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Burren Prayer

Gentians and lady’s bedstraw embroider her frock.

Her pockets are full of sloes and juniper berries.

Quaking-grass panicles monitor her heartbeat.

Her reflection blooms like mudwort in a puddle.

Sea lavender and Irish eyebright at Poll Salach,

On Black Head saxifrage and mountain-everlasting.

Our Lady of the Fertile Rocks, protect the Burren.

Protect the Burren, Our Lady of the Fertile Rocks.

Michael Longley, Collected Poems


For Felicity and Daniel


Prologue

Epiphany: Caught and Smitten

Once in his life a man ought to concentrate his mind upon the remembered earth. He ought to give himself up to a particular landscape in his experience; to look at it from as many angles as he can, to wonder upon it, to dwell upon it. He ought to imagine that he touches it with his hands at every season and listens to the sounds that are made upon it. He ought to imagine the creatures there and all the faintest motions of the wind. He ought to recollect the glare of the moon and the colors of the dawn and dusk.

N. Scott Momaday, The Way to Rainy Mountain

It was a grey morning in early summer. I was wet and windswept, and with an Atlantic gale sweeping around me, I was getting wetter by the minute. A forlorn and despondent figure standing by the side of the road, I had been hoping for a lift from Ballyvaughan on the Black Head road that hugs the coastline round to Doolin in the northern part of County Clare.

This was one of my earliest acquaintances with the Burren and it was an inauspicious getting-to-know-you encounter. I was halfway through a journey hitchhiking around the coast of Ireland gathering material for a book and had been deposited by a bread delivery driver, coming from Kinvara, at the water memorial in the centre of Ballyvaughan. I walked to the outskirts beyond the pier, passing thatched cottages, several bungalows and a pub. It was just after ten o’clock on a Wednesday morning. I can date precisely the moment: 14 June 1991, a day of heavy rain and coastal fog. I did not then realise but the Black Head road is not a busy one. Apart from local cars and tourists, it does not attract much traffic. As I stood at the side of the road with a barely visible mountain at my back, I thought it a miserable and austere place. It appeared to have a spooky eeriness to it, a brooding feel, inhospitable and soulless, with little to interest the restless hitchhiker.

Slowly, the sea mist began to dissipate. The rain stopped and the clouds started to part. Over my shoulder I looked back on hills where the spreadeagled stepped terracing of Cappanawalla Mountain was gradually revealing itself. As I embraced the stillness, I began to wonder about the different shades and moods of the landscape around me. There were few cars and since no one was willing to pick me up, I had plenty of time to watch the chameleon colours, mostly grey and blue. My time here brought an appreciation of the chiaroscuro, the special interplay of light. I could not pin it down there and then but something within the place arrested my attention and excited my imagination.

After a squally ocean shower spattered my face and rucksack, I watched the rain-polished limestone change colour again. My thumb tried unsuccessfully to attract a passing farmer in a battered Volkswagen but he indicated that he was turning off the road farther along. As I kicked my heels on that damp June morning of long silences, I realised that this was a special place, somewhere I wanted to get to know better. The colours were changing – not abruptly but subtly. It was turning into a soft, still morning. Within thirty minutes the landscape had been transformed. Light and rain, I was discovering, change the whole texture and face of the Burren. The colour, which had been drained from the landscape, had melted from grey murkiness into a brighter grey.

From my asphalt-locked position the mist was slowly clearing and small islands in the distance became visible as I waited patiently for a friendly Ballyvaughanite to pick me up. Alas none came. I was forced to drink in the atmosphere as the rain returned, leaking through my supposedly waterproof coat. I idly wondered how the people living here eked out an existence in a place where the land looks infertile and uncompromising; how they survived the winters, farmed the hard, bare rock, and how it came to be the way it is. There were many unanswered questions but these were for another day. Today’s question was how to get a lift to Doolin.

The light show was fascinating but the lack of traffic was a problem. I began to realise light and colour are at their most intense here. The rain stopped again and a few minutes later I was blinking in the sunlight looking far out to sea through binoculars. A pair of herring gulls dipped and cried, and a cormorant swept across, settling on a rock. The sun lit up huge boulders sitting at odd angles deposited in strange locations. After three hours I gave up the attempt to hitchhike the coast road and walked back into town opting for the inland route where I secured a lift within three minutes.
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From the next year I began making regular visits to the Burren, sometimes alone on walking trips, occasionally with family or friends, or sometimes just to listen to the silence. In the succeeding years I have climbed, cycled, examined, wandered, wondered, touched, smelt and considered the landscape from many viewpoints. I did not know it at the time, but on that relatively youthful hitchhiking morning in 1991, where happenstance threw me at the side of the road, I was experiencing a tantalising Burrenesque moment par excellence. The die was cast, the seed was sown and it was the beginning of a beautiful friendship. The moment, or rather the three hours that I stood by the roadside, remained etched in my memory. Through backward glances, that astringent morning has been replayed many times. Looking back on it years later, that encounter was mesmerising. The single most captivating element was the quality of light, and in the years ahead it is this that frequently lured me back as I succumbed to its seductiveness.

Since getting to know the coastline of Ireland through hitchhiking along it, I have also immersed myself in the Irish landscape through climbing its mountains, looking down on the lie of the land and surveying its wider topographical aspect. Now I have wrapped myself in one small part of it, suckling long and hard at the Burren teat.

This book is an attempt to capture some of what has turned out to be a lengthy love affair, unrequited and obsessive, a grande passion and an infiltration of dreams in which each year the Burren fire within my head is kindled and rekindled. It is not intended as a guidebook, but more a recording of impressions, a collection of musings, thoughts, contemplations, and an elegy to a place of fragile beauty. This set of discursive essays, or more correctly pen-portraits of specific aspects of the physical and cultural landscape as well as interviews, do not have to be read in chronological order. In them I have tried to convey some of the affection and awe that people have for the place.

Even with twenty years of familiarity, the small thrills of nature – the croak of a night-time frog, the shadow of a cloud scudding across grey hills, the fitful sunshine lighting up the rocks, an exhilarating glimpse of an Orange-Tip butterfly, a leveret trotting along a road – have never faded. They are imprinted in my mind, burned in my retina. Each visit perpetually yields new pleasures, as well as ensuring re-engagement with the old ones and recharging the inner batteries. The sorcerer’s magic has weaved its spell and the Burren has marinated me in its mystery and haunting magnetism.
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1

Westing and Arrival

A wind’s in the heart of me, a fire’s in my heels,

I am tired of brick and stone and rumbling wagon-wheels;

I hunger for the sea’s edge, the limit of the land,

Where the wild old Atlantic is shouting on the sand.

John Masefield, ‘A Wanderer’s Song’

For days, if not weeks, before each visit, I am generally unable to sleep for thinking of the Burren. Frequently it occupies late night and early morning thoughts. The American travel writer William Least Heat-Moon warned in Blue Highways about these middle-of-the-night epiphanies:

Beware thoughts that come in the night. They aren’t properly turned, they come in askew, free of sense and restriction, deriving from the most remote of sources.

The Burren also enters my daydreams many times at work – those quiet moments when I slip into a catatonic trance before being rudely awakened by a telephone, the ringing melody of a mobile phone, or the ping of a newly arrived email. Since getting to know the Burren, there has always been an intangible romanticism about its name; partly it has to do with the journey west, towards the sun and the ocean, the space and sweep of western skies, the long horizons, a sense of escape and a trip into another world so different from anywhere else.

Henry David Thoreau said that when he was in need of regeneration he walked towards the west. ‘Eastward I go only by force; but westward I go free,’ he wrote. Richard Mabey suggests in Nature Cure that he thought he saw portents and signs in nature of an inclination towards the west. That was the way the sun moved. He saw ‘westing’ as a kind of primal instinct.

The Burren is unmistakably apart in the geographical sense from any other place in Ireland or Britain. On each occasion this knowledge alone gives a sensuous thrill of anticipation in making the journey. Like sex, part of the fun lies in the tingle of anticipating it. The stranger may be forgiven for thinking that he or she has strayed off the map into foreign territory and is entering an esoteric land.

My internal compass always tends to the west. After I leave my home in Belfast, large blue motorway signs say ‘The West’, without specifying exactly what, or where, this symbolic destination is. Part of it seems to be left to the imagination and where your wheels take you. Everyone has a different ‘West’. It could be a particular place on a map, somewhere in their heart, or a fanciful, romantic location.

My journey takes me through a variety of landscapes, passing the fertile fields of the Lagan Valley, the apple country of Armagh, the drumlins and speed cameras of Tyrone where it is time for a caffeine pit-stop in the Clogher Valley. The road then skirts around the calm lakes, island-hills and far-famed dreary steeples of Fermanagh beyond which the Belfast Express transmutes into the Béal Feirste Express.

As I cross the border my sense of excitement increases. The trees, crows and fields look the same but road signs, post boxes and fingerposts turn a different colour; miles become kilometres, the currency changes from sterling to euro, and the mobile phone bleeps to a new network provider welcoming me to ‘Ireland’. The view through the car windscreen encompasses the mountains of Leitrim, the Glencar Valley and long white bungalows standing against the wind on Sligo hillsides before turning due south through Mayo’s wide horizons. Low, drystone walls and fields filled with cattle, sheep and horses lifting their heads occasionally, casting a curious glance at the cars rushing past, make up the flat countryside of east Galway. Finally the ‘promised land’ of Clare looms ahead and journey’s end. When I first started going to the Burren, the route went through twenty-seven towns and villages. It is a measure of how Ireland’s road system has changed that, in twenty years, sixteen of these towns are now bypassed, liberated from thousands of cars and lorries each day, and returned to pastoral backwaters ironically encircled by roundabouts and fast roads.

Down the years their names and main streets have been milestones on the long journey, echoing the ghosts of my own Clogher Valley past: the Tyrone triptych, Augher, Clogher, Fivemiletown (‘where the hills are green and the fields are brown’). Fermanagh’s talismanic and musical-sounding road signposts always bring a smile as I pass them and, like the most eye-catching newspaper headlines, are best sung out loud: Clabby, Cooneen and Tempo; Creagh, Monea and Boho. Next come the blink-and-you-miss-them Bally villages south of Sligo: Ballysadare, Ballygawley and Ballynacarrow, before the busy Mayo market towns Charlestown and Claremorris. Charlestown is an example of bypass-itis. In 2007 an €80-million road named after the campaigning journalist and author John Healy was opened, stretching for 18.2km. The road now runs straight as a die through small fields where he worked and played as a child. Healy was a fervent supporter of regeneration in the west of Ireland. When the road was opened his wife told the press that it symbolised to some extent that the ‘West’ has been saved. She said it would have pleased her husband.

From Claregalway the road turns left and you negotiate or bypass a series of bustling one-horse towns: Clarinbridge (for the oysters), Oranmore (for the bucks of the eponymous song title), Kinvara (for the Galway fishing hookers) until you feel the gravitational pull towards Ballyvaughan (for the gentians) before heading on – if the mood takes you – to Lisdoonvarna (if you are looking for love or simply the craic), ending up in Kilfenora (the home of the céilí).

With the comings and goings of the Celtic tiger, the towns and villages have vibrated with change, but the land, although now dotted with many more houses, is timeless. Some of the countryside is unchanged since the early 1970s when I first started driving the back roads of rural Ireland. Many stretches have special meaning and occasionally cry out for me to stop, inviting me to pull over, adding more time to the journey. The route – much more to me than just places connected by red lines on a map – is part of my own personal history. Often I reflect on journeys I made along it in the 1970s having just started a job as a newspaper journalist. I would head off on solo weekends to music festivals such as the Boys of Ballysadare, take a boat to Aranmore Island off the Donegal coast, pick up hitchhikers, sample the beer in the pubs of Sligo or Galway, meet friends living in the west, or follow the Circuit of Ireland car rally the whole way to Kerry just in time for the Sunday run to Caherciveen.

There is an old saying that the grass is always greener in the past but the light still dances from field to field. Louis MacNeice’s ‘Sligo and Mayo’, one of the five sectional poems from ‘The Closing Album’ is as relevant today as when he wrote it in 1939:

In Sligo the country was soft; there were turkeys

Gobbling under sycamore trees

And the shadows of clouds on the mountains moving

Like browsing cattle at ease.

Every journey has its own fun and dynamic, and is part of the thrill of getting there. In places it is a romantic trip, driving over old stone bridges and bumpy level crossings. High hedges enclose the road for short stretches. One of the most important aspects of the journey is not to be distracted by signs encouraging a detour to Westport or Achill Island, or to feel the urge to look up at Croagh Patrick at close quarters, or be seduced by the high life of Galway city’s cosmopolitan cafes.

For the first-time visitor, an eyeful of Burren hills emerges shortly after turning off the busy N18. From a hidden dip in the road leaving Ballinderreen, over the tops of tree clumps, some rounded hills are visible in the distance. On the way in to Kinvara brief glimpses are seen through tall roadside hedges and from a wall on the outskirts of the village the first proper sighting of the grey terracing and network of low-rise hills emerges. They look unprepossessing, even unglamorous. Some people, seeing the area for the first time, find it depressing. They drive through it quickly, saying they found nothing of interest, just a dull sameness. A magpie, flaunting its long straight tail, surveys the scene from the telegraph wires. It too does not seem overly impressed with what it sees. From this distance the emptiness of the hills looks intimidating yet there is a curiosity that also draws you in, teasing and inviting you to see more, to delve deeper into this tight-laced exterior. On a wall, pied wagtails curtsy and bob, welcoming the visitor.

Soon, perhaps around Dooneen or Bell Harbour, you may become aware of orange or yellow flickers – butterflies dancing across your path out of the hedges, flitting past the car. Cattle with their heads pointed in one direction – west – look serene. There is an air of calmness and otherworldliness. You feel the power of the ancient with a sense of an older landscape, an alien environment, almost a changed planet. The nature writer Gordon D’Arcy describes it as ‘a most un-Irish place’. With these subtler symptoms you suddenly realise you have entered a startlingly different kind of country, a different realm of consciousness. You have driven through a curtain into a place with a patina of its own. Sitting on this extreme western rim of Europe is a bestiary of rocks, making up a theme park, a playground for those who love limestone, and a place of international ecological and botanical significance. The road signage emphasises the importance – The Burren: Protected Landscape. Tourists pose for photographs with grey, rain-sodden hills as a backdrop. They are entering a world far removed from the clamour of the twenty-first century and its twin evils of hurry sickness and time famine; a world where guesthouses with large extensions are called Gentian Villa, Orchid House, Fuchsia Heights, Rocky View and Dolmen Lodge.

Having made good your escape, you arrive in Ballyvaughan after a long day’s drive. You are now well and truly ensconced in ‘The West’. In the length of time it has taken to get here, you could have flown across the Atlantic and be walking the streets of mid-town Manhattan. For the return visitor there is a certainty of welcome with the familiar flowers, roads and fields, the reassuring rocks and boulders, or perhaps a favourite patch of limestone to be revisited. It is like calling on old friends you have not seen for a while.

Standing at the northern apex, Ballyvaughan is a relaxing and contented place, and, for a village of just 250 people, the epicentre of so much. It is now time to unwind and acclimatise to the pace of the Burren. Discard your watch and mobile phone, tune in to the tranquillity of slowness, and indulge yourself in its empty nature.

You are by no means the first to discover it. Many have walked here before. A long sequence of eminent writers and naturalists has drawn scores of parallels with this exotic cultural landscape in which you find yourself. It has been likened to the Steppes of Russia and to the Gobi and Arabian Deserts. Augustus John called it ‘an immobilised rough sea’. Thackeray, on his tour of Ireland in 1842, said it was ‘desolate’. Mícheál Mac Liammoír described it as ‘eerie and uneventful’.

Ireland’s most famous literary botanist Robert Lloyd Praeger, who tramped these hills and fields during a long life, wrote in The Way That I Went, ‘The strangeness of this grey limestone country must be seen to be realised; it is like nothing else in Ireland or in Britain.’ The writer and cartographer Tim Robinson characterises it as ‘a hundred and fifty square miles of paradoxes’. Comparisons have been drawn with a wilderness and with our nearest neighbour in space – the lunar landscape of the moon. But that scrupulously observant chronicler of this patch of ground Sarah Poyntz says ‘the equation of the Burren to a moon-like surface is false, a spur-of-the-moment reaction to a strange and very beautiful landscape’.

Exuberant newspaper and magazine travel articles and coffee table books with decadently rich photographs label their pieces ‘Walking on the Moon’ or ‘A Rock and a Hard Place’. An enormous variety of predictable descriptions have been offered up, creating a specific typecast vocabulary of set phrases. The adjectival barrel has been scraped and rescraped. Take your pick from the following: near-wasteland, desert, untamed land, wilderness, remote land. ‘Desert’ and ‘wilderness’ are the two most overused and stereotypical words about the Burren. A check on their meanings in the Oxford English Dictionary shows the following:

Desert: a dry, barren, often sand-covered area of land, characteristically desolate, waterless, and without vegetation.

Wilderness: an uncultivated and uninhabited region.

So does our Burren fit this description and answer to these characteristics? In the latter case, it is both cultivated and inhabited (about 1,700 people live within the Barony of the Burren). Because there are farms, outbuildings, animals, and electricity poles, the term wilderness can be ruled out. Desert may come nearer it but (apart from a couple of beaches) it is not sand-covered, the climate (aside from the wind) is rarely scorching or unforgiving and it has water, rainfall and vegetation aplenty, so dry can be ruled out.

That leaves barren and desolate. To narrow down my search for le mot juste I flicked through the dictionary pages to these words:

Desolate: solitary, ruined, neglected, barren, dreary, empty, forlorn, wretched, miserable.

Barren: unable to bear young, devoid of vegetation or other signs of life, meagre, unprofitable, dull, unstimulating.

Often dismissed as an inhospitable barren desert and an area of desolation, the Burren, as we shall see, is anything but barren (although there are electronic spell check connections since my computer does not recognise ‘Burren’ and suggests ‘barren’ as an alternative).

The Burren always takes the definitive article before its name – it is never Burren. It conjures up remoteness. There is a suggestion of rocks, and emptiness in the two syllables. It has a strange and compelling power, an out-of-the-ordinariness and a mystique attached to it. In a similar way that the American writer Edward Abbey says the appeal of the Pinacate region in the northern Arizona desert ‘lies in its total lack of obvious appeal’, so too the Burren exudes that same lack of apparent appeal.

Looking at the map, there is a compact feel to it. Its physical limits are squeezed in between Galway Bay to the north, the Atlantic on the west, and to the south and east it roughly follows a line drawn from Doolin, through Kilfenora, Corofin, west of Gort and south of Kinvara. Curiously, its limits at the northern and southern ends are set by two small hills, both appropriately called An Boirnín, ‘the little rock’. One is in the middle of the Flaggy Shore at 255m high; if you follow with your finger on the map an (almost) straight line south from this point you come to another An Boirnin, east of Kilnaboy, this one measuring 247m.

For a couple of weeks on my visits, I generally set up temporary home in a cottage in the townland of Berneens in the heart of the limestone hills. It is idyllic, the sort of place many dream about. The cottage is a simple affair. Formidably lonely and suitably desolate (a mirror of the Burren itself), it is a place of utter isolation that unquestionably meets the dictionary definition of those words. On my first visit I drove past it without noticing it was there. It is not exactly hidden from view but is near a bend and set back from the main road, so you cannot hear any traffic and few living sounds.

From its front door, no other houses are within eyesight. It therefore passes Edward Abbey’s peeing test: you can do it outside and no one will see you. The decibel levels are extremely low. The ambient nocturnal sound levels are amongst the lowest anywhere in Europe, on a par with sleeping in Venice where the peacefulness is bewitching because of the absence of traffic. I have stayed in this cottage for many years, observing ‘Ortstreue’, a term familiar to ornithologists when referring to migrating birds who return to the same location each year and more commonly known as ‘place faithfulness’.

Late at night, from the back door, a pale yellow moon is often visible. Gently curving hills surround me on all sides, but no mountain peaks or high summits block distant views. The biggest, overlooking Black Head, is Dobhach Bhrainin at 318m. Foreign-seeming and strange, the hills look like a pile of saucers. Although the cottage is my personal short-term home, the 388 square kilometres making up the Barony of the Burren is my grander home. I attune myself to the silence and the absence of noise pollution such as burglar alarms, sirens and mobile phones. On arrival, with boyish enthusiasm, I work out itineraries, spreading the Folding Landscapes map on the kitchen table and fingering it fondly. With a pencil I circle several place names. I like their lyrical sound, find stimulus in the fact that they flex my imagination, and enjoy their taste on my tongue. Whispering aloud the hard consonants brings alive a palimpsest of names: Faunarooska, Ballykinvarga, Cahermachnaghten, Tobereenatemple, Drumbrickaun and Oughtdarra. The plosive, juddering syllables make me think of boulders, granite and rock banging together; townlands and small territories united by history, walls, rocks and hills. The name Burren, An Boireann, means ‘a big rock’. The poetry of the townlands is evident and I cannot get the names out of my head or work out their correct pronunciation.

On my first morning I wake to a torrent of birdsong. Out-singing all others is a Clare cuckoo rousing me at dawn. For a moment I am suspicious that I have strayed into another world. It is a curiously alien landscape; limestone hills that seem bare, some with jagged points and filled with boulders and walls. The distant cuckoo comes closer. In my back garden it greets me with its call, an acclamation of arrival. It is a transcendental spring morning. Apart from the birdsong, it is a pin-drop silence with a sense of space and light all around me. I feel lucky: wild flowers, limestone hills, friendly bird life, an open blue sky, and sunlight twinkling on the sea.

When the nature writer Mark Cocker moved to the Yare Valley in Norfolk to study crows, he said living there required a ‘major aesthetic recalibration to appreciate it’. The Burren is a landscape hued of stone: stone monuments, stone cottages, stone fields, gigantic stone boulders, stone pavement, rocks and endless kilometres of walls. Everything my eye takes in is made of stone, a chaotic mix. It feels like being ejected into another world; it feels, as Praeger noted a hundred years ago, ‘like nothing else’. My own recalibration has begun.
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They all have Outrageous Names

Standing there, gaping at this monstrous and inhuman spectacle of rock and cloud and sky and space, I feel a ridiculous greed and possessiveness come over me. I want to know it all, possess it all … embrace the entire scene intimately, deeply, totally, as a man desires a beautiful woman. An insane wish? Perhaps not – at least there’s something else, no one human, to dispute possession with me.

Edward Abbey, Desert Solitaire

Armed with telescopes and microscopes, tape measures and cameras, large parties on field trips come from schools and colleges to study the ground. Earnest students of limestone stroll around with laminated maps hanging upside down from lanyards around their necks. They are studying the pavement patterns and looking at the development of the surfaces. Specifically, they are interested in gryke density and clint width, and, with intense concentration, are working out the main gryke directions. They are also considering the variation of gryke frequency from one place to another and are looking at aspects of the weathering. They seem remarkably young to be interested in the lithology of limestone (the science of the nature and composition of stones and rocks). In terms of geological study walks, this must rank as amongst the best anywhere in Ireland, stirring who knows what in their youthful and agile minds. They unpack their foilwrapped lunches and make notes. When I ask a teenage boy from a Limerick college what he thought of walking over the rocks and stony pavement, he answers: ‘Limestone is the new rock ’n’ roll’.

Almost a kilometre away a small party of English botanists – some carrying gardeners’ pads – falls to their knees as though praying, noses to the ground, like bloodhounds sniffing rare flowers. Magnifying glasses and guidebooks by their side, they discuss a particularly fine-looking specimen of bee orchid. It is a delicate flower with a curiosity value way beyond its size. They could well be looking for, or have discovered, buried treasure or precious jewels: a 24-carat Cartier rockrose along with a host of rubies, emeralds and sapphires that would delight the traders of Hatton Garden in London or the jewellery merchants of Ennis, County Clare. Occasionally they shriek with delight but most times speak in reverential tones. This is, after all, botanical holy ground and they have come to worship and revere in a wild garden home to stones left undisturbed for thousands of years because there was no land to plough around them.

Three bare-kneed women supported by hazel sticks quarter the limestone, stooping over a clump of mountain avens. They are in intimate communion with the ground. Some may even be reduced to tears by their minute encounters with the inner world of flowers. One woman, a well-upholstered sixty-something, calls a cobotanist over to study maidenhair fern sheltering in a damp shadowy cleft. So besotted are they by their treasures that, unseen by them, a hare tiptoes across the clints, reconnoitres the land and gives them a curious stare before darting away at speed. It is May and they are here for their spring love-in with the flora. They have come on a pilgrimage to marvel at two contrasted ecologies, Arctic alpines living strangely together with Mediterranean roommates, cosying up beside each other in a floral super league. Their leader says: ‘The ferns stir my emotions and the orchids fire my imagination.’

[image: image]

The flora of the Burren has been studied to the last stomata. No other area (apart from the Clare Island survey of 1909–1911) has come under the microscope in such fine detail and been cherished by so many passionate enthusiasts of every hue for such a long period of time. The unique personality of each plant – its architecture, its engineering and its anatomy – has intrigued many. Biologically it is the best-documented portion of land in Ireland. They come here for their theses, their diplomas, their treatises and excavations, to test a hypothesis for the fulfilment of their doctorate papers, for pleasure and for quiet contemplation. They come in twos and threes, in delegations and droves. Some come to potter, others to search, find and record, while some lead others showing off their knowledge of the grandiose names of the flowers. Grants and financial help from all manner of funding organisations are awarded to students, botanical heavyweights and biodiversity checklisters to help in their research. Hours, days, weeks and months of patient study are rewarded with a new scientific line of enquiry. Experts on floristics (the study of what grows where) and those interested in phytosociology (the study of plant communities) spend exciting days here.

The ground and the sea around the Burren have been intensely inspected attracting scientists and hunter-gathering amateurs questing for the unusual or their own particular goals in this place of complexity. It has seduced antiquarians, historians and travel writers; enthralled botanists, orchidologists, bryologists, pteridologists, zoologists, mycologists, conchologists, and lichenologists. It has enchanted painters, photographers, film-makers, folklorists, cartographers and geographers; intrigued geologists, palaeontologists, archaeologists and geomorphologists; delighted entomologists, ornithologists, mammalogists and lepidopterists; challenged potholers, speleologists and hydrologists; amused, bemused and charmed a host of walkers, rock-climbers, nature worshippers, plant colour specialists and landscape detectives; enticed a string of lovers, loners and losers, hippies and hedonists, butterfly-and moonbeam-chasers, cloud-appreciaters, stargazers, flower-freaks, goat ecologists, deep sea anglers, oceanographers and marine scientists; beguiled a menagerie of escapers, dreamers, dropouts and downwardly mobile misfits, as well as connoisseurs of ocean views, analyzers of silences, body-boarders, riders of great breakers and thrill-seekers.

For many people, spiritual respite, relaxation and renewal are high on their list of reasons to visit. Others come to gaze at the western skies and seas or simply bask in the sensation of the experience of being here. For these few, it is enough to quaff the salty air and tread the limestone. Anyone with a passion for wildlife, the outdoors and the environment has passed through. Some come just for a holiday – or like me to smell the earth, listen to the silences and watch the dancing light reflect on the pavement.

Another substrata of life is attracted: the musicians, singers, storytellers, drinkers and pub-crawlers mostly holed up in Doolin, but also found in other isolated pockets such as the Flaggy Shore on the Finavarra peninsula. Hidden from view in caravans lurking in corners of fields, they tend their goats, shoot the breeze, and write their lyrics. Look no farther than Clare for traditional music. The county’s pubs offer some of the best in Ireland with musical towns such as Feakle, Kilrush, Ennis, or Milltown Malbay – the annual Haj for musicians. And in the Burren, in Kilfenora, Ballyvaughan, Doolin and New Quay you may be lucky enough to come across a stirring performance of ‘Geese in the Box’ or ‘Shoe the Donkey’.

It is also a place for romantics. The organisers of the renowned Lisdoonvarna matchmaking festival, which attracts hordes of single men and women, holds horseback ‘love trails’ around the quiet back roads. They feel if love is to be reached, then the Burren stirs the sap and will ignite an amorous spark. At the end of the festival, the two most eligible attendees are named King and Queen of the Burren.

In 2007 a new marketing trick was dreamed up to bring in visitors. Leading names from the international corporate speaker circuit were invited. The Burren Leadership Forum began holding what they labelled ‘high-energy’ workshops for speakers from the business world. The idea behind the workshops, called ‘The Art of Possibility’, was to promote the inspirational qualities of the area. The forum was set up by a group of business people who shared a conviction that the landscape would offer an ideal setting for blending serious soul-searching with gentle relaxation.

The Burren is many things to many people. It puzzles, astonishes and excites. It has cast its spell on a wide variety of visitors. Not only did it attract monks, its vivid imagery also fired the imagination of writers, artists, flâneurs and pedestrian adventurer scribblers. The stones have been romanced and versified by a roll-call of poetic fame: Yeats, George Bernard Shaw, John Betjeman, Seamus Heaney and Michael Longley have all trodden here. Long before them, Thackeray and De Latocnaye dipped their travelling pens into it. In the twentieth century a stream of erudite and thoughtful Irish wayfarers and wanderers, ranging from the scholarship of Praeger to the enthusiasm of Richard Hayward, were awed by it. Hayward called it ‘mysterious brooding moonscape country’. The topographical writer Seán Jennett described it as a ‘ghostly landscape’.

In the later part of the twentieth century and early twenty-first a galaxy of outdoor English and Scottish writers including Eric Newby, Robin Neillands, Mike Harding, Christopher Somerville, Roger Deakin and Robert Macfarlane passed through, giving it their blessing. The travel writer Simon Calder described the Burren as ‘hobbit country’ and said there were ‘enough holes in the ground for a city of hobbits in a terrain that lends itself to intense scampering’. Few of these fleeting faces and feet ever stayed long enough to penetrate its inner depths and delve deep into those holes. They generally celebrate its flora, sample the oysters, toast the stout and praise the scenery and sunsets before moving quickly on to their next location on the western seaboard.

Countless natural history books and glossy tomes on Ireland have featured the area en passant. Authors, radio broadcasters and celebrity television presenters who have an interest in natural history have come in pursuit of adding to their knowledge. Most call it a ‘strange, bare’ landscape, giving a flavour of the flowers and its geological past. One of the most curious of these titles, Ireland: The Land and the People by Donald Cowie, published in 1976, referred to the Atlantic air sweeping across the limestone terraces where ‘the peasants have the pride and independence of shepherds’. They were perhaps Ireland’s last remaining peasantry.

One walker who has returned for several visits is the Bristol-based landscape artist Richard Long. He has romanced the Burren stones in a different way – through realignment, stone sculpture and photography. One of his most evocative black and white images, A Circle in Ireland (1975), features an area near the coast at Doolin with the Cliffs of Moher as a backdrop. Shards of stones are arranged in a circle around a section of limestone pavement which the artist photographed. He regards his photographs as a testament to his presence, representing an image that stands for the whole experience of the walk. Stones are an essential part of Long’s life and work. On his walks, he repositions scattered stones laying them in simple geometric configurations in lines, circles or ovoid patterns. Although he may adjust the natural order of wilderness places, perhaps up-ending stones, he never makes major alterations to the landscape.

In my first few days of acclimatising on each visit I like to rock-hop over the pavement, reacquainting myself with some of the precise geological terms applicable to this karst landscape. Karst is a general term for an area formed by weathering of soluble rocks and named after a region of Slovenia. The slabs of pavement and fractures in between them are known as clints and grykes. Clints are the blocks of limestone pavement – some wobbly – which you walk across; grykes are the open crevices or chasms within the clints that many unwittingly trip over. (Praeger had a variation of this description calling them joints and chinks.) Like a puzzle, the clints fit together in an even and sometimes uneven manner.

Since I first came across them many years ago, the words clints and grykes have stuck in my head; two small words that are always useful to drop into casual conversation with friends: ‘Doing anything nice at the weekend?’ ‘Heading to Clare to look at the clints and grykes.’ The dry lakes, called turloughs, are grassy hollows often filled with water in the winter which dries up in the summer. The one seen from Cassidy’s bar in Carron looks like an oasis in a grey Sahara. It is in a polje, an enclosed depression, which is an area in a hollow surrounded by mountains.

The large erratic boulders, carried by glacial action and deposited throughout the landscape, are found in all shapes and sizes. Everything about the Burren is rooted in geology which I think has the best words. Words of resonance: sonorous, rich,  hard, and memorable; quixotic words, and words to dabble with. The lingua franca of geology has long intrigued me. As a descriptive science its rich vocabulary cannot be beaten. Two of my favourite, fanciful geological words with which I enjoy tussling are ‘kamenitza’, a solution pan or shallow pool of limestone, and ‘rillenkarren’, narrow, sharp-edged solution runnels that form on gently sloping limestone. These runnels, crevasses and hollows are clandestine places.

[image: image]

When you have mastered the main geological terms relating to the rocks and limestone, the archaeological side – dealing with stones and the remains of buildings – raises its grey and ancient head. On any walk, however short, you come upon singular oddities and strange relics of the past. Littered with ruins of ring forts, churches, castles and abbeys, the Burren is more than just an open-air museum – it is an archaeologically saturated landscape. In nearly all cases their covering has been blown away. They stand open to the sky, exposed to the elements and sometimes home to ravens or crows. The ebb and flow of history has brought with it a land rich in ruins. The past is inescapable. Many different eras and levels of human history surround you on all sides. The tourist authorities market it as ‘A walk through time’. I pose questions for myself. Who built these forts? How long have they been here? What purpose did they serve? The Burren confuses and perplexes.

Ruins have always attracted me and there are rich pickings here. There is one special place, Corcomroe Abbey, beyond Bell Harbour, a flat 8-km bike ride from Ballyvaughan. Founded as a Cistercian monastery, it was named Petra Fertilis, ‘The Fertile Rock’. It lies in a bowl, in the shadow of Abbey Hill on one side, Turlough Hill on the other, and Moneen Mountain to its west. It is in the valley of Glennamannagh, ‘the valley of the monks’, a quiet place of sanctity inspiring a mood of reflection. It is easy to see why the monks chose it as a haven of tranquillity. The abbey is well-preserved and for 900 years has added a touch of nobility and grandeur to the countryside. On one visit, a man from the heritage service told me about the high quality floral stone carvings at the eastern end of the church. Legend has it, he said, that the stonemasons who built it around 1205 were killed when they had completed the job to prevent them building a more beautiful church somewhere else.

Rock climbers come to the Burren because it offers some of Ireland’s best challenges. I like the grim drollery of the imaginative appellations bestowed by them to their climbs: The Revolution will not be Televised, Mad Mackerel, Preacher-Heckler, Atomic Rooster, Up in Smoke, Moments of Inertia, Tombstone Terror, Hooked on Crack, Peanut Butter Special, Obscene Sardine, Damn the Torpedoes, and Hopeless Acts of Desperation. These are from an area called Ailladie which, for rock climbers, I have always found to be an amusing translation: Aill an Daill – ‘The Blind Man’s Cliff’. Farther along the coast, at the Cliffs of Moher is the headland of Aill na Searrach, (affectionately nicknamed Aileen) towering over one of the world’s most famous surfing spots.

Inexhaustible kilometres of ancient stone walls, magnificently built, yet with a seemingly higgledy-piggledy, thrown-together appearance, stretch up to cairns at the top of many of the Burren’s hills where small knots and piles of stones are assembled. In the 1980s Ballyvaughan used to boast a chic restaurant Trí na cheile which translates as ‘through-other’, an apt description for the jumbled walls. It is estimated that Ireland has approximately 390km of stone field walls – the most of any country in the world; a large proportion of them are found in the Burren.

Threading in all directions, they are the ribs and backbone of the place, an exoskeleton providing support and protection for animals. The stones to build this theme park of walls come in strange, mixed shapes and sizes: round, flat, square, oblong, rectangular. Some protrude out of the earth with sharp edges. Tall, thin, upright ones, like collapsed dominoes, lie drunkenly against each other for support. Some stand like headstones in graveyards. Long rows are stitched together in an orderly way and have a uniformity about them; others splaying at skew-whiff angles look jumbled, wedged haphazardly, balanced miraculously in a disorganised fretwork seemingly serpentining into infinity. Yet they are fundamental components of the landscape and have an element of artistry to them.

I have puzzled over where they start and finish. Who decides where the boundaries are and to whom do they belong? The walls mark out the boundaries of the different areas but because many have collapsed or are obsolete their divisions are not clear. Wall aficionados come to study the patterns. There are several types all with different stone arrangements. These include shelter walls, slab walls (fixed into the grykes with upended limestone flags) tumble walls, single stone walls and double walls. They are sculpted into the contours of the landscape, but most visitors do not appreciate their lightly worn beauty. The walls are a familiar and essential feature of the outdoor life of the place. A monument to craftsmanship from a bygone age, they stand like forgotten relics, yet the spirits of the past still live in their stone legacy.

[image: image]

The Burren can drown you in statistics. Hundreds of biological, geological and archaeological facts are offered up to first-time visitors stopping them in their tracks. The unexpected hits you round every corner. Guidebook figures inform you matter-of-factly that there are 10 types of willow tree, 23 orchids, 24 different species of dandelion, 25 ferns, 30 species of butterflies, 50 grasses, 70 land snails, 84 recorded examples of wedge-tombs, 254 caves, 270 moths, 450 ring forts (or 500 depending on which book you read) and at least 700 plant species, including trees and ferns, have been documented. Archaeologists have recorded more than 2,000 monuments, three times the national average. The two main types of rock, the Carboniferous limestone and the Clare Shales, were deposited between 320 and 360 million years ago. In the building of Cahercommaun cliff fort, 16,500 cubic metres of stone were used, and there are 36,000 hectares of limestone pavement which equates to ten times more than in Britain. More shrubby cinquefoil grows here than anywhere else in western Europe.

The Burren feels good about itself. It is not averse to gushing promotion of its image. It is a place of startling numbers and factoids that bamboozle you as you try to get your head round them and work out where they all came from and how they ended up here. Although the Burren represents just 1 per cent of the landmass of Ireland, 70 per cent of its native species is found here. Information and figures on an international scale are thrown up about the place and they always astound.

There are enough facts – enough biggest, best, oldest, longest and deepest – to grace a page of the Guinness Book of World Records. The biggest turlough in Europe is at Carron (best viewed from the comfort of Cassidy’s, a former police barracks and now a pub); the largest (reputedly) free-hanging stalactite in the world, the Great Stalactite at 7m, is found at Pól an Ionáin cave near Doolin; the Polnagollum complex on the eastern side of Slieve Elva is thought to be the longest cave system in western Europe with 16km of mapped passages. It is also believed to be the cave that inspired J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings character Gollum and in 2010 a website was set up to promote the connection; the slow-worm, a small, legless lizard, was first seen here in 1971 and the Burren has the only Irish breeding colony of the creature; the first colony of the only Irish location of the land winkle (Pomatias elegans) was discovered on a northwest-facing slope on an isolated peninsula near New Quay in July 1976. Lurking under cushions of vegetation on the exposed edges of limestone slabs and clinging to the sides of the grykes, P. elegans thrilled the Irish mollusc world.

There is a veritable landslide of commentary on the Burren. Mountains of reports and papers have been written on a multitude of different aspects of the place – most of it published in the past 150 years. One of the earliest was Frederick Foot’s paper on the distribution of plants in the Burren which was read to the Royal Irish Academy (RIA) on 28 April 1862. Published in the Academy’s august journal, it stretches to twenty pages. In 1911, according to Praeger on a visit to the Burren, distinguished botanists from the International Phytogeographical Excursion discussed the topic of patches of thin peat directly over the limestone.

Since the early 1990s there has been renewed vigour with more masterly papers added to the ever-growing pile. Many of these clearly are not intended for the general reader. Thumbing through the library in the Burren College of Art at Newtown Castle one wet morning, I came across references to hundreds of articles published in a huge variety of journals covering everything from the flora to caves, and from aspects of biological weathering to fluid inclusion studies combined with rare earth element geochemistry of Burren fluorite veins. Scores of scholarly papers have been published in any number of esoteric journals to satisfy the craving for knowledge, whether for academics or amateur history buffs.

The Proceedings of the RIA contain many articles featuring scientific studies of the Burren and could form a magisterial book on its own. The Academy, with its admirable motto ‘We Will Endeavour’, has produced papers on many arcane topics and investigations carried out in the region as well as supporting much new research. In 2003, it published nine scientific papers on experimentally based studies in a single volume called Understanding the Burren. Using random selection, I made a note of some of the obscure topics studied:

– a two-site study, in October 1999 and April 2000, which examined the physico-chemical characteristics and the macro invertebrate communities of the Caher River, the only river that rises in the Burren;

– a three-year study (1997–1999) looked at sporocarp abundance in plots of Dryas octopetala and assessed the relationships among macro fungi, vegetation and soil variables;

– a year-long survey produced a comparative assessment of the phytoplankton and charophytes of Lough Bunny, a karst lake in the eastern Burren;

– another paper looked at the issues that concern plant ecologists reviewing ideas that had been used to explain the pattern of grassland and heath communities in Europe and apply them to the special case of the Burren.

Leafing through Tearmann: Irish journal of agri-environmental research reveals lengthy articles with titles such as ‘Nutrient dynamics of Sesleria-dominated grasslands in the Burren National Park’, and ‘Productivity, grazing pressure and phenology of a limestone grassland’. A flick through some journals throws up intriguing titles: ‘Three days among the bats in Clare’ (Zoologist), ‘The spatial distribution of turloughs’ (Irish Geography), ‘The vegetation of solution cups in the limestone of the Burren’ (Journal of Ecology), ‘Genecological differentiation of leaf morphology in Geranium sanguineum’ (New Phystologist), ‘My hobby about ferns and its results, Personal reminiscences’ (Proceedings of the Belfast Naturalists’ Field Club) and a raft of other essays in journals ranging from the Entomologist’s Gazette to the Carnivorous Plant Newsletter.

Just when you thought there was nothing left to explore, information (and funding) emerges that sends the scientists off on a new probe – a potentially messy study involving a research team from NUI Galway scrutinising Burren cow dung. The team included a German PhD research fellow funded by the Irish Research Council for Science, Engineering and Technology, and investigated coprophilous fungal spores growing on cattle and sheep. For their work, which was carried out between Cappanawalla Mountain and Black Head, they dug out peat sods which had preserved the spores. Through radiocarbon dating, this led to a clearer picture of the impact of human activity and farming in the Burren over the last 3,500 years.

A large body of published work exists on the ecology of turloughs including their habitats and their biota. A study on the amphibious lifestyles, the sensitivities of the organisms in adapting to depth, temperature or frequency and the pattern of floating as well as possibilities for conservation have intrigued hydrologists. Ecological comparisons of water bodies have been made, with detailed notes on the hemipetra, coleopetra, diptera and other invertebrates in Burren turlough studies. Very little, on the other hand, has been written about the doline lakes south of Mullaghmore. Beetle experts were very excited in the early part of this century when they discovered a rare beetle that lives only in the blue-green algae crust of one of the lakes.

Turloughs throw up some curiosities of nature. In the late 1960s and early 1970s the appearance of strange, white, algal paper, or bleached alga, at a turlough appropriately near the village of Turlough in a valley south of Bell Harbour animated many Burren regulars. The story of this rare sight is recounted by Mary Scannell in the January 1972 edition of the Irish Naturalists’ Journal. She describes how a visitor from the Liverpool Botanic Society approached the lough on a sunny day in May thinking it was an apparent snowfield:

The sheeted alga was so thick in some areas as to resemble parchment in texture and colour, in other parts it was of gossamer fineness. Bushes were covered with hammocks of webbed alga, stone walls bore white shawls tasselated where the weight of wet material had pulled away from the dried portion, boulders were draped with bleached shapes as though tablecloths had been laid out to dry and whiten. On traversing the white carpet in the hot midday sun, a dazzling reflection afflicted the eyes making it necessary to shade them from the glare. The German seventeenth-century naturalist I. J. Hartman explained this ‘paper’ as having fallen from heaven and being of meteoric nature.

Generations of butterfly hunters with their nets and collecting bags have been drawn to the area to spend long days studying the dazzling iridescence of butterflies’ wings. The Burren is a butterfly-friendly ‘hot-spot’. The aurelians (a fancy named for lepidopterists) come, praying for sunny weather, and are often rewarded. During a five-minute period in early July 2008, at a butterfly site at Termon, they recorded twenty-six individual Dark Green Fritillaries. Scientists like grid references and can pinpoint the exact breeding ground of the Marsh Fritillary covering an area only 280m by 90m. More than thirty different species of butterfly (including twenty-six residents) have been noted in the Burren. Some are more widespread than others and a few are scarce or local. But whatever time of the summer, each species – from the Common Blue to the Brown Hairstreak – is a part of the natural and cultural identity of the landscape.

Twenty-two of Ireland’s leading bee specialists descended on the Burren for a weekend Bee Blitz of apitherapy in July 2010. Along the coast at Fanore Beg they identified a new population of the Great Yellow Bumblebee (Bombus distinguendus) which is threatened with extinction. Under the auspices of the National Biodiversity Data Centre in Waterford, the apidologists carried out detailed systematic surveys of the area which contains three-quarters of all the species of bumblebee found in Ireland. The Burren is important for bumblebees because it is species-rich and is home to many rare bees. Colonies of the Shrill carder bee (Bombus sylvarum) with its famed high-pitched buzz, and the Red-shanked carder bee (Bombus rudararius) make the Burren by far the most important location for them in Ireland or Britain.

The Burren is an internationally important example of a glaciokarst terrain attracting geologists and wannabe-geologists. The Karst Working Group, made up of representatives of the Geological Survey of Ireland, the Geotechnical Survey of Ireland, the International Association of Hydrogeologists, and the Irish Association for Economic Geology, has produced an illuminating booklet, The Karst of Ireland, focusing largely on the Burren. Groups such as the Revue de Geographie de Lyon have explored and investigated the distinctive features of the limestone for their report: Un région Karstique d’Irlande: Le Burren.

In wetsuits, wellingtons and waterproofs, experts in vegetation, eminent scientists, and distinguished archaeologists come in thirst of knowledge. Experiments have been carried out to try to work out why there is such a unique mixture of plants. A professor from University College Dublin, Dr Bruce Osborne, has carried out work showing that plants have unusual reactions to water. His three-year study (2002–05) looked at the role of water availability and its effect on the plant community in the Burren. The study was funded to the tune of €220,000 by Enterprise Ireland along with money from the Environmental Protection Agency. The main species under consideration was wood sage, a sour herb that thrives where drought conditions are worst. At this stage photosynthesis is reduced and pores in the leaves, known as stomata, begin to close. The stomata are regarded as being crucial for plant survival because they open to allow in carbon dioxide for photosynthesis and they regulate water.

The ecological diversity of the place is astonishing. Scientists have frequently debated topics for weekends and weeks on end, teasing out the issues of the day. Groups of leading bryologists, whose interests cover mosses and liverworts, have met several times here for a knees-down. In July 1994, during a week of climbing the bluffs of the hills, searching little-visited limestone valleys, and exploring hazel scrub and rock crevices, the British Bryological Society recorded a staggering 195 mosses and 77 liverworts. The days of these obsessives are happily spent bryologising areas rich in epiphytes, finding Neckera crispa in abundance and discovering hepatics – notably in the Glen of Clab near Poulavallan, and south of Mullaghmore at Watts’ Lough (named in honour of Professor W. A. Watts of Trinity College Dublin, who carried out palynological research in the area).

Plant ecologists have had many happy hunting days in the Burren. They come to probe the pattern of grassland and heath communities carrying out reviews of the distribution of the suites of rare plant species. In the words of the author David Jeffrey: ‘A testable hypothesis is developed that explains the relationship between parent materials and vegetation distribution in terms of community dynamics’. Consultant ecologist Dr Grace O’Donovan first came to the Burren to carry out her doctorate at Mullaghmore on plant nutrient dynamics and has been visiting regularly ever since.

Environmental scientists have buried deep into the ground at Mullaghmore and Slieve Rua to investigate the legacy of the glacial soil. The appropriately named Professor Richard Moles has spent many years untangling a complex web of historic geological events. On Knockanes Hill, north of Mullaghmore, he found pieces of unweathered charcoal 2m below ground level dating from the mid-Bronze Age.

The Burren attracts people on highly focused quests. The celebrity chef Gordon Ramsay visited Ballyvaughan in 2008 to dive for edible sea urchins at a secret location in the bay. European arboreal experts (otherwise known as self-confessed tree nuts) and mycologists have come to study a rare fungus – the glue fungus (Hymenochaete corrugata) on hazel trees in Keelhilla wood in the Burren National Park. It is found in only a few locations elsewhere in Europe. Their fascination with it is because it glues dead hazel twigs to living branches in the canopy, thus preventing them from falling to the ground where they would be available to other fungi to decompose. In turn, hazel trees have themselves come under much scrutiny. Research fellows have studied land-use change looking at the effects of the cessation of grazing and the spread of hazel on biodiversity.

Archaeological digs at early medieval settlements and other locations throw up curious ancient treasures. The first decade of this century has produced more than its share of significant finds. Remains found in large quantities in scores of the Burren’s caves have included those of a wild cat, which, until it was discovered, was not known to have existed in Europe. The Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government has funded excavation at Glencurran cave in the Burren National Park. The work, led by the Sligo Institute of Technology, took place during part of 2004–05 and 2008–09. The crouched trowellers uncovered almost 40,000 animal bones and bronze fragments, more than 500 artefacts and 100 human bones. In 2010 the archaeological team at Glencurran dug up a 1,500-year-old Viking necklace, the largest ever found in Ireland. The archaeologists believe it may have been traded between Vikings in Limerick and Gaelic chieftains in the Burren. It was described by the leader of the dig, Dr Marion Dowd, as ‘stunning’.

During the summer of 2009 archaeologists were, in the words of Graham Hull who was quoted in the press, ‘jumping up and down at the discovery of a stone arrowhead’ at Caherconnell stone fort. It was believed to date to approximately 2500 BC and could be the Burren’s oldest habitation site. At the same location in 2007 a ten-day excavation unearthed an Edward I silver halfpenny dating from 1300 AD to 1310 AD. During a dig at Kilcorney, near Kilfenora, in April 2003 the bones of a prehistoric woman and her baby were recovered. In 2000, the Irish Stone Axe Project (ISAP) uncovered near Doolin a pale green stone axe which suggested a link between Neolithic people in Ireland and Britain. Petrological analysis showed that it was of a type of stone known as ‘tuff’ which is typical of tools produced in Cumbria.
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As a mere scribbler I do not pretend to understand much of the impenetrable scientific terminology written by experts in their field. The tone of some of it is stiff in manner, the language cold, and it has a narrow focus specialising in hard facts. It can be difficult navigating the labyrinth of the complex and stodgy prose. Reading some of the archaeological reports makes me aware of a timescale that strains the imagination. This is not in any way to belittle the formidable battery of scientific knowledge and academic exactness, as well as the usefulness of the work in illuminating the subject for future scholars.

The purpose of the foregoing pages is to show a flavour of the remarkable breadth of research – largely unknown to any but the most dedicated groups. It represents only a small amount of the type of work being carried out and does not even begin to scratch the surface. But it is a reflection of the infinitely fascinating surroundings and of how the Burren can profoundly affect and entrap those on specific missions. I never lose my sense of wonder at their enthusiasm, their undisguised pleasure in their subject, their passion, bordering on fanaticism, and their dogged ability to produce new material and conjure up new facts at which, like watching the journey of a beetle across a rock, all we ordinary mortals can do is marvel at the extraordinariness of it.

When I discovered the long, unforgettable Latin binomials (the two-part names that denote a species) for the wild flowers I was immediately captivated. Who could resist Geranium sanguineum, Dryas octopetala, Gentiana verna, Orchis masula, Neotinea maculata, Dactylorhiza fuchsii, Minuartia verna, Armeria maritima, Lotus corniculatus, Rosa pimpinellifolia and dozens of others? There is a seemingly endless variety of flowering species. Once you have mastered their names the next challenge is their pronunciation. As a long-time insomniac, instead of counting sheep, I have found it a relaxing exercise to run through an incantation of them under the duvet. I usually fall asleep before I have reached one of the longest of all, the 26-lettered Tripleurosepermum maritimum or the 25-lettered rhyming Chrysanthemum leucanthemum with their evocative reduplicated endings.

There is colour in the flowers, but also a magical colour in these botanical names. I have often wondered about their provenance. How did they come about and who were the taxonomists who dreamt them up? The famous biologist Carl Linnaeus started the ball rolling when he published the definitive edition of his Systema Naturae in 1737. To this day biologists rely on his rules to identify the living things around them. Taxonomists are the experts who have named and described nearly one and half million of the planet’s living and extinct creatures and plants. The names at first seem a confusing jumble, more reminiscent of the look and the length of places in Gwynedd in Wales. Part of the fun of each visit is remembering them and relating these to the more well-known English versions. Little wonder an elderly man that I once met walking along the Flaggy Shore told me that the flowers ‘all have outrageous names’.
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Tourists on shoreline at Black Head © Marty Johnston
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