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THE 
EVERYTHING 
TRAVEL GUIDE 
TO IRELAND

Dear Reader,

We are truly grateful for the honor to have put together one of the best, clearest, and most fun travel guides covering the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland. We believe the material presented, covering all the best cities, ancient sites, hidden havens, and pastoral domains, will help you put together an unforgettable itinerary. Moreover, the tips, insights, and up-to-date travel information throughout will make you a true Ireland travel expert.

For us, Ireland has always had a magnetic draw. It is a nation of raw beauty and extraordinarily gracious people. Having visited routinely and traveled extensively, we have come to know the country on an intimate level that we hope shines through as you peruse each chapter. This text has been written to be more than just a guidebook; we aspire for it to be the perfect resource as you journey through one of the world’s most amazing destinations.

“May good luck be with you wherever you go, and your blessings outnumber the shamrocks that grow.”—Famous Irish Blessing 



Happy Travels,
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Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series!
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This travel guide is dedicated to all those discovering 
for the first time or rediscovering again the 
enchanting allure of the Emerald Isle.
—TH 
To David, who knows the way.
—KKB
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Top Ten Ways 
to Pass as Irish 

1. Wait approximately two minutes before sipping a Guinness, allowing it to settle completely.

2. Before enjoying a refreshing beverage with friendly pubbers, say slainte (pronounced “slawn-cha”), which means “to your health.”

3. Venture to the local pub for some real trad (traditional/folk music) and craic (good times)!

4. Play golf in the rain. In fact, do anything in the rain.

5. Ramble about hill walking, especially on a sunny day.

6. Enjoy every morsel of a full Irish breakfast.

7. Ensure a potato-based food item accompanies every meal.

8. Handle the curvy roads like a racing pro.

9. Quote Joyce, Yeats, or take a risk and go Wilde!

10. Have a good joke and a good story to tell.


Introduction 

The Irish will say they are closer to Boston than Brussels; their history is forever linked to North America and their dedicated interest in the happenings abroad show it. Likewise, Americans are closely connected to the people, history, and culture of Ireland. This bond dates back more than 150 years. Their having contributed directly to our own history and we to theirs, Ireland is more than an inspiring place to visit, it is a destination in which to revel, feel wholeheartedly welcome, and to hold dear.

Since more tourists visit the country than there are inhabitants, vacationers to the isle help support a certain portion of the livelihoods on the island. And, in no other European country will you find a people more welcoming and brimming with the warmest hospitality imaginable.

Like a Guinness that needs time to settle, so should you travel unhurriedly through Ireland. Give yourself occasions to absorb the unique world around. Enjoy a lovely walk about the countryside to discover moments no guidebook could muster. It might happen while meandering along a green pasture lit by the last mist-filled ray of the day, while talking with locals in a bustling pub, or witnessing country folk whispering into each other’s ears. More than the monuments of yore and the awe-inspiring sea cliffs will these memories be etched into your mind.

The Everything®Travel Guide to Ireland is designed as a handy reference that can be enjoyed before, during, and after your travels. It is geared for seasoned and nonseasoned travelers, offering advice that is insightful, accessible, and chock-full of indispensable expertise that will be much like having a friendly local showing you around. Additionally, it is an invaluable travel resource for independent travelers, couples, honeymooners, families, small groups, golfers, outdoor enthusiasts, luxury seekers, and everyone in between.

One central goal of this guidebook has been to construct a vade mecum of sorts, containing a broad range of things to see and activities to do. Because of the diligent research and easy-to-use setup of this guide, each reader will discover her own momentous experiences that will make her travels personal and unique.

The opening chapters offer insightful details about traveling in Ireland, such as what to bring and what itinerary might work best for your interests. Following, specific counties are expanded upon, making it effortless to find information about particular spots or regions. Within these sections, not only are sites discussed in full, but also well-priced, quality restaurants and accommodations are thoughtfully reviewed. Finally, because Ireland lends itself to so much to see and do outdoors, this guide delves into a wide range of activities travelers can do alfresco. This includes an array of places to play golf, to go fishing, and to bird watch, along with an analysis of the best places to walk in the entire country.

Included in the guide is up-to-date information outlining the location, hours of operation, and prices of monuments and sites throughout Ireland. At the end of each chapter, meticulous detail is given on the best, quaintest, most affordable, and even most luxurious bed-and-breakfasts, guesthouses, self-catering lodges, and castles in each region. Additional details are highlighted throughout the book’s whole; warnings to keep you safe, fascinating historical tidbits to keep you aware, and spotlighted activities not to miss are underlying elements that add substantially to the guide’s polished feel and look.

Ireland is a small country with an abundance of rich history, proud culture, sublime natural wonders, and happening cities to keep any traveler satisfied. This book will assist you greatly whether you plan your entire route beforehand or wait until the plane lands to begin your adventure. Welcome to the Emerald Isle, a country of fairy tales where story and song enchant the land!

Ireland Counties 
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CHAPTER 1
Everything Ireland: An Overview 

Encompassing all that makes the Emerald Isle exceptional is difficult to do in one book. By outlining and describing the various sites, both well known and hidden, travelers will have an array of choices to determine what they most want to see and do. As an introduction, this chapter is an overview deciphering Ireland’s regions, environment, terrain, flora and fauna, weather, the best times to travel, holidays and festivals, its eco-friendly side, and the country’s premier highlights.

Understanding Ireland’s Counties and Regions 

At first glance, Ireland’s makeup might seem overly complicated; however, after perusing a map, taking in the suggestions outlined in this book, and ultimately getting your feet wet in country, you will begin to distinguish the smorgasbord that is Ireland.

Politically, the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland are two separate entities. The Republic was partitioned in 1921 with the signing of the Anglo-Irish Treaty in London. This agreement came into full effect by royal decree the next year amidst the short-lived Irish Civil War. Northern Ireland remains a part of the United Kingdom, which is also made up of England, Wales, and Scotland. The Republic of Ireland is always referred to as “Ireland” in conversation and sometimes in writing as “the Republic” (or ROI). In Gaelic, it is known as “Éire.”

Jointly, the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland have thirty-two counties; the Republic has twenty-six, while Northern Ireland has six. Dublin is the capital of Ireland, while Belfast is the capital of Northern Ireland. Nearly 4.5 million reside in Ireland and 2 million in Northern Ireland.

Provincially speaking, Ireland is composed of four Gaelic-derived, cardinal regions. Those are Leinster (the east), Munster (the south), Connaught (the west), and Ulster (the north).

The counties of Ireland and their respective regions are:



• Leinster is made up of twelve counties including: Louth, Meath, Westmeath, Longford, Dublin, Kildare, Laois, Offaly, Carlow, Kilkenny, Wicklow, and Wexford.

• Munster is constituted of six counties including: Waterford, Cork, Kerry, Limerick, Tipperary, and Clare.

• Connaught includes five counties: Leitrum, Roscommon, Galway, Mayo, and Sligo.

• Ulster includes: Donegal, Monaghan, and Cavan in Ireland and all six counties in Northern Ireland, which are Derry, Fermanagh, Tyrone, Antrim, Armagh, and Down.



Ireland’s Most Popular Regions 

The most popular regions of the country are its hip cities, rugged outer edges, and inspirational isles. Since a greater part of the Republic’s population is concentrated in and around Dublin, a lot of space remains to be explored. A drive one-hour south to Wicklow, west into Kildare, or north to the Mourne Mountains, for example, is a pastoral treat.

The South and Southwest 

Everlasting is the popularity that Ireland’s southern regions have earned with travelers. The medieval delight of Kilkenny and the quaintness of Kinsale and Kildare are the reveries of historic-city lovers. Unmatched ruggedness and natural wonders attract millions each year to the Ring of Kerry (Iveragh Peninsula) and Killarney National Park. Remote and awe-inspiring are the Beara and Dingle peninsulas, along with the Skellig and Blasket Islands.

[image: 2] Alert 

Those looking to get off the beaten path certainly will be able to do so. However, careful research should be done beforehand. The middle regions of Ireland are composed mostly of heath and bog land. This mushy terrain with bog pits (akin to quicksand), accompanied by extreme temperature variations, can ruin any outing for the underprepared.

The West 

Easily entered via the Shannon Airport, this region of Ireland is as diverse and stunning as any other. The Gaelic tongue enchants while pure Irish hospitality delights. The most popular urban area is Galway City, filled with historical sites, as well as hip and young crowds. Not far away is the rolling, stark beauty of Connemara National Park and the peaceful stone walls lining the Aran Islands. Up the coast is County Mayo, where picturesque towns such as Cong and Clifden await discovery, while Achill Island’s (accessible by car) rustic seascapes beckon exploration.

Moving North 

Counties Sligo and Roscommon inspire poetry and art; just ask the Yeats brothers. Indelible are the moments journeying through a land that shaped their livelihoods. Along the coast are beaches with top surf spots, followed by Ireland’s most-removed county, Donegal. With the Slieve League cliffs, Glenveagh National Park, Mount Errigal, and the timeless Inishowen Peninsula, Donegal is worth days of peregrination.

Northern Ireland 

Historical walled-in Derry (or Londonderry) opens up a doorway into Northern Ireland’s tumultuous past. The city presents a firsthand view of how far the entire north has evolved in peace. Northern Ireland proffers the Fermanagh Lakelands, the Giant’s Causeway, the Glens of Antrim, Belfast, and the spectacular Mourne Mountains. Towns such as Enniskillen, Ballycastle, Cushedum, and Newcastle make perfect bases with the friendliest of folks.

Ireland’s Environment 

Ireland is a country whose environment is a part of its soul. Glaciers have cut its valleys and rain gives way to sunshine, bringing verdant pastures and sprouting forests. Torrentially swept cliffsides are witness to the apathetic currents of both wind and ocean. Ireland’s environment is what makes the country appealing, diverse, and magnificent.
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About 300 million years ago, Ireland was not in its current position. The island was actually a desertlike mass in line with North Africa. With the shifting and movement of Earth’s tectonic masses, Ireland drifted north. Over the subsequent 250 million years, it settled in its current position on the globe.

Measuring roughly 500km (310 miles) in length and 300km (185 miles) in width, Ireland is an astonishingly multifarious land where one lush valley is replaced with craggy landscape. Nowhere is this more apparent than in County Clare and the lunar landscape of the Burren. The area looks barren to the untrained eye, but a myriad of plants found nowhere else in Europe call the place home. Equally noted for their sublime perilousness are the nearby Cliffs of Moher, and to the north, the Slieve League of Donegal, followed by the gargantuan columns of the Giant’s Causeway.

Geologically speaking, Ireland is a relatively flat island surrounded by a ring of mountains, the most prominent formations being in the southwest. Ranges vary from granite, limestone, and basalt, among other elements. A good portion of the plains is made up of swaths of bog, an acidic wetland of peat.
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Trees are not as abundant as they once were in Ireland; birch, beach, and oak once covered the rolling hills. The Killarney National Park is home to a wonderful oak forest. The Avondale Forest Park in Wicklow or the Castlewellan Forest Park in Down are both fine examples of working arboretums. In Cork City, Fota Island offers wonderful nature-based adventures.

Ireland’s Mountains 

Impressive in their own right, hiking Ireland’s mountains is a worthwhile adventure. The highest peak is County Kerry’s 1039m (3,409 feet) Carrantuohill, located in the Macgillycuddy’s Reeks range. Other ranges of note are the Twelve Bens in the Maumturks range of Connemara, the Derryveagh Mountains and Bluestack Mountains of County Donegal, the Wicklow Mountains south of Dublin, and the Sperrin and Mourne Mountains in Northern Ireland.

Ireland’s Bog Lands 

Ireland’s umber-colored quagmire regions make up over 20 percent of the country’s landmass. The bog is viewable in the midlands and also in the hinterlands of Counties Kildare, Cork, and especially Counties Mayo and Donegal. In various regions, the peat is cut, dried, and burned in fires.

Ireland’s Wildlife 

Surprisingly, Ireland has an array of flora and fauna that makes it a true anomaly in Europe. Ireland’s position makes it favorable for all sorts of plant varieties to exist, including the cliff-topping sea campion and the bog-loving water lobelia and bogbean that sprout lovely white flowers. Alpine, Arctic, and Mediterranean varieties thrive in the Burren.

Gardens throughout the country display the island’s diversity to visitors. The most impressive are Mount Stewart House in Northern Ireland, National Botanic Gardens in Dublin, and the Mount Usher Gardens and Powerscourt Gardens, both in County Wicklow. Another impressive collection can be visited on Garnish Island (Ilnacullin), a microclimate hosting an exotic garden of ornamental plants in County Cork.

An assemblage of fauna abounds in Ireland. In the Aran Islands, for instance, gray seals call the Atlantic waters home. Otters can be observed in the rivers, lakes, and most often in the rocky surface waters along the coasts. For animals of the larger variety, red deer have been reintroduced into the Connemara National Park, are abundant in the Killarney National Park, and the Glenveagh National Park. Hill walking throughout the countryside, you are sure to spot rabbits, including the swift Irish hare, along with the occasional hedgehog.

The most popular form of animal spotting in Ireland is dedicated to bird watching. Most species migrate from Iceland, Greenland, Africa, and the Arctic. Both shearwaters and the scarce corn cake are feathered visitors, as well as puffins, whooper swans, and white-fronted geese (best seen in the Wexford Wildfowl Reserve).

Ireland’s Seasons, Weather, and Tourism 

The lush and verdant valleys of Ireland come at a price—rain, and lots of it. When planning a trip to Ireland, consider the best times of the year that will decrease your chances of getting showered upon day in and day out. While this is much easier said than done, prepare yourself for variant weather patterns by bringing garments you can layer, a daypack, and perhaps a sturdy travel umbrella.
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When traveling in Ireland, try to not let the weather put a damper on your day. A short drive to your next destination might mean clear blue skies. Weather can vary from one hour to the next. If the sky is falling, head to a nearby café or pub and wait out the worst of it. Before you know it, you will be energized to head back out.

The season you choose to travel can affect the type of experience you may have. In the summer, namely July and August, throngs of people visit the Republic for its oceanic temperatures, festivals, and long daylight hours. The warmest and longest days of the year are April through October; at the summer’s peak, daylight extends from 6 A.M. to 10 P.M. Travelers who plan months ahead for this season will benefit greatly from the best-priced airfare, top room choices, and tickets to main attractions.

Traveling in the wintertime is feasible, but has some disadvantages. Days are shorter and can feel more rushed, as driving distances often takes longer than expected. Winter brings with it more rain, wind, and even snow to the higher elevations. The coldest months of the year are November through March; the true wintry months are December through February. More precipitation and colder temperatures occur in the west and throughout the northwest during this unpropitious time.
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Traveling during the week before Christmas and through the New Year is most difficult. A large number of restaurants, B&Bs, monuments, parks, and sites are closed for the holidays. It is the only time that Ireland truly shuts down. Planning your trip with this in mind will ensure you are able to see, visit, and enjoy the sites much more.

Ireland in the spring or fall might be the best option. The last few years have brought amazing fall weather, even better than summer. With less chances of rain, longer days, cheaper prices, sites in full operation, and activities still occurring, traveling on either side of the peak summer months will benefit you greatly. With regard to the weather, one maxim holds true: The only certainty is uncertainty.

Temperature and Precipitation 

The eastern coastline of Ireland receives less rainfall than its western half. Dublin receives about half as much precipitation as some of its western counterparts, such as County Kerry. The southeast of Ireland is enviable by all other regions for its sunshiny days, even in the colder months.

In and around Dublin, expect summertime peak temperatures to range between 18°C (65°F) and 24°C (75°F) with lows between 6 and 10°C (mid-40s–50°F). In the winter, expect highs around 6°C (mid-40s°F) and lows hovering above freezing to 5°C (42°F). Although rain falls throughout the year, it does more so in December and January. The relative temperature scale also applies to Belfast in Northern Ireland, although it does get 10–20 percent more rain.

Cork and Galway have similar summertime temperatures as Ireland’s capital city, but slightly warmer winter months. However, in December, January, and March, expect 30 percent more rain. In the fall, especially in October and November, twice as much rain falls in the western half of Ireland than in Dublin.
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The Irish understand both Fahrenheit and Celsius, as they do kilometers and miles. Ireland inherited the imperial system from England, and many of the older generation continue to relay temperatures and distance in it. Officially, the European Union conducts its measurements in the metric system.

Holidays and Festivals in Ireland 

Ireland abounds in craic, that is, pure light-spirited fun in music and drink. With music venues around every corner and inviting pubs on each street, it is easy to recognize that locals know how to have a good time. In addition to the fond memories of lush green pastures, your other mental mementoes will be those special times reveling in local festivities.

Ireland acknowledges several national and public holidays throughout the year. On these days, banks are closed, as are most businesses. Christmas and Easter are the biggest holidays. While the dates of the Easter holiday vary, Good Friday is observed by most businesses. Take note that many Europeans travel during the week before Easter, so book accommodations and certain restaurants well in advance. For Christmas, closings from December 23 to after New Year’s Day are common. Saint Patrick’s Day is on March 17. Businesses shut down on Mondays if a holiday occurs on a weekend.

Bank holidays in Ireland are nationally observed days off work. Most tourist hot spots and weekend-only venues in the off-season are open with extended hours during these times. Bank holidays include the first Monday in May, June, August (last Monday in Northern Ireland during May and August), and the last Monday in October.
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For the most up-to-date information regarding festivals and events throughout Ireland, check out www.discoverireland.ie and in Northern Ireland, www.discovernorthernireland.com. For Dublin, visit www.visitdublin.com. Your best resource will be regional tourist offices carrying publications with the latest information on concerts, theater, music, film, art exhibitions, and more.

Winter Festivals 

In the winter months: Dublin hosts the Temple Bar Irish Music and Culture Festival (www.templebartrad.com) in January. During the same month, the ever-popular Yeats Winter School (www.yeats-sligo.com) takes place in Sligo Town. The Six Nations Rugby Tournament takes place in Dublin from February to April every other Saturday. Saint Patrick’s Day (www.stpatricksday.ie) is celebrated throughout the country in March, so come prepared for days of carnivals, sports, and parades.

Spring and Summer Festivals 

The Pan Celtic Festival (www.panceltic.ie), generally held in Donegal in each April, includes dance, song, sports, and parades. Commencing in May, Temple Bar (www.templebar.ie) is the scene of free open-air performances in theater, music, dance, film, and art throughout the summer. In June, Dublin also hosts the Bloomsday Festival (AKA James Joyce’s Festival; www.jamesjoyce.ie), honoring Leopold Bloom, the protagonist in Ulysses. In Kilkenny, the Cat Laughs Comedy Festival (www.thecatlaughs.com) runs in the same month. In July, the Galway Arts Festival (www.galwayartsfestival.com) and the Galway Races (www.galwayraces.com), also in September and October, bring Ireland’s west into the limelight.

In August, the Kilkenny Arts Festival (www.kilkennyarts.ie) is an ever-popular gathering, while the acclaimed Puck Fair (www.puckfair.ie) sees a goat crowned monarch for three days of exuberant festivities in Killorglin, County Kerry. In the same region, the Rose of Tralee International Festival (www.roseoftralee.ie) is a weeklong event bringing a pageant, street performances, horse races, and more to this central town.

Fall Festivals 

The Galway International Oyster Festival (www.galwayoysterfest.com) is a world-renowned event with lots of activity in the latter part of September. The Dublin Theatre Festival (www.dublintheatrefestival.com) in October is a two-week drama-lover’s dream. Also in October, gourmets should head to the world-famous Kinsale International Gourmet Festival (www.kinsalerestaurants.com/autumn.php) and County Cork, which plays host to the Guinness Cork Jazz Festival (www.corkjazzfestival.com).

The Emerald Isle Goes Green 

While the green movement is moving ahead full force in Europe, Ireland is still working hard to meet all of the protocols. While Ireland’s population does not warrant extreme environmental measures, every little bit helps. Because Ireland receives millions more tourists than it has inhabitants, visitors do have an impact on Ireland’s overall environmental well-being.
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Visitors to Ireland should be conscientious of their impact on the local environment. By choosing eco-friendly establishments and restaurants listed in this guide, you will see that going green does not mean sacrificing amenities. Visit Carbon Neutral Ireland (www.carbonneutralireland.com) for the latest information on your carbon footprint.

By making a choice to stay in small, locally run establishments, you are avoiding the bigger chain hotels that have not put the environment at the forefront of their planning. Additionally, choosing to bike or walk certain areas of the country (or while in smaller towns and cities) is one way to not only save money, but also reduce traffic and gas consumption. Sustainable Tourism Ireland (www.sustourism.ie) is a noteworthy website indexing various green businesses, adventure centers, hostels, hotels, cottages, and parks.

One area of environmental interest is the Green Box (www.greenbox.ie), a zone occupying parts of Ireland’s upper west and Northern Ireland’s southern regions. Surrounded by water on each side, the goal of the place is to establish a world-renowned eco-friendly tourist locality. The area boasts the Kingfisher Cycle Trail (www.cycletoursireland.com), outlines ecotourism breaks, outdoor activities, and eco-centers of learning. Another cool eco-project is the Village (www.thevillage.ie) in County Tipperary and is Ireland’s premier project to join Europe’s Eco-Village Network (www.gen-europe.org).

Ireland’s Premier Highlights 

Even if you have never visited the Emerald Isle, Ireland is a familiar place to travelers from the United States. With a heartfelt connection to its land, people, politics, literature, and history, a trip here brings these facets to life. Moreover, Ireland is a relatively easy country to travel within: Its people are hospitable, its food and accommodations top-notch, and its landscapes mesmerizing. Only driving on the opposite side of the road with Gaelic-only signs might make you feel like an outsider!

Following are certain places around the country that stand out from the rest due to their location, archaeological attractions, eco-friendliness, and allure, and for the accommodations and the proprietor’s hospitality. Additional information about each attraction is highlighted in county-specific sections.

TOP ANCIENT SITES 

1. Newgrange, County Meath 
Known as Brú na Bóinne, Newgrange is a stellar example of how much we do not know about the ancient world. It was constructed well before the pyramids of Egypt and is thought to be a passage grave of astral importance. Don’t forget to sign up for the lottery for your chance to stand inside the grave during the winter solstice.

2. Hill of Tara, County Meath 
One of the most holy spots of ancient Ireland, the Hill of Tara became the changing of the guard, so to speak, for the high kings of Ireland. The visitor center does a great job of outlining how this transition took place.

3. Glendalough, County Wicklow 
This ancient site known as the “Glen of Two Lakes” was the stomping ground of Saint Kevin. Now a national park of prominent size, visitors from Dublin can arrive here in less than two hours to walk trails, examine the Round Tower, graveyard, and beehive hut called St. Kevin’s Cell.

4. Rock of Cashel, County Tipperary 
Whosoever held the seat of the Rock of Cashel, also known as St. Patrick’s Rock, was considered the high king of Munster. A visit here takes onlookers through this prominent European medieval structure, a graveyard of high crosses, a stunning Gothic cathedral, and hidden tombs held within its depths.

5. Aran Islands, County Galway 
This set of three islands is most often accessed from County Galway, but some travelers have luck on the Ferry from Doolin, County Clare. All of the islands have awe-inspiring ancient sites and offer wonderfully peaceful days of meandering the ancient stone walls. The Dún Aengus and Dún Dúchathair forts on Inishmor and O’Brien’s Castle on Inisheer Island are the most historically significant attractions.

TOP NATURAL ANOMALIES 

1. Skellig Islands, County Kerry 
Best visited during the summer months, the Skellig Islands are a pair of UNESCO-protected islands that are only accessible after crossing the rough, maniacal ocean. The price paid is well worth it; Skellig Michael features early monastic settlements from the sixth century complete with beehive huts and ancient gardens.

2. Giant’s Causeway, County Antrim 
Undoubtedly the most talked about spot in Northern Ireland, the Giant’s Causeway is one of Ireland’s geographical marvels. Stone columns of basalt formed by volcanic eruptions and cut by the wind and sea jut out over Ireland’s northern shore; local lore claims it was the seat of a great giant named Finn MacCool.

3. Twelve Bens, County Galway 
Located in the Lough Inagh Valley of the Connemara National Park, the Twelve Bens are a set of mountains on the edge of Kylemore Lake. Reachable from Letterfrack Village, the mountains offer wonderful walking opportunities; those with plenty of energy can walk all twelve in one day. The highest peak is 730 meters (2,395 feet).

4. The Burren, County Clare 
A landscape like no other, the Burren conceals within its crags some of Ireland’s most diverse plant and animal species. It is a great destination for those seeking rare, exotic flora unseen anywhere else in the world. While the terrain is rough to walk, it is not overly mountainous and exploring the place on a walking daytrip is the best way to witness this marvelous rarity.

5. Marble Arch Caves, County Fermanagh 
A system of Europe’s most renowned caves, the Marble Arch Caves have put County Fermanagh on the map for its great variety of stalagmites and stalactites. Entrance to the cave occurs with a boat ride on the River Cladagh. An arch formation along the trail outside the caves gives the caves their name.

TOP TOURISTY SPOTS 

1. Guinness Storehouse, Dublin 
One of Dublin’s highlights, the Guinness Storehouse is a seven-story fermentation plant turned visitor center extravaganza. With high-tech and snazzy audio-visual exhibits throughout, the pinnacle point is a visit to the Gravity Bar. From this top vantage point, you will have wondrous views of Dublin as you down your pint.

2. Bunratty Castle, Folk Park, and Medieval Banquet, County Clare 
Great for the kids or the big kid in us all, the Bunratty Castle and Folk Park top the list for family fun. The medieval banquet is the best in all of Ireland. With two scrumptious dinners served nightly, the jesters and fair maidens await. The Traditional Irish Night is another option gaining in popularity.

3. Cliffs of Moher, County Clare 
With such an investment by the local and national government, the Cliffs of Moher and its Visitor Experience are akin to the Giant’s Causeway in their absolute grandeur. The Atlantic Edge Exhibition is a hands-on discovery center that is best done before venturing outside to walk along the mind-boggling cliff’s edge.

4. Ulster American Folk Park, County Tyrone 
A wonderful place to explore the American and Irish connection, the Ulster American Folk Park brings Ireland’s bygone days to life. Some of the structures, including a small cottage, were brought over from the United States. The summer is the best time to visit. Actors teach visitors about the past and festivals occur almost daily.

5. Blarney Castle, County Cork 
Not an easy feat, climbing the stairs of the Blarney Castle to kiss the distinguished Blarney Stone is a worthwhile task. The parks and surrounding gardens are fun to explore for a couple of hours; it is also a great spot for a picnic lunch. With a true tourist feel, you might see more crowds here than anywhere else.

TOP HIDDEN SPOTS 

1. Mourne Mountains, County Down 
Located on the outskirts of Newcastle, the Mourne Mountains are truly a gem in Northern Ireland. The jaw-dropping ocean views and outdoor pursuits, all less than two hours from Dublin, are going to make this place boom. Locals are pushing for the place to be recognized as Northern Ireland’s only national park in order to protect its future.

2. Burren Walk, County Clare 
For independent travelers, the outlined “Caher Valley and Gleninagh Mountain” route described in the Best Irish Walks, edited by Joss Lynam, takes you into the Burren’s heart and hinterlands. The trail starts out slightly confusing, but then connects to the Burren Way (national trail) before extending cliff side on an ancient walking path dubbed the Green Road.

3. Inishbofin Island, County Galway 
A short distance from the tip of Connemara, the lightly inhabited isle of Inishbofin (“Island of the White Cow”) has some superb summertime pursuits, including scuba diving, snorkeling, and fishing. Much like the Aran Islands, biking certain parts of the island is a great way to intimately explore its historical significance.

4. Dingle Peninsula, County Kerry 
Smaller and more remote than the Ring of Kerry, the Dingle Peninsula is a rewarding step back in time. The town itself is small, but it has a scattering of top-notch dining choices. Driving, biking, or walking are all excellent ways to see the various sites. The Dingle Way walking trail combines outdoor adventure with a historical melting pot of ruins, ring forts, and ancient churches.

5. Yeats Country, County Sligo 
Exploring these environs opens a door to bucolic discovery like no other. Find out what inspired the Yeats brothers in their arts. A circuitous route around the area also brings travelers to Rosses Point, followed by an occasion to venture to Innisfree, an island that inspired a poetry collection known as The Rose.

TOP FIVE TOWNS AND CITIES 

1. Dublin 
An ever-popular getaway full of life, great music, art, pubs, accommodations, and restaurants, Dublin is one of Europe’s most admired cities. With loads of things to see and do, you might have to make a trip solely to explore this accessible and fun city.

2. Galway City 
Exploring this city’s divergent past on a walking tour is the best way to see all the sites in one day. The small town is jam-packed with things to see and do: museums, cathedrals, and ancient walls are at every turn. Enjoy rustic ocean views along Galway Bay and Salthill’s promenade. Expect exceptional food, music, dance, drink, and a young crowd to keep the night lively.

3. Kinsale, County Cork 
Located at the estuary of the Bantry River, this small town is one of Ireland’s most appealing and the perfect base for sailing pursuits. With seaside views at every corner, colorful townhouses, and a harbor that inspires artists, Kinsale is home to fine dining, a wonderful ghost tour, and the quaintest B&Bs.

4. Adare, County Limerick 
Although the English heavily influenced Adare’s design, it still holds to its appellation as “Ireland’s Prettiest Village.” While other villages and fishing hamlets are more off the beaten path, Adare’s manicured state makes it a wonderful place to visit or to lay your hat for the night.

5. Kenmare, County Kerry 
A town overshadowed by Killarney, Kenmare is an attractive base from which to explore the Killarney National Park and Muckross House. The town itself exudes character and its center comes to life each evening with local song, dance, and great pints.


CHAPTER 2
Ireland Travel Essentials 

Planning your trip to Ireland can be a fun and adventurous endeavor. Ireland’s established tourist resources, the friendliness of the people, its online accessibility, and the fact that everyone speaks English all contribute to make the undertaking easier than ever. From simply getting to Ireland to navigating its attenuated roads, this chapter will give you the confidence to plan ahead. So, prepare yourself for the trip of a lifetime!

Getting to Ireland 

Getting to Ireland has never been easier. Flights from the United States are available from major hubs, while the budget-flight market in the United Kingdom and Europe is saturated with good deals. For those who like to travel traditionally, ferries depart Britain for both Northern Ireland and the Republic.

Flying into Ireland 

Most flights coming into Ireland arrive at the Dublin International Airport (01 814 1111, www.dublin-airport.com). The two other major airports are Cork Airport (021 431 3131, www.corkairport.com) and Shannon Airport (061 712 000, www.shannonairport.com).

From the United States, Aer Lingus (via American Airlines) (1 800 474 7424 U.S., 0818 365 000 in Ireland, www.aerlingus.ie) has numerous flights, including departures from Los Angeles, New York, Chicago, and Boston. Delta Airlines (1 800 241 4141 U.S., www.delta.com) and Continental Airlines (1 800 231 0856 U.S., www.continental.com) both fly into Ireland. Flying into Shannon Airport is a less stressful option if you do not want to explore Dublin.

You can also fly into Dublin from London on British Airways (www.ba.com), Aer Lingus (see above), Air France (www.airfrance.com), and the budget carrier Ryanair (www.ryanair.com).

Other budget carriers include Easy Jet (www.easyjet.com) during peak months and bmi baby (www.bmibaby.com), which have routes that include Cork, Dublin, along with Belfast International and Belfast City airports.

[image: 2] Alert 

During the summer, expect the highest rates for roundtrip flights to Ireland. The high travel season is July to September. Also, expect to pay higher prices during the Christmas season. This coupled with the fact that numerous monuments, sights, and accommodations are closed on both sides of Christmas and the New Year’s holiday means it may not be an ideal time to take your dream trip. So, be sure to check ahead.

In Northern Ireland, flights arrive at and depart from the Belfast International Airport (+44 (0) 28 9448 4848, www.belfastairport.com) and the much closer Belfast City Airport (+44 (0) 28 9093 9093, www.belfastcityairport.com). British Airways (1 800 403 0882 U.S.) flies from London Heathrow to Belfast as does British Midlands (+44 (0) 870 607 0555, www.flybmi.com). Flights also arrive from Liverpool, Stansted, Bristol, and Glasgow. You can even fly into Derry from Stansted, Manchester, and Glasgow.

Ferries 

Ferries arrive from Britain at the Dublin Ferry Port (01 855 2222) and at the Dún Laoghaire Ferry Port (01 842 8864). Irish Ferries (0818 300 400, www.irishferries.ie) travel from both Holyhead (Wales) and Pembroke (Wales) to Dublin and Rosslare (County Wexford) respectively. They also travel between Rosslare and Cherbourg (France).

Stena Line (01 204 7777, www.stenaline.ie) travels from Holyhead in Wales to Dún Laoghaire in Dublin. They also travel from Stranraer (Scotland) to Belfast (Northern Ireland). Additionally, they sail the popular Fishguard (Wales) to Rosslare route.

Brittany Ferries (021 427 7801, www.brittany-ferries.com) has a variety of departures. They sail from Roscoff (France) to the Ringaskiddy Ferryport in Cork. They also operate from Dublin to Holyhead along with scheduled times to Rosslare from Fishguard and Pembroke. They, along with Norse Merchant Ferries (0870 600 4321, www.norsemerchant.com), sail to Belfast as well. Norse Merchant Ferries has services to Liverpool (England), as does P&O Irish Sea Ferries (01 638 333, www.poirishsea.com), who also sail to Cairnryan (Scotland), Larne (County Antrim), Cherbourg, and Rosslare.

All the ports in Ireland have buses, taxis, or trains to various destinations, including city centers. In Dublin, Bus Éireann is available at the main port, while the Dublin Area Rapid Transit (DART) is next to the Dún Laoghaire port.

Train and Bus 

Combined train/bus and sea tickets from Britain to Ireland are available at most train stations in Britain or at any National Express (+44 (0) 870 580 8080, www.gobycoach.com) office. Eurolines (+44 (0) 870 514 3219, www.eurolines.ie) and Ulsterbus (+44 (0) 28 9066 6630, www.translink.co.uk) are the most well known companies offering hundreds of destination choices.

Transport Options in Ireland 

Getting around Ireland by train or bus is a great way to see the country’s sights if you are traveling alone or if you want to base yourself in various cities. Otherwise, renting a car is the preferred way to see Ireland’s finest, most-hidden sights, especially if you are traveling with your family.

For those wanting to see as much of Ireland as possible without having to drive, the following options are your best bet. While flying can be expensive and is quick, taking a train is the easiest and most efficient way to get from point A to B. Taking the bus is the slowest and cheapest option.

Flying 

Flying intra-Ireland can be expensive but it is possible. Aer Arann (081 821 0210, www.aerarann.com) flies into Dublin, Donegal, Sligo, Waterford, Knock, Galway, Kerry, Cork, and Derry.
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Many buses and coaches are a “request-stop only” service. Therefore, be sure to wave down the bus as it approaches or else it may not stop. This is best done with your arm extended, palm out, and waving downward.

Train 

Irish Rail (Ianród Éireann) (01 836 6222, or recorded timetable at 01 850 366 222, www.irishrail.ie) has service from all over the Republic and into Northern Ireland. Most trains spread out from Dublin to major cities and towns. In Dublin, Heuston Station serves trains going to the west and south (Waterford, Cork, Limerick, Galway, Westport). Pearse Station has trains to the southeast (Wicklow and Wexford). And, Connolly Station serves trains to the north (Sligo and into Northern Ireland: Belfast, Portrush, and Londonderry). Donegal has no train service. Eurorail (800 722 7151, www.eurail.com) offer deals should you be traveling throughout Europe and want to include Ireland (but not the United Kingdom or Northern Ireland) on your itinerary.

Bus 

Bus Éireann (01 830 2222, www.buseireann.ie) runs routes all over Ireland, including some smaller towns. Fares are half the price of its rail counterpart. In Ireland, a “coach” serves long-distance routes, while a “bus” serves inner-city routes. Translink (+44 (0) 28 9066 6630, www.nirailways.co.uk; called “Citybus” in Belfast) connects all of Northern Ireland. Buses are by far the best way to explore the west coast and the northwest of the Republic if you do not have a car.

Traveling by bus and train around the Irish mainland is more relaxing than driving. Trains are nicely equipped; some have outlets you can plug your laptop or music device into. Trains and buses are rarely off schedule and take you through some of Ireland’s most pastoral settings.

Reduced Rates 

The Emerald Card (www.translink.co.uk) allows unlimited travel on buses, rail, and metro in Ireland and Northern Ireland for eight days (during a fifteen-day period) or for fifteen days (during a thirty-day period). An Irish Rover Ticket, which lasts three, eight, or fifteen days is a better deal and must also be used within a certain travel period. The Freedom of Northern Ireland Card is good for one, three (during an eight-day period), or seven consecutive days and is only valid in Northern Ireland. The BritRail plus Ireland (866 BritRail, www.britrail.com) rail pass is more expensive and is only worthwhile if you plan to visit Wales, Scotland, and/or England during your trip. Backpackers and budget travelers who don’t mind being on the move should check out Paddy Wagon Tours (01 823 0822, www.paddywagontours.com) for great deals on multiday journeys.

Driving in Ireland 

Having a car will mean a great amount of freedom during your trip. Since driving is done on the left-hand side of the street (with the driver driving on the right side), it can be tricky to get used to for people from other countries. Following the guidelines and advice here will help you feel prepared and therefore more confident on the road.

Renting 

During the higher travel seasons, it is best to book your rental car before you arrive in Ireland. Try to not rent a car during your time in Dublin until you are ready to set out from the city.
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Your U.S. driver’s license is valid in Ireland and Northern Ireland. If you plan on driving in other European countries, it is recommended you obtain an international driver’s permit from an AAA (www.aaa.com) office in your area. You will need to have two passport-size photos and a current U.S. driver’s license to apply.

When searching online for a rental car, read the fine print. You will want unlimited mileage, and renting for seven or more consecutive days will save you a significant amount of money. To rent in Ireland, the person signing for the car will have to be at least twenty-one years old and under the age of seventy-five. Some rental agencies will not rent to drivers under twenty-five or over seventy, or will augment the price with high “under age” or “over age” fees. The cheapest rentals are smaller, manual cars. The lowest weekly rental will cost between [image: 6]250 and [image: 6]500. Add a minimum [image: 6]150 to this amount for an automatic car. Add [image: 6]75+ if you want to return the car to a different location (more if in another country, such as Northern Ireland or mainland Britain). Gas in Ireland is two to three times more expensive than in the United States.

Most rentals require some sort of deposit blocked (but not charged) on your credit card. Often, you can purchase a collision damage waiver (CDW) at the time of rental. Don’t assume that insurance provided through your credit card carrier will cover you in Ireland. Call before your trip to check on the details.

Tips for Driving 

Ireland competes with only a couple of other countries in having the highest accident rates in western Europe. If you are cautious and follow the rules, your trip will go without incident.

Here are some important steps to fully prepare for driving in Ireland:



• Learn some of the road signs. One good resource for this is Irish Car Rental (www.irish-car-rental.com), which also provides other information to aid your journey.

• Practice driving a manual car if possible. In Ireland, the pedals and steering wheel are on the right-hand side of the car, and you will need to shift with your left hand.

• Remember to stay on the left-hand side of the road at all times. Most rental cars have signs on the dashboard indicating that you should remain on the left-hand side.

• Buy a good driving map of Ireland. The Michelin Ireland map is superb.
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