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                Cycling Around ÓLochlainn Stones
   On turning forty, three years ago I held a buffet and céilí for family
   and friends in the Lever Club, Port Sunlight, Wirral near Liverpool,
   England.
   To make the invitation more distinguished, I decided to put the family
   crest on the invites. That led me to look on the web for the family
   crest. My late father had a crest on the wall, but over the years it
   has disappeared. The crest my father had was of a hand topped by an
   arrow. I looked on the web for this but I could not find it, however I
   found O'Loughlin information. I remember from my teenage years, my
   great aunt, Nelly McMara who kept a gift-shop at Blarney Castle, near
   Cork city, and she had a great tome of a book on family names that
   concluded Loughnane was from the “OLoughlin Kings of Galway Bay”. When
   searching for the crest, I came across Edward's booklet on the clan
   and sent off for it, through the post. I was amazed to learn of the
   quantity of information available and how many artefacts continue to
   remain in the Burren landscape, on the southern shores of Galway Bay.
   I am still not sure how the name transmuted to Loughnane or where it
   transformed from. Interestingly I did find a townland in Gleninagh
   Parish, called Loughane on the 1829 Tithe Commutation Map but the name
   of this townland had disappeared by year 1855 within the Griffith
   Valuations. There is an alternative theory that Loughnane was derived
   from Lachtains, so any thoughts or clarification on the derivation
   would be gratefully received.
   In the last two years I have been able to convince two friends,
   Alistair in 2008 and Philippa in 2009, to join me on a gentle cycle
   tour of the Burren landscape. The trips involved the over-night ferry
   from Birkenhead and cycling across Dublin city to catch the 7.00am
   train to Galway city on the west coast. Our first port of call has
   been to meet Edward OLoghlen, lynchpin of the ACR for lunch in Galway
   City, to talk about the clan and other matters. The following is a
   combination of the sites visited on both trips. After lunch we cycled
   around Galway Bay to Kinvarra to look at the tower house of Dunguaire
   in which Christobel Lady Ampthill lived on the top floor which is a
   solarium, left in a style of a 1960's sitting room. The tower house is
   unusual in that it has a hexagonal bawn (outer wall). Beware, the
   castle closes early as it holds evening entertainment on the banquet
   floor. Next stop, five minutes cycle, was the
   Burren Beo Centre, Kinvarra. Philippa said it served the best hot
   chocolate she’d found in the Northern hemisphere. It is a relaxing
   café and is a place where you could spend many hours perusing the
   books in their small library. I came across fantastically interesting
   journals such as 'The Other Clare', published by Shannon
   Archaeological Society. It contained some articles with detailed
   information on the ÓLochlainn Clan e.g. Rental at Finnvarra, and a
   description of the Ballyganner Castle.
   Then we headed north towards Doorus and the youth hostel a little way
   out of Kinvarra. After our 4.15am wake up call on the ferry, I have
   never been ready for a night out on-the-town. Next day we noted a good
   number of swallows flitting around the youth hostel and fine views of
   the Burren Uplands. We headed north from the hostel to Tracht Beach, a
   delightful blue/grey beach derived from the local limestone. We a
   spotted a shrine to Saint Kieran who walked there from the Aran Isles,
   parting the sea as he went with a trail of followers. The story goes
   that he left a book in Aran but so great was the number of followers
   that when he sent a message back to the last of his followers, he was
   able to pick up the book before he left, a ‘Moses of the Burren’.
   We passed a mound marking the foundations of the O'Heyne Castle and
   crossing over the small brook at Corranrue, we entered the Barony of
   Burren. Dropping down into New Quay to cycle around the coast and look
   over the blue water to Aughinish (horse island), which looks
   temptingly close but would involve a very circuitous trip along the
   coast back to the Doorus peninsula to make it there, we headed along
   the Flaggy Shore all the way to the well-built Martello Tower,
   constructed to resist Napoleonic forces. It started to rain a little
   and we took shelter by the Tommy Fahy Millennium Memorial. We met
   Tommy tending his potatoes. He says he can see five ÓLochlainn castles
   from where he lives - namely, Nua-Muckinis, Sean-Muckinis, Newtown,
   Gragans and Gleninagh. He told us the tale of Saint Coleman's servant
   and how the saint caused all the food from the banquet suite of
   Dunguaire Castle to fly out of the castle, to feed his servant. He
   also told us of the oyster beds and how the Skerritt family who left
   recently, I think in the 1940’s had developed them. As we cycled on,
   down to the monument denoting the ÓDalaigh Bardic School, Tommy passed
   in his car and waved. A quick ride down to Bell Harbour and into
   Daly’s bar/shop and post office where there were only two customers,
   one being the very same Tommy Fahy, who regaled us with more stories
   including one about the storm of 1953, just like it happened
   yesterday. It had a homely feel and the proprietress came out of her
   front-room to serve us.
   Onwards towards the Cistercian Corcomroe Abbey to look at the O'
   Loughlin king of the Burren family grave slab, with the up-turned
   anchor. Looking at the slab one wonders when the inscription was
   written, as it appears rather lob-sided. Many graves have inscriptions
   containing words split between lines. This is because a number of the
   stone masons who carved these letters were illiterate. If you visit
   Corcomroe, do not forget to look up at the capitals on the stone
   pillars to see the details of the carved flowers and faces, which
   stare down at you. Above the O’Loughlin family grave slab, on the wall
   beside the ‘smiling bishop’, there are some etches in the plasterwork
   illustrating long ships, a connection of the clan with its Viking
   past.
   We cycled back down the road again and up the next valley continuing
   along a rough track. Leaving our bicycles we climbed up to the three
   early monastic churches of Oughtmama. It was hard to walk around them
   as the area is scrubbing up with blackthorn and hawthorn; cycling
   shorts were definitely a disadvantage! Why was the younger Corcomroe
   Abbey built on a new site nearby? Perhaps the O'Briens wanted to start
   from scratch and demonstrate their power over these troublesome
   Corcomroe tribes. It is a mystery why there are so many churches, when
   there was such a sparse population. We climbed up Turlough Hill,
   without seeing a soul. There was no real path we could see but a
   scramble up many steep steps in the limestone beds, and on the flat
   sections we saw marsh gentians and a wood white butterfly, which was a
   first for me. There were good views of the extensive white limestone
   pavements, and the various inlets of Galway Bay.
   Back down at Bell Harbour we turned along the coast to Sean-Mucinis
   tower house, which must be one of the best defensive positions in the
   Burren, as it stands on an isthmus guarding Pig Island. Unfortunately
   half has fallen into the sea, however this means a good cross-section
   of the structure can be seen. After marvelling that the machicolations
   were still intact, we sped on to our destination for the night,
   Ballyvaughan.
   Ballyvaughan is ‘the capital’ of the Barony of Burren. It is a small
   T-junction village, population - 224 and is well served by B&B
   accommodation, shops, restaurants, tea- shops and local hostelries.
   There is a good tourist information shop where interesting books can
   be purchased. You can even buy a linen tea towel with 'Memories of
   Ballyvaughan', featuring local sights including two clan castles -
   Gleninagh and Newtown. Surely an evening stop for a clan member has to
   be ÓLochlainn's
   Irish Whiskey Bar, a living heritage and visible clan presence within
   the Burren.
   ÓLoċlainn’s Irish Whiskey Bar - Ballyvaughan
   Until the 1930’s the best way to reach Ballyvaughan was by ferry from
   Galway city, some eleven miles across the bay by boat compared to
   thirty three miles of rough roads around the bay. Is Ballyvaughan the
   “wealth-abounding port” of ÓLochlainn mentioned in the late 14th
   century poetry of O’Huidhrin and possibly the base of the clan boat
   mentioned in the poem “Bless the Boat” by Aodh Bui Mac Cruitin
   (c.1750)? This can also be connected to the clan crest and motto
   “anchor of salvation” holding both physical and spiritual aspects. As
   there was no quay at Ballyvaughan and the inlet is shallow, 2½ fathoms
   deep, they probably used currachs (skin covered wooden framed boats)
   to sail out to the larger boats. They may have exported cattle out to
   Galway city and imported turf for fuel, from Connemara. The local quay
   was built in 1829 to help develop the herring fishing industry.
   The present ÓLochlainn's Irish Whiskey Bar which is further inland
   from the Quay, started life as McNamara’s Hotel. This was noted in
   many guides and recommended by the forerunner of the AA in the mid
   1930’s. It was developed as a pub cum-shop by McNeill OLoghlen who
   built up the impressive whiskey collection. Gradually the shop
   business declined, narrowing to just newspapers and even they
   eventually disappeared, but the entrance to the whiskey bar, still
   reminds you of a traditional shop-front. Opposite the whiskey bar the
   present proprietor Peter OLoghlen keeps his cattle. I admired the four
   veteran pollarded ash trees in the field which have hollowed out over
   the years. They appear on the postcard of the pub, available behind
   the bar. Further towards the sea on the other side of the inlet lie
   the foundations of an ÓLochlainn tower house guarding the “wealth
   abounding port”.
   One of my treasured mementos from my first trip is a Burren Cycle
   Touring Club cycling jersey, sponsored by ÓLochlainn's Whiskey Bar and
   other local businesses.
   I had my photograph taken outside the bar. Philippa, ever the teacher,
   spotted a discrepancy in the spelling on the jersey. Edward explained
   the different spellings and the significant of the séimhiú (the dot
   over the c); it is either ÓLoċlainn's or ÓLochlainn's. Prior to the
   1970’s gaelic did not have an 'h' so a séimhiú was needed above the
   'o' to give the hard throaty “och” sound.
   The whiskey bar looks inviting with it's freshly painted frontage and
   colourful window boxes. Inside the bar is full of old-world charm and
   offers a friendly welcome. A large old shop-till sits on the counter
   and the glass display cabinets remain from the days of the shop. The
   bar has restricted hours, opening daily from
   8 or 9 pm, check the sign on the front-door for the times. When it is
   open it is very busy and can be difficult to get to the bar, but your
   hosts Peter and Margaret keep an eye-out for their guests and will
   come around to take your order. They make everyone feel very welcome,
   making sure you’ve a seat, if you want one and enjoy conversing with
   their guests.
   In addition to the ‘L’ shaped bar from the time of the shop, there are
   two alcoves.
   One of the alcoves has a detailed map of Gleninagh in the 1870’s.
   Those Gleninagh ÓLochlainn lands were then owned by an Englishman
   called
   Captain Bindon Blood. (What a great name!)
   There is also a Ballyvaughan-Galway ferry timetable on the wall. The
   ferry last departed in 1939. Also there are some artefacts from it’s
   previous life, as a five bedroomed McNamara Hotel, including a tariff
   where champagne could be bought either by the bottle or by the pint!
   The walls are adorned with many pictures of Peter, a country gent,
   with his horses.
   On one wall there is a copy from the 1971 ‘Clare Champion’ newspaper
   containing the obituary of Peadar J. O’Loghlen, grandfather of the
   present owner and interestingly it refers to Newtown Castle in the
   Gaelic as “Baile Nua” and also mentions a Croagh Castle. Peadar was a
   personal friend of the former Irish President,
   Eamonn De Valera and of Michael Cusack, founder of the Gaelic Athletic
   Association who drank in his bar.
   As well as a good Guinness and fine welcome, many a fine whiskey can
   be sampled from the extensive whiskey menu, if you have a discerning
   palate.
   Summer Visit - 2008
   Black Head – Fanore – Kilfenora – Lemenagh - Carran - Corker Pass
   After Ballyvaughan we took two different routes. With Alistair after
   enjoying a leisurely breakfast at the T-junction tea-shop we visited
   the farmer's market. Heading north we stopped at the impressive
   Pinnacle Well and sampled the water. A little further on we descended
   from the main road down a rough track passing by a bluebell/wild
   garlic wood to Gleninagh tower house with it’s associated holy well,
   small church and lime kiln.
   The tower houses would have been waterproofed with lime and so were
   originally white. It is amazing to look at the area surrounding the
   tower house and see only a few fields before the land rises to the
   limestone scree. There was a small settlement here but one wonders how
   much effort it took to construct the tower house on top of merely
   surviving the every-day, and why it was built when there was so little
   to protect. It was a gentle climb on the bikes to Black Head, past the
   lighthouse, luckily with not much wind, and as we turned the corner we
   had an easy descent down to Fanore Beach, the largest beach in the
   Burren. Behind the beach were flower rich sand dunes where we spotted,
   small blue butterflies, a second new butterfly species to me on this
   trip - the small blue. We paddled in the Atlantic and cooled our feet.
   From Fanore we cycled along the coast and out of ÓLochlainn territory
   passing Ballinalacken (O'Brien) Castle. Alistair knowing of the
   historical conflicts with our overlords and remembering the effigy of
   King Conor O'Brien lying in Corcomroe Abbey killed by the forces of
   Conor Carrach (Scabby) ÓLochlainn shouted jokingly some abuse towards
   them, but those Earls of Thomond are still alert, and they avenged him
   with a puncture!
   The bicycle puncture mended, we passed on through Lisdoonvarna and
   then on to the more sedate Kilfenora, where we stayed at the youth
   hostel which included a free pint of Guinness with the accommodation.
   We went to the Ceili in Kilfenora and they were all expert dancers
   (i.e. no caller and proper dancing shoes), it was a delight to see
   everyone dance so well.
   Next day we headed past the impressive Lemenagh Castle (0’ Brien)
   tower house and adjoining mansion. Lemenagh was strategically placed
   at the junction of three clan territories. We headed northwards up to
   Carron and down towards Bell Harbour before reaching a long climb up
   Corker Pass which overlooks the bays of Corranrue and Kinvarra, to
   exit the barony.
   ………………………………………………………………………………………
   Summer Visit - 2009,
   Newtown Castle - Caherconnell – Kilfenora –Doolin -Aran – Galway City
   With Philippa in 2009 I left Ballyvaughan and this time headed
   south-west travelling on a green road from Tonarussa to the Aillwee
   Caves. It was a beautiful route with purple flowering Thyme growing in
   the middle of the road. When cycling as a pair it is great to be able
   to cycle side by side, as it is difficult to talk tail-to-tail. We
   encountered a new cycling friendly facility, a five bar gate with a
   cycle gate within it.
   Inside the caves we were shown where bears hibernation-hollows were in
   the cave floor. The cave entrance and visitor centre merge well into
   the landscape. When looking from Newtown Castle on the other side of
   the valley a mile and a half away, only the visiting coaches give-away
   the location of the caves. At the caves there is an opportunity to
   support local farmers at the farm-shop which sells local produce. It
   is the farming community who keep the Burren in good condition, as the
   farming community prevent the landscape from scrubbing up.
   Newtown Castle is only open on weekdays. Entry is free, however there
   is a donation box. The castle is an interesting construction, a round
   tower with a pyramidal base. It is one of the latter castles to be
   built, and it has holes for muskets and is more defensive that other
   square tower houses, which are really fortified houses. Again the site
   is on the interface between the fertile valley and the bare limestone
   scree above. The pyramidal base had a profuse number of flowers such
   as harebells, which make it look more like a rock garden. Next to the
   entrance is an engraved stone to mark the clan reunion in 1995. In the
   vaulted ceiling on the ground floor you can see imprints of the
   wickerwork used in its construction. The castle has four floors. On
   the top floor there is an interesting display about the restoration of
   the castle. There are fine views from the windows across the
   surrounding land and down the valley to Ballyvaughan. The Burren
   College of Art next to the castle, sometimes uses the castle to host
   art exhibitions. The college has a café where there are tempting
   refreshments but no time for that, as I drag Philippa around the
   corner to look at more ÓLochlainn stones, namely Rathborney Church.
   Rathborney church was the main parish church and is late medieval,
   however the site is much older. The church was built within an oval
   enclosure containing a bullaun stone, a stone hollowed to a cup-like
   structure, thought to hold holy water or used for grinding grain or
   herbs. I liked the idea of all the ancestors blessing themselves over
   the centuries with water from the blessing bowl in the porchway of the
   church.
   It is an interesting location for a church. A river runs nearby, a
   rare feature in the Burren. Why there is not an adjacent settlement or
   tower house, as the river would supply fresh water? The church is in
   an ideal location at the meeting point of two valleys and is the most
   central parish in the barony. The name Rathborney means “earth fort of
   the Burren”.
   Crossing the valley again avoiding what cyclists term “lung
   splitting!” Corkscrew Hill we head up to Ballyalban passing An Rath, a
   wonderful site often missed by those in the car. It is a large earthen
   ring with mature beech, and with a surrounding damp ditch. The site
   positioned, between the edge of the green fields of the valley and
   just below the exposed limestone. We left this shaded spot and began
   the climb up to the exposed central Burren plateau, where I burned the
   back of my calves during my first visit.
   On the plateau we passed little visited wedge tombs (2000BC), the
   place where the Bronze Age Glenisheen Gold Collar was found, the ruins
   of Glensleade (ÓLochlainn) tower house and a doline, a collapsed cave
   area, which gave rise to cliff faces in the limestone plateau.
   Elsewhere in the Burren the cliffs have been used to advantage in
   fortified sites. We visited the iconic Pollnabrone Portal Dolmen,
   first used in 3800BC where there was an informative display. Next
   stop, five minutes cycle
   away was Caherconnell Stone Fort. The site is well maintained and you
   can still admire the view of the fort and surrounding area, while
   enjoying refreshments from the café. There is an interesting film on
   the life of the early community here. Between my two summer trips here
   there had been an interesting find, a disarticulated body of a young
   woman buried in the 15th Century on this site. It is strange that she
   was not buried in consecrated ground, and that her body had been
   disarticulated,
   a ritual feature of the Neolithic period (New Stone Age).
   Then we headed down to Noughaval village, where there is the base of a
   medieval town cross. In the graveyard I found an OLoughlin grave from
   the 1920's with an
   up-turned anchor, the symbol of a deceased OLoughlin, just as in
   Corcomroe Abbey. Carrying on south out of the barony down to Kilfenora
   (town of crosses) on one road we noticed how thick the moss grows on
   the walls. It is six cm thick in parts, reflecting the amount of rain
   here. Kilfenora hosts the Burren Centre, which I am yet to visit, due
   to arriving after it closed. At Kilfenora cathedral there is a
   collection of early Christian stone crosses, emphasizing its early
   ecclesiastic importance.
   Kilfenora was at one stage the smallest diocese in Ireland, and it
   relates to the territory of the Iron Age Corcu Modruad (Corcomroe)
   people from whom the ÓConnors and ÓLochlainns both descend.
   Onwards to Doolin which is a lively but strung out settlement. We
   ordered a meal at McGann’s Pub. The food arrived before the Guinness
   was poured! Next morning we cycled towards Fisher Street to catch the
   ferry to the Aran Isles. It was a rather confusing affair at the
   quayside, with three ferry companies operating similar routes. It was
   a great ferry trip, a bit rocky but with fine views of the 120 metre
   Cliffs of Moher. We arrived on the main island of Inis Mór at
   Kilronan. It was very busy at the quay side with tourist minibuses and
   horse drawn jaunting cars going down to meet the influx of tourists.
   There are three bike-hire shops on the quay side and the road was full
   of people who had not cycled for a long time, as well as large groups
   of young foreign students cycling on both sides of the road! We cycled
   to the western tip of the Isle which we had to ourselves. We passed
   thatched cottages, the thatch being protected from the wind with
   weighted fishing nets. Returning early evening (avoiding the crowds)
   we visited the immense Dun Aonghusa Fort, built 1100BC with the final
   phase in 500- 900AD. It is in good condition and larger than anything
   on the Burren, the outer 4th wall enclosing 14 acres. The fort is a
   triple dry-stone wall fort behind the chevaux-de-frise (stone
   defensive spikes). On the seaward side there is an 87 metre drop. From
   the fort the view is fantastic as it is possible to see both sides of
   the island. Another impressive, but more recent construction, is the
   160 space cycle park at the entrance! Dun Aonghus is the largest of
   the several forts on the Aran Isles.
   Life here must have been difficult, as there is no fuel e.g. peat or
   wood to speak of, and much wind. It is suspected that wealth must have
   been based on piracy to have enough resources to build these
   substantial forts.
   We cycled up to the highest point of the island. It was sad to find
   the lighthouse museum abandoned. This demonstrates the harsh climatic
   situation here, with all too short a summer season. We came upon
   another immense dry-stone wall fort –
   Dun Eochla. Interestingly the buttresses built to repair the walls had
   collapsed however the majority of the original stone-walls were still
   standing.
   Back at Kilronan we visited the Spar shop and to my delight found
   Loughnane sausages. A successful shopping trip indeed. The next
   morning to complete our loop around Galway Bay we took the ferry to
   Rossaveal, Connemara. The road to Galway City was very exposed, we
   cycled at about a 35°angle into torrential wind and rain,
   to prevent being blown over or off the road. The wind dropped and the
   rain stopped as we approached Galway City and we arrived back in
   glorious sunshine.
   Cycling around the Burren is a great experience, especially if you can
   cycle on a few green roads. There is such a density of artefacts you
   do not have to cycle very far to see many interesting sites. Next time
   round I would combine more walking into the cycling or perhaps enter
   the ‘Tour de Burren’ cycle ride and spend a day in Galway City, so I
   could visit the local history section of the library.
   A Cautionary Note
   A word of warning to plastic card lovers, there are very few cash
   machines available outside the cities and ‘cashback’ is not available
   on UK type cards. I think mid May is the best time for the flowers and
   early June for the butterflies. There is a lot to see and much more I
   could write about my two short trips. I look forward to my next trip
   and finding out more about the Burren and the OLochlainn clan.
   Paul Loughnane, Wirral, Liverpool, England –
   [email protected]
   Glossary
   Ceili / Ceilidh – A social event with Scottish or Irish folk music and
   singing,
   traditional dancing, and storytelling.
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