours and city walks provide 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 by the positive feedback we receive from readers, this book will help you enjoy a fun, affordable, and rewarding vacation—whether it’s your first trip or your tenth.


Have a grand holiday! Happy travels!
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Travel Smart


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 may not find the proverbial pot of gold, but you’ll treasure your encounters with the engaging, feisty Irish people. The Irish culture—with its 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, burial mounds, and standing stones...some older than the pyramids, and all speckled with moss. While much of Europe has buried older cultures under new, Ireland still reveals its cultural bedrock. It’s a place to connect with your Neolithic roots, even if you’re not Irish.


The 300-mile-long island (about the size of Maine) is ringed with some of Europe’s most scenic coastal cliffs. It’s only 150 miles across at its widest point. No matter where you go in Ireland, you’re never more than 75 miles from the sea. Despite being as far north as Newfoundland, Ireland has a mild maritime climate, thanks to the Gulf Stream. Rainfall ranges from more than 100 inches a year in soggy, boggy Connemara to about 30 inches a year in Dublin. Any time of year, bring rain gear. As Ireland’s own Oscar Wilde once quipped, “There is no bad weather...only inappropriate clothing.”


Though a small island, Ireland has had a large impact on the rest of the world. Geographically isolated in the damp attic of early medieval Europe, Christian Irish monks tended the flickering flame of literacy, then bravely reintroduced it to the barbaric Continent. Ireland later turned out some of modern literature’s greatest authors, including W. B. Yeats, George Bernard Shaw, Samuel Beckett, and Oscar Wilde.
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Faces of Ireland now and then (at Dublin Castle and the Giant’s Causeway)





In the 1800s, great waves of Irish emigrants fled famine and colonial oppression, seeking new opportunities abroad and making their mark in the US and beyond. (Every Irish family seems to have a relative in America; about 50 million people claim Irish descent in North America alone.) And although peace now prevails in Northern Ireland, the religious and political conflict there long held the world’s attention.


Northern Ireland (with 1.8 million people) is a province of the United Kingdom (like Scotland and Wales), while the Republic (with 5 million people and 80 percent of the land) is an independent nation. No visit to Ireland is complete without a look at both.


The Republic of Ireland boasts more sights, from the famous Book of Kells manuscript, prehistoric ruins, Celtic artifacts, and evocative monastic settlements to Iron Age ring forts. The country is bordered by green hilly peninsulas, craggy islands, and sheer cliffs rising up from the crashing waves of the Atlantic.


The people of the Republic of Ireland are known for the legendary “gift of gab,” which has its roots in the ancient Celtic culture. With no written language (until the arrival of Christianity), the ancient Celts passed their history, laws, and folklore verbally from generation to generation. Even today, most transactions come with an ample side-helping of friendly banter. As an Irishman once joked, “How can I know what I think until I hear what I say?”




Traditional Irish Music


A ceilidh (KAY-lee) is an evening of music and dance—an Irish hoedown—and can be one of the great Irish experiences. You’ll find traditional Irish music in pubs all over Ireland. “Sessions” (musical evenings) may be advertised events or impromptu (and quality can be hit or miss), but either way things get going at about 21:00—though Irish punctuality is unpredictable. Last call for drinks is just before midnight.


Pub music ranges from traditional instrumentals (merry jigs and reels) to ballads (songs of tragic love lost or heroic deeds done) to sing-along strummers. Sessions generally feature a fiddle, a flute or tin whistle, a guitar, and a bodhrán (BO-run, goatskin drum), sometimes joined by an accordion or mandolin. Musical instruments from other regions have also become staples, including bouzoukis (from Greece) and banjos (from the Southern United States); in the hands of a skilled Irish musician, the sounds and particularly the rhythms made by these instruments become distinctively Irish.


The music often comes in sets of three songs. The wind and string instruments embellish melody lines with lots of tight ornamentation. Percussion generally stays in the background. The bodhrán is played with a small, two-headed club; the performer stretches its skin by hand to change tone and pitch. More rarely, you’ll hear the crisp sound of a set of bones: two cow ribs (boiled and dried) that are rattled in one hand like spoons or castanets, substituting for the sound of dancing shoes in olden days.
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Irish dancing at a pub, accompanied by a bodhrán player





Watch the piper closely. The Irish cousin of Scottish Highland bagpipes, the uilleann (ILL-in) pipes are played by inflating the airbag (under the left elbow) with a bellows (under the right elbow) rather than with a mouthpiece. Uilleann is Irish Gaelic for “elbow,” and its sound is more melodic, with a wider range than Highland pipes. The piper fingers the chanter to create individual notes, and taps the chanter on the thigh to close the end and raise the note one octave. The piper uses the heel of the right hand to play chords on one of three regulator pipes. It takes amazing coordination to play this instrument well, and the sound can be haunting.


During your night out, it’s worth staying until the wee hours for the magical moment when a rare sean nós (Irish for “old style”) lament is sung to a hushed and attentive pub crowd. This slightly nasal vocal style may be a remnant of the ancient storytelling tradition of the bards whose influence died out when Gaelic culture waned 400 years ago. Stories—often of love lost, emigration to a faraway land, or a heroic rebel death struggling against English rule—are always heartfelt.
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An uilleann player, entertaining a pub crowd, fueled by beer





Sometimes a session hits all the right notes and the atmosphere is spellbinding. The drummer dodges the fiddler’s playful bow. Sipping their pints, the musicians skillfully maintain a faint but steady buzz. The floor on their platform is stomped paint-free, and servers scurry artfully through the commotion, gathering towers of empty, cream-crusted glasses. Make yourself right at home, “playing the boot” (tapping your foot) under the table in time with the music.





Listening to the thick Irish brogue, you’ll get the fun sensation you’re understanding a foreign language. But if you can’t understand a thing, you’re probably hearing Irish Gaelic, spoken in a Gaeltacht. These government-subsidized cultural preserves are found mostly in far western coastal regions (where English works, too).


The shamrock—used by St. Patrick to explain the concept of the Holy Trinity—is the most recognizable symbol of the Republic of Ireland. Another national symbol you’ll see during your visit is the harp (on the back of Irish euro coins and reversed on every pint of Guinness). The Irish seem born with a love of music. Live music is a weekly (if not nightly) draw at any town pub worth its salt.


Northern Ireland is an underrated and often overlooked region that surprises visitors with its striking scenery and friendly people. Its coast boasts the alligator-skin volcanic geology of the Giant’s Causeway and the lush Glens of Antrim, while its interior is dominated by rolling hills of pastoral serenity and Lough Neagh, the UK’s biggest lake.
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Prepared for rain; an Irish Gaelic sign for Dunquin, featuring Míle Fáilte (“A Thousand Welcomes”)
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The serene, green Antrim Coast; raising a glass in Belfast’s historic Crown Liquor Saloon





An interesting hybrid of Irish and Scottish cultures, Northern Ireland is only 12 miles from Scotland at its closest point. The accents you’ll hear in the north are distinctly different from their counterparts south of the border. With a population just a bit larger than that of Phoenix, it’s twice as densely populated as the Republic to the south.


Northern Irelanders generally fall into two categories: those who feel they’re British (Unionists) and those who feel they’re Irish (Nationalists). Those born in the north can choose which of the two passports they want. The turmoil of the Troubles—the decades-long conflict between Unionists and Nationalists, starting in the 1960s—has essentially ended, and Northern Ireland is now statistically one of the safest places in western Europe.


Today’s Ireland is vibrant and cosmopolitan, yet warm and down to earth. Want to really get to know Ireland? Belly up to the bar in a neighborhood pub and engage a local in conversation. The Irish people have a worldwide reputation as witty, musical, moody romantics with a quick laugh and a ready smile. Come join them.



Ireland’s Top Destinations



There’s so much to see in Ireland and so little time. This overview categorizes the country’s top destinations into must-see places (to help first-time travelers plan their trip) and worth-it places (for those with extra time or special interests). I’ve also suggested a minimum number of days to allow per destination.
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MUST-SEE DESTINATIONS


The island’s top three destinations are Dublin, the capital city of the Republic of Ireland, on the east coast; the lush Dingle Peninsula on the west coast; and the rocky Aran Islands to the north, just off the coast of Galway. Each stop has a distinctly different flavor: from big-city Dublin and small-town Dingle to the remote and ancient Aran Islands. If you build your trip around these destinations, you’ll get an unforgettable introduction to the best of Ireland.



▲▲▲Dublin (allow 2 days)



The bustling Irish capital offers fascinating tours (historical, musical, and literary), passionate rebel history (Kilmainham Gaol), treasured medieval gospels (starring the monk-illustrated Book of Kells), and intricate Celtic artifacts (National Museum of Archaeology). For evening fun, pub-hop through the rambunctious Temple Bar district, cocking your ear to seek out traditional music.



▲▲▲Dingle Peninsula (1-2 days)



My favorite fishing village, Dingle town, is a traditional Irish music pub paradise. It’s also a launchpad for a gorgeous loop drive (or bike ride) around Slea Head (the tip of the Dingle Peninsula), awash with striking scenery and a wealth of Celtic and early Christian sites.



▲▲▲Aran Islands (1 day)



Three windswept, treeless islands in the Atlantic are ringed by cliffs, crowned by striking ruins, and home to sparse villages of hardy fisherfolk. The island of Inishmore hosts the star attraction, the 2,000-year-old Dun Aengus fort, perching precariously at the edge of a sheer cliff.
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Stone church on the Dingle Peninsula; celebrating Bloomsday in Dublin; Dun Aengus perch; a Dingle pub
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WORTH-IT DESTINATIONS


You can weave any of these destinations—rated ▲ or ▲▲—into your itinerary. It’s easy to add some destinations based on proximity, but some out-of-the-way places can merit the journey, depending on your time and interests.



▲▲Near Dublin (1 day)



Of the varied sights near Dublin, the best is the Boyne Valley’s ancient pre-Celtic burial mounds of Brú na Bóinne, with a majestic Norman castle in nearby Trim. Other choices are the green horse-racing pastures of the Irish National Stud, the graceful Gardens of Powerscourt, and the evocative monastic ruins of Glendalough.



▲▲Kilkenny and the Rock of Cashel (1 day)



These are the best two destinations in Ireland’s interior: the medieval town of Kilkenny, with its narrow lanes, colorful facades, and stocky castle; and the Rock of Cashel, with its dramatic hilltop of church ruins, overlooking the Plain of Tipperary.



▲Waterford and County Wexford (1-2 days)



This gritty, historic port sparkles with the Waterford Crystal Visitor Centre. There’s also a 12th-century lighthouse, the Dunbrody Famine Ship replica, the Irish National Heritage Park, and the Kennedy ancestral homestead.



▲▲Kinsale and Cobh (1-2 days)



County Cork has two quaint harbor towns: Kinsale, beloved by foodies, fun for strolling, and guarded by the squat Charles Fort; and the emigration hub of Cobh—the Titanic’s last stop.
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Brú na Bóinne (opposite); Rock of Cashel ruins; colorful Kinsale; bikers at Muckross House; shepherd with border collies
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▲▲Kenmare and the Ring of Kerry (1 day)



The tidy town of Kenmare is the ideal home base for side-stepping the throngs flocking to drive Ireland’s most famous peninsula. The scenic loop route connects fairy forts and villages, with options for a boat excursion to the hermitage island of Skellig Michael.



▲▲County Clare and the Burren (1-2 days)



Ireland’s western fringe has the breathtaking Cliffs of Moher, the stony prehistoric landscape of the Burren, the trad music crossroads of cozy Doolin, and the friendly town of Ennis.



▲Galway (1 day)



This energetic university city has a thriving pedestrian street scene and great people-watching pubs. For tourists, it’s the west coast’s best home base for reaching the Burren, Aran Islands, and Connemara region.



▲▲Westport and Connemara (1 day)



This region is a lushly green, hilly Irish outback of cottages, lakes, and holy peaks, dotted with photogenic settlements such as Cong, Kylemore Abbey, and the leafy riverside town of Westport.



▲Donegal and the Northwest (half-day to 1 day)



Drivers will enjoy this far-flung section of the Republic and its ruggedly beautiful landscape. The region’s main town, Donegal, has a striking castle.



▲Derry (half-day to 1 day)



This Northern Ireland town, which became a 17th-century British settlement encircled by stout town walls, is infamous as the powder keg that ignited Ireland’s tragic Troubles. Its insightful city history museum tells the tale.



▲▲Portrush and the Antrim Coast (1 day)



Portrush, an unpretentious beach resort, is the pleasant gateway to the geologic wonderland of the Giant’s Causeway, the Old Bushmills Distillery, the cliff-edge ruins of Dunluce Castle, and the exhilarating Carrick-a-Rede Rope Bridge.



▲▲Belfast (1 day)



The no-nonsense capital of Northern Ireland has a walkable city center, stirring sectarian neighborhoods with murals and memorials, and the delightful riverside Titanic Quarter. Nearby is the charming Victorian seaside retreat of Bangor.
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Ashford Castle in Cong (opposite); Carrick-a-Rede Rope Bridge; Belfast’s City Hall; Galway picnic
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Planning Your Trip


To plan your trip, you’ll need to design your itinerary—choosing where and when to go, how you’ll travel, and how many days to spend at each destination. For my best general advice on sightseeing, accommodations, restaurants, and more, see the Practicalities chapter.


DESIGNING AN ITINERARY


As you read this book and learn your options...


Choose your top destinations.


My recommended itinerary (see the sidebar on here) gives you an idea of how much you can reasonably see in 21 days, but you can adapt it to fit your own interests and time frame.


If you like what big cities have to offer—museums and nightlife—linger longer in Dublin. If trad music strikes a chord with you, your top stops are—in this order—Dingle, Doolin, Galway, Westport, and Dublin. Food lovers savor Kinsale.


If you’re partial to prehistory, you can go back in time in the Burren, Brú na Bóinne burial tombs, and Aran Islands. Modern historians appreciate Belfast. If you’re researching Irish roots, Cobh’s a great place to start.


Drivers like to joyride around the Dingle and Kerry peninsulas and explore sights scattered throughout County Clare, Connemara, and the Antrim Coast. Nature lovers find inspiration at the Cliffs of Moher and the surprising rock formations of the Giant’s Causeway. Photographers want to go everywhere.



Decide when to go.



Peak season (June through early September) is my favorite time to visit because of the longer days (with daylight from 4:30 until 22:30—Dublin is as far north as Edmonton, Canada). Note, though, that summer crowds have grown due partly to cruise-ship traffic, which affects mostly Dublin, the Cobh/Cork region, and Belfast.


Travel during shoulder season (mid-April through May, plus late September through October) offers fewer crowds, less competition, and all the tourist fun.


Winter travelers experience no crowds, soft room prices, colder rain, and shorter sightseeing hours (or sights open only on weekends, or even closed entirely). Live music and pub crawls are limited to weekends. Winter weather can be chilly, dreary, and blustery, dampening the island’s rural charm, though city sightseeing is fine.


No matter when you go, expect rain. Just keep on traveling and take full advantage of “bright spells.” For weather specifics, see the climate chart in the appendix.


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.


Decide if you’ll travel by car or public transportation. For efficiency and freedom, I recommend driving. You won’t need a car in big cities (park it), but a car is ideal for exploring regions, stopping wherever you like.
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Trinity College in Dublin (opposite); Cobh statue of US-bound emigrants, including teenager Annie Moore; “Dark Hedges,” near Northern Ireland’s Antrim Coast







Ireland’s Best Three-Week Trip by Car


















	Day

	Plan

	Sleep










	1

	Fly into Dublin

	Dublin






	2

	Dublin

	Dublin






	3

	Dublin

	Dublin






	4

	Rent car at Dublin Airport, then drive through Glendalough

	Kilkenny






	5

	Rock of Cashel

	Waterford






	6

	Waterford

	Waterford






	7

	Explore County Wexford and Cobh

	Kinsale






	8

	Kinsale

	Kinsale






	9

	Drive to Kenmare

	Kenmare






	10

	Ring of Kerry

	Dingle






	11

	Dingle Peninsula (Slea Head Loop)

	Dingle






	12

	Blasket Island, Dingle town

	Dingle






	13

	Cliffs of Moher, the Burren, Dunguaire Castle banquet

	Galway






	14

	Aran Islands

	Galway






	15

	Explore Connemara

	Westport






	16

	Drive to Northern Ireland

	Derry






	17

	Derry

	Portrush






	18

	Explore Antrim Coast

	Portrush






	19

	Drive to Belfast

	Belfast






	20

	Drive to Boyne Valley sights

	Trim






	21

	Return car and fly home from Dublin

	 









Notes: Spend your first three nights in Dublin, using buses and taxis, then pick up a car for the rest of this itinerary. For three weeks without a car, cut back on the recommended sights with the most frustrating public transportation (County Wexford, the Ring of Kerry, the Burren, Connemara, and the Boyne Valley). You can book day tours by bus for some of these areas at local TIs. For at least two people traveling together, taxis—though expensive—can work in a pinch if bus schedules don’t fit your plans (e.g., Cork to Kinsale). If you have time for only one idyllic peninsula on your trip, I’d suggest the Dingle Peninsula over the Ring of Kerry. Small town Trim makes a mellow first- or last-night stop, offering access to Dublin Airport for car rentals.
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If relying on public transportation, you’ll likely use a mix of trains and buses, and fill in transit gaps by taking minibus tours to outlying sights.


To determine approximate travel times between destinations, study the driving map in the Practicalities chapter or check Google Maps; visit DiscoverIreland.ie [URL inactive] for links to train and bus schedules (select “Getting Around”).


If your trip will include other European countries, check Skyscanner.com for intra-European flights.


Write out a day-by-day itinerary.


Figure out how many destinations you can comfortably fit in your time frame. Don’t overdo it—few travelers wish they’d hurried more. Allow enough days per stop (see estimates in “Ireland’s Top Destinations,” earlier). Minimize one-night stands. It can be worth taking a late-afternoon drive or train ride to settle into a town for two consecutive nights—and gain a full uninterrupted day for sightseeing. Include sufficient time for transportation; whether you travel by car, train, or bus, it’ll take you a half-day to get between most destinations.
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Happy travels!





Staying in a home base (like Dublin or Galway) and making day trips can be more time-efficient than changing locations and hotels.


Take sight closures into account. Avoid visiting a city on the one day a week its must-see sights are closed. Check if any holidays or festivals fall during your trip—these attract crowds and can close sights (for the latest, visit Ireland’s tourist website, DiscoverIreland.ie [URL inactive]). Note major sights where advance reservations are smart or a free Rick Steves audio tour is available.


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




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


Car Rental: Allow roughly $350-500 per week (booked well in advance), not including tolls, gas, parking, and insurance.


Public Transportation: For a three-week trip, allow $350 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.
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Budget Tips


To cut your daily expenses, take advantage of the deals you’ll find throughout Ireland and mentioned in this book.


City transit passes (for all-day or multiple-day usage) 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).


Avid sightseers consider the Heritage Card sightseeing pass, which covers dozens of monuments, parks, and gardens across Ireland (see “Sightseeing Pass,” in the Practicalities chapter). On a smaller scale, some cities offer combo-tickets or passes that cover multiple museums. 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).


Reserve your rooms directly with the hotel. Some hotels offer a discount if you pay in cash and/or stay three or more nights (check online or ask). Rooms can cost less outside of peak season (June-early Sept). And even seniors can sleep cheaply in hostels (most have private 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.
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Touring the Burren; a soaring sculpture at the Rock of Cashel; a Dingle drive
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BEFORE YOU GO


You’ll have a smoother trip if you tackle a few things ahead of time. For more details on these topics, see the Practicalities chapter and RickSteves.com, which has helpful travel-tip articles and videos.


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 six weeks or more to renew or get a passport (www.travel.state.gov). Check for current Covid entry requirements, such as proof of vaccination or a negative Covid-19 test result.


Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. Overall, Kayak.com is the best place to start searching for flights. Figure out your transportation options: It’s worth thinking about buying train tickets online in advance, renting a car, or booking cheap European flights if traveling outside Ireland. (You can wing it once you’re there, but it may cost more.)


Book rooms well in advance, especially if your trip falls during peak season or any major holidays or festivals.


Reserve ahead for key sights. Make reservations 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; Brú na Bóinne (near Dublin); and Carrick-a-Rede Rope Bridge, Old Bushmills Distillery tour, and the Giant’s Causeway Visitor Experience on the Antrim Coast. Boat trips to Skellig Michael can sell out months in advance—reserve ahead.


Consider travel insurance. Compare the cost of 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. Alert your bank that you’ll be using your debit and credit cards in Europe. Ask about transaction fees, and, if you don’t already have one, get a “contactless” credit card (request your card PIN, too). You don’t need to bring euros or pounds for your trip; you can withdraw local currency from cash machines in Europe.


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, translators, transit schedules, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see sidebar).


Pack light. You’ll walk with your luggage more than you think. I travel for weeks with a single carry-on bag and a day pack. Use the packing checklist in the appendix as a guide.




Rick’s Free Video Clips and Audio Tours


Travel smarter with these free, fun resources:


Rick Steves Classroom Europe, a powerful tool for teachers, is also useful for travelers. This video library contains about 500 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 my audio tours and listen to them offline as you travel. For this book (look for the [image: Image]), these audio tours include my two-part Dublin City Walk. The app also offers interviews (organized by country) 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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Travel Smart


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


Read—and reread—this book. To have an “A” trip, be an “A” student. Note opening hours of sights, 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. Visit local tourist information offices (TIs). 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.


Outsmart thieves. Although pickpockets aren’t prevalent in Ireland, it’s wise to be cautious in crowded places where tourists congregate. Keep your cash, credit cards, and passport secure in a money belt tucked under your clothes; carry only a day’s spending money in your front pocket or wallet. 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 copies or take photos of important documents (passport and cards) to aid in replacement if they’re lost or stolen. Back up 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, follow 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, bad weather, 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. 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, ruined castle, or ring fort. When an opportunity pops up, make it a habit to say “yes.”


Ireland...here you come!
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REPUBLIC OF IRELAND
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REPUBLIC OF IRELAND



Map: Republic of Ireland


The resilient Irish character was born of dark humor, historical reverence, and a scrappy, “We’ll get ’em next time” rebel spirit. The Irish people maintain an unsinkable and optimistic belief in the future.
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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 base for such big names as IBM, Intel, Microsoft, Apple, Facebook, and Google.
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Today, the Republic of Ireland attracts both expatriates returning to their homeland and new foreign investment. As an officially English-speaking eurozone country, 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. More Viagra is made in Ireland than in any other country...though proudly virile Irish males claim it’s all for export.
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Other famous exports from the Republic of Ireland include rock and contemporary music (U2, Thin Lizzy, Hozier, Imelda May, the Corrs, Sinéad O’Connor, Enya), traditional Irish music (the Chieftains, Dubliners, the Clancy Brothers), opera (the Irish Tenors and John McCormack), dance (Riverdance), trivia (Guinness World Records), crystal (Waterford), beer (Guinness), iconic authors (Jonathan Swift, W. B. Yeats, James Joyce, George Bernard Shaw, Samuel Beckett, and Oscar Wilde), and a slew of memorable actors (Pierce Brosnan, Colin Farrell, Richard Harris, Michael Gambon, Colm Meaney, Saoirse Ronan, Michael Fassbender, and Maureen O’Hara).


Until recently, Ireland was one of the most ethnically homogenous nations on earth, but the Celtic Tiger economy changed all that, when the country became a destination for immigrants—mostly from Africa, Asia, 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. A recent census found that over 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.”
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Founded in the late 1800s to preserve and promote Gaelic culture, the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA) operates popular Irish hurling and football (not to be confused with soccer) leagues. Other sports that people closely follow in the Republic of Ireland include rugby, bike racing, horse racing, and dog racing. And it’s hard to go 25 miles in Ireland without running into a golf course (there are more than 300 on the island).


Long a predominant cultural force, the influence of the Catholic Church is less apparent these days. Thirty percent of Irish weddings are now civil ceremonies, and weekly church attendance in Ireland is below the US average, having decreased dramatically over the years. (It would be even lower if not for the influx of devout Catholic Poles.) But the Church still plays a part in Irish life. Most Irish are culturally Catholic, and shrines to the Virgin Mary still grace rural roadsides. The average Irish family spends almost €500 on lavish celebrations for the First Holy Communion of each child. And the national radio and TV station, RTE, pauses for one minute 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.


But modern sensibilities have come to once-traditional Ireland. In 2004, smoking was banned in all Irish workplaces (including pubs). The Irish were the first nation in the world to enact such a comprehensive law (some pubkeepers initially grumbled about lost business, but the air has cleared). In the past decade, the Irish Department of Health has reported a 30 percent reduction in strokes and a 25 percent reduction in heart disease.




Republic of Ireland Almanac


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


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 (556,000 people) is the only big city; about two in five Irish live in the greater Dublin area (1.4 million). Cork has about 210,000 people, Limerick 94,000, Galway 80,000, and Waterford 55,000.


Economy: The Gross Domestic Product is $419 billion, and the GDP per capita is $84,000—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 (Micheál Martin), 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 30 administrative counties (including Kerry, Clare, Cork, Limerick, and so on).


Flag: The Republic of Ireland’s flag has three vertical bands of green, white, and orange.


The Average Irish: A typical Irish person is 5’7", 38 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, and Irish Gaelic is spoken by 40 percent (but only 5 percent of Irish people are fluent in the Irish language, mostly in pockets called Gaeltachts along the country’s west coast). Nearly 8 in 10 are nominally Catholic (a sharp decline in the last few years), though only one in three attends church.







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 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 language. You couldn’t find a richer or more accessible introduction to Irish culture.


Got a serious appetite for all things Irish? 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 Rising, to the poetry of Seamus Heaney, to Gaelic sports.





Keeping up this progressive trend, in 2015 Ireland became the first country to legalize marriage equality by popular vote. The republic in 2017 selected as its prime minister (known as the “Taoiseach,” meaning “Chieftain”) the 38-year-old Leo Varadkar, a first-generation son of an Indian emigrant. A medical doctor, the openly gay Varadkar led a nation that, only a generation earlier, officially considered homosexuality unlawful as well as immoral. A 2018 referendum legalized abortion in limited cases, and a 2019 referendum made it easier to get a divorce, further distancing Ireland from its conservative, Catholic past.


Over time, relations between Ireland and 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) might complicate Ireland’s easy trading relationship with its UK neighbors—especially with Northern Ireland. 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 possible “hardening” of this border is generally seen as a step backward that both countries want to avoid. Even though Brexit is a done deal, the UK and the EU are still negotiating this aspect of it—with implications for Ireland. Stay tuned.


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.


[image: Image]


You can’t drive too far without running into road construction, as the recently affluent Irish improve their infrastructure with new motorways aimed at making travel between bigger cities faster. But the country is still laced with plenty of humble country lanes—perfect for getting lost in the wonders of Ireland. Slow down to contemplate the checkerboard patterns created by the rock walls outlining the many fields. Examine the colorful small-town shop fronts that proudly state the name of the proprietor. Embrace the laid-back tempo of Irish life.





[image: Image]



DUBLIN


Dublin at a Glance


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Orientation to Dublin


TOURIST INFORMATION


ARRIVAL IN DUBLIN


HELPFUL HINTS


Map: Dublin


GETTING AROUND DUBLIN


Map: Greater Dublin


Tours in Dublin


ON FOOT


BY BUS


BY BIKE


Dublin City Walk


Map: Dublin Walk Part 1: South Dublin


Map: Dublin Walk Part 2: O’Connell Street & Irish Heroes


Sights in Dublin


Map: National Museum of Archaeology


Map: North Dublin


Shopping in Dublin


Entertainment in Dublin


Sleeping in Dublin


SOUTH OF THE RIVER LIFFEY


Map: South Dublin Accommodations


Map: Southeast Dublin


NORTH OF THE RIVER LIFFEY


Eating in Dublin


SOUTH DUBLIN EATERIES


Map: South Dublin Restaurants


HIP AND FUN IN NORTH DUBLIN


DELIS, MARKETS, AND FOOD HALLS


AFTERNOON TEA


Dublin Connections


BY PLANE


BY TRAIN OR BUS


BY CAR


CONNECTING IRELAND AND BRITAIN


Dublin Bay


Dun Laoghaire


GETTING TO DUN LAOGHAIRE


Orientation to Dun Laoghaire


Sights in Dun Laoghaire


Map: Dun Laoghaire


Sleeping in Dun Laoghaire


Eating in Dun Laoghaire


Howth


GETTING TO HOWTH


Orientation to Howth


Map: Howth


Sights in Howth


Sleeping in Howth


Eating in Howth


With reminders of its stirring history and rich culture on every corner, Ireland’s capital and largest city is a sightseer’s delight. Boasting an excellent archaeology museum; the remarkable Book of Kells at Trinity College; a patriotic jail; and a thriving pub scene awash in Celtic music, storytelling, and Guinness, Dublin punches above its weight in arts, entertainment, food, and fun.
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Founded as a Viking trading settlement in the ninth century, Dublin grew to be a center of wealth and commerce, second only to London in the British Empire. As the seat of English rule in Ireland for over 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 its grand streets in ruins.
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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.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


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
















	9:00

	Follow my “Dublin City Walk” through the center of town, incorporating a visit to the GPO Witness History Museum (at the General Post Office in North Dublin)






	13:00

	Lunch






	15:00

	Visit EPIC: The Irish Emigration Museum, Chester Beatty Library, 14 Henrietta Street, or whichever sight interests you most






	Evening

	Do the Traditional Irish Musical Pub Crawl, the Literary Pub Crawl, or other evening show









Day 2
















	9:00

	Tour Trinity College campus followed by a visit to the Book of Kells exhibit (book in advance)






	11:00

	Visit the National Museum of Archaeology






	13:00

	Lunch






	15:00

	Visit Kilmainham Gaol (book in advance)






	Evening

	Linger over dinner at one of Dublin’s fine restaurants, or enjoy some live music at a pub









Orientation to Dublin


Greater Dublin sprawls with about 1.4 million people—about 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.


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.


Two suburbs, Dun Laoghaire to the south and Howth to the north, offer quiet, less expensive home-base alternatives to Dublin (with frequent and easy transit connections into town).
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TOURIST INFORMATION


Dublin’s main TI, in South Dublin, has lots of info on Dublin and all of Ireland (on Barnardo Square next to City Hall, near Dublin Castle). A smaller TI is in North Dublin, just past the stainless-steel sculpture known as the Spire, on the east side of O’Connell Street (both branches open Mon-Sat 9:00-17:00, closed Sun, www.visitdublin.com). 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.


Sightseeing Passes: The Dublin Pass covers more than 35 sights, the hop-on, hop-off Big Bus, plus a few guided tours (€69/1 day, €89/2 days, more multiday options available, purchase online and download to your phone, https://dublinpass.com). Note that if you have the Heritage Card for Ireland, it covers two big Dublin sights (Kilmainham Gaol and Dublin Castle; see here).


ARRIVAL IN DUBLIN


By Train: Dublin has two train stations, both with ATMs but no lockers.


Heuston Station, on the west end of town, serves west and southwest Ireland. Nearby baggage storage is at Tipperary House B&B (daily 8:00-20:00, 7 Parkgate Street, hidden beside huge Ashling Hotel visible from station, 5-minute walk from station, +353 1 679 5317, www.tipperaryhousedublin.com).


Connolly Station is closer to the center and serves the north, northwest, and Rosslare. There is baggage storage directly across the street from the station at an internet/shipping/call shop (daily 10:00-22:00, 16 Amiens Street, +353 1 537 7413).


If you’re changing trains in Dublin, you may also change train stations. For example, to go from Belfast to Kilkenny you’ll arrive at Connolly Station, then transfer to Heuston Station to catch the Kilkenny train. The two stations are best connected by the red line of the LUAS tram system (20-minute ride; see “Getting Around Dublin,” later). Bus #90, which runs along the river (€1.70, 4/hour), also links the train stations.


By Bus: Bus Éireann, Ireland’s national bus company, uses the Busáras Central Bus Station (pronounced bu-SAUR-us), located one block south of Connolly Station.


By Car: Don’t drive in downtown Dublin—traffic’s terrible and parking is expensive. If you must park in central Dublin, a good option is Q-Park Christ Church, on Werburgh Street behind Jurys Inn Christ Church (€4.30/hour, €39/24 hours, €14/overnight, +353 1 634 9805, www.q-park.ie). For more on driving, including Dublin’s toll road, see “Dublin Connections” on here.


By Plane or Ferry: For details on Dublin’s airport, UK ferries, and more, see “Dublin Connections” on here.


HELPFUL HINTS


Sightseeing Tips: Dublin can be crowded. Book in advance for the Book of Kells at Trinity College, the Guinness Storehouse, and Kilmainham Gaol. And, if you are set on any evening activity, tour, or fine meal, reservations are a must.


Pickpockets: Dublin is not immune to this scourge. Be on guard—use a money belt or carefully zip things up.


Festivals: 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). Book hotels ahead during festivals and for any weekend (see more advice in the “Sleeping in Dublin” section).


Mass in Latin: The Roman Catholic Mass is said in Latin daily at St. Kevin’s Church (Mon-Fri at 8:00, Sat at 9:00, Sun at 9:00 and 10:30, corner of Harrington and Synge, about 6 blocks south of St. Patrick’s Cathedral, www.latinmassdublin.ie).


Laundry: Ask your hotelier for the nearest laundry. For full service laundry, try Krystal Dry Cleaners, a block southwest of Jurys Inn Christ Church on Patrick Street (Mon-Sat 8:00-19:00, Sun 12:00-17:00, +353 1 454 6864, www.krystaldrycleaners.com). The All-American Launderette offers both self- and full-service options (Mon-Sat 8:30-19:00, closed Sun, 40 South Great George’s Street, +353 1 677 2779, www.allamericanlaunderette.com). For locations, see the map on here.


Bike Rental: Just inside Phoenix Park’s main entrance is Phoenix Park Bikes—a great place to start a low-stress ride into the huge, bike-friendly park (standard bikes—€7/1 hour, €14/3 hours, €20/day, e-bikes are double these rates, all rentals include helmets, open daily 10:00-17:00, longer Sat-Sun hours in summer—9:00-20:00, north side of the Liffey on Chesterfield Avenue, +353 1 679 8290, www.phoenixparkbikes.com). For location, see the map above.
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GETTING AROUND DUBLIN


You’ll do most of Dublin on foot, though when you need public transportation, you’ll find it readily available and easy to use. And Dublin is a great taxi town, with reasonable, metered cabs easy to hail. With a little planning, sightseers can make excellent use of a two-day hop-on, hop-off bus ticket to link the best sights (see here). For cross-city travel, the LUAS tram system beats bus service for reliability and ease of transporting bags.


By Public Transportation


You can buy individual tickets for the bus, tram, and commuter train, or get a transit card that can be used on all three.


Transit Cards: The Leap Card is good for travel on Dublin’s bus, DART, and LUAS routes, and fares are lower than buying individual tickets. Leap Cards are sold at TIs, newsstands, and markets citywide—look for the leaping-frog logo—and can be topped up (€5 refundable deposit, www.leapcard.ie).
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For those staying in Dun Laoghaire or Howth—or on a long-term stay in Dublin—the Leap Visitor Card may be a better option. It covers unlimited travel on Dublin’s buses (including to and from the airport), DART, and LUAS trams (€8/1 day, €16/3 days, €32/7 days, each “day” equals 24 hours from first use, http://about.leapcard.ie/leap-visitor-card). Buy it at the airport or the Dublin Bus office (Upper O’Connell Street).


The Do Dublin Freedom Card includes a 72-hour Leap Visitor Card (see above) and the 48-hour Do Dublin hop-on, hop-off bus (described below, under “Tours in Dublin.” You can buy it in advance online, at the Do Dublin airport desk (Terminal 1), or at the Dublin Bus office, at their Upper O’Connell Street office or at their kiosk in the Stephen’s Green Shopping Center (€45, +353 1 844 4265, www.dodublin.ie).


Buses: Public buses are cheap and cover the city thoroughly. Most lines start at the four quays (riverfront streets) that are nearest O’Connell Bridge. If you’re away from the center, nearly any bus takes you back downtown. Some bus stops are “request only,” so if you see your bus coming, flag it down. Tell the driver where you’re going and they’ll tell you the fare (€1.70-3, price depends on the number of stops; bring coins, as drivers don’t make change). The Dublin Bus office has free route maps and sells transit cards (Mon-Fri 9:00-17:30, closed Sat-Sun, 59 Upper O’Connell Street, +353 1 873 4222, www.dublinbus.ie).
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LUAS Trams: The city’s street-tram system has two main lines, red and green. The red line is most useful for tourists, with an east-west section connecting the Heuston and Connolly train stations (a 20-minute ride apart) at opposite edges of the central zone. In between, the Busáras, Smithfield, and Museum stops are handy. Useful north-south green line stops are at St. Stephen’s Green, Trinity College, and both ends of O’Connell Street. The lines don’t intersect: The closest transfer point is a 100-yard walk between the red-line Abbey Street stop and the green-line General Post Office (GPO) stop on O’Connell Street. Monitors at boarding platforms display the time and end destination of the next tram; make sure you’re on the right platform for the direction you want to go (€1.70 for Zone 1—which covers all the major sights, buy tickets at machine, 6/hour, runs until 24:45, www.luas.ie).


DART Commuter Trains: Speedy commuter trains run along the coast, connecting Dublin with suburban Dun Laoghaire (south) and Howth (north). Think of the DART line as a giant “C” that serves coastal suburbs from Bray in the south up to Howth (€2.65, €5 round-trip—valid same day only, fares may be a bit higher depending on destination, buy tickets at machine, 3-6/hour, +353 1 703 3504, www.irishrail.ie).


By Taxi or Uber


Taxis are everywhere and easy to hail on the streets. You can also ask your hotelier to order a taxi for you, or you can call one yourself with the Free Now app (easy to set up, works like Uber). Cabbies are generally honest, friendly, and good sources of information (figure about €9-14 for most in-city rides). While Uber is available in Dublin, you’ll still get a taxi-certified driver and a metered rate, so it’s more efficient to just hail one yourself or use the Free Now app.
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Tours in Dublin



While Dublin’s physical treasures are lackluster by European standards, the gritty city has a fine story to tell and people with a natural knack for telling it. It’s a good town for walking tours, and competition is fierce. Pamphlets touting creative walks are posted all over town. Taking an evening walk is a great way to meet other travelers.


For help finding the departure points of the following recommended tours, see the map on here.


ON FOOT


[image: Image] To sightsee on your own, download my free two-part Dublin City Walk audio tour. For Trinity College campus tours, worth ▲▲, see here.


Walking Tours



▲▲Historical Walking Tours of Dublin



This walk, 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, including the roots of Ireland’s struggle with Britain. You’ll stand in front of buildings that aren’t much to look at, but give your guide lots to talk about (May-Sept daily at 11:00 and 15:00, April and Oct daily at 11:00, Nov-March Fri-Sun at 11:00). Walks last just over two hours (€14, RS%—€2 off, ask when booking; if booking online, email to request discount, free for kids under 14, departs from front gate of Trinity College, private tours available, +353 87 688 9412, www.historicalinsights.ie [URL inactive], info@historicaltours.ie).
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1916 Rebellion Walking Tour


This two-hour walk breathes gritty life into the most turbulent year in modern Irish history, when idealistic Irish rebels launched the Easter Rising—eventually leading to independence from Britain. Lorcan Collins (author, historian, and host of the Revolutionary Ireland podcast) and his guides are passionate about their subject (€15, RS%—€2 off, email to request discount; March-Oct Mon-Sat at 11:30, Sun at 13:00; Nov-Feb Sat-Sun only; departs from International Bar at 23 Wicklow Street, +353 86 858 3847, www.1916rising.com, Lorcan@1916rising.com).


Pat Liddy’s Walking Tours


Pat Liddy, a top local historian, has a crew of guides who lead an assortment of informal 2-hour walks of Dublin. The “Highlights and Hidden Corners” tour is a good introductory route, covering O’Connell Street and the General Post Office building, then across the river through Temple Bar, by Christ Church Cathedral and the grounds of Dublin Castle, and ending near Trinity College (€20, RS%—€2 off, email to request discount; daily at 11:00 in peak season; Mon, Wed, Fri, and Sat only in off-season; meet in front of Dublin Bus office at 59 Upper O’Connell Street—see map on here, +353 1 832 9406, +353 87 905 2480, www.walkingtours.ie, info@walkingtours.ie). While it’s smart to book ahead, you can just show up. Pat’s guides are also available for private tours (€220/half-day).


Pub Crawls



▲▲Traditional Irish Musical Pub Crawl



This entertaining tour visits the upstairs rooms of three pubs. There, you’ll listen to two musicians talk about, play, and sing traditional Irish music. While having only two musicians makes the music a bit thin (Irish music aficionados will say you’re better off just finding a good session), the evening—though touristy—provides a real education in traditional Irish music. The musicians clearly enjoy introducing rookies to their art and are very good at it (and really funny). In the summer, this 2.5-hour tour frequently sells out, so book ahead online (€19, RS%—use code “RSIRISH” online, beer extra, Wed-Sat at 19:30 but schedule variable—check website, maximum 65 people, meet upstairs at Gogarty’s Pub, 58 Fleet Street in Temple Bar, +353 1 475 8345, www.musicalpubcrawl.com). They also offer a dinner-show version with more music and Irish dancing (€55, starts at 17:30).
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Dublin Literary Pub Crawl


Two actors take 40 or so tourists on a walk, stopping at four pubs, and with clever bantering craic (fun and conversation) introduce the language of James Joyce, Seán O’Casey, and W. B. Yeats. The two-hour tour is punctuated with 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 (€16, daily at 19:30, Nov-March Thu-Sun only; reserve ahead in July-Aug when it can fill up, otherwise just show up; meet upstairs in the Duke Pub—off Grafton on Duke Street, +353 87 263 0270, www.dublinpubcrawl.com, info@dublinpubcrawl.com). Their once-a-week morning Literary Walk leads you on an insightful 1.5-hour stroll among the Dublin haunts of Irish wordsmiths (€15, Mondays at 10:30, must book in advance).




Dublin at a Glance


▲▲▲Book of Kells in the Trinity Old Library An exquisite illuminated manuscript, Ireland’s most important piece of art from the early Middle 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: Tue-Sat 10:00-17:00, Sun-Mon from 13:00.





▲▲▲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 9:30-17:45, June-Aug until 18:15, Oct-March until 17:15.





▲▲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: Generally Wed-Sat at 19:30, but schedule variable.





▲▲Trinity College Campus Tour Ireland’s most famous school, best visited with a tour. Hours: Daily, first tour generally at 9:00 or 9:30, last tour generally at 16:30, no tours on Sun in off-season.





▲▲Chester Beatty Library American expatriate’s sumptuous collection of literary and religious treasures from Islam, Asia, and medieval Europe. Hours: Mon-Sat 9:45-17:30, Wed until 20:00, Sun from 12:00, closed Mon in winter.





▲▲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 generally hourly Wed-Sun 10:00-16:00, 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.





▲Museum of Literature Ireland (MoLI) Exhibits and treasures exploring Ireland’s literary heritage. Hours: Tue-Sun 10:30-18:00, closed Mon.





▲Dublin Castle Once the city’s historic 700-year-old castle, now a Georgian palace, featuring ornate English state apartments. Hours: Daily 9:45-17:45.





▲Christ Church Cathedral Neo-Gothic cathedral on the site of an 11th-century Viking church. Hours: Mon-Sat 10:00-18:00, Sun 13:00-15:00 & 16:30-18:00.





▲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 10:00-17:30.





▲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, shorter hours off-season.





▲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: Mon-Fri 10:00-16:30, Sat-Sun until 16:00, shorter hours off-season.





▲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: Tue-Sat 10:00-17:00, closed Sun-Mon.





▲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: Mon-Thu 10:00-19:00, Fri-Sat 9:30-20:00, Sun 9:30-19:00, shorter hours off-season.





▲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-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, Sun from 10:00. May be closed on Sat-Sun if there’s a game —check ahead.






Food Tours



Fab Food Trails Dublin


For a 2.5-hour, six-stop edible education in Irish food, consider this food tour. With a small group (maximum 12 people), you’ll visit a cheesemonger, try some fancy meats with wine, go to a bakery, hit the produce market, and maybe slurp an oyster, all with the good craic of your food-loving guide (€70, RS%—10 percent off with code “RSteves,” April-Oct Thu-Sat at 10:00, Sat only in off-season, meeting point varies, +353 1 497 1245, fabfoodtrails.ie).


Local Guides


With so much fascinating history and such a rich tradition of storytelling, it’s no wonder there are plenty of smart and entertaining Dublin historians who work as private guides and are eager to tailor a tour to your interests. In addition to these three, the guides at Pat Liddy’s Walking Tours can be booked privately (see earlier).


Witty Dara McCarthy will proudly show you around his hometown—when he’s not leading one of my Rick Steves’ Ireland tours (€140/2.5 hours, +353 87 291 6798, dara@daramccarthy.com).


Suzanne Cole is good guide, both charming and smart (€140/2.5 hours, +353 87 225 1262, suza.cole@gmail.com).


Jack Walsh is a local actor who’s both high-minded and soft-spoken (€180/half-day, +353 87 228 1570, walshjack135@gmail.com).


BY BUS



▲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 with about 25 stops. With running commentaries (either live or recorded), buses run frequently enough that you can use them for efficient sightseeing (stops include the far-flung Guinness Storehouse, Kilmainham Gaol, and Phoenix Park). Both companies let one kid ride free with each adult.
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Do Dublin (green buses) drivers provide fun and quirky narration. Your ticket includes free entry into the Little Museum of Dublin and a free walking tour from Pat Liddy’s Walking Tours—ask the driver (€27/24 hours, €32/48 hours, daily 9:00-17:00, until 19:00 in summer, 2/hour, booking office at 59 Upper O’Connell Street—see map on here, +353 1 703 3024, www.dodublin.ie).


Big Bus Tours (maroon-and-cream buses) has a handy “red route” that works well for sightseeing (€30/24 hours, €40/48 hours, cheaper online, daily 9:00-17:00, 3/hour, +353 87 427 8555, www.bigbustours.com). They also offer a one-hour panoramic night tour (€20, nightly at 19:00 and 20:30, leaves from 13 Upper O’Connell Street, halfway between the Spire and the Gresham Hotel—see map on here).


BY BIKE


Cycle Dublin Bike Tours


Pedal across this flat city on a fun 2.5-hour guided tour that covers points of interest and history on both sides of the river (€30, daily at 10:30, Fri-Sat also at 14:00, private tours available, meet at 2 Whitefriar Place, +353 86 252 6578, https://cycledublinbiketours.ie).


Lazy Bike Tour Company


For a less strenuous option, you can grab a bright orange e-bike and matching vest, and buzz along on a guided tour that covers sights from Dublin Castle to Kilmainham Gaol. Tours start in Temple Bar and last two hours (€40, daily at 10:00 and 14:00, book in advance in summer, meet at Drury Street Car Park (Bike Park), +353 1 443 3671, www.lazybiketours.com [URL inactive]).


Dublin City Walk


PART 1: SOUTH DUBLIN


1 St. Stephen’s Green


Map: Dublin Walk Part 1: South Dublin


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 and a 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 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


PART 2: O’CONNELL STREET AND IRISH HEROES


1 O’Connell Bridge


2 O’Connell Street and Historic Highlights


Map: Dublin Walk Part 2: O’Connell Street & Irish Heroes


3 Statues of Patriots


4 General Post Office (GPO)


5 The Spire


6 Father Mathew


7 Charles Stewart Parnell Monument


8 Garden of Remembrance


This two-part self-guided walk covers the basic sights in the center of town on both sides of the River Liffey. It can be done as a light, fast-paced overview in about two hours. Or you can use it to lace together many of the city’s top sights. It’s long, but easy to do in two sections (south and north of the river).


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. (Doing it after-hours works, but you’ll need to skip a few stops.)


For background on some of the historical events and personalities introduced on this walk, refer to the “Modern Ireland’s Turbulent Birth” sidebar, later.


[image: Image] Download my free two-part Dublin City Walk audio tour.


PART 1: SOUTH DUBLIN


• 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



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.
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Gradually the green was surrounded with fine Georgian buildings and access was limited to those 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.


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). Under the curve of the arch, see the names of those who lost their lives. 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.
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Two decades later, Ireland was embroiled in its own battles against Britain, and sentiments had evolved. With Irishmen fighting to end centuries of English domination, locals considered the Fusiliers Arch to be a memorial to those who fought for Britain—and began referring to it as “Traitors Arch.” A key Dublin battleground during the 1916 Easter Rising was in and around this park. Step around to the east side of the arch and look up to see bullet marks scarring the memorial.


During the short-lived Easter Rising 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 the long Irish struggle against the British, 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. (Find a park map on a post to orient yourself.) Walk past the palm trees (imported from China, they are the only palm that can grow on the Emerald Isle).


As you round the lake, look for a rocky knoll in the trees. Hiding there, on a terrace that’s popular for outdoor plays and weddings, is a monument to W. B. Yeats (by Henry Moore). Walking across the terrace and then down, you come to the central garden, packed at sunny lunchtimes with Dublin office workers. On a pleasant afternoon, this open space is a wonderful world apart from the big city. With romantic gazebos, duck-filled ponds, and relaxed people, today the park seems to celebrate Irish freedom.


From the central garden continue circling the lake, going over a bridge and back to the arch. The ducks you see are a traditional part of the scene. Generations of Dubliners treasure memories of coming here on Sundays as little kids to feed them. (Lately bully seagulls and pigeons are muscling into duck country.)


• Exiting 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 (watch for trams) and head right to the first corner, then go left, down Dawson Street.


You can just make out the Dawson Lounge (a.k.a. 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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2 Mansion House



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 Féin 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 here, 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.
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• Continue down Dawson Street to the corner of Anne Street South. The large neo-Romanesque (late 19th century) church on the right 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. Customers typically spill into the street with their beloved pints in hand. (Technically, it’s illegal to drink on the street, but it’s only selectively enforced.) 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.
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3 Grafton Street



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.
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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). You could build an entire Dublin walk around its many popular musicians and rock stars...but I won’t.


• 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



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 (or go up to the balcony on the left) 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 commission, 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 (if open) for more Bewley art. (For more about the restaurant, see here.)
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• 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.



5 St. Teresa’s Catholic Church



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.
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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 (1775-1847), 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. (We’ll learn more about O’Connell later on this walk.)


• Now stroll down Grafton Street. As you make your way, take a moment to enjoy a local busker or chat at a street stall with a salt-of-the-earth woman selling flowers (these are mother-daughter hand-me-down businesses). 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



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. This plaque is one of many Ulysses points of interest in town (there are even frequent public readings from the novel; see here).


• 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 on Sat-Sun after 18:00 the campus may be closed. In that case, refer to your map and walk left to the university’s front door.)


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



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 here).


• 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).
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8 Trinity College



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 a seated man, grinning down on us from his pedestal. He’s 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.
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Trinity remains one of the world’s great universities—and would be greater if not for the financial challenges of attracting top professors. Money raised by the hordes of tourists seeing the Book of Kells goes to support the cash-strapped university. And the college has put on a charm offensive to attract wealthy students from China, as the full tuition they pay subsidizes less-wealthy Irish students.


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. During final exams, there tends to be a lot of student traffic between the two buildings, nicknamed “heaven and hell.”


• Exit the campus through the front gatehouse, across hexagonal wooden pavers intended to dampen the sound of horse hooves. Before leaving the gatehouse, pretend you’re a student—look at the posters to catch up on news, sports, rooms for rent, and plays and concerts.


Exiting the college, you’ll 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



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. “No taxation without representation” was a rebel rallying cry against Britain here as it was in our 13 colonies.


The grand building with a rounded colonnade is the Parliament House (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.
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• The original House of Lords survives in the bank. Drop in to see it, if it’s open.



10 Irish House of Lords



The Irish parliament building was built in 1733 on the same model as the Houses of Parliament in London. It was the first purpose-built bicameral parliament. The House of Commons was eventually gutted, but the smaller House of Lords survived unaltered. Inside are tapestries celebrating Protestant victories over the indigenous and Catholic Irish, busts of British kings and admirals, and a fireplace carved of Irish oak. A big ceremonial silver mace represented the authority of the British monarch; nothing that occurred in this chamber was valid without the monarch’s symbolic presence. A painting shows the appearance of the once-adjacent but now-gone House of Commons.


• 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



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. (Tour guides created some bogus legend about good luck or good sex...and now tourists dutifully line up to help shine her bosom.)
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The church was St. Andrew’s, once a place of worship frequented by nearby members of parliament. Enjoy its 19th-century neo-Gothic stonework. Now decommissioned, its future is as a high-end food court.


Across the street is O’Neill’s pub, with a sloppy and noisy wonderland of cozy alcoves scattered over three floors. 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 and has benefited from its strategic location: It lies directly between the church and parliament, with the power brokers of the time being regular patrons.


• 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



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 or drinking 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. In a case by the door, a faithful replica of the Book of Kells is under glass. 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. (The basement restrooms are flanked by four old bank vaults.)


[image: Image]


• Exit the bar, turn left, and walk a couple of minutes (two long blocks) until you see a green post box (in front of the TI). Here’s a fun fact while you walk: in Ireland, car license plates tell when and where a car was registered: 222-D indicates 2022, second half of the year, in Dublin.



13 Green Post Box



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



14 Dublin Castle



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 (see here).
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• Leave the castle grounds through the gate at the top of the courtyard. On your right, facing the busy boulevard, is the stately City Hall, worth a visit to see its interior.



15 Dublin City Hall



Dublin’s impressive City Hall, worth ▲, started life in 1779 as the Royal Exchange, where Irish and British currencies were exchanged and where merchants gathered to discuss trading affairs. It’s a splendid example of the Georgian style then very popular in Britain.
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It became City Hall in 1852 and was the site of the first fatalities of the 1916 Easter Rising, when Irish rebels occupied it to control the main gate to Dublin Castle. Step inside (it’s free) to feel the prosperity and confidence of Dublin in her glory days. The dramatic main-floor rotunda—with its grand Caesar-like statue of the great orator Daniel O’Connell (the city’s first Catholic mayor, 1841)—was inspired by the Pantheon in Rome. (They get more rain here so the oculus—the opening in the ceiling—is covered.) A cycle of heroic paintings tells the city’s history in a rare example of Arts and Crafts artwork from 1919. It was here, under the rotunda, that the body of Irish rebel leader Michael Collins lay in state after his assassination in 1922. On the floor, a Latin inscription translates to “Obedient citizens make a happy city.”


• Leave City Hall through the Dame Street exit, and take the stairs on your right. Halfway down, look on the wall for a bronze plaque establishing the British Imperial system of inches, feet, and yards (and miles)—which, thanks to our colonial heritage, the United States is saddled with. Find the Paris Metre—Ireland now uses the metric system.


Now, we’ll turn left on Dame Street and continue uphill on the big boulevard to the church tower in the distance. Enter the churchyard and walk past the downtrodden person sleeping on the bench. But wait...are those nail holes in his feet? It’s a statue called Homeless Jesus by the Canadian artist Timothy Schmalz.
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16 Christ Church Cathedral



The cathedral in front of you, worth ▲, is one of the oldest places of worship in Dublin. What you see today is an extensively renovated neo-Gothic structure dating from the 1870s, but its underground crypt goes back to 1172. An even earlier Viking-era church stood here back in the 1030s. Just beyond the Homeless Jesus statue, an excavation contains the low-lying ruins of a small 12th-century church building. The stones you see on the exterior of the southern transept (above the excavation site) are 12th-century Romanesque—one of the few original features not disturbed by later restorations (for more on the church, see here).


• Leave the churchyard as you entered, turn left, and walk a few steps down Fishamble Street to the blocky concrete sign reading Dublin City Council. At your feet in the pavement is a marker celebrating some ancient history.



17 Viking Dublin



You’re standing on the site of Dublin’s first Viking settlement, established in the mid-ninth century, with Fishamble Street as its fish market. When the foundations for the huge bunker-like modern offices of the Dublin City Council were dug in 1978, an intact Viking settlement was exposed. A treasure trove of artifacts was uncovered, carefully excavated, and catalogued by eager archaeologists. More than a million objects were found (the best are in the National Museum of Archaeology). Even so, researchers were allowed only a short time to dig before the office building that stands here was erected, effectively burying the rest of the settlement under the pavement. Public protests were vehement and vocal, but to no avail. In an ironic twist, Dublin’s citizens must come here to get planning permission to build. Sidewalk plaques (there are 18 scattered around) based on photos from the dig remind all who pass of what was found—and lost.


[image: Image]


• Walk farther downhill, passing Darkey Kelly’s, a recommended pub with music nightly. At the end of the block, you’ll see...



18 Handel’s Hotel



This hotel is named for the composer of the Messiah (with its beloved “Hallelujah Chorus”). The first public performance of this iconic oratorio took place in 1742 in a nearby music hall. Peek through the gate to the left of the hotel to see the remains of a surviving theater wall and a statue—a naked and fit Handel stands like a pillar saint atop organ pipes. Every year, on the April 13 anniversary of that premiere, this humble street fills with a full orchestra and 120 choral singers to perform the Messiah for the public.


• Continue walking down Fishamble all the way to the river.



19 River Liffey and View of the Four Courts



Look left. Across the river in the distance is a grand building with a green domed roof. This is the Four Courts, finished in 1802 and housing Ireland’s Supreme Court. It was once the archive for irreplaceable birth and land records. When the Irish Civil War broke out in 1922, Irish nationalists opposed to British dominion occupied the building. Forces supporting the 1921 Anglo-Irish Treaty—led by Michael Collins—were left no alternative but to root them out with British-supplied artillery (the first shots of that tragic brother-against-brother conflict). The artillery onslaught resulted in the accidental detonation of rebel ammo in the Four Courts, sparking an intense fire that destroyed seven centuries of genealogical and historical records.


• Turn right and walk downstream to the second bridge, the pedestrian-only Millennium Bridge. Walk halfway out to survey the scene.



20 Millennium Bridge



From here the Liffey flows three miles to empty into the Irish Sea. Bordered on both sides by quays (the old English word for “wharf”), today the river is empty of vessels and contained by its concrete embankments. But it was once wider, with muddy banks, wooden piers, and sailing ships. After Vikings sailed their longboats down the Liffey in the ninth century, they built a ship harbor here, and for centuries afterward, the riverfront was the pumping heart of Dublin’s commerce. The Liffey is a salty river, with high and low tides. Before the 1600s, boats could come this far upriver to the medieval port area. But with more bridges and bigger ships, the port moved farther and farther downstream. Today it’s at the mouth of the river, three miles away.


Look downstream at the next bridge, the pedestrian-only Ha’ Penny Bridge, a Dublin landmark since 1816. Its graceful cast-iron arch is a celebration of the emerging bridge engineering made possible by the Industrial Revolution. It’s officially the “Wellington Bridge,” named for Arthur Wellesley, the first duke of Wellington, who was born in Ireland, beat Napoleon at Waterloo, and became a British prime minister. (When teased in Westminster about his Irish birth, he famously said, “Just because you’re born in a stable doesn’t make you a donkey.”) It got its nickname because people paid half a penny (“Ha’ penny”) to cross the bridge rather than ride a ferry across the river—the only other option in the early 1800s.
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We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. But first, let’s head to the Temple Bar district, which stretches along the south bank of the river from here past the Ha’ Penny Bridge.


• Go a block inland from the river. At East Essex Street (and the Norsemen Pub), wander left into the heart of Dublin’s infamous party district, known as...



21 Temple Bar



Inspired by thriving bohemian cultural centers such as Paris’ Left Bank and New York City’s Greenwich Village, in 1991 Dublin scuttled a plan to demolish this neighborhood (filled with drugs, prostitutes, and decay) to build a bus station. Instead, the city imported quaint cobbles, gave tax breaks to entertainment businesses, and created a raucous party zone. The resulting tourist crowds and inflated beer prices drove away the locals long ago. (For more on Temple Bar, see here and here.)


On the first corner slouches a pub called The Temple Bar. While it looks venerable, it’s only 25 years old, built to cash in on the district’s rising popularity as a night spot. It encapsulates the commercialism of the tourists’ Temple Bar. Venture in and sample the scene.


You wouldn’t know it by looking at Temple Bar, but since 2001 consumption of alcohol is down almost 20 percent in Ireland. In 2018, Guinness launched its first nonalcoholic beer—perhaps thinking young people don’t have as much time for hangovers. Starbucks-like coffee shops are everywhere. A North Dublin pub called The Virgin Mary serves no booze. While Irish pubs are in vogue around the world, here on the Emerald Isle a thousand pubs have closed in the last decade.


• From The Temple Bar pub, side-trip right a block, up Temple Lane South, and stop at the corner of Cecilia Street.



22 Wall of Fame and Irish Pop Music



The windows of the three-story, red “Wall of Fame” on your right are filled with photos of contemporary Irish musicians (Bob Geldof, Phil Lynott, Sinead O’Connor, U2, The Cranberries, and others). It marks the location of the Irish Rock ’n’ Roll Museum—worth a visit for rock fans interested in seeing studio space and vintage mixing boards used by famous acts (visit by €16.50 guided tour only, drop in or check their website for tour times, www.irishrocknrollmuseum.com).


[image: Image]


Behind you, above the now-closed Claddagh Records, the modest third floor once held studios where U2 did some of its earliest recording.


• Return to the main street and turn right into...



23 Temple Bar Square



This square is the geographic heart of the Temple Bar district and a favorite haunt of street musicians. The quaint-looking pubs that front it are re-creations built in the early 2000s, when the area became so popular that pubs could sell the most expensive pints in town. Stand here on a Saturday night and you’ll see how this party zone got its reputation for rowdy noise and drunken antics.


• Walk along the square, then turn left up the narrow lane called Merchant’s Arch, toward the river and 24 Ha’ Penny Bridge. Walk to the midway point of the bridge and celebrate the end of your South Dublin walk.


[image: Image]


You are very near the starting point of the second half of this walk, which will take us up O’Connell Street. To get there, continue across the river, turn right, and walk to the O’Connell Bridge via the wooden riverside Millennial Walkway.



PART 2: O’CONNELL STREET AND IRISH HEROES



This part of our Dublin walk features a series of sights and monuments recalling Ireland’s long fight for independence. It’s a straight line through the heart of North Dublin from the O’Connell Bridge up O’Connell Street to the Garden of Remembrance, a memorial park dedicated to the “terrible beauty” of this freedom-loving island.



1 O’Connell Bridge



This bridge—actually wider than it is long—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 on the north bank, even today the suburbs (a couple of miles north of the Liffey) are considered rougher and less safe. Dubliners joke that “north siders” are known as “the accused,” while “south siders” are addressed as “your honor.”
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From the bridge, look downstream. Modern Dublin is developing before you. During the Celtic Tiger boom, the Irish subsidized and revitalized this formerly dreary quarter. While the “Tiger” died with the great recession of 2008-2009, Dublin’s economy is booming again—as illustrated by the forest of cranes marking building sites in the east end of town and the massive redevelopment of Upper O’Connell Street (which you’ll see later on this walk).



2 O’Connell Street and Historic Highlights



Turn and look up the broad and grand O’Connell Street, leading from the O’Connell Bridge through the heart of north Dublin. Since the 1740s, the street has been a 45-yard-wide promenade, and once the first O’Connell Bridge connected it to the Trinity College side of town in 1794, it became Dublin’s main drag. It’s named after Daniel O’Connell, Dublin’s first Catholic mayor—we’ll meet him in a moment.
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These days, the city has made the street (worth ▲▲) more pedestrian-friendly, and a tram line runs alongside the median. Though filled with touristy fast-food joints and souvenir shops, O’Connell Street echoes with history. The median is dotted with statues remembering great figures from Ireland’s past—particularly the century (1830-1930) when Ireland rediscovered its roots and won its independence.
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• Now head north up O’Connell Street, walking on the wide, tree-lined median strip toward the spike in the sky. Along the way, you’ll see statues honoring great Irishmen (starting with the man for whom the street is named).



3 Statues of Patriots



Daniel O’Connell (1775-1847) was known as The Liberator for founding the Catholic Association, a political group that demanded Irish Catholic rights in the British Parliament. Having personally witnessed the violence of the French Revolution in 1789, O’Connell chose peaceful, legal means to achieve his ends. A charismatic speaker, he organized thousands of nonviolent protestors into “monster meetings,” whose sheer size intimidated the British authorities. O’Connell went on to become the first Catholic mayor of Dublin (1841-1842). Below his statue (commissioned in 1880), Lady Ireland, chains broken around her feet, points to the great emancipator (holding articles of emancipation). The many bullet holes date from the 1916 Easter Rising.
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William Smith O’Brien (1803-1864), the next statue up the street, was O’Connell’s contemporary and the leader of the nationalist Young Ireland Movement. He was more willing to use force to achieve Irish self-determination. After a failed uprising in Tipperary, he was imprisoned and sentenced to death in 1848, but then exiled to Australia.


Sir John Gray (1816-1875) was one of Daniel O’Connell’s strongest supporters and advocated for the repeal of union with Britain. He was also responsible for bringing safe drinking water to Dublin, overcoming cholera and other waterborne diseases that had plagued the city.


James Larkin (1876-1947), arms outstretched, was the founder of the Irish Transport and General Workers Union. His attempts to relieve tenement poverty through more humane work conditions earned him love from the downtrodden and enmity from the one percent of his day. The general strike he called in 1913 is considered by many to be the first shot in the War of Independence. Larkin was arrested on this spot for trying to make a speech during the seven-month Dublin Lockout. A protest over that arrest degenerated into a riot, police brutality, and several fatalities.
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• On your left is the...



4 General Post Office (GPO)



This is not just any post office. It was from here that the nationalist activist Patrick Pearse read the Proclamation of Irish Independence in 1916, kicking off the Easter Rising. On Easter Monday 1916, the building itself became the rebel headquarters and the scene of a bloody five-day siege—a kind of Irish Alamo. 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. On the right as you enter, the engaging GPO Witness History exhibit brings the dramatic history of this important building to life (for details, see here).
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• At the intersection of O’Connell and Henry streets, marvel up at...



5 The Spire



There used to be a tall column at this intersection, 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 Rising’s 50th anniversary. The spot is now occupied by a sculpture called 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. 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, or the Poker near the Croker (after nearby Croke Park). The “erection at the intersection” was built for the millennium, but Dublin was only able to get it up in 2004. Before leaving, have fun standing close and looking way up.


• A few steps farther along is a statue of...
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6 Father Mathew



A leader of the temperance movement of the 1830s, Father Theobald Mathew was responsible, some historians claim, for enough Irish peasants staying sober to enable Daniel O’Connell to organize them into a political force. By 1844, over half the adult population of Ireland had signed his total abstinence pledge. Then the onset of the Great Potato Famine diffused his efforts and sent thousands to their graves or onto emigration ships. Desperation drove Ireland back to whiskey.


• Over the next few years, the district ahead on the left will undergo a massive revitalization (if funding holds up). The fancy Gresham Hotel (on the right), a good place for an elegant tea or beer, recalls travel to Dublin in the gilded Victorian age. Standing boldly at the top of O’Connell Street is the...
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7 Charles Stewart Parnell Monument



Ringing the monument are the names of the four ancient provinces of Ireland and all 32 Irish counties (north and south, since this was erected before Irish partition). The monument honors Charles Stewart Parnell (1846-1891), the member of parliament who nearly won Home Rule for Ireland in the 1880s (and who served time at Kilmainham Gaol for his nationalist activities). A Cambridge-educated Protestant of landed-gentry stock, Parnell envisioned a modern, free Irish nation of Catholics as a secular democracy. The Irish people, who remembered their grandparents’ harsh evictions during the Great Potato 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.
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Then a scandal broke around Parnell and his mistress, the wife of another parliament member. The press—egged on by powerful Catholic bishops (who didn’t want a secular, free Irish state)—battered away at the scandal until finally Parnell was driven from office. Wracked with exhaustion and only in his mid-40s, Parnell died brokenhearted. (Sex scandals have a persistent way of shaping history.)


After that, Ireland became mired in the conflicts of the 20th century: an awkward independence (1921) featuring a divided island, a bloody civil war, and sectarian violence for decades afterward. Now, for over 20 years, peace has prevailed on this troubled isle.


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



8 Garden of Remembrance



Honoring the victims of the 1916 Easter Rising, this memorial garden marks the spot 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. 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. In the statue (beyond the pool, under the flag), four siblings morph into swans, referring to the Children of Lir of Irish mythology. W. B. Yeats’ poem ”Easter, 1916” describes the transformation—“a terrible beauty is born”—as independent Ireland enters a new, if uncertain, age. The Irish flag flies above: green for Catholics, orange for Protestants, and white for the hope that they can live together in peace.
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One of modern Ireland’s most stirring moments occurred here in May 2011, when Queen Elizabeth II made this the first stop on her historic visit to the Republic—the first by a reigning British monarch in 100 years. She laid a wreath at the statue under the Irish 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.


• Your walk is over. To get back to the center, just hop on your skateboard—it’s downhill all the way to the river (or grab any tram from the Parnell Street stop—they all go to Trinity College).



Sights in Dublin



SOUTH OF THE RIVER LIFFEY


Trinity College


▲▲Trinity College Campus Tour


▲▲▲Book of Kells in the Trinity Old Library


Map: South Dublin


▲▲▲National Museum of Archaeology


Map: National Museum of Archaeology


[image: Image] Self-Guided Tour


Other Museums South of Trinity College


▲National Gallery of Ireland


National Museum of Natural History


National Library of Ireland


▲Museum of Literature Ireland (MoLI)


Merrion Square and Nearby


Merrion Square


Little Museum of Dublin


Dublin Castle and Nearby


▲Dublin Castle


▲▲Chester Beatty Library


Dublin’s Cathedrals Area


▲Christ Church Cathedral


▲Dublinia


▲St. Patrick’s Cathedral


▲▲Temple Bar


NORTH OF THE RIVER LIFFEY


▲▲EPIC: The Irish Emigration Museum


Map: North Dublin


▲Jeanie Johnston Tall Ship


James Joyce Centre


Hugh Lane Gallery


▲GPO Witness History Exhibit


▲▲14 Henrietta Street


National Leprechaun Museum


Old Jameson Distillery


OUTER DUBLIN


▲▲▲Kilmainham Gaol


▲Guinness Storehouse


Whiskey Distilleries in The Liberties


▲National Museum of Decorative Arts and History


▲Gaelic Athletic Association Museum at Croke Park Stadium


Glasnevin Cemetery


For information on Dublin’s City Hall as well as additional detail on many of the sights described below, see “Dublin City Walk,” earlier, or [image: Image] download my free audio tour.


SOUTH OF THE RIVER LIFFEY


Trinity College


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 to the school much earlier—were given formal permission by the Catholic Church to study at Trinity in the 1970s (before that they risked mortal sin). Today, more than half of Trinity’s 18,000 students are women, and there are Catholic, Jewish, and Muslim student societies on campus. Notice that on campus, the official blue-and-white signs are bilingual—and the Irish comes first.


There are two worthwhile experiences here: a tour of the campus and the Book of Kells exhibit in the library.



▲▲Trinity College Campus Tour



Guided 45-minute tours provide an overview of the many and varied departments at the college, take you to little-known corners of the campus, and give you a peek at student life past and present. Tours can be booked in conjunction with a visit to the Book of Kells, which is where the campus tour ends.
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Cost and Hours: €15-tour only, €27-includes Book of Kells entry, book online in advance; tours run daily, first tour generally at 9:00 or 9:30, last tour generally at 16:30, no tours on Sun in off-season; www.tcd.ie/visitors/book-of-kells.



▲▲▲Book of Kells in the Trinity Old Library



The Book of Kells—a 1,200-year-old manuscript of the four gospels—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 the Middle Ages, the Book of Kells shows that monastic life in this far fringe of Europe was far from dark.


Cost and Hours: €16, €27 includes Trinity campus tour (described above), buy timed-entry ticket online in advance (or risk not getting in); Mon-Sat 8:30-17:00, Sun from 9:30; Oct-April Mon-Sat 9:30-17:00, Sun 12:00-16:30; download helpful self-guided audio tour to your phone before your visit (bring earbuds), +353 1 896 2320, www.tcd.ie/visitors/book-of-kells.


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 church at Kells, where the priest would read from it during special Masses. In 1654, as Cromwell’s puritanical rule settled in, 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.


Visiting the Book of Kells: Your visit has three stages: 1) an exhibit on the making of the Book of Kells, including poster-sized reproductions of its pages (your best look at the book’s detail); 2) the Treasury, a darkened room containing the Book of Kells itself and other, less ornate contemporaneous volumes; and, upstairs, 3) the Old Library (called the Long Room), containing a precious collection of 16th- to 18th-century books and historical objects.


The Exhibit: The Turning Darkness into Light exhibit, with a one-way route, puts the illuminated manuscript in its historical and cultural context. This is important as it prepares you to see the original book and other precious manuscripts in the treasury. Make a point to spend some time in this exhibit before reaching the actual Book of Kells.


Look for the two continuously running video clips that show the ancient art of bookbinding and the exacting care that went into transcribing the monk-uscripts. They vividly depict the skill and patience needed for the monks’ work.


The Book: The Book of Kells contains the four gospels of the Bible (two are on display at any given time). Altogether, the manuscript is 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.
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The text is elaborately decorated—of the hundreds of pages, only two are without illustration. Each gospel begins with a full-page depiction of an Evangelist and his symbol: Matthew (angel), Mark (lion), Luke (ox), and John (eagle). The apostles pose stiffly, like Byzantine-style icons, with almond-shaped eyes and symmetrically creased robes. Squint at the amazing detail. The true beauty lies in the intricate designs that surround the figures.


The colorful book employs blue, purple, red, pink, green, and yellow pigments—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 fairy-tale book.


Notice how 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.


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).


The Old Library: The Long Room, the 200-foot-long main chamber of the Old Library (from 1732), is stacked to its towering ceiling with 200,000 books. Lining the room are about 40 marble busts of famous writers, philosophers, and scholars (Shakespeare, Plato, Jonathan Swift). For centuries, the busts represented only men—until 2022, when four women were added.


Among the displays here, you’ll find one of a dozen surviving original copies of the 1916 Proclamation of the Irish Republic. Patrick Pearse read out its words at Dublin’s General Post Office on April 24, 1916, starting the Easter Rising that led to Irish independence. Notice the inclusive opening phrase (“Irishmen and Irishwomen”) and the seven signatories (each of whom was later executed).


Another national icon is nearby: the oldest surviving Irish harp, from the 15th century (while often called the Brian Boru harp, it was crafted 400 years after the death of this Irish king). The brass pins on its oak and willow frame once held 29 strings. In Celtic days, poets—highly influential with kings and druid priests—wandered the land, uniting the people with songs and stories. The harp’s inspirational effect on Gaelic culture was so strong that Queen Elizabeth I (1558-1603) ordered Irish harpists to be hung and their instruments smashed. Even today, the love of music here is so intense that Ireland is the only country with a musical instrument as its national symbol. You’ll see this harp’s likeness on the back of Irish euro coins, on government documents, and on every pint of Guinness.



▲▲▲National Museum of Archaeology



Showing off the treasures of Ireland from the Stone Age to modern times, this branch of the National Museum is itself a national treasure. The soggy marshes and peat bogs of Ireland have proven perfect for preserving old objects. You’ll see 4,000-year-old gold jewelry, 2,000-year-old bog mummies, 1,000-year-old Viking swords, and the collection’s superstar—the exquisitely wrought Tara Brooch. Visit here to get an introduction to the rest of Ireland’s historic attractions: You’ll find a reconstructed passage tomb like the one at Newgrange, Celtic art like the Book of Kells, Viking objects from Dublin, a model of the Hill of Tara, and a sacred cross from the Cong Abbey. Hit the highlights of my tour, then browse the exhibits at will, all well described throughout.
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