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�  Belleek Castle – County Mayo  

�  Kinsale – County Cork – explore town, tour Desmond Castle, side trip to historic Cobh, 
unplanned Wild Irish Goose Chase seeking ancient ring-fort remains. 

�  Kenmare – County Kerry – drive the Ring of Beara and see its villages and coastal beauty, 
visit Druid Stone Circle. 

�  Dingle Peninsula (Leithinis Chorca Dhuibhne) – County Kerry – explore coastal ring route 
via Slea Head Drive (Sli’ Cheann Sle’ibhe), stay at sheep farm. 

�  Cliffs of Moher – County Clare. Be awed.   
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#���  – I awake 
from catnapping in my coveted row of airplane seats 
to the brilliance of sunrise in pink and yellow. Off the 
wing, through small puffs of clouds is my first glimpse 
of the Emerald Isle— a winding bay, with jutting 
fingers of velvety green land reaching out to the sea.  
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Forty-eight hours to reach Belleek Castle from Alexandria, Va., via Shannon Airport—on less 
than three hours sleep—but wow what a sight! The stunning stone structure sits atop a hill at 
the end of a winding gravel road passing by forest and meadow. Two official castle-greeter 
dogs stood sentry at the steps to the massive double wood-and-iron entry doors. 
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It had been quite a challenge to find a castle with 
overnight accommodations that hadn’t been 
refurbished to such resort-plush inside that it 
obliterated any hint of its original rustic 
charm…and that was a drivable distance from the 
southwest coast. Determined research paid off. Not 
only is Belleek Castle an awesome fortress from the 
outside, but its inside beauty still takes you back 
centuries… to when men wore armor and pub mugs 
were stone. In the lobby was a huge stone fireplace 
housing a big round iron kettle, in the center a 

three-inch thick wood banquet style table long enough to feed a castle army, and swords hung 
next to velvet-backed sconces on the walls. 
 
The castle’s pub was even more enchanting, dramatically 
styled after the captain’s room of the Spanish Armada, with a 
great oak bar salvaged centuries ago from galleons of a 
wrecked ship off the shores of County Mayo. The cozy dining 
room was an amazing experience as well, with a chef that 
relished a vegetarian challenge—what a luscious, creative 
concoction!—and desserts that no amount of armor could 
deflect. Our guilt was assuaged by memories of our late-
afternoon exercise via an extended walk through the woods 
and along the river.  
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The first we’d heard of Quin Abbey, we’d no clue of its beauty but for taking the word of a 
woman we met on our flight to Shannon. She lives in the village of Quin and told us she visits 

Quin Abbey sometimes just to stand 
in awe or meditate.  
 
Traveling south from County Mayo to 
County Cork, I realized we’d pass 
near enough to Quin, and the abbey, 
to make it a worthwhile stop. And 
wow, were we glad we did! The 
ancient stone abbey is I think the 
most massive structure we saw 
throughout our entire travels. The 
inner grounds were barred from 
public footprint, but enough could be 
seen from outside, and all around. 
Breathtaking.  
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)**��  – So enormous and imposing is this place, it’s impossible to 
stand in its presence and not wonder about those whose presence is still felt here—there’s a 
reverence about the place. And such quiet…except for a raven perched in an open crevice 
above our heads.  Interesting side note…across the street is the ‘Abbey Tavern.’  
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Our B&B in Kinsale was just a block off the center of the lively 
seaside town. Our first evening there was spent at a pub just a 
few doors down, the entertainment a young man singing Irish 
folk songs and a guy at the bar with such a strong accent that 

when he told me a favorite beer 
was brewed “right over in 
Carrick” it took me a few 
moments to realize he was 
referring to Cork.  
 
We spent another delightful 
evening at a restaurant/pub up the 
hill just outside of town called the 
Spaniard, where we had a nice light dinner while writing 
postcards, then moved to the pub to hear some traditional Irish 
music (yes, complete with fiddle!) and hung out with a local lad 
named Kevin until closing time. 
 
 































 

The Gallery Guesthouse, 
our B&B in Kinsale 

A favorite Kinsale café spot at a 
junction of colorful shopfronts. 

Kinsale Harbor 
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So we weren’t after geese. Still, it was as wild a goose chase as I’d ever encountered. We had 
set out from Kinsale towards Ballinspittle, out the loop to the breathtaking coast where harbor 
meets ocean, and back again, stopping at a tiny postal office for directions to our elusive 
destination, where a very Irish young man gave us directions—involving a bridge and knocking 
on some family’s farmhouse door—which we soon discovered I did not well understand; 
stopping again at a construction site where another Irishman directed us to an old well where he 
suspected our sought-after treasure might also be; stopping some time later, after more winding 
up and down narrow hilly bramble-framed roads, with no luck, Irish or otherwise, at a very old 
church we spotted from the road and were drawn to, where we also spotted two more Irishmen, 
this pair tending to gravesites and flowers, of whom we asked: Do you know of a site near here 
of ancient ring-fort ruins that date back to 600 AD? 
 
He stared at us both for a moment—did he think us a bit barmy?—then crooked his finger and 
said, Come with me.  Without a clue where he was leading, we traipsed over old graves and 
broken stone to the far cliff-hanging edge of the cemetery. We stopped with our guide at the 
stone wall as he pointed out beyond the cemetery walls. I followed his finger over raggedy 
hedges and into a green field that went on forever and there…there…as large as four round 
barns, was what looked at first sight like an overgrown crop circle.  
 
That perfectly circular shape, our new friend told us, was once a base of rock, the foundation 

for the ancient stone fort we were seeking. Had we 
searched all day, we’d not have discovered this on 
our own. The circle of stone was so overgrown 
that no rock remained visible, just a width and 
height similar to some of the old vine-covered 
sheep-field stone walls that crisscrossed the Irish 
countryside.  
 
Once we released our held breath over at last, and 
so serendipitously, finding our holy grail of the 
day, the gravekeeper pointed beyond to an even 
larger circle, with multiple rings—the “most 
famous one,” he told us—the three-ringed fort; 
rather, what remains of it. And it was resting into 

oblivion on someone’s private land. Even if it were public property, there was no way we could 
see—non-cowpie path anyway—to reach either ringed fort. But it was enough to see them from 
a brief distance, to have found them, to let our eyes get lost in the unending chain of history the 
rings represent.   
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A nice afternoon trip from our base in Kinsale was Cobh (cove), the embarkation point for Irish 
leaving for America, mostly during the famines of the mid-1800s. It’s a quaint hilly village 

All that remains of a 600 AD ring fort is 
overgrown flora over a hidden stone base. 
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with a huge cathedral, the customary colorfully painted homes and shopfronts, and a busy 
harbor.  
 
We enjoyed a late lunch at a little pub just before they stopped serving grub until dinner, and 
watched the people—shoppers and tourists and watermen—meander by with a perfect blue sky 
over the harbor in the background.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Did I mention the weather? We had perfect weather almost the entire trip. Locals kept telling us 
it had been raining for days unending before we arrived. I replied that we must have brought 
American sunshine with us.  
 
P.S., my fellow Americans: contrary to popular belief, the Irish do not drink their beer warm. 
Every Guinness I had was cold.  
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Sidetracking to hike up to ancient fort or castle ruins is a common custom in Ireland. It’s all 

just too hauntingly beautiful to resist. We pulled over for 
crumbling cemeteries, broken-stone forts, open-air old abbeys, 
a fisherman, a sheepherder and his dog, a valley lake, green 
and craggy coastal 
splendor, and 
occasionally for sheep 
crossing the road. 
What a beautiful 
place to be easily 
distracted.  (Sheep-
gazing inspired an 
off-the-wall poem. If 
interested, see poems 
at end of these trip 
pages.) 

One of our many sidetracks – the 
ruins of Timoleague Friary 

DJ – smiling amid the ruins 
of Timoleague Friary. 

Mary and DJ enjoy lunch in Cobh in an outdoor café with a harbor view. 
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Coastal farmland on Beara Peninsula 
on a misty morning. 

Rolling hills of inner farmland on Beara Peninsula. 

The winding hilly roads passed by amazing 
natural beauty and other scenic attractions, 

like this fisherman (below) who had just 
climbed up to the road from his spot on the 
shoreline, and the sheepherder and his dog 

bringing his flock over a hill and down 
across the highway near where we were 

stopped (below right). 
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Charming colorful town, still quaint despite all the shops. I found a beautiful wool sweater 
quite possibly from a sheep I’d met—they’re everywhere! Had tea & biscuits in The Poet’s Bar 
(seriously), and learned about Irish whiskey in one of 
the village pubs.   
 
A word about Irish pubs: they’re not just for drinking. 
(Really!) Irish pubs, at least most of the ones in smaller 
towns and villages, harken back to their original intent 
in days long gone by—as public houses, gathering 
spots for local working men and their families to come 
together in the evening to socialize. At most local pubs 
we encountered in our travels, kids would come 
through dropping books after school or asking for 
spending money, friends or family would drop off household goods, tools and whatnot for a 
bartender to use on his house the next day, and people say hello in a way that conveys a simple, 
genuine, no-obligation friendliness. It’s a quaint and beautiful thing.  

Abbey Court, our B&B in Kenmare, 
situated next to—what else?—an abbey. 

The varied splendor of Ireland included 
amazing coastlines with sheep dotting 
green pastures and ruins of forts and 

castles around every bend.  
 

You can’t go anywhere fast around here; 
it’s all too beautiful not to stop and admire. 
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��  – The sun is setting across the bay, shimmering on sails 
and casting splashes of light and shadow over the surrounding hills. Rook and raven sing in the 
evening. Rabbits graze their last meal down the hill. 
A magpie screeches across the near sky. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
On the edge of town, walkable from town centre, is 
an ancient stone circle, 5,000 years old and likely 
used as a scared site by the Druids. The mere fact of 
its age, and its survival, feels sacred—an awesome 
sight. 
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About equal distance from the town of Kenmare are two scenic peninsula “ring” drives: the 
Ring of Kerry and the Ring of Beara. On advice of locals, we decided to take the road less 
traveled…and it made all the difference.  

 
The Ring of Kerry is the most well-known 
and, consequently, overrun with tourist 
busses and traffic jams until winter sets in. 
The Ring of Beara was so breathtaking I 
didn’t give another thought to the larger 
Ring of Kerry. I took so many pictures of 
gorgeous farmland jutting out to cliffs 
suddenly dropping to the sea and other 
coastal glories that in labeling my pictures 
later I ended up with a very long series of 
CoastalBeauty1, CoastalBeauty2, 
CoastalBeauty3, and on and on.  Some 

Colorful Kenmare 

Ancient Druid Stone Circle near Kenmare 

a note about Ireland’s colorfully 
painted buildings… 
 Ireland’s national “Tidy Towns” 
competition that began in the ‘50s 
judges on litter control, nature 
amenities, landscaping, building and 
road maintenance, and overall tidiness. 
But it’s not just about being neat. It’s 
blossomed into a competing effort to 
pretty up homes and storefronts with 
flowerboxes and trellises of brilliant 
blooms and painting houses and shops 
in bright and happy contrasting colors.  
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beautiful scenery was also to be found inland, in particular crossing Healy Pass. It was a wee 
bit foggy that day, though, accounting for somewhat foggy pictures. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

View from atop Healy’s Pass (above) 
and passing by a valley lake visible from 

atop the pass (right). 

Ring of Beara: beauty 
around every bend 
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Around the Ring of Beara, we came upon a road-sign conundrum—actually one of many road-
sign conundrums—go up “towards Tuosist” or keep straight where we hoped the Ring of Beara 
continued. Both our print map and our GPS buddy Lola seemed as confused, so we decided on 
a whim to take the high road. We headed up the hill toward the town of Tuosist.   
 
Not much of a town. And I really mean not 
much: a tiny postal office, another building, a 
tree, and a fence—all forming a rough 
triangular tiny (very tiny) ‘town square’—and 
a dog squat in the center. He didn’t appear to 
mind our presence but he also didn’t appear to 
want to budge. So, with the Tuosist town dog 
lounging calmly on the gravel looking up at 
us, we circled the car 360 degrees around 
him—so close I could have reached out and 
tweaked one soft ear—to return back to the 
main road. He never moved from his centered 
spot except to turn his head a wee bit in our 
direction as we circled around him.  
 
By the way, dogs have the run of things in 
Ireland. They guard sheep in the country and 
keep to their task, and in the towns they run 
loose—pattering here and there, exchanging a 
sniff along the way then moving on, as if 
having clear places to go and a map in their 
minds to guide them—while remaining quite 
calm. No chasing cars, no barking at 
strangers. They’re used to it all. They just go about their business…like any of us.  
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Dingle—the village and the whole peninsula—felt the most foreign of any other place we 

landed in Ireland…a good thing! The road signs are in 
Gaelic—some, blessedly, also translated in English—and 
some locals still speak Gaelic. Many who don’t speak 
with such a heavy accent that it’s a challenge to 
understand… but fun! (For a list of challenging road 
signs and other interesting oddities encountered in 
Ireland, please see last page.) 
  

 
 

Hazelbrook B&B, on the outskirts of 
Dingle, is also a working sheep farm. 

a note on driving Ireland’s roads… 
 There’s something GoogleMaps and 
MapQuest won’t tell you about driving in 
Ireland. That “travel time” estimate? Toss it out 
the window before the plane even lands. If 
you’re planning a driving trip through Ireland, 
you can count on doubling the drive time if any 
destination is not immediately off a major 
highway.  
 Ireland has its own built-in speed limits—
roundabouts throughout every town—but it’s 
the country roads that really keep the pace to a 
turtle’s crawl. So many of Ireland’s pastoral 
winding roads are lined with old low stone 
wallways now overgrown with thick brambly 
shrubs, leaving what was once two decent lanes 
now a nearly one-laned passage that requires a 
constant lookout for shoulder room in case you 
suddenly find yourself sharing the road with 
another driver. 
 Fortunately, the courteous pull-over and 
accompanying smile  
& wave are a welcome part of Irish kindness. 
Unfortunately, it makes for long, slow going.   
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The sheep farmer at our B&B hates magpies. They are such beauties! I protested.  He’d hear 
none of it. He says they dive-bomb the sheep, killing them by jutting eyes out with their beaks. 
That sounded so cruel, and for a moment I hated the birds too, until I remembered this is just 
another way of the natural world. I love the sheep, but I still don’t hate the magpies. Out of this 
deliberation was hatched a poem (see end of trip pages). 
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 – Murphy’s Pub—sweet Irish music, hearty potatoes, locals’ brogue, and a kind 
waiter wishing us sun and good journey tomorrow ‘round the loop. 
 
Dingle pubs are surprisingly varied. Not just for Guinness, many also sell everything from 
candy to shoes to tackle and flea market items. A carryover from the true ‘public house’ era, 
these central gathering places also served as a village’s source for whatever anyone needed. 
 
The Dingle Peninsula (or Leithinis Chorca Dhuibhne in Gaelic) has its own small coastal ring 
route, Slea Head Drive (Sli’ Cheann Sle’ibhe), which rivaled the Ring of Beara in scenic 
beauty. Among the many staggering scenes along the higher parts of the drive were cliffs where 

the movie “Ryan’s Daughter” was filmed. We 
stopped to marvel.  
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– Having an Irish coffee in the café 
overlooking Ryan’s cliffs, huge rocks, waves 
crashing, cold and windy day but still beautiful, 
sea down there as far as forever, broken by a 
small scattering of mossy islands and misty tufts 
of fog. Gulls and cormorants fly, wings 
struggling, dipping shoreward, carried by the 
wind.  
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En route to the Cliffs of Moher, skirting the brambly walls and potholes that we’d learned are 
standard Irish road fare, we had a flat tire…which became a flat tyre—the Irish spelling we 
soon learned from zigzagging our way to three different service stations/tyre shops until one 
had the right size tyre in stock. It set us back a bit, in time and Euros, but in the great scheme of 
things it was just another leg on our adventure…guided by the kindness of Irishmen.  
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The crazy thing I’ll remember the most from the magnificent Cliffs of Moher is the horrendous 
wind—70 miles an hour—just about swept us off our feet. But we fought the force of Mother 

I wish I could have taken this picture on a 
sunny day. This is the coved beach where 

“Ryan’s Daughter” was filmed. It is stunning. 
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Nature and made our way to the first lookout level. Wow. Cliffs like the Grand Canyon—
stunning height!—with white crashes of waves at their feet, gulls and puffins staggered at 
crevices like shelves in the rock. It was spectacular beyond expectation. 
 
We would have loved to see the 
cliffs from an even higher point, but 
the wind left us too fearful of being 
scooped right up by a gust and cast 
out to sea. I’m serious. This was 
wind you could not stand still in, 
even the burliest of you out there, I 
promise; I saw it. And it was very 
very cold too. (Yes, even for me.) 
 
Later, warmed by the natural heat of 
a roomful of locals at a pub called 
McHugh’s, we enjoyed our final 
Guinness mugs, some pub grub, and 
people watching. A very ‘local’ 
place, the bar was lined with 
weathered gray-headed men, one 
interesting looking fellow with long white hair, walrus mustache and fishing cap, complete 
with lures pinned all around it above the brim.  
 
The view—outside through the pub-front windows—took in a row of townhouse style 
apartments in a white stucco building. The doors were painted in colors bright enough to shine 
wildly through the misty weather and setting sun—blue, red, turquoise, yellow—with windows 
long and paned and some tiny like square portholes.  
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����  – The sun is rising over the hills toward Shannon as we bump along in our little 
battered rental car down our last winding Irish roads this trip. Heavy mist settled over the 
fields to either side is just beginning to lift, dew on roadside shrubs sparkle. Suddenly, to our 
left, over a pasture of green grass and white farmhouses: a rainbow.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Cliffs of Moher were stunning, like a coastal Grand Canyon. 
It was a crazy windy day with misty gusts and a fickle sun, thus 

the somewhat foggy photo. 



 
 

© 2008 DJ Gaskin 

������������������������������������
 



It was impossible to capture everything about our trip in the notes above, and I have a multitude 
more photos than what’s here. There was so much to see, do, learn, absorb—and still there’s so 
very very much left that I want to experience.  I’ll be returning in the not-too-distant future.  
I can hear the whispers of the Emerald Isle calling me back already.  Meanwhile…. 
 
I hope you’ve enjoyed this little guided tour through my Ireland trip.   

�  Have you been to Ireland? – I’d love to hear of your experiences or recommendations for 
my return. 

�  Planning to visit Ireland? – I’d be happy to answer what questions I can from my small 
experience there so far.  

Please write to Poet@LionessPress.com.  

 

 

 

 
 

Magpie Impasse  
 
Magpie magpie how  
do you kill. 
One lamb two lambs  
four lambs still. 
Farmer raises gun  
to stop. 
Photographer sets  
his shutter stop. 
Black and white 
and sometimes red 
is magpie shot.  
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As a Sheep Gazes 
 
How many memories does a sheep have? 
How many hopes? 
Does he recall a fine warm hill of grass? 
Does he dream of rocked fencing too low  
to really enclose? 
Is there a summer day that comes to mind 
when he and two others took charge and leaped 
the stone wall? Was this day a wish  
for some kind of unsheared 
freedom?—loose unthreads of wool, sharp 
slats of sun, unhurried rush of sea? 
Is there a scratch of poetry 
in his gazing past the bay? 
 
 
                                                                    ©2008 DJ Gaskin 
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Oddish Things in Ireland 
 
 

Odd road signs… 
 
����������	
���  – announcing a narrowing of the road, resulting in a forced slowing down. 
 
���������	
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����
�  – probably more to do with the surface coating, as in gravel before paving, 

but we wondered if the road might at any time just up and disappear from under our wheels. 
 
��������  (vs. Parking Lot) – a cark park? Yay! calling all car moms! bring your cars to play 

together in the park!!  
 
Heavy Plant Crossing  – Not about large wandering houseplants; we think it’s about industrial 

equipment type vehicles crossing the road. 
 
Dual Carriageway Ahead – two-way street coming up. 
 
���������	
����
�������������  – we think it’s something about the incline over railroad 

crossings, but we never quite understood this one. 
 
Bureau of Change, usually located at a “hole in the wall” – seriously – “Bureau of Change” is the 

office name on buildings of banks.  “Hole in the wall” however, though not on any official 
signage that we could find, seemed a very common reference to ATMs. 

 
 
   
 
 
We slowed waaaaaaay down through Accident Black Spots. 
 

 
����������	��
�����

���  (vs. Men’s and Women’s Restrooms) – “toilet” is not a dirty word in 

Ireland.   
 
������  – not as fun as it sounds – just a scenic overlook  
 
“ ���� ����� 	� 
����
�  – the competition that resulted in, among other tidy things, the varied 

colorfully painted cottage fronts and doors.  
 
 

Other oddish things…. 
 
Chipmunks as pets!!!  – Upon encountering a little cageful of the cuties in a village pet 
shoppe, I was so alarmed that I came within a tail’s swipe of slashing open their cage and releasing 

Accident  

�  
Black Spot  
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them into the wilds of Irish countryside to frolic at will.  And although I had a clean passport and an 
international drivers license, I was afraid that deed might end up acquainting me with a foreign 
process I really didn’t need to experience. 
 
�������
� �
���� ������ ���� ������ ���  – we wondered if some were marked for milk, some 
cheese, some for dinner; found out later it’s just a property thing, i.e. what farmer owns what sheep. 
(They do have a tendency to leap fences.) 
 
Take-away  = take-out 
 
����������	
����
  – seriously… a low-to-ground flattish box that moved forward automatically 
eating up grass but without any real evident spewing of cuttings. Where did they go??? 
 
��������������������������������������������  all over the grocery stores – little stands like those used to feature special sales, but these 
are just for beer… all kinds of beer… all over the stores. 
 
���� �	�� 
� ���
 ��� 	�� ���� �
 ��� � ��� � ���� �		  – even got an apology in a pub when Guinness was 
served in a Heineken glass because all the Guinness glasses were dirty.   
 
	�
�����	�
�����	�
�����	�
�����  = driving 

�������  = vacation 

    So, you’re 
�
�����
�
�����
�
�����
�
�����  about on ������� ? 

 
 
 


