
WILD ATLANTIC WAY
from Galway Bay to Malin Head

After a pleasant drive across the coast of North Wales I was 
soon comfortably installed on the ‘Dublin Swift’ from Holyhead 
and after a couple of hours on the Irish Sea and negotiating 
the traffic of Dublin, followed by 150 miles of motorway,  I 
found myself in Galway Bay in the early evening and managed 
the last room at the Galway Bay Hotel – a bit pricey but not a time 
when I wanted to go hunting — and with a concessionary rate for one person and one night 
I had the benefit of a super room and probably the best breakfast I have ever had at any hotel anywhere. 
My objective was to explore the north west stretch of the Wild Atlantic Way (WAW) from Galway Bay to 
Malin Head, in ten days, roughly 1,000 miles allowing for all the detours,. On the way out I was amazed 
how much there was to see. On my return, and looking again at the brochures I was amazed how much I 
had missed.
For lovers of motoring, whose drivers and passengers have confidence in each other and both in their vehicle, 
and especially for drivers who like the challenge of tricky driving stuations with frequent stops, lovely lovely 
views of sea, sand and mountains, interspersed with short walks or climbs but nothing too strenuous, the 
Wild Atlantic Way can be warmly recommended.

Day 2
After a good night’s rest I took a leisurely stroll along the Galway Bay promenade to get the feel of the 
country I had arrived in and then took off up the coast aiming at Derrigimlagh. Where was it? Nobody 
I spoke to had ever heard of it. Why was I going there? Because it looked attractive in the guidebooks, it 
was well to the west and seemed a fair distance (just under 80 miles) for my first day. My overall plan was 
an average of 80 which should not be too onerous and give me ample time to explore what needed to be 
explored.



With one or two minor detours I arrived late afternoon to discover that Derrigimlagh did not boast a great 
deal of accommodation. The first B&B seemed a bit rough and not too welcoming. They directed me a mile 
or two down the road to the Connemara Hotel, but a hundred yards short I came across Mannin Lodge, an 
attractive B&B (half the price of the Galway Bay) run by Bernie & Sean O’Neill and booked in for the night. 
The Connemara was the obvious place for an evening meal. Not brilliant, but adequate, whereas Mannin 
Lodge was fine, with a bonus table mat introducing me to where I was. As I read it two paragraphs jumped 
out. One was ‘The Marconi Station’ and the other ‘Alcock and Brown’, two sites worth visiting.

DAY 3
So Derrigimlagh was where Marconi made the first transmission 
of Morse Code across the Atlantic in 1907, resulting in a huge 
commerical operation the remnants of which can still be seen three 
miles up the road. 
It was also where Alcock and Brown, two adventurous airmen, 
drew national attention when they ‘dropped in’ on the locals, 
having achieved the first non-stop transatlantic flight from 
Newfoundland to Ireland in 1919.
In the course of the morning I also discovered that some of 
remains were the foundations of the Lookout Posts dating from 
1914-18, a significant reminder of the part played by soldiers in 

Derrigimlagh defending the area in the First World War, one of whom 
was a distant relative of Bernie and Shean, my Mannin Head hosts. 

It was obviously

 a good place to begin

Finding the sites presented no problem and I pulled into the car park for a quick look, not expecting to see 
very much. I was wrong. I soon noticed a couple somewhat engrossed by a display board about 100 yards 
away and for want of better occupation, on a dull morning with a light sea mist which persisted until the 
early afternoon, I wandered down to find out. Two hours later I was back, after a five mile walk over peat 
bog going back anything up to 4,000 years, on a carefully laid track with countless educational display boards 

every few hundred yards.



.

The Marconi Station

The Display Boards provided a highly educational tool. They told me 
that Derrigimlagh’s bog preserves a network of pre-bog field walls and 
enclosures and an ancient trackway consisting of a series of steppings 
stones in cutaway bog, possibly part of a Bronze Age Farm going back 
4.000 years. 

 Marconi apparently chose the site for creating his turf-powered 
wireless station, partly because he wanted to be as far west as 
possble and partly because the site provided a ready source of fuel 
and the station in turn gave employment to local turf-cutters.

 Once the turf was cut and dried it  was taken by the bog railway to be 
burned alongside imported coal to generate electricity for the Condenser House, a  massive 

construction (350x75x50 ft), on three floors, to house the transmitter, alongside which were two wings containing 
six boilers and giant steel plates which formed the Condenser and which was very noisy, operated at over 100,000 
volts and a very dangerous place to work. Outside were eight wooden masts each 210 feet high.

Success enabled him to build a second station in 1913 to provide the world’s first wireless duplex system,capable of 
sending and receiving messages at the same time.

I also learned something about Peat Cutting and Local Rights. Apparently peat is still used as a source of fuel, mostly 
nowadays cut mechanically, but in this bog it is still cut by hand using a ‘side-bladed spade’, laid out to dry in the 
sun and wind before being stacked upright in piles of five or six for further drying. Local people also have rights to 
cut it for their own use from managed areas of the bog and even now the process has not changed and remains hard 
back breaking work. 

So I spent my first morning walking in my new world and living in the old — a couple of hours in an Irish sea mist, 
wandering over the Derrigimlagh bog, on the most westerly edge of Ireland, exploring the excellent documentation of 
the more recent history every few hundred yards, and reminding myself that until quite recently peat was the main 
fuel for heating and cooking, cut by the locals to requirements.



Omay Island
As if that were not enough 
for one day, since it was only 
lunch time I paused for a bite 
before leaving Derringimlagh 
and setting off north to see 
what I found and in less than 
an hour I came to Omay 
Island, with the tide well out 

and leaving a stretch of firm, dry 
sand and a bold driver about to set off following the signs to the other side.  

He was only the first of several, some making it, some turning back. 
My preference was wellies and a walk. It was just under a mile and an hour was plenty to enjoy the experience.

Aassleigh Falls with Reminders of Norway and Scotland

  From Omay Island on to 
Cleggan Harbour, Killary 
Harbour and  Rosbeg for 
my second night, but 
not before gentle and 
unexpected reminders 
of Norway and Scotland. 
Killary Harbour. is a long 
stretch of water, an inlet 
from the ocean amid 
extraordinary scenery, 
and one of three fjords, 
where shortly after the 
Second World War the 
philosopher Wittgenstein 
found it an ideal place to 
reflect and write.

At the head of the fjord, where the road 
doubles back down the other side I stumbled 
on Aassleagh Falls, calling to mind Lyn of 
Dee near Balmoral where I can still sense the 
thrill of watching the salmon jumping up the 
waterfalls. Aassleagh Falls is just like that. 
If you are there at the right time of the year 
(I wasn’t) pause to sit, watch and wait. Then  
the river is rich with salmon as they jump up 
the waterfall on their journey upstream. Their 
offsprings stay in the river for three years 
before heading for the rich feeding grounds 
of Norway and Greenland, returning after 
four years to repeat the journey upstream, 
few of them ever crossing the Atlantic again. 
and and from there I hugged the coast for the 
next hour, stopping just short of Westport at 
an excellent B&B in Rosbeg.



DAY 4

From Rosbeg the WAW heads north-west to 
Achill Island, an island so easily accessed by 
a bridge you would hardly notice but what 
follows is breathtaking. After crossing the 
bridge (R339) my first stop on the way to 
Achill Head was Keel Strand, a delightful 
stretch of sand you never wanted to leave, 
but then there was more (and better) to 
come. Keem Bay (pronounced Kim. and 
shown here from the cliff top and then 
in close-up) came next but not without 

a pause to pay respects to Dooega (R319), the Irish beach 
washed away by storms over 30 years ago, leaving only rocks and rock pools, and so it remained until Easter 

2017 when the locals woke up one morning and find that a freak tide had suddenly deposited hundreds of tons of golden sand 
to restore the 200 yards of beach.
In this neck of the woods the order for the day is steep cliffs, beaches and a few bits of tricky driving, not busy but 
nevertheless calling for care and cautious driving. Until now most of the beaches had been extensive, clean and clear, 
and devoid of humanity. All those factors were true of Keem Bay except humanity but even that could not be called 
busy. Less than a dozen cars and not too many people on the beach. Presumably the cliffs were every bit as 
popular. The road from Keel to Keem I found to be one of the most 

beautiful, exhilarating and demanding 
roads I think I have ever negotiated, 
twisting along the cliff top with a straight 
drop and nothing but water on the left, 
concluding with an equally demanding 
drop down to the sea at Keem Bay, 
famous in the 1950-60s for its Basking 
Shark Fishery and one of the few places 
where I found a refreshment van for 
ice cream or a snack lunch.
After a wealth of rivers, ocean, beaches 
and mountains it was almost something 
of a relief to settle for a more gentle 
drive round the coast to Sligo where I 
spent my next night. 

Achill Island



DAY 5
Sligo was not the best night and I 
was more than happy to move on 
to Donegal and north to Bundoran, 
described in the guidebooks as 
‘Ireland’s premier seaside resort and 
where, by comparison with where 
I had been, I suddenly felt as if I 
had stumbled on a mini-Blackpool, 
with traditional and familiar facilities 
for bathing, surfing, kayaking or a 
round of golf. A town where some 
will want to tarry, and others will 
want to move on fairly quickly. It was a glorious day and much as I enjoyed a brisk walk along the promenade, up 
the hill, to the Golf House and back, I was not tempted to tarry. I was much more interested in moving on for the 
next hour to what I regarded as the jewel in the crown of the next leg at Slieve League.
After an hour’s drive hour I came to to Killibegs (‘gourmet capital of the Northwest’) which seemed a good a base 
for the notorious Slieve League (next day) and there was no shortage of accommodation. Driving on further north, 
however, to survey the landscape, after about five miles I suddenly spotted an attractive looking house, all alone on 
the hill top overlooking the ocean, and with a modest looking board ‘Garland B & B’ board at the roadside. Excellent. 
I enquired and checked in, just like that.

The Garlands were a pleasant and 
helpful young couple with a seven 
month old baby, relatively new 
to the business though having 
been brought up by parents who 
had managed a fairly large B&B 
Noreen was no stranger to what 
was required. So where could 
I eat? Without hesitation they 
sent me to Tara and couldn’t 
have been better. Overlooking 
the harbour, lapping up the 
sunshine and enjoying their 
fare made Tara one of the best 

bits on the trip.

Sligo is Yeats Country where 
disciples of WB Yeats meet to ‘eat 
and drink’ his poetry, explore 
several locations featured in 
his writing, or simply visit his 
final resting place at Druncliffe 
Church, site of a 6th century 
Columbian monastery. Not 
being a Yeats fan I was happy 
to drive on over the border into 
Donegal. 



Sliabh Liag (pronounced Slieve League) 

Sliabh Liag are some of 'the highest and finest marine cliffs in Europe . . . a 
mountain with a rich history', a site much sought after by most WAW visitors. 
Cliffs, 2,000 feet high and the home of peregrine falcons,  go straight down into 
the ocean. Believed to be a sacred place in pre-Christian times its reputation as 
a place of Christian pilgrimage goes back before the Middle Ages.
There are two approaches. Ardent and energetic customers choose to walk 
(the Pilgrim Way is just under a couple of miles and offers a glimpse into the 
local history), while the less enthusiastic drive part way to limited parking and 
do the rest on foot. Unwise adventurous characters take their car even further 
and face the consequences. The other way offers a more manageable drive 
'to the top' where there is a good car park, except that it isn't quite the top. 

Beyond goes a good 
path for a couple 
of hundred yards 
followed by an incredible 
number of steps, uneven but well 
structured, for a further mile  to the top for the 
moderately agile. Only a few years ago I would have had 
no hesitation in setting off. Even now I had no hesitation 
in trying but after only a few steps I realised that though 
going up would present no problem the uneven nature of 
the steps and nothing to hang on to was too great a risk 
when coming down, so caution and wisdom took over and 
I turned back. Easier going tourists prefer to view it in a 
boat trip.
By the time I had found, explored and enjoyed Slieve 
League lunchtime was calling and after a brief drive 
further up the coast a sign invited me to make yet another 
detour, this time to Malin Beg, which led me to the very 
sort of spot I was looking for and even if lunch were not 
the issue Malln Beg is well worth a visit.

DAY 6



Malin Beg
offers a good car park on the 
top of the cliff, a promontory 
out to the right, and a quiet 
and isolated sandy beach 
some 200 feet and 100 
steps or more (I didn't 
count) as the way down. 
One of the very few 
locals came out to chat 
and I discovered she 
was English, knew the 
town where I was born, 
and her children and 
I attended the same 

grammar school.
Moving on, my next diversion was a couple of places which again triggered Memories of Norway. One was stopping 

high on a hill and overlooking the long valley below which I was heading for, not unlike gazing down to Geiranger 
from the top of Dalsniba. The other was a diversion to Ballindrait Harbour, Bunbeg, a tiny enclosed harbour with 
lots of boats, some large but mostly small. In front of me was what appeared to be a promontory worth exploring 

but I was soon disillusioned. Not a promontory but a nearby island. 

Almost the only activity was 
one small boat just off shore 
furiously revving up its engines 
and churning up masses of 
water but not apparently 
moving. 'So what is he doing?' 
I said to one of the locals. 
'Nothing', came the reply 
with a smile; 'he's just got 
stuck on a sandback and 
he's going to have to wait 
for the tide to come in'.  

DAY 7



DAY 8

Dooey Beach
After a comfortable and enjoyable night at 
the Waterfront Hotel in Dungloe, Portnoo 
Strand provided yet another beach en 
route to the popular and somewhat 
stupendous view of Cnoc Fola on the 
south west corner of Tory Sound and 
an introducton to Dooey, perhaps the 
most remarkable beach of all, prior to 

engaging with Horn Head.

Overwhelmed by the view I paused at the 
top of the hill to contemplate this huge semi-circular stretch of sand, 
again almost totally deserted, save for a few cars in a fairly capacious 
if rough and ready car park, against a two mile stretch of sand dunes. So 
this was Dooey Beach. Philip Watson, writing in the Guardian (‘Cottage 
Industry’, July 15, 2017) described it as ‘3km sweeping strand that even 
in July had hardly a footprint on it; an excellently waymarked yet almost 
deserted scenic cycle loop that made a perfect three-hour peninsula walk.’
My plan was to walk right to the far  end, figuring I could probably just 
about do it before the incoming tide cut me off. A little over half-way I looked 
back and first impressions were that it was not coming in evenly and might reach a point where there was no way 
back except by going on the sand dunes. Since I had no idea how easy negotiating the sand dunes would be, nor 
whether there even was a reliable path once I got up there, wisdom conguered valour and I set 

off back. I needn’t have worried but better safe than sorry. 

Sign offering trips to Tory Island nine miles offshore, inhabited for 4,000 years, rich in 
history and mythology with its own king, whose residents enjoy their own music, songs, 
stories and dances with a distinctive irish culture and tradition, unique wild life and colonies 
of cliff-nesting seabirds. preserved through their remoteness. 
At one point a dozen teenage girls seemed to appear on the main road from nowhere, 
followed by a bus coming in the opposite direction which off-loaded another 20 or 30, 
including a few boys. One or two other buses also came and went down the hill to what 
looked like a school or training centre and one or two parties went on together to explore 
the sand dunes, though I could never discern what they were doing or why. They were 
certainly not equipped for hiking or a training course nor were they over-energetic.



DAY 9

My next pied de terre was Arnold Hotel in Dunfanaghy before heading for three locations which were to to become 
the focal points for the final stretch of my journey: Horn Head, Fanad Head and Malin Head, my destination.

Horn Head
Horn Head is definitely one detour not one to be missed. It is a fantastic ride on a narrow road, 600 feet above the 
Atlantic, with superb ocean views and stupendous cliffs, home to an internationally important colony for breeding 
seabirds, especially shag and razorbill, plus the thrill of the drive itself. It must be one of the best round trip detours 
but it might be helpful if you could discover which way round every body else chooses. Pick a busy time and get 
it wrong and you could be in for a strenuous trip. Pick a quiet time (as I did, Sunday morning) and you may drive 
several miles with virtually nowhere to pass or turn back, wondering if there is any way out at the other end, so it was 
a relief when the road widened a little and I stopped for breath. Almost immediately a car appeared in the opposite 
direction, the passenger jumped out and came to ask whether there was any exit if they continued. Mutual relief, 
though what they had come through was mild compared to what was to come.

Fanad Head Lighthouse
With three days to go my two remaining targets were Fanad Head, dominated by the Lighthouse, and Malin Head, the 
most northerly point on the island. The ride to Fanad Head (some 30-40 miles) was much of the same. The Lighthouse 
enjoys a majestic location on the very edge of the promontory a hundred feet about the raging torrents of water, 
established 200 years ago to mark the entrance to Lough Swilly, but now offering guided tours and accommodation 
and serves as a marker for the ultimate viewing point 
Regretfully, this was a case where I had not done enough homework. My map suggested land on either side and I was 
planning to wander along the cliff top for a short way to absorb the atmosphere. Not so. Instead I was greeted with 

a Radio station which wanted me to pay an admission charge to see their presentation. When I 
refused I was granted permission to go about fity yards 
inside the grounds but that was all. 
No question of wandering down to the 
water or walking along the top. There 
is no top, I was  told. Just inaccessible 
cliffs. So a magnificent lighthouse, built 
in 1817 and apparently kept in tip-top 
shape, but my stay was somewhat 
brief. Google’s satellite view clarifies 
the picture a bit. Perhaps I should have 
been more adventurous and tried a few 
miles further back but I doubt if I would 

have been any more successful.



From Fanad Head to Malin Head
The distance beween the two is not great . . . as the crow flies. It’s not great by sea . . . if you had a boat. 

But between comes Loch Swilly, a real Irish fjord if ever there were one, stretching miles inland all the way south 
to Letterken. The only alternative is a ferry, half way down (Rathmullan to Buncrana). Since I was there to 

explore the land I chose the long route.
So, Malin Head, here I come but not before yet one more 
detour, just a few miles off the track, to Doagh Famine 
Village. Through a family living on the edge of starvation, 
how they adapted and survived, an Exhibition, ‘Living 
life on the Edge’, provides an experience of life during 
the 1840s Great Irish Famine, together with evictions 
not unlike the Clearances in Scotland, by landlords 
who wanted their estates for more profit-making 
enterprises. Remote, isolated and reliant on small plots 
of land still makes this a harsh place to live yet some 

families have lived there for generations and stretches of 
sand and water make it look very attractive.

Malin Head, known as Banba’s Crown, is ‘an area of 
great scenic beauty and of historical, scientific and 
ecological importance’ (Guidebook’). The circuit of the 
Head takes you past a radio station going back to 1910 
and on to Banba’s Crown, the most northerly point 
marked by The Tower (going back to 1908 and used 
as a Signal Station, surrounded by small huts for our 
defence forces in in WW2. Unfortunately, like many 
other ‘end points’ (Land’s End, John o’Groats, North 
Cape in Norway), it was somewhat disappointing. 

There wasn’t much there, but at least I had  seen what there was.  
As often, journey trumped arrival.

DAY 10

By now it was Friday evening and accommodation 
scarce, but  after several refusals I spotted the 
An Grianán on the east coast of the Loch. A 
splendid hotel with around 300 wedding guests, 
a packed car park and a Fire Engine. They did 
have one vacant room but sadly no drinking 
water due to some flaw earlier in the day. Hence 

Fire and Rescue. The wedding guests had 
their own supply and that was all but it was 
too late to go on searching so I checked in. 
and the head waiter lured me into this empty 
dining room and managed to find a modest 
supply of water after all. By next morning all 
was back to normal.



Looking Back
Having allowed myself one day at the end 
for a straight run to Dublin on Monday prior 
to sailing on Tuesday I found myself with a 
day to spare. My first idea was to explore 
the National Park which I had bypassed on 
the way up, but a bit of homework told me 
it was not a viable option unless you were 
prepared to walk or visit an old castle. One 
had no appeal and the other I judged to be 
beyond my range at that point, so I headed 
slowly south to Donegal much the way I 
had come up on the WAW giving me a 
chance to see things from a different angle 
and pause at one or two spots overlooked 

or dismissed on the way north.

From Donegal next day I had a pleasant and leisurely ride across country to the east coast for my last night and a 
final Guiness a few miles outside Dublin ready for Jonathan Swift next day.

Afer disembarking at Holyhead at 4.30 I had 
a good run and got home about 11 o’clock, 
marred only by torrential and blinding rain 

for the last hour-and-a-half.
 

For an exploratory trip ten days was about 
right, but left little time to stop anywhere 

for as long as I had expected. 

       

DAY 11

Keel Strand
Keel Strand

Omay Island Dooey Beach


