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EMERALD

I S L E
In Ireland, Celtic culture, Viking invasions, medieval architecture 
found in countless castles and churches, and the famous rolling green 
hills and cliffs highlighted in “Game of Thrones,” “Braveheart,” and 
“Princess Bride” are all part of the journey. 
BY JILL SCHILDHOUSE

 “Dinner, dinner, dinner,” our gregarious driver and guide mutters into his microphone every time 
a lamb crosses the road in front of our coach bus—and it’s quite often, considering it’s mid-March, 
and lambs are being born faster than local chefs can turn them into their famous Irish stew. Still, 
year-round, the population of sheep outnumbers the residents of the Republic of Ireland. 

My father and I, along with three dozen other guests of CIE Tours International, have just begun 
a weeklong Irish Adventure tour. The island of Ireland (including Northern Ireland) has 32 counties 
and, over the next week, we’ll be driven through 23 of them while visiting the most popular sights 
and a few hidden gems. Some of our fellow passengers have Irish last names and are yearning to 
reconnect to their roots. Others are drawn to the St. Patrick’s Day timing of this particular trip, 
hoping to cross “drinking a pint of Guinness at a pub on March 17th” off their bucket list. But what 
we all have in common is a desire to learn more about the country’s Celtic culture and history of 
Viking invasions, explore the medieval architecture found in countless castles and churches, and 
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The awe-inspiring Cliffs of Moher, which rise 702 
feet over the Atlantic Ocean. 
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see the famous rolling green hills and cliffs high-
lighted in “Game of Thrones,” “Braveheart,” and 
“Princess Bride.” 

We don’t know it yet, but our guide, Bryan, is a 
walking Irish Wikipedia. Every time we climb into 
his coach, he uses the drive time from one desti-
nation to the next to educate us on local politics 
and history, share stories passed down through the 
generations, serenade us with funny and sad folk 
songs, and offer up insider’s tips for where to eat 
and how to spend our time at each stop. 

FROM DUBLIN TO CORK
One of our first stops is Glendalough (Gaelic for 
“The Glen of Two Lakes”), an hour south of our 

starting point in Dublin. Founded in the 6th cen-
tury by Saint Kevin, this early Christian Monastic 
city is a beautiful spot to stroll around, thanks to 
its positioning in a glaciated valley between—you 
guessed it—two lakes. Considering its age and 
the number of Viking attacks it has withstood, 
the cemetery and other ruins are well preserved. 
The Round Tower, its most famous landmark, 
stands 108 feet above the headstones below. Since 
its door is about 10 feet up and only accessible by 
ladder, monks used the tower as both a lookout 
point and place of refuge when the monastery was 
under attack. Don’t miss the Cathedral, St. Kevin’s 
Kitchen (spoiler: it wasn’t used as a kitchen at all, 
but a nave), and the towering St. Kevin’s Cross, 
which is carved out of a single granite stone.

The next day, we make our way to Cobh in 
County Cork. Formerly known as Queenstown, 
this quaint and well-preserved village perfectly 
reflects all of the major themes of Irish heritage — 
invasions, famine, emigration and a wealth of mar-
itime history. It was the major embarkation point 
for over 2.5 million emigrants during the Irish 
potato famine from the mid 18th to 19th centuries, 
a major trans-Atlantic shipping hub, an important 
strategic location for Britain’s western defenses, 
and the last port of call of the RMS Titanic. 

We join a Titanic Trail tour with Dr. Michael 
Martin, an engaging historian who walks his guests 
through the same streetscape that Titanic pas-
sengers and countless emigrants walked in—all 
while seeking a new and better life in America 
and beyond. “Soldiers being shipped off to distant 
wars, emigrants fleeing in desperation, sailors 
heading off on adventurous voyages of exploration 
… they all left from the same buildings, piers and 
streets that still stand before you,” Martin says.

Of course, no trip to Ireland would be complete 
without a stop at Blarney Castle, built nearly 
600 years ago. The lush gardens are gorgeous 
and worthy of exploration, but it’s wise to head 

straight to the castle and start the climb up the 127 
steep winding steps if you’re short on time —on a 
busy day, you could spend an hour in line, slowly 
ascending the constricted space. Once at the top, 
you’ll lay down, bend backwards while holding an 
iron railing, and kiss the famous Blarney Stone. 
There are a variety of legends on the origin of this 
limestone rock circa 1446, but everyone seems to 
agree that pressing your lips to it brings the gift of 
eloquence—and quite possibly the sore throat I 
came down with a mere two days later. 

THE RING OF KERRY
While the entire island is one large scenic drive, 
the Ring of Kerry offers a special sliver of Irish 
charm. This circular 100-mile route in the south-
western county of Kerry is exactly what you’d 
imagine—rewarding us with views of quaint sea-
side villages, lush coastal landscapes, and beautiful 
beaches at every turn. There are countless places 
to stop along the way, each with a more stunning 
photo op. On a clear day you can see the Skellig 
Islands, a UNESCO World Heritage site where 
monks once lived upon its isolated rocks as pen-
ance and has since become the filming site of "Star 
Wars: The Last Jedi." The pièce de résistance 
comes toward the end of the loop: Ladies View 
is a glorious panoramic valley named after Queen 
Victoria’s ladies-in-waiting, who were awestruck 
by the vista during a visit in 1861. 

After checking into our hotel in Killarney for 
the night, Dad and I wander out to a pub for a 
quick pint before bed. Every patron’s eyes are 
glued to the Gaelic football match on the TV. As 
we struggle to understand the rules of this sport 
we’ve never heard of, a young couple on holiday 
from Dublin offers up a quick lesson. When we 
finish our Guinness, the couple asks if we enjoy 
live music. We quickly nod yes, and they insist 
on taking us to a nearby pub to have a “craic”—a 
Gaelic word that loosely translates to having a 
good time. Over the next four hours, we treat each 

other to rounds of beer, chat with other locals, 
and sing along with home-grown bands covering 
beloved Irish drinking tunes such as “Zombie” 
from The Cranberries. By the time we make our 
way back to the hotel early the next morning, we 
realize there’s no such thing as a “quick pint” in 
Ireland, because the beauty of this culture is that 
every pub-goer you sit next to becomes your new 
best friend for the evening. 

FROM KILLARNEY TO COUNTY CLARE
The next morning, our coach boards a ferry sail-
ing across the River Shannon Estuary, bound for 
County Clare and perhaps the most renowned 
landmark in Ireland: the awe-inspiring Cliffs 
of Moher, which rise 702 feet over the Atlantic 
Ocean. The winds are howling and sleet begins 
slapping the sides of our faces as we make our way 
from the parking lot into the visitor center—so 
much so, that an announcement sounds, warn-
ing that due to the extreme weather conditions, 
certain sections of the Cliffs are off-limits. As for 
the areas we are allowed to see, they recommend 
exercising extreme caution. Undeterred, my dad 
and I link arms and fight our way up the path to 
the first lookout point. Some fog has settled in, 
and we can barely make out the legendary forma-
tions. Disappointment rising since this is what 
people come to Ireland to see, we brave our way 
further up the path, toward a second overlook. As 
we stand there for a moment, realizing that our 
chance may be slipping away, there is a sudden 
shift in the air. And just like that, the clouds part, 
the sleet vanishes, the sun peeks out and shines its 
glorious light down on the spectacular sea cliffs. It 
is everything we’d hoped it would be.

The Irish have a saying: “Is iomaí athrú a chuire-
ann lá Márta dhe,” which means, “there is a lot 
of weather in a March day.” How right they are, 
but I’d like to think it was a little luck of the Irish 
bestowed upon us. 

For more information, visit cietours.com. M

Above: Formerly known as Queen-
stown, Cobh, a quaint and well-
preserved village, perfectly reflects all 
of the major themes of Irish heritage 
Below: Glendalough's Round Tower, 
its most famous landmark, stands 
108 feet above the headstones of the 
cemetary below.

Blarney Castle, where you can kiss 
the famous Blarney Stone to receive 

the gift of eloquence.
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