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I 
relandõs impressive natural beauty comes from the wild waves of the North Atlantic which crash against ancient 

fortress-like rocks; the unexpected yellow-sand beaches created by Caribbean sand which has been drawn up grain 

by grain and deposited on the shore by the Gulf Stream; the verdant green grass pastures & ferny idyllõs tradition-

ally inhabited by mischievous fairies, leprechauns and other such-like creatures from a rich folklore tradition, and 

the mists and famous rainbows that smile sweetly over all of this. There is the beauty of mesmerizing jigs & other dance 

music played on fiddles and whistles by people from all walks of life, in a tradition which dates back for centuries and 

endures best in the West. There are the picturesque but heart-breakingly small stone cottages with collapsed roofs, 

where mothers and fathers struggled up to the recent past to raise enormous families on little plots of land, in houses 

that in some cases are smaller than the swimming pools in modern American homes. There is the admirable quality of 

determination in the hearts of the people, who resisted occupation for hundreds of years and managed to retain a great 

deal of their cultural identity in language and the arts, including music and dancing. And it is the combination of these 

strands of natural beauty and cultural wealth that draw us to Ireland.  

  

S  
ublime music, passionate dancing, tall tales mischievously retold by old folks with craggy expressive faces, 

young people whoõs disarming innocence competes with a positive attitude as they face life. A population 

who are reluctant to leave tradition behind as they embrace the future: these are a few of my observations 

from 4 trips to Ireland. As with many European countries, multiple layers of cultural and historical events 

are crowded into a small homeland; the beauty of the land and the texture of tradition is available to the viewer who 

moves slowly, and takes time to absorb it. Enriched by a vivid folkloric tradition and thousands of years of history, Ire-

land benefits from multiple visits, each with limited focus; hence this journey does not try to squeeze an entire country 

& all of that culture into 12 days. This itinerary focuses on what I consider one of the best regions of Ireland, which be-

cause of itõs distance from England and Europe has retained more of itõs own cohesive cultural identity. The big city 

pubs and governmental atmosphere of Dublin, and the English & Scottish influenced areas of the North and East de-

serve their own visit in a different context, which will be offered in the future. 

  

D  
ancing in Ireland continues to be a very visible aspect of their culture. One sees it most often at wedding 

receptions, where at the drop of a hat the entire room is up and moving like greased lightening across the 

floor, with no hesitation by stolid men, elderly people, or teens who think it isnõt òcool.ó And no wonder 

they dance! If you had exciting live music like they have wouldn't you be up and dancing without hesitation? 

Well on this trip, you do.  It would be presumptuous of me to try and find the right words to express your appreciation 

for the quality and talent of the band and caller, and infact itõs hard enough to find enough superlative words to express 

my own high opinion of them. But I think that all five of them are time-honoured, highly skilled, creative & exciting, 

and I am eager to enjoy dancing to them. My winter will pass more quickly knowing that I have this dance-filled Spring 

adventure to look forward to, and I hope you feel the same sense of anticipation. 

  

I 
f you have never been to Ireland, there is no better area to start with, and if Ireland wasnõt on your life-list, you will 

wonder why it wasnõt once you've been there. West Ireland earns high ranks for cultural interest, ease of travel, 

friendliness of the people, marvelous natural sites, and I feel sure that you will fall under the magic spell created by 

this combination of elements on òDancing in Celtic West Irelandó and I cordially invite you to come along. 

  

Ken McFarland 

August 2011 
 
 



Itinerary 
 

Irish Gaelic spellings and definitions are occasionally provided in this itinerary and are italicized. Meals are marked B, 

L, D. Hotel names and towns / locations are given on the date of arrival. Dances are noted when dancing space is avail-

able. 
 

Tuesday May 8th: Arrival date in Ireland. Transfers will be arranged for groupings of people arriving during daytime 

hours on May 8th only; people on multiple flights may be consolidated to give a quorum. Transfers for odd times or 

night flights can be arranged for a small additional cost. Check in time at our hotel is after 2 pm.  
 

At dinner and dancing tonight at our hotel, re-acquaint yourself with friends 

from previous trips, and introduce yourself to unknown travelling compan-

ions who will soon become your new friends. Dinner, Dancing, and Over-

night at the Old Ground Hotel, Ennis, County Clare.  

 

Wednesday May 9th: We begin our sightseeing of West Ireland at the 

Burren National Park in North County Clare, one of the most remarkable 

geological formations in Europe (Boireann: òRocky country.ó) This huge 

rocky massif is fascinating to drive thru; it is pocked with scores of historic 

sites, including the remains of 500 Iron Age forts (though most are unimpressive,) and numerous prehistoric & early 

Christian sites, all of which provide evidence of long term human habitation in a very inhospitable environment; that 

survival and ability to exist is impressive. 
 

The coastline is of rocky shores and tall limestone cliffs, and weõll begin with the best known 

cliffs, at Moher (left). These long cliffs are 8 km long, and they are popular with tourists because 

they are stunning. Even though a visit is considered de rigueur, we will not linger long. We will 

head North off the main tourist track, keeping the sea on our left shoulder and our eyes on the 

wild interchange between water and land, to the remote promontory of Black Head. After a 

walk we circle back to the village of Kilfenora (Cill Fhion-
nurach) where there is a 12th C High Cross at the miniscule 

cathedral of St. Fachan, the Burren Interpretive Center (entry 

optional,) and a strong musical tradition in the village. Lunch 

is at Vaughanõs Pub / Barn, where there will likely be music 

to hear, and possibly even sett dancing to try (a firm promise 

of dancing from the proprietors is hard to get 9 months in 

advance, but it seems likely.) After lunch we drive South to Tralee in County Kerry, 

going straight thru via the Killimer to Tarbert ferry. Dinner followed by dancing is at 

our hotel, the Ballygarry Hotel, in Tralee, County Kerry. B, L, D. 

 

Thursday May 10th: Our sightseeing in County Kerry begins with the Dingle Peninsula. Eve-

ryone raves about the beauty of the Dingle peninsula, and many people (including noted travel 

writer Rick Steves) rank it as the best place to see in Western Ireland. It is Europeõs Western-

most mainland point, and has one of the highest peaks in the country. Off shore lie the Blasket 

Islands, a poignant sight because they have been uninhabited since 1953 when the residents de-

cided they could not survive any longer in the isolated and harsh conditions; the abandoned vil-

lage ruins can still be seen. The greatest concentration of ancient sites in County Kerry is in Din-

gle, and Dingle is located in the Gaelic speaking area (called òthe Gaeltachtó wherever Gaelic is 

spoken by a substantial number of people.)  But itõs the magnificent scenery that we aim to see: 

dramatic green mountains, dotted with the ruins of stone houses, fringed with sand beaches, with 

the deep blue of the Eastern Atlantic Ocean constantly pressing the land. Dingle, left. 
 

Itõs isolation helped preserved Dingle, so our day begins with a 30 mile drive on a 

reasonable road from Tralee to Dingle Town where we have access to the outer Din-

gle peninsula. Weõll stop, take a short break, and you can purchase picnic food for 

lunch from the local store. We then continue to Slea Head, adjacent to the filming 

spot of the David Lean movie òRyanõs Daughter.ó A good beach and cliff side area 

there is a good picnic spot. The scenery in òRyanõs Daughteró brought the Dingle 

peninsula, and indeed the coast of West Ireland, to the attention of people around 

the world for the first time. Since then movies with dramatic scenery that have been 

filmed in Ireland are often filmed in Dingle. (I suggest that you rent Ryanõs Daughter 

before the trip. Another more recent movie with less footage is òFar and Away.ó) 
 



After the picnic lunch at the beach - where you can stick your toes (or more) in the 

North Atlantic - we continue driving a slow-paced circuit around the peninsula, with 

photo opportunities and short stops for potteries & other individually owned small 

stores, and eventually back to Tralee. Dinner and dancing to-

night at the hotel. Tralee, County Kerry. B, D. Slea Head, left. 

 

Friday May 11th:  Visit to South Country Clare. We ignored 

South Clare en route from the Burren to Tralee, but we return 

to the area today for a worthwhile closer look. While most 

tourists are spending oodles of time at Moher, the discriminat-

ing traveler heads to Loop Head. Stunning vistas of soaring 

coastal cliffs, blow holes, pinnacles (one with a house on top) 

all add to a tempestuous location. The dayõs other sightseeing 

options are weather-contingent; one option is the Vandeleur 

Walled Garden near Kilrush, another is the village of Carrigaholt (population 100) where 7 

battered ships of the Spanish Armada took shelter in 1588. It has one of the cutest main 

streets in Ireland and is worth a short stop. Both Carrigaholt and Kilrush are located on the Shannon Estuary, which is 

home to over 100 dolphins who are often seen from shore so weõll keep a lookout. Depending on the weather we will 

either have a picnic lunch or have a lunch stop in one of the towns. Loop Head area, above right. 
 

There is a wedding at our hotel tonight so dancing is not possible, however there is Weekend of Irish Set Dancing tak-

ing place at the Earl Of Desmond Hotel nearby; this is an optional event so if there is a cost it would be on your own. 

There may also be dancing at the wedding at our hotel, however since it is a private party observers may not be wel-

come. We wonõt know about these options until the time so patience & flexibility are required. B, L, D. Tralee. 

 

Saturday May 12th: Check out and departure from Tralee. The next peninsula South of Dingle is the Inveragh 

peninsula, and the coastal road around it has been dubbed òThe Ring of Kerry.ó 

Today we will explore the first half of the Ring, which is extremely popular for good 

reason: it has excellent coastal scenery scattered with medieval ruins and stretches of 

emerald green open land. The typical visit is to whisk through the entire Ring in a 

day, however that schedule precludes a visit to Skellig Michael (see description for 

May 13th,) and it does not allow time to visit 

other sites and Valencia Island. Cahergal Fort 

at right. 
 

The first main stop is at the Cahergal and Leacanabuaile Ring Forts. These are 

circular dry stone construction and date to 300 to 500 BCE. The walls of Ring 

Forts are up to 12 feet thick in places; they were built for defense and protection 

of property, such as cattle. This area produced a lot of copper during the Bronze 

Age. The wealth which came from selling or trading their copper enabled the 

ancient population to build ring forts & stone circles in this region. Eventually we 

take a ferry to Valencia Island, which has several interesting aspects. Starting with 

the oldest: paleontologists believe the first fish slithered out of the water here on stubby legs 385 million years ago. Irish 

monks of the ôDark Agesõ from this region kept literate life alive in Europe (infact Charlemagne imported monks from 

here to be his scribes); and in modern times the first telegraphic cable terminated here in 1866. There is an improbably 

located sub-tropical garden which may be open to our group (they accept limited 

visitors) and of course there are the ever-present cliffs with great views.  
 

Sometime in the afternoon we arrive in Waterville, a small town of 550 whoõs claim 

to cultural fame is that Charlie Chaplin brought his family to spend summers there 

for many years. More importantly itõs the only town with a hotel large enough to host 

a group anywhere close to the Skellig Islands (Oileain na Scaelaga.) There is no 

dance floor but there is a function room for a group party. Come prepared to con-

tribute something to some merriment after dinner! B, D. Butler Arms Hotel, Water-

ville, County Kerry.  

 

Sunday May 13th: There are many ocean-rocks in the world, but itõs impossible to visit more than 99% of them.  

Skellig Michael - òArchangel Michealõs Rockó - is the exception, and it is a spectacular exception; George Bernard Shaw 

said that òit is the most fantastic and impossible rock in the world.ó In my opinion this Unesco World Heritage site is 

the most impressive natural site visited by tourists in Ireland, due to itõs remote location, the physical challenge of get-

ting there, and once there, the jaw-dropping realization that Irish monks survived on this tiny island for 600 years. It is 



exhilarating to get there, and to be there. The diffi-

culty the monks had in order to reach it in tiny 

coracles (round leather boats with no rudder) en-

hances oneõs admiration for their determination. A 

small garden plot on the top of the rock contains 

dirt that was shuttled to the island one basket at a 
time. There are tiny stone beehive shaped build-

ings at the top which are reached by 600 steep 

steps. Photos above.  
 

The Lonely Planet Guide cleverly records the 

population of Skellig Michael as 42,000 Gannets, and even though 

most of those live on small Skellig nearby, it is still a good bird-

watching spot. There are also puffins, fulmars, razorbills, guillemots; since May is the month when 

puffins come ashore and lay their one egg we should see many of them up close. The visit includes 

a packed lunch and a prepaid boat ticket to the island. There is a strict limit on the number of visi-

tors per day which helps maintain the quality of the visit. There are no toilets so the length of the 

visit is limited to about 3 1/2 hours. Do not drink a lot of beverages before the excursion. 
 

We return to the mainland on our small boats and then continue by coach around the 2nd half of 

the Ring of Kerry, which fortunately has some of the most beautiful scenery on the Ring so it is not 

a let-down from the splendor of Skellig Michael. We pass thru the Macgillycuddyõs Reeks (the 

name should trigger vague memories of Lucille Ball in òI Love Lucyó since she was Lucy Macgillicuddy;) then thru Kil-

larney National Park and end the day in Killarney town. Killarney is located in one of the most picturesque spots in Ire-

land, and draws a large number of tourists, so there are good shopping opportunities, and a pub scene which may have 

some music even though this is a Sunday night. The hotel ballroom is small so I have booked St. Maryõs Cathedral Par-

ish Hall for dancing tonight with the hotel 

as a backup. B, L, D, dancing. Killarney 

Avenue Hotel, Killarney, County Kerry. 

Ring of Kerry to the left. 

 

Monday May 14th:  We check out and 

depart Killarney for our next destination, 

Connemara in County Galway.   Weõll stop 

in Limerick for a midday lunch, sightseeing 

and shopping stop (free time & on your 

own to do as you please.) Limerick - the setting for Frank McCourtõs Pulitzer Prize Winning Book òAngelaõs Ashesó - 

has restaurants and cafés specializing in fresh seafood. Non-shopping options include King Johnõs Castle built between 

1200 - 1212, St. Maryõs Cathedral, the Hunt Museum and the Limerick City Gallery of Art so there are plenty of op-

tions. King Johnõs Castle on right. 
 

We continue from Limerick to the Connemara peninsula in County Galway. 

Weõll be based for 3 nights at the shore-side Connemara Coast Hotel, which 

has a good room for dancing, good food, and a convenient location. B, D, 

dancing. Connemara Coast Hotel, Furbo (Na Forbacha), County Galway. 

 

In Irish Connemara means òInlets of the Seaó and the coastal roads show why. 

There are numerous inlets, tiny islands, hidden beaches, some small old-

fashioned fishing villages, all ringing an interior area of peat bogs, higher upland 

mountains, and low Loughs (Lochõs) with 

water blackened by the peat. The contrasts are delightful and the overall impres-

sion is of a plate full of Irish geography all in one place. This is the homeland of 

the author James Joyce, and the wild setting for the 1952 film òThe Quiet Manó 

starring John Wayne and Maureen OõHara, and an important area of the Gael-

tacht. 

 

Tuesday May 15th:  A day trip to Inishmor, the largest of the Aran Islands. 

These islands are only 40 minutes by boat and they are easily visible from the 

mainland, but culturally they have always been much more isolated. The main 

language is Irish Gaelic and until recently school children were sent to finish their 

secondary education in Galway where they were taught in a foreign language: Eng-



lish. The locals speak English with visitors but Gaelic with each other. 
 

The island is a fasci-

nating spider web of 

stone fences and 

walls, narrow lanes 

with very few vehi-

cles, and the loca-

tion of the stunning 

Cliffside stone fort 

of Dun Aengus. 

Vans meet the ferry 

and will take small 

groups to various sites on the island, or you can enjoy walking and peeking over walls at miniscule gardens. Writers and 

artists have long been drawn to the islands and there is at least one shop selling hand knit sweaters. Small pubs and res-

taurants serve nice meals for lunch, and occasional spontaneous music sessions can occur. B, D; dancing. Connemara 

Coast Hotel, County Galway. Views of the Aran Islands above. 

 
 

Wednesday May 16th:  Today we visit another island of a different type, Inishbofin, but en route we have an inter-

esting stop in the seaside hamlet of Roundstone, at Kearnsõ Roundstone Musical Instruments. Kearns is the only full 

time bodhran maker in Ireland (there are others who make them part time and not as their exclusive living.) He also 

sells whistles, harps, Irish ballad music & books, and there are adjacent craft shops which sell everything from fine pot-

tery to hand knit sweaters. We continue to the small fishing village of Cleggan where we catch the ferry to Inishbofin 

island. By the way, if there are any keen horseback riders in the group, you could opt to omit the island trip and take a 

3 hour horseback ride in the Cleggan area; please let me know if this is of interest because it must be arranged well in 

advance. There may be an additional personal cost for the riding option. 
 

Inishbofin is a tranquil idyllic island only 6 km long by 3 km wide, with a grocery store, a youth hostel, 2 very small inns, 

and not many other signs of modern civilization. It is physically different from the Aran Islands and it lacks the miles of 

stone walls. Because of the isolation and lack of facilities I have pre-booked a hot lunch for everyone when we arrive at 

the best place (cost included.) A small 17th century castle guards the harbour (which is accessible at low tide,) and there 

is a 3 hour low level walk available in the Southeast portion of the island, with a maximum elevation gain of 86 meters. 

On the walk there is a special conservation area designated for Corncrakes (a rare bird,) and seals. We have several 

hours and return to our hotel for dinner and dancing. B, L, D, dancing. Connemara Coast Hotel, County Galway. 

Views and sites of Inishbofin above. 

 

Thursday May 17th: Check out from the hotel and the morning offers two options: for people who want to hike 

there is the Diamond Hill Walk through the Connemara National Park (short, moderate grade but with one steep as-

cent, on a trail with paths, boardwalks and paving.) The view from the top with itõs broad perspective is the reward. Less 

ambitious folks can enjoy a coach ride along the stunning North Connemara Coast, which is one long series of photo 

opportunities. Lunch might need to 

be pre-booked in Leenane; details 

will be confirmed much closer to the 

time and the cost is included. Right 

is the view from high above Dia-

mond Hill, and the Killary fiord. 
 

The journey is the attraction this af-

ternoon, so after lunch we head 

North again using small roads, cross-

ing over into County Mayo and on-



wards to the town of Westport (Cathair na Mairt) where we stay for two nights. We will stay at the Hotel Westport 

which also has a full Leisure Center, with a 20 meter swimming pool, Jacuzzi, saunas, etc., and a medium size banquet-

ing room with a good wood floor for dancing. B, L, D, dancing. Hotel Westport, County Mayo. 

 

Friday May 18th:  Our last island is the largest: itõs a short drive to Achill Island. We get there via the òAtlantic drive,ó 

with a short stop at the 15th century Dominican Burrishoole Abbey, then through the Corraun Peninsula, and via a 

short bridge on to Achill island. This is another Irish-Gaelic speaking area, an island of soaring cliffs, sheltered beaches, 

and rocky headlands. There are walks, including through the remains of an abandoned village, and lunch most likely 

will be pre-arranged at a tiny beachfront town. We will try and return to the ho-

tel early enough to allow time for a relaxing swim or sauna. B, L, D; dancing. 

Hotel Westport, County Mayo. 

Below: cliffs on Achill; right Burrishoole and Sievemore. 

 

Saturday May 19th: No visit to West 

Ireland should omit Galway (Gaillimh), so 

after check out & departure this morning 

we will head directly to Galway City. A uni-

versity town, Galway has an arty and bohe-

mian feel, with bookstores, a well known musical 

instrument shop, art galleries, cafés, drinking estab-

lishments (aka Pubs,) and a good street-scene. Most 

of the day is free for on-your-own lunch, shopping, 

or whatever you choose.  
 

We complete our figure of eight through West Ireland this evening in Ennis, where we 

started on May 8th. For our last night weõre staying at the Templegate Hotel, which has 

a beautifully decorated old church re-purposed as a Ball room, where we will have our 

end of trip dinner and a festive last dance. 

 

Sunday May 20th: There will be two morning shuttles to Shannon Airport. If your 

flight departs very late or extremely early it may be necessary for you to take a taxi to the 

airport. The hotel checkout time is no later than 1 PM. 

 

Costs, Inclusions, Terms & Conditions and General Information 
 

The tour cost includes:  12 nights accommodations in 1st class hotels, breakfast and dinner the entire tour, 6 lunches, travel in pri-

vate first class coach (two smaller coaches in order to give more window seats), 10 nights of dancing to Live Music by Bare Necessi-

ties & Calling by Gene Murrow; admission fees, taxes, bridge tolls, parking and ferry charges, gratuities for all included meals and 

hotel staff; planning, organization and coordination during the tour by Ken McFarland; the shared costs of the Staff, including trans-

portation, land expenses and playing fees, and various other miscellaneous costs such as hiring a sound system, support staff, supply 

items, etc.  
 

The tour cost does not include: flights, meals and drinks not specified in the itinerary, personal expenses such as travel insurance, 

laundry, internet access, telephone calls, alcoholic or other special requested beverages, and a tip to the Coach driver ($80 US per 

person is requested.) 
 

The tour cost of $2890 is based on double or twin occupancy of rooms. A Single Room supplement is $525 and subject to availabil-

ity. Assistance with room mates can be provided but there is no guarantee of providing one. 
 

Group size: In order to spread the costs among more participants the group size is 55 dancers; the cost is based on maintaining that 

number and a stable rate of exchange of dollars for Euros on the purchase price from banks (which currently varies constantly from 

1.43 to 1.50.) 
 

Travel: To give more window seats when we travel on the coach, and to give some flexibility, there will be two coaches. 
 

Deposit and payments: Participants who have paid a preliminary deposit of $300 to hold a space option, need to send an additional 

deposit of $750 per person to retain their booking / space. A second installment of $1000 per person is due on December 5, 2011. 

The final payment of $840 per person is due on March 5, 2012. All payments must be made by check.  
 

Cancellation and refund policy: Payments are non-refundable but they are transferable to another Ken McFarland trip in the future 

so long as there is a replacement for you on this trip (individual man or woman, or couple for a couple.) By signing the Trip Regis-

tration Form you agree to act in good faith in communicating with me as far in advance as possible about any issue which might 

cause you to cancel. 
 

Trip / Travel Insurance protects the traveller from unpredictable changes in their own situation, such as serious injury or illness to 

themselves and their immediate family members, loss of employment, and other personal reasons which may prevent the traveller 


