Buthaina and Jeffrey’s Excellent Irish Adventure
Saturday, March 30:
Fly to Boston and then Dublin 
Sunday, March 31:



Arrive at 5:25 AM in Dublin on Easter Sunday - windy and cold.  Take refuge in a Starbucks that’s the only thing open!  Walk through Trinity College, St. Stephen’s Green, and tour Dublin Little City museum in wonderful old Georgian house with exhibit of Dublin’s tenement housing – very bleak.  It’s so cold we do a driving tour, past Dublin Castle, O’Connell and Ha’penny bridges, and Custom House.


Drive north towards Drogheda up the coast and tour the Newgrange burial mound.  Wonderful modern visitor center that makes us think of Al Ip (there would be more of them!).  We freeze our butts off walking across a stream to the transport bus, taking bus to the burial mound site, etc.  But all worth it – burial mound is from 1,500 BC, many centuries before Stonehenge, and has quite remarkable center chamber that captures the rising sunlight of the winter solstice all the way to the burial chamber in the center of the mound – shades of Indiana Jones.

Proceed on to our hotel, the best of the trip, the Heritage Golf & Spa Resort in Killenard, County Laois.  Very modern facility with excellent restaurant and fabulous bathroom/shower that was most welcome after a very cold day (Ireland and UK had the coldest March temps in 50 years).
Monday, April 1:

Have our first real experience driving on narrow Irish back country roads en route to the Clonmacnoise Monastery near Ferbane in County Westmeath (with another very well-done visitor center, exhibits contained in circular rooms leading one to another).  Fabulous setting overlooking the River Shannon (reminded J of Taj Mahal setting on the Yamuna river), and the weather was perfect for recalling the hardship of living in the 6th century: cold, low clouds, biting wind as move through the buildings, chapel, and headstones/crosses of the monastery founded by St. Ciaran and repeatedly attacked and ravaged by Vikings, Normans, and the English, especially Cromwell.

Today is Easter Monday, both a bank holiday and the anniversary of the 1916 Easter Uprising.  We drive on to Galway and spend a nice, if still chilly and windy afternoon walking around the funky, artsy center of the city.  Have fish and chips at the King’s Head Tavern (so named after one of the executioners of King Charles I in 1648) and then watch the Irish Grand National steeple chase championship from another pub.  J’s horse Cross Appeal (in honor of having visited Clonmacnoise that morning) runs a spirited race over the first mile and a half, but tires and fades in the second half of the race.

Arrive at the Clare Inn Golf & Leisure Hotel in Newmarket-on-Fergus, County Clare, where we have the most unexpected treat of dining with Lord and Lady Grantham at Dromoland Castle!  Exquisite meal in the sumptious surroundings of the Gallery Restaurant, followed by music and after dinner drinks in the library.
Tuesday, April 2:


Tuesday morning is still chilly, but wonderful clear, sunny and nothing but blue sky.  We head off to the Cliffs of Moher to see one the wonders of the natural world.  Incredible cliffs falling into the ocean make our knees weak.  Here as well, a very nice visitor center that’s anything but ordinary, and we have a good lunch at the visitor center following our walk along the cliffs.

Then through the Burren, a barren landscape of exposed limestone, to the seaside village of Kinvarra and the castle of Dungaire, which Boot had recommended.  We head back to the Clare Inn and another superb dinner at Dromoland Castle, including a walk around the grounds and more music in the library following our meal. 
Wednesday, April 3:

We leave the Clare Inn as a busload of US servicemen in Army fatigues arrive for breakfast, their plane at Shannon airport that’s taking them to Afghanistan having been delayed.  A very depressing thought, yet more young American soldiers being sent to a lost cause.

The weather is again chilly, but more than compensated by bright blue, sunny skies.  We drive toward the Dingle peninsula and the guidebook helps steer us to a magnificent breakfast at Adare Manor Castle, one of the premier hotels in Ireland.  We have delicious fruit, cheeses, breads while sitting in a Gothic stone passageway, overlooking the manor house gardens.  There’s a Great Room upstairs that was once a chapel, with three medieval fireplaces, and exquisite misericordes underneath the chapel seats.
We travel on to the seaside town of Dingle, enjoy a brisk walk around the village, and try to have lunch at Doyle’s Seafood (recommended by Boot from his trip there in 1979 with John Tulp), but it’s only open for dinner.  So we ‘settle’ for The Boat Yard restaurant, overlooking the water, and go for the crab specialty recommended by Frank Bruni of the New York Times.  Mouthwatering.
After lunch we head off for a tour of the Dingle peninsula coast road, which turns out to be nothing less than one of the world’s great coastal driving experiences, up there with South Africa, Hawaii, Italy and New Zealand!  Endless ocean vistas, sheep grazing on steep pastures falling into the sea, perilous cliffs and rock formations make for an exquisite afternoon.  We stop many times to enjoy the views of the shimmering ocean and the Blasket Islands, and also pay a visit to Louis Mulcahy’s pottery store/factory.  The Dingle peninsula road also has a location made famous by the movie, Ryan’s Daughter.
Into the late afternoon, we head to Killarney and briefly visit Muckross House overlooking the Lakes of Killarney.

It’s then on to the Blarney Golf Resort, by far the least attractive of our hotels.  Actually, it’s quite surreal, with very strange overall Ikea design and furnishings that don’t match, and a wait staff that’s heavily Slavic and not into what they’re doing.  The dinner is eminently forgettable.
Thursday, April 4:

We head south toward Kinsale and arrive early, having breakfast at Old Mother Hubbard’s.   We walk around the town a bit – known as the Annapolis of Ireland – then go a few kilometers outside of town to Charles Fort, regarded as one of the pre-eminent star forts in Europe.  It’s a beautiful day again, still chilly and windy but beautiful sunshine over the harbor and out to the Atlantic.  We drive out the other side of Kinsale on the West Cork coastal road, to the Old Head peninsula and its golf links, which doesn’t open for another week.  Good thing, as the wind is blowing furiously, and the golf course on the peninsula must be the most exposed course to the elements that we’ve ever seen.   We take a walk, and then it’s back to the Speckled Door for a tasty lunch of seafood chowder, salmon plate, and chicken liver paté, with wonderful views of the coast and ocean.  We learn that spectators on Old Head gathered in 1915 to watch as the Lusitania sank, eleven miles out to sea.

After lunch we head to Blarney Castle and the surrounding park, which we love.  There are incredible trees in the park (one a US western cypress with tree limbs as big as trunks), stables and a manor house, and overall it’s lovely. The Castle tower is ten stories high and we go to the top and walk by - but refrain - from kissing the Blarney Stone.

We visit the village of Blarney on a golden April afternoon and then have one of our best meals of the trip, at Blair’s Inn a few miles outside the village.  We have a great appetizer of mushrooms in pastry and a lamb shank where the meat melts away from the bone.  Fires throwing a warm glow around the restaurant, two quintessential Irishmen chatting at the bar, it’s perfect.
Friday, April 5:


We get an early start on the motorway to Dublin, stopping off for a brief visit to the Rock of Cashel and its tower house and chapel.  We find it a bit touristy.

We arrive in Dublin and tour the Guinness brewery and museum, with lunch accompanied by a creamy, smooth draught Guinness.  This must be the most visited spot in Ireland, jam packed with people.  Excellent exhibits and Guinness memorabilia.

We go to our hotel, the North Star on Amiens Street (nothing special except it’s centrally located), and then have a wonderful final evening in Ireland, with a great dinner at the Exchange Restaurant in the Westin Hotel, followed by traditional Irish music and step-dancing at the Hotel Arlington on the River Liffey.  The musicians and dancers are fabulous, and the crowd wildly enthusiastic.
Saturday, April 6:
Fly home to Boston and BWI, arriving at the house about 8 PM.

