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How to use this ebook:

•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.

•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.

•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.

•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.

•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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Welcome to the Emerald Isle, a rocky outcrop in the North Atlantic that’s been shaped by the elements and history into a truly gorgeous island that enthralls with its endless stories, scenery, and craic.

Ireland and Northern Ireland are small countries, about the same size as the state of Indiana, but they squeeze in a ferocious amount of places to see and things to do. I often find myself on the trails in the Cooley Mountains, taking a dip in the chilly sea afterward, and settling in for a pint and a chat in a traditional pub as the sun finally sets on a long summer’s evening—my ideal Irish day.

You’re never too far from a slow pace of life in Ireland. In rural areas by the sea, high in the mountains, or hidden among rolling fields, there are places where time has stood still for decades. But it’s not all stone walls and flocks of sheep blocking traffic on narrow country roads; there are great cities too. In Galway’s outstanding foodie scene, Belfast’s indie spirit, and Dublin’s go-go-go atmosphere, city-loving folks will feel right at home.

The good weather is hard to predict, even in summer, but one ever-present element is the welcoming people. The Irish go out of their way to help you, and if you find yourself in a rural pub in the back of beyond, people will chat with you as if you’ve lived around the corner for years. Pubs are part of our culture in Ireland, but we do things a little differently. Think of them as our town squares, where we meet to chat about the local goings-on, where we meet to listen to live music and keep our culture alive, and where we meet with old friends and family.

Ireland is a choose-your-own-adventure place. Step inside ancient structures in the beautiful countryside, or immerse yourself in Irish crafts and language. Whatever your loves are, you’ll find them here, and you’ll have a bit of craic along the way.

Fáilte go hÉireann.
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Glendalough, along the Wicklow Way



10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Enjoying a pint of Ireland’s iconic drink, Guinness, at one of the many iconic Dublin pubs, all with their own story to tell.
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2 Hiking the Wicklow Way from Dublin to Clonegall through Wicklow Mountains National Park in short manageable sections—and admiring the brilliant views throughout.
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3 Standing atop the Cliffs of Moher at the edge of the world as the sun drops below the horizon and lights up the Atlantic Ocean.
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4 Getting “the gift of the gab” when you kiss the Blarney Stone at Blarney Castle, a huge draw for visitors for decades.
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5 Seeing the story of both sides of the Troubles through large murals across Belfast and on a tour with Black Taxi Tours.
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6 Hopping on a ferry to the Aran Islands, where Irish is still spoken and the tide dictates life, and visiting the prehistoric cliff-top fort of Dún Aonghasa.
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7 Summiting the challenging Carrauntoohil, Ireland’s tallest mountain, for unbeatable views of the MacGillycuddy Reeks.
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8 Taming the mighty Atlantic Ocean by learning how to surf at the National Surf Centre in Strandhill.
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9 Tucking into some of the best Irish dishes and delicacies that make the most of our amazing farm produce.
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10 Joining in on an impromptu traditional music session at a pub where incredible musicians perform and crowd participation is encouraged.



Planning Your Trip

WHERE TO GO

Dublin

As the capital and the most cosmopolitan city, Dublin is Ireland’s most visited destination. On the cobbled streets and narrow laneways, you’ll find stories through the ages, traditional pubs where Guinness flows endlessly, and some of the country’s best restaurants and chefs.

Around Dublin

Discover the best of the mountains and the coast without traveling far from Dublin. Gaze down on the city from the hills in the Wicklow Mountains National Park and uncover hidden landscapes while hiking the stunning Wicklow Way. Or venture farther along the coast to unforgettable natural scenery and ancient structures that most visitors don’t know about.

The Southeast

Get your teeth into history in this sunny region that’s a must for history buffs to learn about Ireland’s lesser-known past. Hear how the Vikings raided the coast before founding cities, climb the world’s oldest functioning lighthouse, and trace the Irish heritage of a US president to his ancestral family farm.
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Cork

There’s a reason locals call the republic’s second-largest city “the People’s Republic of Cork.” Known for its mighty craic, Cork deserves its residents’ pride. The Wild Atlantic Way begins in West Cork and takes you through idyllic villages and towns to some of the most remote and spectacular coast. This part of the country is known for its passionate love of food and fantastic local produce—you’ll eat well at every stop.

Kerry

If you close your eyes and think of Ireland, it’s likely Kerry that you’re daydreaming about. Visitors flock here to explore the rolling hills, Ireland’s tallest mountain, wildlife, and historic sights in Killarney National Park. You’ll find warm welcomes from people who love visitors. During summer, these quiet towns are abuzz with craic agus ceol (music and fun).

Clare and Limerick

Breathe in the sea air from the top of the Cliffs of Moher as the waves crash below, then leave the crowds behind to explore the remote parts of the West Clare coast and otherworldly rocky landscapes in Burren National Park. Nearby Limerick City, at the mouth of the River Shannon, boasts a thriving food and drink scene as well as a huge passion for rugby.

Galway and Mayo

Enjoy the good life in Galway City, where amazing restaurants and lively pubs create a year-round party atmosphere. You’ll hear Irish spoken on the Aran Islands off the coast and throughout Connemara, as well as live trad music in famous pubs in Westport.

The Northwest

Discover an overlooked part of the Wild Atlantic Way that’s perfect for surfers to improve their skills. In Glenveagh National Park, hikers can get away from the crowds. Bring your dancing shoes, especially for Ballyshannon, which hosts a number of blues and traditional music festivals every year.

Northern Ireland

Learn about the conflicts that have plagued this country on fascinating tours in the capital, Belfast, and see how the cities of Northern Ireland have become creative hubs brimming with events, venues, and top-quality food. See sights like the Giant’s Causeway, and after walking one of the many great trails, treat yourself to a famous Northern Irish whiskey.
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WHEN TO GO

When to visit Ireland depends on what you plan to do. The peak season is summer, when you’ll find the most activities and excitement, but if you’re here for the outdoors, fall and spring may be even more rewarding.

Summer

It’s hard to predict the weather in Ireland, but it’s often pleasant June-August. The days are long in June, when the sun rises before 5am and sets just before 10pm, to fit as many sights or trails as possible into your day. Irish summers are mild, with average highs of 15-20°C (59-68°F) and lows of 10-13°C (50-55°F), with a mix of sun, clouds, and occasional showers. Dublin and the east coast tend to be slightly warmer and drier than the west. Summer is the busiest time for visitors, so book attractions and lodging in advance, and expect crowds at popular spots.

Fall

Fall is often the best time to visit Ireland, particularly September. The weather can be surprisingly good, with warmer weather becoming more common, with highs averaging 14-18°C (57-64°F) and lows of 9-11°C (48-52°F) that can extend into mid-October, when most visitors have gone home, making lodging easier to find. Rainfall increases as fall progresses; layering is essential, and a waterproof jacket is a must. The days are still long but begin to shorten as Halloween draws near. This event originated in Ireland as Samhain and is celebrated across the country, blending ancient traditions with modern celebrations through bonfires, festivals, and fireworks.

Winter

Winter can be tough in Ireland. It rains 25 days a month and the days are short, with as little as 8 hours of daylight. While the temperatures don’t get too low, averaging 3-8°C (37-46°F), the humidity makes winter feel far colder. November and January are quiet months, and many rural tourism businesses close for the season, but the social scene ramps up in December with Christmas drinks, parties, and nightly trad sessions filling pubs in the cities. Many pubs have open fireplaces, wooden interiors, and soft lighting, creating a welcoming retreat from the chilly weather.


If You Have . . .

• Three Days: Take your time exploring Dublin, immersing yourself in its rich history, lively culture, and scenic surroundings. Begin with a stop at Trinity College to admire the Book of Kells, then explore Irish history at the Guinness Storehouse and Glasnevin Cemetery. Enjoy a day trip to Howth, a charming seaside village where you can hike the cliff walk, taste fresh seafood, visit the James Joyce Tower and Museum, or try sea swimming.

• One Week: From Dublin, drive south to Wicklow Mountains National Park and leave the city behind as you take in the views along the Old Military Road and at the old monastic city of Glendalough. Head southwest to Cork City and see why Corkonians are so proud of their home. Drop by the English Market for tasty treats and foodie gifts, then choose your own adventure: Visit Blarney Castle to kiss the Blarney Stone or, for a more coastal option, head to nearby Kinsale and enjoy the scenic Scilly Walk.

• Two Weeks: From Cork, follow the west coast north on the Wild Atlantic Way. Take the very scenic route to Killarney via the Ring of Kerry. Dedicate a day to Killarney National Park, where you can get your bearings at Muckross House before choosing from gentle lakeside walks and short hikes to Torc Waterfall. Continue driving north to the Cliffs of Moher for incredible coastal views. Detour through the Burren National Park on the way to Galway, famous for its party atmosphere, festivals, and amazing food. Head back to Dublin to spend your last couple of days in the area, or, if you have time, take the train from Dublin to Belfast to tour its famed murals and explore the historic Cathedral Quarter.



Spring

As Ireland reawakens in spring, the landscapes bloom again, and newborn livestock find their feet in the green fields. Days can be dark and the weather unpredictable, with highs averaging 11-15°C (52-59°F) and lows of 4-7°C (39-45°F), but it’s hard to beat an early-morning hike on a fresh and crisp spring morning. St. Patrick’s Day (Mar. 17) sees festivities in every city, town, and village. Spring is a great time to travel before the peak summer crowds arrive.

KNOW BEFORE YOU GO

Passports and Visas

It’s important to remember that the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland are two separate countries, and this may impact your travel plans. The Republic of Ireland is part of the European Union and not part of the United Kingdom. Northern Ireland is part of the United Kingdom and not part of the European Union.

Ireland is also not part of the Schengen Area, so Schengen visas cannot be used for entry. Additionally, having a UK visa does not grant entry to Ireland, and vice versa. All travelers should ensure their passports remain valid for the duration of their stay. People from outside the European Economic Area may face additional immigration checks upon arrival in both the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland.

Republic of Ireland

For US and Canadian citizens, no visa is required to enter the Republic of Ireland for stays up to 90 days, but a valid passport is necessary. EU and Schengen Area citizens can enter Ireland without a visa and may use either a national identity card or a passport. Australian and New Zealand citizens don’t need a visa for stays up to 90 days in Ireland, but they must have a valid passport. South African citizens must obtain a visa before traveling to Ireland and must present a valid passport.
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Northern Ireland

When visiting Northern Ireland, US and Canadian citizens can stay for up to six months without a visa, but must have a valid passport. EU and Schengen Area citizens don’t need a visa for Northern Ireland, but they must have a passport, as national ID cards are no longer accepted. Australian and New Zealand citizens can enter Northern Ireland visa-free for up to six months with a valid passport, but they must obtain an Electronic Travel Authorisation (ETA). South African citizens require both a valid passport and a visa to enter Northern Ireland.

ETIAS Registration

ETIAS is an electronic travel authorization system for visa-exempt travelers planning to visit Schengen Area countries in Europe. ETIAS is not required for visitors to Ireland, as Ireland is not part of the Schengen Area and does not participate in the ETIAS system. For visitors to Northern Ireland, especially if arriving by air, a UK Electronic Travel Authorisation (ETA; www.gov.uk/guidance/apply-for-an-electronic-travel-authorisation-eta) is required, as Northern Ireland is part of the United Kingdom.

Reservations

While many attractions in Ireland allow walk-ins, some popular experiences require or strongly advise advance booking, especially during peak seasons. In Dublin, timed-entry tickets for the Book of Kells at Trinity College sell out fast, particularly in summer. Also book ahead at the Guinness Storehouse to ensure your preferred time slot. Access to Brú na Bóinne and Newgrange is restricted to small numbers to protect the structures, so book your tour as far in advance as possible.

Access to Skellig Michael is extremely limited, with most tour operators offering cruises around the island. Tours that land on the island sell out well in advance, so book as early as you can. You can drive the Ring of Kerry or visit the Cliffs of Moher on your own, but if you’re planning to take a guided tour at either place, book ahead to secure a spot.

What to Pack

With such unpredictable weather, you should pack a lightweight rain jacket and waterproof walking shoes for the frequent rain. Bring layers, such as a fleece or sweater, as temperatures can drop quickly, even in summer, and pack a hat, gloves, and scarf just in case. Ireland is one of the most expensive countries in Europe; although you’ll find weather-appropriate clothing here, it can be quite expensive. We dress casually in Ireland, so there’s no need for formal clothing in pubs or most restaurants, but if you plan to visit upmarket restaurants and trendy city bars, a smart-casual outfit is appropriate.

Ireland uses Type G electrical plugs, the same as in the UK, which have three rectangular prongs. Electric sockets are 230 V at 50 Hz. If you’re traveling from the United States, you will need a plug adapter and possibly a voltage converter for devices that are not dual voltage.

Transportation

If you’re planning to visit rural Ireland, a car is a must.

Air

Dublin Airport (DUB) is where most travelers land in the Republic of Ireland. Cork Airport (ORK) is smaller but serves many European destinations, while Shannon Airport (SNN) in County Clare is a key gateway to the west, known for its proximity to the Wild Atlantic Way and US preclearance facilities. Ireland West Airport (NOC), near Knock, serves regional travelers with flights to the UK and some European locations. In Northern Ireland, Belfast International Airport (BFS) is the largest, connecting to numerous UK and European destinations, while Belfast City Airport (BHD) focuses on domestic and short-haul flights.

Car

We drive on the left side of the road, and most visitors find driving on the major roads quite easy. Expect traffic congestion in and around the cities during commuting hours, and be warned that some country roads are very narrow, and locals tend to drive fast on them.

Train and Bus

Despite being one of the wealthiest countries in the world, Ireland’s public transport systems are lagging far behind what many people would expect. The major cities are connected by bus and rail, but not to the standard of continental Europe, with limited services and routes. Attempts are being made to improve this, but if you’re planning to visit rural Ireland, a car is a must.

The most convenient areas to travel by train or bus:

• Dublin and Dublin Bay: Dublin has the best public transport in the country, including DART (Dublin Area Rapid Transit) to coastal towns like Howth, Malahide, Bray, and Greystones. Intercity trains and buses connect Dublin to major cities across Ireland.

• Cork: Cork City is well connected by train and bus to Dublin, Limerick, Galway, and Waterford. Local trains and buses serve Blarney Castle, Cobh, and Kinsale.

• Galway and Mayo: Galway has good bus and train links to Dublin and Limerick, plus regional buses to the Cliffs of Moher, Connemara, and Aran Islands ferries.

• Belfast and Northern Ireland: Belfast has frequent trains and buses to Dublin (the Enterprise train), Derry, and the Causeway Coast as well as excellent local transport.
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BEST OF Ireland

This all-encompassing trip through Ireland pairs the well-known must-see attractions with worthwhile lesser-known spots. It’s mainly a driving itinerary with some car-free days in Dublin. Covering buzzing towns, the craic, and the great outdoors, you’ll laugh, eat, and drink your way around this wonderful island.

Dublin

Day 1

Make a flying start with a tour of the city’s highlights. Wander the grounds of Trinity College before walking across the city to the Guinness Storehouse. Spend some time in the Liberties and soak up some true Dublin character. You’re never too far from a pub with live music in Dublin, so finish your night with some singing before returning to your hotel.

Day 2

After a city-center breakfast, take a short 15-minute bus ride north to Glasnevin to walk the beautiful grounds of the National Botanical Gardens and learn about the famous residents of Glasnevin Cemetery. No trip to Glasnevin is complete without a visit to The Gravediggers for one of the best pints of Guinness in Dublin. If you don’t fancy a bowl of coddle, pop back into the city and enjoy some modern Irish cuisine instead.

Day 3

Spend your last day in Dublin immersed in arts and culture and hop on the Luas tram to the Irish Museum of Modern Art, housed in a 17th-century hospital in Kilmainham. Book a tour at Kilmainham Gaol to fully understand the area. Walk back into the city via Thomas Street and see the vast collection of artifacts at the Chester Beatty Library. Go shopping at Kilkenny Design and the Powerscourt Townhouse Centre and pick up some souvenirs.

Day 4

32 KM (20 MI); 45 MINUTES

Leave the city behind and drive south to Wicklow Mountains National Park to take in the views along the scenic Old Military Road. See the thundering Powerscourt Waterfall before stopping at Powerscourt House for a light lunch and a regal experience. Continue south to Glendalough and take a relaxing stroll along Miners Road from the old monastic city. Return to the city for the night.

Cork

Day 5

250 KM (155 MI); 3 HOURS

Leave Dublin behind and drive south to Cork City to see why Corkonians are so proud of their home. Wander the bustling streets and stop at Nano Nagle Place for insight into the local legend and a delicious lunch. Spend time in the famous Crawford Art Gallery and drop by the English Market for tasty treats and foodie gifts. Before returning to your hotel for the night, enjoy a local stout like Beamish or Murphy’s in one of the many great pubs—you’re spoiled for choice in Cork.

Day 6

27 KM (17 MI); 30 MINUTES

Take a short drive to foodie heaven in Kinsale and spend your day hopping from cute cafés to unforgettable restaurants on the narrow and colorful streets. Enjoy the Scilly Walk along the water to the Bulman Bar for a drink, and a quick swim in the water if you’re feeling brave. Watch the sun set on Kinsale Harbour as you walk back into town and book into one of the top-tier restaurants for dinner before driving back to Cork City.

The Ring of Kerry and Killarney National Park

Day 7

265 KM (165 MI); 4-5 HOURS

Taking the scenic route to Killarney via the Ring of Kerry, today has a lot of driving but more than enough beautiful landscapes. Make Kenmare your first stop and have morning coffee at the Park Hotel Kenmare. Get onto the Ring of Kerry here and see the wonderful views at Moll’s Gap before continuing along the coast, where you’ll see Valentia Island, the mighty Carrauntoohil, and endless beaches. Arrive in Killarney for the night.
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TOP EXPERIENCE

How to Enjoy “The Craic”

“The craic” is hard to pin down. It’s an atmosphere; it’s a buzz; it’s a feeling in a moment, and it’s something that’s incredibly important to Irish people. I’ve had great craic out on mountain bike trails by myself and I’ve also had unreal craic in pubs so full they’re busting at the seams, so it’s a loose term, like so many in Ireland, that depends on each person’s definition. What’s great craic to me might be no craic at all to someone else.

CRAIC AGUS CEOL

That said, ceol (music in Irish) goes hand in hand with the craic, and you’re never too far from finding both in a traditional pub anywhere across the country.

Trad music sessions are informal musical get-togethers that spring up in pubs all across the country. They’re usually very loosely organized around a certain time on a certain day, and whoever turns up is welcome to join in. They’ve remained popular in many rural places where pubs have remained key venues to local communities, but there’s a resurgence in cities nowadays too.

You’re likely to see a wide mix of instruments that may include a fiddle, bódhran, concertina, tin whistle, accordion, banjo, guitar, and flute. Traditional Irish songs are shared and passed on through the generations, so expect to hear rousing tunes made popular by The Dubliners, ballads sung in Irish, and classics like “The Parting Glass.” Everyone is welcome to join, and if you want to sing a song by yourself, just have a quiet word with whoever in the group seems in charge between songs.

A PROPER PINT

Pouring a pint is an art form in Ireland. This only applies to stout, like Guinness and Beamish, which have a two-part pour that helps create a creamy head. Pint aficionados have their own way of judging whether a pint will be a good one or not, factoring in the cleanliness of the glass, how many pints are being poured, the temperature of the keg room, and a host of others. The ideal pint has about a thumb’s width of a head with no bubbles in it, is served in a branded glass that matches the beer, and has a smooth transition from creamy head to beer.

Armed with one of these, you’ll be ready to live like an Irish person and enjoy some music or strike up a chat with a stranger in the pub.

BEST PUBS

Any given day, any pub in Ireland can be the best pub in the country, but some standouts are consistently brilliant:

The Cobblestone, Dublin

Craic agus ceol is living its best life at the Cobblestone. In a time when parts of old Dublin are being replaced with a more modern, less authentic version, the Cobblestone is a refuge for live music, a chat over a drink, and a singsong or two.

Crane Bar, Galway City

In a city known for great craic, the Crane Bar stands out as a bastion of traditional Irish music. The atmosphere starts as a quiet trickle during the day and begins to simmer as the evening rolls on, coming to a boil at night when local musicians pick up their instruments and play late into the night.

Matt Molloy’s, Wesport

Westport is a lively spot, even on a quiet day, and Matt Molloy’s is central to it all. Matt was once a member of the legendary group the Chieftains, where he became known as one of the greatest flautists of all time. His pub is a safe bet for a bit of craic.



Day 8

6 KM (4 MI); 10 MINUTES

Get up early and take a short drive into Killarney National Park. Start at Muckross House to get your bearings and learn about the history of the park, then choose a gentle lakeside walk, a short hike to Torc Waterfall, or one of the challenging trails. Keep an eye out for wildlife: The park is home to red deer, birds of prey, foxes, otters, squirrels, and more. Finish your day back at John M. Reidy’s in Killarney, where the music and craic go into the wee hours.

The Cliffs of Moher

Day 9

177 KM (109 MI); 2.5 HOURS

Swap the forests for the coast and drive west toward County Clare. The Cliffs of Moher are a must, and you can walk along the cliff tops. Stay in either Lahinch or Doolin for the night, but make sure to visit both for incredible coastal views, beautiful beaches, and pubs with strong traditional music.

Galway

Day 10

104 KM (65 MI); 1.5 HOURS

Detour through Burren National Park on the way to Galway and get ready for the electric buzz of the city, a place famous for its party atmosphere, festivals, and amazing food. Stay in and around the Latin Quarter to be in the center of it all, and plan a day around eating in much loved restaurants like Kai and The Dough Bros. Spend the rest of the day and the evening pub-hopping in the Latin Quarter.

Day 11

190 KM (118 MI); 3.5 HOURS

Drive west toward Connemara National Park, making pit stops to take in the views along the way to Kylemore Abbey. Stop for food in Letterfrack for a remote setting or Clifden for somewhere a bit livelier. Return to Galway City via Roundstone and watch the sun set on the calm waters of the spectacular Dog’s Bay. Cross the River Corrib to the West End for a quieter night of casual food and drink in Galway City.

Back to Dublin

Day 12

265 KM (165 MI); 4 HOURS

Have an early breakfast in Galway and start the cross-country journey to Dublin with another day of driving. Break up the journey with views of the River Shannon in Athlone and at least one stop in the ancient Boyne Valley. Choose from Newgrange and Knowth for a look into the Stone Age past or the Battle of the Boyne Visitor Centre for more recent history. From here, it’s less than an hour back to Malahide or Howth for a scenic stay by the coast close to Dublin Airport.

With More Time: Belfast City and the Giant’s Causeway

Day 13

If you have more time, take the train from Dublin to Belfast and treat yourself to brunch in one of the trendy cafés in the Cathedral Quarter. Learn about the history of the Titanic at Titanic Belfast and see how the ship helped shape the city. Go on a tour to see Belfast’s murals, which tell the story of the Troubles, or spend the afternoon strolling the shops and independent businesses in the Cathedral Quarter. Stay in the Queen’s Quarter.

Day 14

209 KM (130 MI); 4 HOURS

From Belfast, take the train to the Causeway Coast and jump out at Portrush for a late breakfast watching surfers catch waves. Walk along Whiterocks Beach and look through the souvenir shops near the water. Hop on a bus for 15 minutes to the Giant’s Causeway and see this legendary geological wonder. Return to Belfast on the train for a relaxing car-free day.


TOP EXPERIENCE

Best Irish Dishes

Most believe Irish cuisine to be steak and Guinness pies and hearty stews; that’s partly true, but there’s more to it. We’ve quickly gone from being a poor society making meals to survive to a modern European country with global influences. This change has created a varied food culture that’s still developing.

TRADITIONAL IRISH DISHES

Boxty

You’ll find some traditional Irish restaurants where the menu has a strong focus on the potato. No other dish sums this up more than boxty, a potato pancake, which can be eaten as a side or as part of a main. Try it at:

• Gallagher’s Boxty House, Dublin

• Bricín, Killarney

Coddle

Coddle is a clear stew or soup that uses leftovers and is most commonly served with sausage and potates. Try it at:

• The Gravediggers, Dublin

Black Pudding

You’re likely to find black pudding in most full Irish breakfasts. It’s made with a mix of oatmeal, pork fat, and pork blood. Try it at:

• The SpitJack, Cork City

• Achill Island Kitchen, Achill Island

Soda Bread

If you’d rather try a less adventurous option than black pudding, try soda bread. It’s a quick-to-make bread that uses baking soda instead of yeast for leavening. This creates a denser, more crumbly texture compared to regular bread. You’ll find it served alongside soup, and it’s best eaten when slathered in butter and dunked into hot soup. Try it at:

• Bushes Bar, Baltimore

• Kenny’s Bar, Lahinch

STREET FOOD

Irish street food is where you’re likely to find the most surprising dishes in surprising places. A lot of grab-and-go food comes from the deli in convenience shops like Spar, Centra, Londis, and takeaways. Here are some of the best things to try:

Chips

You’ll notice that most chippers (takeaway chip shops) have Italian names, and they’ve perfected the chip—which are better known as French fries or fries to North Americans. Irish chippers serve fat, thick-cut chips, finish them with salt and vinegar, then serve them in a brown paper bag. Try it at:

• The Roma, Dundalk

Spice Bag

Chinese food in Ireland is an inauthentic version, and this dish sums up the fusion with local cuisine. Chips are cooked with onions and mildly spicy spices alongside chunks of crispy breaded chicken. Enjoy it straight from the bag with a fork. Try it at:

• Xi’An Street Food, Dublin

Chicken Fillet Roll

If there was a competition to name the most uniquely Irish dish, my money would be on chicken fillet roll, the cornerstone of every deli in the country. A baguette is filled with your choice of lettuce, onion, tomato, cheese, and any type of salad and sauce you’d like, then finished with slices of hot chicken fillet. Try it at:

• You’ll get these in almost any petrol station, corner shop, and convenience shops like Centra and Spar.
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The Wild Atlantic Way: Northwest Road Trip

On this stunning coastal road trip you’ll experience the ferocious power of the Atlantic Ocean and the gentle welcome of picturesque seaside villages. The main focus is incredible landscapes. Journey from national parks to rugged headlands and cozy up in a traditional pub at night to hear local stories and songs.

Day 1: Derry City

67 KM (41 MI); 1.25 HOURS

Begin your road trip on the Wild Atlantic Way with a prologue in Northern Ireland’s second city, where its historic walls have repelled attacks and can now be walked for incredible views across the River Foyle. Learn how the Troubles started here and see the impact of the conflict at the Museum of Free Derry. Drive out of the city in the evening and stay in Downings for the night.

Day 2: Glenveagh National Park

108 KM (67 MI); 2 HOURS

Surround yourself in Donegal’s peaceful nature at Ards Forest Park or Murder Hole Beach at the very start of the Wild Atlantic Way. Drive south to Glenveagh National Park and stretch your legs on any of several walks. Make sure you visit Glenveagh Castle to learn about the many different owners. Continue south to Donegal Town for the night and stay on the Diamond, close to the pubs and restaurants.

Day 3: Sliabh Liag

92 KM (57 MI); 1.5 HOURS

Begin your day with a coastal drive to Sliabh Liag and take in the amazing views and sea air from the lookout platform or walking trails. Treat yourself to lunch in Lough Eske Castle afterward. This corner of Donegal is a hotbed of live music, and you’ll find songs aplenty in the pubs and venues in town before returning to your lodging.

Day 4: Mullaghmore Head

63 KM (39 MI); 1 HOUR

Stand on the edge of the world on Mullaghmore Head and feel the ferocious power of the ocean where towering waves devour the coast. Look for the brave big-wave surfers in the water. Take a walk along the head and enjoy Classiebawn Castle from a distance. Continue on to Sligo Town for many food and lodging options.
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Classiebawn Castle, Mullaghmore Head



Day 5: Westport and Achill Island

165 KM (102 MI); 3 HOURS

Take the scenic route to Westport via Wild Nephin Ballycroy National Park, where the open expanses are astounding, before driving to Achill Island to see the clear waters of Keem Bay. Finish the day in Westport and enjoy the local food and famous pubs with musical owners.

Day 6: Connemara National Park

52 KM (32 MI); 1 HOUR

Drive south and stop in Leenaun for breakfast, then take a stroll along Killary Harbour with its incredible views. Once you reach Connemara National Park, choose walking the grounds of Kylemore Abbey or any of the rewarding nearby hikes. Book a room in Clifden for the night and follow your ears to the liveliest pub.

Day 7: Galway City

78 KM (38 MI); 1.25 HOURS

Finish this leg of the Wild Atlantic Way in Galway City, which seems to spring from the wilderness of the national park. Keep your plans loose for the evening, especially on the weekend in summer, as you never know what the food and drink in the Latin Quarter has in store for you.


Best of the Wild Atlantic Way

The Wild Atlantic Way is one of the biggest draws to Ireland nowadays, and it’s easy to see why. It’s a 2,500-km (1,550-mi) coastal route from Kinsale in the south to Malin Head in the north. The drive mostly follows country roads and links incredible surfing beaches with buzzing cities and remote parts of the Gaeltacht with vibrant foodie towns.

The Wild Atlantic Way has regions filled with rugged windswept peninsulas and colorful towns. You’ll find brilliant landscapes, food, and activities in all of them:

CORK

• Mizen Head: The most southerly point of mainland Ireland.

KERRY

• Killarney National Park: See wild animals living in natural landscapes.

• Skellig Michael: A famous island once inhabited by monks.

CLARE AND LIMERICK

• The Cliffs of Moher: Stand atop these iconic cliffs with a sheer drop into the ocean.

• The Burren: Take in views of otherworldly rocky landscapes that are home to rare plants.

GALWAY AND MAYO

• Connemara National Park: Find beauty in the wide-open expanses of wilderness.

• Achill Island: Explore this peaceful island and enjoy a swim at Keem Bay.

THE NORTHWEST

• National Surf Centre: Learn how to surf on beginner-friendly waves with expert coaching.

• Benbulben: Gaze up at the unique flat-topped mountain that’s linked to local folklore.

• Sliabh Liag Cliffs: Look out from the top of Europe’s tallest sea cliffs.

• Fanad Lighthouse: See this striking lighthouse perched on a cliff above the ocean.

• Malin Head: The most northernly point of mainland Ireland.
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The East Coast

This outdoorsy road trip links the best places on the East Coast for hikes in the mountains and walks by the sea. You’ll spend six days staying in lesser visited locations for an authentic experience. Less traveled doesn’t mean sacrificing quality; some of the sights and activities mentioned below are among the best in Ireland.

Day 1: Howth and Malahide

18 KM (11 MI); 45 MINUTES

Set off from Dublin City and drive to the affluent seaside suburbs of Howth and Malahide. Walk the stunning Howth Cliff Walk and pop into one of the seafood restaurants for lunch. Wander the grounds of nearby Malahide Castle and stay the night in Malahide and before waking to sea views.

Day 2: Cooley Peninsula

102 KM (63 MI); 1.25 HOURS

Head north to the Cooley Peninsula and base yourself in the lively town of Carlingford. Adventurous types can climb Slieve Foye, or take a gentler stroll along the Carlingford Omeath Greenway. Both have amazing views of Carlingford Lough and the Mourne Mountains. Find a restaurant on the narrow streets and try some Carlingford oysters.

Day 3: The Mourne Mountains

70 KM (44 MI); 1.25 HOURS

Cross the border into Northern Ireland and drive along the coast to Newcastle. Treat yourself to a stay at the Slieve Donard Hotel and spend your day wandering Tollymore Forest Park; Game of Thrones fans might recognize the scenery. Experienced hikers can climb Northern Ireland’s highest mountain, Slieve Donard, instead.

Day 4: The Boyne Valley

104 KM (65 MI); 1.25 HOURS

Take a drive through ancient history in the Boyne Valley and step inside the Megalithic tomb at Newgrange. Discover Ireland’s more recent but still distant past at the Battle of the Boyne Visitor Centre. Book a hotel in Slane for the night and walk the ramparts before finding a trad music session in one of the pubs.

Day 5: Waterford City

208 KM (129 MI); 2.25 HOURS

After a drive south to the city that Vikings founded, have an easy day strolling the Medieval Mile, popping into the museums that tell the story of these fierce founders. Swap your mucky walking shoes for something classier and attend a show at the Theatre Royal Waterford. Have post-show drinks in a local pub and stay the night in the city.

Day 6: Dunmore East

17 KM (11 MI); 20 MINUTES

Have a blaa with your breakfast and drive the short distance to the quaint seaside village of Dunmore East, famous for its stunning beach and cliff walk. Stroll the streets and look across the water to Hook Head. When the sun sets, drive back to your lodging in Waterford City.


St. Patrick’s Day

Saint Patrick is our patron saint and probably the best-known person associated with Ireland, even though he was actually Welsh and was captured by Irish pirates and brought to Ireland as a slave. He’s credited with bringing Christianity to Ireland and for banishing the snakes, which many interpret as getting rid of paganism, as there have never been snakes in Ireland.

He supposedly used a shamrock to explain to people that its three leaves make up one plant, much like how the Holy Trinity is made up of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Thus, the plant and the color green have been closely associated with him since.

The day is celebrated quite differently here than it is in the United States. While cities do light up notable buildings in green, we don’t dye rivers green and there’s no pinching or “Kiss Me I’m Irish” T-shirts. It’s mainly a day off where people go to the parade in the morning and the pub in the afternoon.

ST. PATRICK’S DAY PARADES

St. Patrick’s Day (Mar. 17) centers around the parades that showcase local communities. They are held around the country, from tiny villages where tractors drive down the main street with the local football team on a trailer, to cities where celebrities lead marching bands and every type of group you can imagine. People line the streets to watch the parades.

The parade in Dublin is the biggest, but for a more authentic experience with fewer tourists, try a smaller city or town, such as Dingle (where the parade starts at 6am), Cork City, or Galway City.
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Best of the Outdoors

Adventure tourism in Ireland is in its early days and firmly qualifies as soft adventure, giving great numbers of people the opportunity to get outside and enjoy the landscape. There are fewer options for advanced adventurers, but there are long-distance trails and high summits.

Best Short Walks

South Wall Walk

DUBLIN

10 km (6 mi) round-trip; 2.5 hours; easy

Get great views of the city and the port along a cobbled path out to sea that ends at the bright-red Poolbeg Lighthouse. You’ll also see South Dublin’s most cult landmark—the Poolbeg Towers.

Ross Island Walk

KERRY

6.1 km (3.8 mi) round-trip; 1.5 hours; easy-moderate

Enjoy peaceful views and historic sights along the edge of Lough Leane, away from the crowds, on this gorgeous walk through Killarney National Park.

Salthill Promenade

GALWAY AND MAYO

3.2 km (2 mi) one-way; 1.5 hours; easy

This scenic coastal walk takes you from Galway City to the upscale suburb of Salthill and its famous promenade. Watch people leap from the diving tower, kick the wall at the turning back point like the locals, and stop at one of the cafés in Salthill at the halfway point.

Best Day Hikes

Lugnaquilla

AROUND DUBLIN

16 km (10 mi) round-trip; 6 hours; difficult

Best suited to experienced hikers, this trail in Wicklow Mountains National Park leads through the Glen of Imaal and ends with the best view of all—a traditional rural Irish pub.
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mountain biking around Dublin



Old Kenmare Road

KERRY

16.9 km (10.5 mi) one-way; 5.5 hours; difficult

This trail is part of the Kerry Way and links the popular sights of cascading Torc Waterfall and Kenmare with a remote hike through the incredible beauty of Killarney National Park.

Croagh Patrick

GALWAY AND MAYO

7.1 km (4.4 mi) round-trip; 4 hours; difficult

Possibly the most scenic hike in Ireland, this trail follows Saint Patrick’s hike to the summit, where he fasted for 40 days and 40 nights. Thankfully your time on the mountain will be much shorter, and there’s plenty of great food in Westport afterward.

Best Long-Distance Trails

The Wicklow Way

AROUND DUBLIN

131 km (81 mi) one-way; 7-10 days; difficult

This bucket-list hike begins in the leafy suburbs of Dublin and runs through Wicklow Mountains National Park. It’s Ireland’s oldest purpose-built hiking trail and has lots of official dispersed camping spots.

The Beara Way

CORK

152 km (94 mi) one-way; 8-10 days; difficult

This amazing trail takes you to isolated points along the Beara Peninsula with the option to stay in characterful towns for proper food and a bed.

The Burren Way

CLARE AND LIMERICK

114 km (71 mi) one-way; 5-6 days; difficult

Walk through a dreamlike landscape in the Burren, where the rock formations, desolate beauty, and rare flora make every step a pleasure.

Best Cycling Routes

The GAP

DUBLIN

Glencullen Adventure Park; easy-difficult

As Ireland’s only uplift bike park, the trails are popular with all levels of mountain bikers. The range of trails are for first-timers and pros who hit the big jump lines.

The Sally Gap

AROUND DUBLIN

43 km (27 mi) round-trip; 2 hours; difficult

This route is for regular cyclists who aren’t afraid of climbing. Once you reach the Sally Gap, you’ll have incredible views and a long swooping descent back to the starting point.

Doolin Cycle Hub

CLARE AND LIMERICK

18-47 km (11-29 mi) round-trip; easy-moderate

Choose from four road routes that begin in Doolin to pedal to the magnificent Cliffs of Moher, the Burren, or the rural countryside.


Ireland’s National Parks

Ireland is blessed with seven national parks, including the well-known classic landscapes, lesser-known places that you’ll have to yourself, and parks with scenery that feels alien to Ireland. The national parks are best experienced on foot, and there are plenty of trails to get immersed in gorgeous natural surroundings with the chance to spot wildlife.

AROUND DUBLIN

• Wicklow Mountains National Park: Not many capital cities have a national park on the doorstep, making Dublin unique. This park has windswept hills with never-ending mountain and sea views. It’s also a great spot for scenic drives.

KERRY

• Killarney National Park: A true wonder brimming with views that’ll stop you in your tracks, captivating stories of the families that lived here, and easy hikes to beautiful waterfalls, this jewel of a park has it all, just a stone’s throw from one of the liveliest towns in the country.

• Kerry Seas National Park: Ireland’s newest and most unconventional park is a collection of land and sea, protected because they’re important ecosystems and habitats for marine life. The park includes limestone reefs, rare mussels, iconic beaches, and famous mountain passes.

CLARE AND LIMERICK

• The Burren National Park: This park has to be seen to be believed. Rare geological features feel like another planet, with enormous rock mounds in a sparse landscape dotted with alpine flowers and Mediterranean plants that are unexpected in Ireland.

GALWAY AND MAYO

• Connemara National Park: The vast open expanses feel more impactful here. Winds roar through valleys and across boglands while flocks of sheep clamber up the Twelve Bens mountains.

• Wild Nephin Ballycroy National Park: Unknown to many Irish people, Wild Nephin is a gently rolling park in the middle of nowhere. Long-distance trails run through, with only wildlife, flowing rivers, and remote mountain shelters. This is the place to escape the hubbub of Westport.

THE NORTHWEST

• Glenveagh National Park: A national park with a castle might seem like something from a fairy tale, but in Donegal, the castle beside Lough Beagh is surrounded by wooded slopes. Plenty of facilities make this an accessible choice.




SPOTLIGHT ON

Historical Ireland

You’re spoiled for choice when it comes to history in Ireland. There are so many eras and stories to discover, including world-class Stone Age wonders, the Troubles, the Vikings, the Normans, the Victorians, and a multitude of others. It’s impossible to avoid history in Ireland, and you’ll see its layers wherever you go.

Best Ancient History Sites

Monasterboice

AROUND DUBLIN

Two structures symbolize the medieval period in Ireland: round towers and Celtic crosses. You’ll see fine examples of both in Monasterboice. Muirdeach’s High Cross is believed to be the best example of a Celtic Cross in the world.

Brú na Bóinne

AROUND DUBLIN

This outstanding burial tomb at Newgrange is an ancient marvel, built in 3200 BCE, that allows light to flood the chamber on the winter solstice. Step inside the tomb on a guided tour.

Skellig Michael

KERRY

Early Christians in Ireland went to great efforts to show their devotion to their god by going on pilgrimages to harsh places for extended periods. This is one of those places, famous for the beehive huts that the monks built, and more recently for being in the Star Wars movies.

Dún Aonghasa

GALWAY AND MAYO

Ancient sites are rarely more striking than this defensive structure, built on the edge of a 100-m (330-ft) cliff around 1100 BCE. It’s a fascinating insight into the dangers people faced and the lengths they went to protect themselves.

Best Castles

Malahide Castle

DUBLIN

This 12th-century castle is surrounded by lush parklands that make for a leisurely day of strolling. Pop inside on a tour to hear about the family who owned it for almost 800 years.

Blarney Castle

CORK

Ireland’s most famous castle is best known for the Blarney Stone. Kissing it imparts “the gift of the gab.” You won’t see many Irish people, but it’s a rite of passage for visitors.

Ross Castle

KERRY

See this historic castle set amid the natural beauty of Killarney National Park. It was the last place in Munster to hold out against the Cromwellian invasion.

King John’s Castle

CLARE AND LIMERICK

Visit this impressive Norman structure on the banks of the River Shannon and hear all about the important role it played during the Siege of Limerick.

Best Museums

The National Museum of Ireland—Archaeology

DUBLIN

See the Bog Bodies, the remains of people who died over 1,500 years ago and were preserved by the unique conditions of the bog. This is also where you’ll find the Ardagh Chalice.

EPIC Emigration Museum

DUBLIN

Ireland is a nation of emigrants, and you can see the impact they’ve had on the world at this extensive and interactive museum. EPIC covers politics, industry, sports, and the arts.

The Hunt Museum

CLARE AND LIMERICK

Inside this museum by the River Shannon is the enormous personal art collection of John Hunt and Gertrude Hartman. Pieces document 10,000 years of Irish history.

Titanic Belfast

NORTHERN IRELAND

Hear the story of the most famous ship ever in the city where it was built. This brilliant museum goes into great detail on every aspect of the ship’s construction, passengers, and fate.
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