Werate this walking
break as moderate
overall:it's quite a
haulup Mt Brandon,

but the coastal

walking is easy-going.

with aBackpack

Mountains, saints, paternoster lakes, beaches, music, dliffs,
pubs, the Three Sisters, Guinness, and a dolphin called Fungje:

10 top reasons to walk Ireland’s Dingle Peninsula.

Words: Jenny Walters Photos: Andy Wilson

fridge. Of all the reasons to visit

Ireland, it was a man with a

fridge that first inspired me.

The man was Tony Hawks; the
refrigerator was his hitch-hiking
companion; the book was ‘Round Ireland
with a Fridge’. Who could resist a place
where nobody blinks if you need an extra
seat for your household appliance?

This time, though, the number one
reason to visit is the mountains. I'm
reliably informed that this is the easy way
up Mount Brandon, but ‘easy’ is a slippery
notion when the summit sits at 952m.
Twelve crosses and a line of posts mark the
Cosédn na Naomh - or Saints Road - from

An Baile Breac to the top, a pilgrim’s climb
of the hill of St Brendan, the patron saint
of County Kerry.

And to be fair, this is the sweeter side of
the mountain. Brandon looks a lot like
Yosemite’s Half Dome: one face a curve, the
other a vertical cliff. I've read books that
describe this ascent as dull but the author
must be bonkers, or more charitably, never
thought to take a look backwards.

Slog it out head down for 90 minutes and
you’ll see nothing but grass and experience
little more than burning hamstrings, but
pause for a moment and you’ll realise the
point of all your work: rough upland slopes

tumble to a flat sweep of fields, rise again w
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and drop to the sea, the Three Sisters a frozen
breaker of turf and cliff beyond.

Then I disappear into cloud and it threatens to
become one of those dull days where you think
shopping at Lakeside Thurrock has something to
recommend it. The occasional tantalising — or
frustrating — flash of view scurries past, a deep
green trench to my right, a scooped ridgeline ahead,
and then as I reach the final cross on the summit,
the whole bally lot clears to blue.

This is the highest point in Ireland outside the
Macgillycuddy’s Reeks — I can see them prodding
the clouds on the next peninsula south — and it’s
tough to know where to start looking. Straight
down to the paternoster lakes, a chain of tarns like
rosary beads leading to the foot of the scarp? Along
the airy Faha aréte as it curls up to the summit?
Over a crumple of lower hills to the golden curve of
Brandon Bay? Along the swooping line of the ridge

I'm standing on? Why choose? I take a pew and
work my way round every bit of view as I munch
my sarnies.

And if I'd known what a pickle I was about to get
into, I'd have stayed right here for the afternoon and
then followed the crosses back down the hill.

You see, I'd been told that access in Ireland is a
tricky thing (see panel on p98) and I see that the
only path on the map ends where I sit. But I can no
more resist exploring that ridgeline than I can leave
a crumb of chocolate brownie on a plate.

I set off, and from the boot-worn line along the
edge of the scarp it’s clear I'm not the first. The sun
beams, the view is immense and gorgeous, [ am
happy as a pig in muck. I skip out on to each point
of the ridge and take a moment to peek at the
alternative route up through the corries. My guts
lurch at the mere sight of the vertical scree, but if
you like things edgy, or ascending on your hands

Ever y last peak CQHS me on to see hOW the view lOOl(S from there.. .
and ther €... Q.Ild tl’lCI’C. You see the picture: YOU_ U_Ild€t' stand.

r'ridg

ne, g ! 445
_betweenMount Brandon - . *
_and Gearhane: é 3 )

and knees, it looks spectacular.

That’s not to say it’s an effortless stroll up here,
though: the escarpment dips and rises and takes
some work. But every last peak calls me on to see
how the view looks from there... and there... and
there. You can see the picture: you understand.

By the time I teeter across the narrow isthmus of
grass to Gearhane, the final flick on the ridgeline,
the sun is burning into the sea.

I’'m convinced I can see faint lines of path going
exactly where I want, down a grassy buttress that
lowers sweetly back to the valley, but as I get closer
they dissolve. I trundle downhill beside a fence, still
convinced all will be well, to a track. A track has to
go somewhere. It does. It descends into a mire of
gorse, nettles and hidden ankle-wrenching trenches.
Iimagine I’ll break my leg and get caught trespassing.
Forty minutes later I scrabble up to a road: never
have I been so glad to see Tarmac. It is dark by the

The first cross on
the Saints Road.

time I find the car. And the irony is stinging: St
Brendan is the patron saint of navigators.

The first Guinness in Dick Mack’s bar in Dingle
steadies my nerves. The second at McCarthy’s
makes me realise the sensible thing would have
been to walk out along that ridgeline then back the
exact same way: after all, you could trammel up and
down above that view for weeks and not get bored.
The third back at the hotel convinces me I'm an
adventurous hero. I stop there.

There can be few features about walking in the
west of Ireland that don’t let on that it’s lush and
green for a reason. Next morning, the sky mottles
grey with rain-heavy cloud, muting the colour and
twinkle of the sea as I walk along the sandy beach
of Ventry Harbour on a section of the Dingle Way.
This is one of Ireland’s 40 National Waymarked
Ways, and winds 179km around the perimeter of
the peninsula. W

Checkup
No specialjabs needed.
TakeanEHIC.

Cheque point
Currencyis the euro.
Banks and ATMs in Dingle.

Travel check

Country Walking took the
overnight car-ferry from
Swansea to Cork with
FastnetLine-gotosleep

in Wales, wake upinlreland

(and no packing
restrictions). From £112
eachway for car with two
adults, cabins from £44.

0844576 883],
www.fastnetline.com
Alternatively, Ryanair flies
toKerry www.ryanair.com

Checkin

We stayed at the Dingle
SkelligHoteland
Peninsula Spaonthe edge
of town with lovely views.
Rooms are spacious, the
buffetbreakfast is huge,

there are bars for the
evening, and aspafor
tired legs (costs extra).
From €59 pp/pn,
+353(0) 66 915 0200,
www.dingleskellig.com

Drink up

Don't miss the traditional
music and the Guinness!
Dingle is crammed with
pubs: we liked Dick Mack's
(dickmacks.homestead.
com) - part shop, part pub,
withawalk of fame on the
pavement outside; and
McCarthy's Bar (www.
maccarthyspub.com).

Check themaps
You'llneed the 1:50,000
Ordnance Survey Ireland
Discovery Series 70.
There'salsoal:25,000

map of Brandon Mountain.

www.irishmaps.ie

Check the guides

John Ahern from South
West Walks Irelandis
really knowledgeable
about the areaand offers
guided and self-guided

walkingbreaks onthe
Dingle Peninsula: five-day
trips from €338 excluding
flights, +353-66 7128733
www.southwestwalks
ireland.com

Web check
For everything youneed:
www.discoverireland.com

Language check
Dingleis a Gaeltachtor
Irish-speaking area: look
outfor AnDaingean
(Dingle) on'signs. And dia
duitis hello, le do thoil is
please, sldinteis cheers!




A bit of road-walking later and the path lifts into

Far left: Coastal
views from the
Dingle Way.
Above: Fuschia
hedges add colour
to arainy day.
Left: Trying to stay
upright inaroaring
gale on Dunmore
Head, the most
westerly point of
mainland Ireland.

the foothills of Mount Eagle, stretching a view along
the coast behind it. My goal is to walk to Slea Head,
then out on to Dunmore Head, the most westerly bit
of mainland Ireland. Even if that particular tick-box
doesn’t appeal, it’s a top vantage point for the
Blasket Islands, the final outposts of this ridgeline
before it disappears beneath the waves.

A blasting wind tries to bully me inland as I near
the headland. I’ve seen pictures of this spot on a
sunny day, when it’s more South Pacific than north
Atlantic, all gold sand and turquoise sea. I could be
disappointed today, but it seems churlish. There’s
drama in the wild skies, I'm so drenched I barely
notice it’s still raining, and I can’t help but laugh into a
wind that last saw land 3,000 miles away in the USA.

I do cheat a little, though. Instead of going back
over Mount Eagle as planned, I hitch a lift to Dingle
for a final pint of the black stuff. All 'm missing is a

fridge to keep me company. Wélking

Access in Ireland: explained

Ireland has some of the most beautiful scenery in the world, yet access to those plum
views is a surprisingly thorny topic. Here's what you need to know.

Basically, thereis almost no legal right of
access inIreland. We hear that once upon atime
landowners were pretty relaxed about
strangers tromping over their property -and
many still are - butyoudon'thave alegal legto
stand oniif you're challenged.

Yes, there are 43 National Waymarked Ways
ranging from 25km to 200km, and 150 shorter
National Looped Walks across the country.
These have beennegotiated with landowners
and there should be no problem with access:
see www.irishtrails.ie Thereis abut, though:
your right towalk is permissive rather than
legal and therefore not guaranteed forever.

There are tiny pockets of access land in the
national parks but we're talking less than 1% of
the countryside. Otherwise, and strictly
speaking, you're obliged to ask the landowner
for permission.

Evenif younormally prefer walking alone, a
guideis worthhis or her weightingold here:
they knowthe area, the landowners, the
permitted routes (and the best views). Or you
could contact alocal walking group for advice,
signup to one of the many walking festivals or
check out www.mountainviews.ie

Navigation can be challenging. The paths
aren't enshrined in law so youwon't find
them marked on maps, and stiles and
waymarks arerare.

Yup. Anumber of groups are campaigning
hard, including Mountaineering Ireland
(www.mountaineering.ie) and Keep Ireland
Open (www.keepirelandopen.org). Both
are working with Comhairle na Tuaithe at
the Department of Community, Equality
and Gaeltacht Affairs, and the goal is
legislation for a right to roam the uplands
andrights of way in other areas. Check
www.pobail.ie for updates.



