
 

INTRODUCTION 

Welcome to Oughterard - (Uachtar Ard - Upper Height). This picturesque village is 
situated on the southwest shores of Upper Lough Corrib. The Owenriff River meanders 
through the village. Oughterard is internationally known for its wild brown trout fishing 
and the lake is also of international importance for birds. It is considered to be a trout 
angler’s Paradise. The Heritage Walk was opened in 2008. The Oughterard Culture and 
Heritage group produced this booklet. It is intended that it be read along the trail as well 
as at your leisure to give a glimpse of the rich natural and cultural heritage that exists 
here.  
The Heritage Walk is 2.8km (approximately one and three quarter miles).  The walk 
starts at the church grounds and finishes at the same spot. The Golden Mile, which is a   
1.6km section of the Heritage Walk, starts at the waterfall entrance on the Clifden road 
and ends at Cregg na Coille estate on the Cloosh Road. Please note that there are some 
steep gradients along the walk, notably at the waterfall. We hope that you enjoy your 
walk and that the booklet enhances your appreciation of the flora, fauna and heritage of 
both walks. 
 

DIRECTIONS 

In the interest of safety you can park your car at the Church grounds. As you leave take a 
left over the stone bridge. Walk on the footpath past Oughterard House (Sweeney’s 
Hotel) on your right and the Shrubbery on your left. Continue on the path until you reach 
“Salmon Leap” cottage. Take care crossing the road at this point towards the Hatchery 
gate. Follow the footpath past “Waterfall Lodge”. The Míle Órga (Golden Mile) starts at 
the entrance to the waterfall, which is marked by a sign, “Siúlóid an Easa”. 

     Heritage Walk   
     Golden Mile  



 

 

CHURCH OF IMMACULATE CONCEPTION 

On Christmas Day 1830 the church was opened temporarily for Divine Worship. Rev. Dr 
Kirwan the parish priest responsible for the erection of the church was a remarkable man 
- a brilliant orator. He later became the first President of Galway University, but he had to 
resign after the Synod of Cashel refused to sanction the establishment of the Queen’s 
Universities.  
Arriving in Oughterard in 1827 he wrote, “I found a neglected and mountainous district 
with a large scattered population of 10,000 souls and literally destitute of a house of 
worship. I had peculiar difficulties to encounter in erecting even one Principal Parochial 
chapel as there was no resident Proprietor in the parish and the extreme poverty of the 
people precluded them from affording me any effective assistance. I was nonetheless 
encouraged to commence the erection of a house of worship by Thomas Martin MP who 
bestowed for that purpose an acre of land in the town of Oughterard with a subscription 
of £50 and £50 from his father Colonel Martin. A similar sum from Mr St.George of 
Tyrone and other small sums not amounting to 
£50 in all, was all the support received from the 
parish or those connected with it.”  
The people of the parish were not in a position to 
offer financial assistance but they helped 
considerably with the offer of voluntary labour, a 
factor that helped reduce the cost of erection 
very considerably. A dispute arose over the title 
of the site when the Martin Estate went into 
liquidation and the site passed to The Law Life 
Insurance Company and the O Fflaherties. The 
Martins had not given proper title of the site to 
the church authorities. They were ordered to quit, 
but Dr Kirwan, petitioned Daniel O Connell to 
intervene and he made a national issue out of it.  
The Lord Mayor of Dublin was one of the many 
important people who signed a petition against O 
Fflahertie so he relented and gave over the site.  
Daniel O Connell’s service was sought because his daughter was married in Oughterard 
to Mr F.N. Ffrench, a magistrate. Daniel O Connell arrived in Oughterard March 14th 
1840 and within two days the case was settled out of court.  
The contract for the building of the church was given to William Brady of Nun's Island, 
Galway who also won the contract for the building of Queen's College (N.U.I.G.). The 
bishop of Galway, Dr. Plunkett Browne, dedicated the church on the 24th August 1837 
and Archbishop Mc Hale of Tuam preached the sermon. The original church was early 
Gothic with a Romanesque flat-pitched roof, the entrance flanked by two machicolated 
towers. There was a larger bell tower on the west side. 
In January 1879, a fire destroyed most of the church. Between 1932 and 1934,  
Archdeacon Mark Conroy, P.P., reconstructed the church. The altar was moved from 
under the gallery to the north wall. The church is worth a visit to see the famous Harry 

Clarke stained glass window, depicting the Crucifixion, behind the main altar, erected 



 

at this time. The first and last letters of the Greek alphabet – alpha and omega are in 
two panels on the left and right hand bottom corners of the window. The altar was made 
from Connemara marble and was designed by Mr Hughes of Galway Marble Industries. 
The organ was built by L. Isaac, 20 Forster St., Galway. 

 
 

THE CONVENT 

1843-1846 “The Faithful Companions of Jesus”, a French order of nuns came to 
Oughterard by invitation from Dr Joseph Kirwan. Their stay in Oughterard was short 
lived, because of the abject poverty of the people. They deemed it an unsuitable place for 
the order. The Sisters of Mercy replaced them in 1858. Funds were scarce at first and 
classes were held in out offices but by 1863 there were 367 children on the school roll. 
The convent school and the local boys’ school will soon amalgamate into a new building.  
The convent attic is a nursery roost for Leisler Bats. The wooded areas around the 
convent and interconnecting hedgerows and tree lines along the trails are important 
feeding and commuting routes for bats. 

 
 

LEISLER BATS 

Like most wild animals bats are shy creatures and they stay away from humans. Leisler 
bats roost in the convent attic and under the stone bridge that spans the river. They are the 
largest bats in Ireland. Bats are mammals. They have fur and give birth to live young. 
They are the only mammals that can fly. Leisler bats fly in and out under the arches of 
the bridge at night eating insects and moths. Their hearing is their most highly developed 

sense. In the dark they emit high frequency sounds and use the echoes 
to detect details of their surroundings and locate the insects on which 
they prey. They are not blind. They hibernate during the winter, 
dropping their body temperature to match that of their surroundings, 
and reduce their heartbeat as low as 20 beats per minute to conserve 

their reserves. They hang upside down from the bridge roof with their wings wrapped 
around their bodies. Bats should never be subjected to any form of disturbance during 
hibernation for in the process of waking up they use up some of their vital energy 
reserves and may die if disturbed frequently. Bats help reduce the insect population and 
they eat organic waste. Remember: Bats are our friends. So let us give bats a chance, 

they are important too! 

 

STONE BRIDGE 

In 1820 the triple arch stone bridge was built as part of Alexander Nimmo's 
road improvements between Galway and Clifden. This strengthened the link 
between Galway and Clifden. Observe the erosion that is taking place facing 
up stream along the left bank of the river. 



 

 

ST.  MICHAEL’S WELL 

St Michael's Well is situated to the far left of the rugby grounds. In the Celtic world wells 
were sacred places. They were seen as thresholds between the deeper, dark, unknown 
subterranean world and the outer world of light and form. Wells were revered as special 

apertures through which divinity flowed forth. Manannan Mac 
Lir said, “No one will have the knowledge who does not have a 
drink from the well.” In olden times people walked several 
rounds of the well, travelling in a clockwise direction, and they 
often left votive offerings to St Michael.  
Beside St Michael's House, is Wellpark House, a Georgian type 
house built by the Willis family. Dr Robert Willis' second child, 
Eliza, married Dr Charles Hynes (Nottingham) in 1885. He died 
in 1942. His daughter Birdie lived there until her death in the 

1980s. Miss Brooke Leggatt rented this house at the beginning of the last century. She 
was very interested in the local community and was particularly kind to children. She 
organised a boys’ football team and bought jerseys and boots for the team. She provided 
medals and a silver cup for competitions and for games and travelled with the players to 
different venues. 

 

TOWER 

Opposite the well on the left hand side of the main road at the end of the church car park 
are the ruins of an old tower. It is reputed 
locally that this structure was once part of an 
old fort. There was a toll bridge in operation at 
this point and monies were collected on carts 
of turf, potatoes, wool and grain going to the 
Oughterard market. In Cromwellian times 
(1649), the tower was used as a sentry post 
when the courts were in session in Wellpark 
House across the river. 
 
Continue walking towards Oughterard House (Sweeney's Hote)l. 

 

OUGHTERARD HOUSE (SWEENEY’S HOTEL) AND SANDYMOUNT HOUSE 

Title Deeds only became common in the 1860’s and the first mention on the 
deeds of a building is 1839. It appears that the original house dates from 
about that time when a small Georgian house was built. The current building 
façade is twice the size of the original. This was extended in 1969 and is an 
exact copy of the front dimensions. The house was a private residence until 
it was converted to a hotel in 1935. Many structural changes were added, 



 

including a ballroom in 1948. Edward and Molly Sweeney bought Oughterard 
house in 1955 and continued it as a hotel, adding their name to the title. 
 
Behind Oughterard House and to the left is Sandymount House which was 
built in 1851 as a stone two storey thatched Victorian dwelling. The British 

Admiralty map of 1846 has the name “Sandymount” shown where the house now stands. 
The house had internal walls made of turf sods with lathed plaster, warm but a fire risk. It 
was last thatched in 1963 with wheaten-straw, which was laid on rafters of hazel. The 
thatch was approximately a metre in thickness. By 1978 the thatch was in need of 
replacing and following unsuccessful attempts to find thatchers to carry out the work, the 
roof was replaced with tiles. The house is a warm family home with many period features 
and the walls are up to a metre in thickness.  
 

 

SHRUBBERY (AN ROSÁN) 

Mrs. Kathleen Maloney, Glann (nee Morton Jack), gave the Shrubbery grounds to the 
people of Oughterard at a “Peppercorn” rent in 1960. The late Kathleen was the daughter 
of Hugh Morton Jack, son of Dora O Fflahertie of Lemonfield. Children enjoy picking 
conkers, fishing in the shallows of the river for pond skaters and 'pinkeens' and crossing 
the stone bridge to the little island in the middle of the river. Take a while, rest here and 
enjoy the beauty of the shrubbery. 

 

THE HATCHERY 

The Oughterard Hatchery commenced operations in 1852 and was the first trout and 
salmon hatchery in Ireland. The first authoritative paper on hatchery management for 
Atlantic or Pacific salmon was based on the operation of the hatchery in 1853. 
Oughterard is the birthplace of salmon farming in sea ponds, as it is practised world wide 
to day. In the winter of 1861-1862, “No more than a million 
and a half of ova were laid down in this hatchery. Ova from 
the hatchery were the first to be transferred to the southern 
hemisphere in 1864 The first consignment of 100,000 salmon 
and 300 trout eggs was placed in a hold ship, 'Norfolk' on the 
21st of January 1864 destined for Melbourne, Australia” 
In 2007, over half a million eggs were set to hatch in the 
hatchery. The young fry were released in Spring into Lough 
Corrib and the streams feeding Lough Corrib.  
Opposite the hatchery is a traditional cottage, “Salmon Leap”. 
The cottage was originally thatched. Further along the old 
Connemara road there was also a row of thatched cottages 
where all the families died from cholera during the famine. Mr Mc Donagh, owner of 
“Salmon Leap”, was boarding up his cottage door when Fr.Kavanagh, the parish priest, 
came along. “Where are you going? he enquired. “I am on my way because all my 
neighbours have died from cholera,” replied Mr Mc Donagh. Folklore tells us that the 



 

priest made the sign of the cross with pitch on the door and told him to return to his home 
and assured him that both he and his family would survive the disease. 
 

 

CLAREVILLE HOUSE 

This was the home of Humanity Dick Martin (1714-1794) founder of  “The Irish Society 
for Prevention of Cruelty to Animals.”  He used to boast that he had an avenue 30 miles 
long stretching from Oughterard to his other residence at Ballynahinch Castle 
Connemara. George Bernard Shaw’s grandmother, Margaret Gurly lived for a time in the 
house. G. B. Shaw wrote, “Walter Bagnal Gurly of Oughterard was 
my maternal grand father. He married twice and had a son Walter 
John and a daughter (my mother) by his first marriage, and six 
daughters and one son by his second. The son and two of his 
daughters died young and of the four survivors one never married. 
All of his children are now dead but there are grandchildren living in 
England and the USA… I am much more a Shaw than a Gurly”, 
wrote G.B.Shaw to Johnny Holleran, a tailor and local historian. Dr 
Kirwan, a later occupant of the house, had a hydroelectric system 
above the waterfall. It supplied electricity to Clareville house, to Mc Donaghs, and to 
three other neighbouring houses. In 1932 the New Connemara Road was built through the 
front garden, dividing it in two - as you see it now.  In the front garden during May and 
June, a spectacular, Red Chilean Fire Bush (Embothrium coccineum) produces scarlet 
flowers that crowd the slender branches producing an effect like burning torches. 

Proceed to the sign for the “Golden Mile” . It will lead you towards the waterfall.  
 

 

BEECH TREE (FÁIBHILE –  FAGUS SYLVATICA)  

Several large mature trees with their dense canopy and massive roots grow along 
the path. The first tree is beech. The leaf is oval with a wavy margin: bright green 
in spring but golden in autumn: nuts are borne in spiky fruits. Beech is not a 
native species. Native beech woods are found as close as southern England and as 
far away as Russia but it was possibly after the coming of the Normans in 1169 
that these trees were introduced to Ireland. Beech wood is used to make furniture 
and in woodturning. The next tree is a sycamore. 

 
 

     STOP 1 



 

SYCAMORE TREE  (SEICEAMAR –  ACER PSEUDOPLATANUS)  

Two sycamore trees stand side by side. Sycamore was introduced from Central Europe in 
the middle ages as fast growing wood used for making dairy vessels like churns, butter 
platters, tubs and skewers. The 5-lobed leaves have toothed margins. Flowers appear in 
April and comprise hanging, yellowish green clusters. Children refer to its winged-fruit 
as “helicopters” as they glide through the air in the wind. 
 

 

LIME TREE (CRANN TEILE –  TILIA VULGARIS)  

Count how many trunks you can see. This tree is not native to Ireland but was a 
popular choice for planting on estates in the 18th and 19th centuries. The lime 
trees here are very crowded but in a more open space the crown would have been 
much wider. The old trunk you see is part of an old lime tree that fell in a storm 
many years ago. What shape are the leaves? What do they remind you of? The 
fifth tree is beech similar to the first tree you met on the path. 

 

 

RHODODENDRON (RHODODENDRON PONTICUM) 

You can see this shrub to the left of the walk in the neighbouring garden. This exotic 
shrub was brought to Ireland at the end of the 18th century as an ornamental plant from 
Turkey. It was planted widely in demesnes and later as cover for game. It spread 
rapidly, ousting native yew and holly and even oak in many places. 
Rhododendrons are now being removed by hand as it is a species almost 
without anything to control it on acid soils on which it thrives. The irony is that 
Rhododendron is a shrub, “native” to Ireland before the Ice Ages but did nor 
recolonise in Ireland naturally afterwards. 
Beside the Rhododendron are two more lime trees. At the top of the pathway there is 
another fine example of a beech tree with a wonderful knobbly tree trunk – a great tree to 
draw! Can you spot the shape of an animal’s head in the trunk? 
STOP! LISTEN!  Yes you can hear the thunderous noise of huge volumes of water 
cascading over Faugh waterfall. The stone seat facing you replaces an earlier resting 
stone.  
 
 
 
 

     STOP 2 

     STOP 3 



 

 

MILL HOUSE 

Looking over the wall behind the stone seat you will see a little stone house. This was 
once a mill, owned by the Tierney family. Here they ground corn. Water from the river 
was redirected into a large tank. At the bottom of the tank there was a propeller; it rotated 
with the power of the water and it turned the grinding stone inside the house. 
Look out for the quern stone used in the mill, as it is placed outside the gate of the 

farmstead along the walk – (see Stop 11). 
Looking over the wall, between the beech trees you can see ferns, ivy and a carpet of 
woodland plants underneath. Try and count how many different shades of green you can 
see. There is a holly tree to your left. 

HOLLY (CUILEANN –  ILEX AQUIFOLIUM) 

The English name Holly comes from “Holy” and originates in the belief that the holly’s 
scarlet berries, like drops of blood, along with its prickly leaves are symbolic of Christ’s 

sufferings. It is used to decorate houses, often with the idea of protecting the house 
against evil spirits during the festive season of Christmas and the New Year. On St 
Stephen’s Day, when the wren boys went from house to house asking for money to 
bury the wren, they placed the wren on a piece of holly bush decorated with ribbons. 
In early Irish law holly was classified as an Airig fedo or “Noble of the Wood”. The 
fresh shoots of holly were not only used as fodder for livestock but also as spears 
and chariot poles. 

 

THE BRIDGE 

The Galway County Council built the present bridge and railings.  In 1953 the rights to 
the bridge and the right of way approaches were handed over to trustees.  The late Pat 
Gibbons was one of the trustees and he petitioned the County Council to restore the 
bridge. 
Tom Dixon, Steve Mc Donagh, and Mr Donnellan, three employees of Colonel Doig of 
Ardvarna House, built the original bridge in the 1930s with financial assistance from Jack 
O Fflahertie of Lemonfield. O Fflaherties of Lemonfield owned the fishing rights at the 
waterfall. Jack O Fflahertie leased the rights to his good friend Colonel Doig of Ardvarna 
House. After the death of Colonel Doig the fishing rights passed to Dr Bushe, Doctor of 
Law who resided at Waterfall Lodge. When Mrs Bushe tried to charge locals and tourists 
to view the waterfall the late Jimmy Joyce, Denny Sullivan and Pat Gibbons mounted a 
petition on behalf of the people to establish the waterfall path as a public right of way. 
They were successful and they built a stone wall along the pathway. 
At a later date the rights reverted back to the original owner, Jack O Fflahertie, who died 
in 1931, aged over 80 years. He made over the fishing rights and a small amount of land 
on both sides of the river to Hugh M Jack, son of his sister Dora and father of the late 

    STOP 4 

     STOP 5 



 

Kathleen Maloney, Glann. Advancing age and the start of the 1939 war made it unlikely 
that Hugh M. Jack would visit Oughterard again and he eventually sold the property to 
Major Partridge. The Major intended to build a bungalow there but instead he bought 
Gortdrisagh House, Glann and sold the property at a considerable profit.  
The original bridge was built with single span girders, the walkway with metal slats and 
handrails with supports - a pretty simple construction.  The materials came from the Iron 
Foundry in Galway. There was a right-of-way already in existence and the river crossing 
was a wooden footbridge and stepping-stones a little further upstream. 
 

THE FALLS OF FAUGH 

This was the old name of the waterfall. The Owenriff River that flows under the bridge, 
rises 16km (10 miles) west in Lough Aphreaghan. It flows through Lough Boffin, Lough 
Adrehid, Lough Agraffard and Lead Mine Lake. Its tributaries are, the Conga that 
cascades down from two upper lakes, Lettercraffroe and the smaller lake Conga, to join 
the Owenriff a short distance from Aggraffard. It is joined by another tributary, the 
Bunowen; it flows under Glengowla Bridge on the main Clifden Road. A small stream 
from Lough Mall also contributes to the flow of water. 
The Owenriff - (Abhainn Ruibhe - Sulphur River) is so named because sulphur stones 
were found in the river in 1666 and 1667, a period of extraordinary drought. Stones of a 
similar type were also found when the Board of Works was deepening the river in 1960. 
The name of the river was anglicised to Owenriff.  

 

We have evidence of two types of rock at the waterfall. Limestone, which is a 
sedimentary rock, is visible below the waterfall and above the waterfall granite, which is 
a metamorphic rock. 



 

 

THE CAVE 

Looking downstream over the waterfall, to your left, you will see a little cave. This cave 
was built for old Mr Gascoigne who lived across from the waterfall. He was crippled. He 
used to be carried across the river on a wooden plank. He was then left in the cave and 
from here he enjoyed fishing the salmon pool in front of him. 
 

THE SALMON/TROUT (BRADÁN/BREAC) 

Salmon and trout rest in the quiet pool to your left below the waterfall before making a 
leap in the air to clear the fall and then swimming upstream to spawn. Trout 
and salmon behave very much the same way.  They mate in clear swift rivers 
in November and December. The female, with the male close by, scoops out 
a hollow in the river gravel with her tail and lays her eggs in it; the nest is 
called a redd. Immediately the eggs leave the female’s body the male releases 
a stream of sperm or milt (a milky substance) from its body to fertilise the 

eggs. She then covers them with a mound of gravel and leaves them to hatch. A female 
salmon can lay between 4,000 and 4,500 eggs.  
Some salmon die but others manage to return to the sea and come back to spawn again 
the following year. Baby salmon appear above the gravel in March and most of them stay 
in the river for two years feeding on small insects. In the first year they are called fry and 
grow to approximately 2.5cm (an inch) in length. The second year the young are called 
parr and reach a length of about 15cm (6inches) by autumn. The following spring they 
turn silvery in colour and in April they leave the river for the sea. By then they are called 
smolts. They spend a little over a year at sea, feeding on small fish and growing from a 
few grams (ounces) to 2.7kg (5-6 pounds) approximately. In June and July they stop 
feeding and head back to the rivers they were born in. Each river is believed to have a 
particular smell; the returning salmon can recognise this distinctive smell. This has to be 
one of the great mysteries of nature. Some of the salmon travel as far as Greenland.  
What an adventure! 

Trout 

Trout stay in fresh water all of their lives and they too come back to spawn every year or 
every second year. In lakes like Lough Corrib and most of the larger rivers trout feed on 
insects, snails and freshwater shrimp. They are called fingerlength at one year old and 
weigh 2-3pounds (1-1.5kg). They spawn for the first time at three years old. Their flesh is 
pink and has an excellent flavour and their heads are small and neat.  

Lake trout are usually bigger than river trout. They get most of their food from the 
bottom of the lake but also feed greedily on particular insects - 
mayflies in early summer, caddis flies, grasshoppers and daddy-
longlegs in July and August. Fishing is at its best when these flies are 
on the wing. The fish will reach or even jump over the surface of the 



 

water to catch them. Trout return to spawn in the tributary of the system in which they 
were hatched. After spawning the trout go downstream and feed in Lough Corrib or in the 
lower reaches of the Owenriff . 
The salmon/trout come upstream in great numbers during the June flood and again in 
October/November. Watch carefully and you will see them leap here over the waterfall if 
there is sufficient water – one of the marvels of nature. 
 

PEARL MUSSELS 

Freshwater pearl mussels can be found below the waterfall further down the river. They 
are now an endangered species. Years ago they were sought after but the industry died 
out with the development of mussel farming.  
Pearls used in the Crown Jewels, held in the Tower of London, came from mussels 
harvested in the Owenriff. This mussel needs unpolluted water to survive but is now 
threatened by the level of algae in the water. The pearl mussel is now protected under the 
Berne Convention, the Irish 1976 Wild Life Act and the EU Habitats Directive. The 
mussel is endangered throughout Europe. We in Oughterard must ensure that our waters 
are kept clean. We can all help towards this objective. 

THE GREY HERON (CORR ÉISC –  ARDEA CINEREA) 

The grey heron is a frequent visitor to the river. It stands perfectly still like a statue or 
walks slowly through the shallows before suddenly straightening its neck with 
lightning speed to seize a fish in its powerful bill. This big grey wader is easy to 
identify. It has a long white neck, a dagger-like yellowish bill, a wispy black 
plume, a pale grey body, long yellowish brown legs and broad grey and black 
wings. It often stands hunched and can perch in a tree or perform dramatic 
acrobatics. 
Voice: Loud harsh squawking, croaking and bill snapping at nest. 
Nesting: Large nest of stout sticks, usually in treetop canopy; 4-5 eggs; 1 brood, 

January-May. 
Feeding: Seizes fish, frogs, small mammals and other prey in its bill, typically after long 
patient stalk before sudden strike. 
 

DIPPER (GABHA DUBH –  CINCLUS CINCLUS)  

This bird is quite unmistakable, thanks to its unique hunting technique. It can be seen in 
this fast flowing river, walking into the water and foraging along the bottom. Out of the 

water it is a delight to behold as it has a distinctive springy character, often 
bobbing and cocking its tail, and flying low and fast over the same stretch of 
river all year. 
Description: Dark brown head, stout dark bill, plump body, blackish back, 
bold white chest, stout legs and big feet. 



 

Voice: Loud rich warbling with explosive grating notes. 
Nesting: A globular nest of moss or grass in a crevice under a bridge; 4-6 eggs, 2 broods; 
April-July. 
Feeding: Forages for aquatic insect larvae, small fish, crustaceans and molluscs by 
walking under water. It plunges in from perching stones. 

 

PIED WAGTAIL (SIULBHÁININ AN BHÓTHAIR –  MOTACILLA ALBA)  

Watch carefully to see if you can see the Pied Wagtail chasing insects with agile leaps 
and runs, constantly nodding its head and bobbing its long tail. 
Description: Slender bird with a black back, white streaks on the wings, black 
cap, chin and throat, white forehead, long black and white tail, slender legs.  
Voice: A loud, chirp - chuwee, chuwee. 
Nesting: Grassy cup in cavity in bank, wall, woodpile or under a bridge. 5-6 
eggs, 2-3 broods - April-August. 
Feeding: Feeds very actively on ground, roofs, waterside mud or rocks, 

walking, running, leaping up or sideways, flying in pursuit of flies; eats insects, molluscs 
and some seeds. 

GREY WAGTAIL (GLASÓG LIATH –  MOTACILLA CINEREA) 

The Grey Wagtail breeds along the banks of this beautiful tree-lined river and along the 
open upland streams. You can see it along the riverbank in all seasons. 
Description: Long black tail with white outer feathers all along it, yellow 
under-parts, white stripe over the eye, blue grey back, white bar on dark wings, 
slender brown legs. 
Voice: Sharp explosive, tchik, zi or zi, zi, call. 
Nesting and feeding habits: Similar to the pied wagtail but less likely to be 
found in the village. 

 

OTTER (MADRA UISCE –  LUTRA LUTRA) 

Otters are mainly nocturnal but they can be seen at dusk. You must keep as quiet as 
possible and be prepared to be disappointed. The animal is easily recognised. It is a metre 
or more long and has brown fur, which looks black when wet, a flattened head with small 
ears, a slender body, a tapering tail with a thick base and pointed tip. When swimming 

the only evident parts above the water are the head, tail and part of the rump. 
Food: Fish, frogs, rodents, birds, beetles and any aquatic animals. 
Breeding: Cubs - usually 2-3 to a litter - are born in a holt at any time of the 
year. There is no special breeding season. 
The otter’s dropping is called a 'spraint'. When fresh a 'spraint' is black and 
slimy. Fish bones are often found in the spraint. 



 

If you come across a ‘spraint’, please tell the staff in the tourist office as we are trying to 
find exact locations of otters in the area.  

 

THE TOWER 

The Tower once marked the eastern limit of the vast estates of 
the Martins of Ballynahinch. The landlords employed bailiffs 
when the salmon was running to keep a watchful eye on 
poachers. There was a lookout post on the top of the tower that 
gave the bailiff full view of a long stretch of the river on both 
sides of the waterfall. Mike Farrell, the caretaker for the O 
Fflaherties, landlords of the area, lived here with his wife and 
family. Owing to dampness the family had to vacate the tower 
in 1929 and moved to a larger house owned by the O 
Fflaherties above the waterfall. Mr Gascoigne lived in this 
house too. This house was later demolished as it was in poor 
condition. Eddie Faherty, Camp St. used the old quarry tiles from the kitchen floor when 
building his home and Kathleen Maloney RIP also used some of the tiles to make a 
mantle piece in her living room. 

MALLARD (MALLARD –  ANAS PLATYRHYNCHOS)   

When you arrive at the top of the steps after the tower glance up the river and you could 
see mallards on the river. 
Description: The breeding male’s glossy green head and white neck ring are instantly 

recognizable, and both sexes sport a characteristic purple blue wing patch or 
speculum throughout the year. This common duck breeds on or near the 
riverbank. It feeds on arable land and the muddy river margins. 
Voice: Male whistles quietly; female gives loud raucous descending quacks 
- quack, quack. 
Nesting: The ducks nest usually on the ground, in a down-lined hollow, but 
sometimes in a bush or tree; 9-13 eggs; 1 brood, January-August. 

Feeding: Takes small aquatic invertebrates, seeds, shoots, roots and grain from shallow 
water while upending or dabbling; also feeds on dry ground such as stubble fields. 
Continue to walk towards the stile that leads you to a secondary road. Turn right. 

 

THE SULPHUR WELL 

The well is inside the small black gate. This is private property. The owner restored the 
well. It is believed that the water of the well contains a cure for warts. It is 
horseshoe-shaped on the outside and like a house on the inside. It has red 
brick on the outside and is white washed on the inside. The well is covered 
with grass and extends back about 3m. It is 1.83m from the surface of the 



 

water to the roof; the depth is 0.1m. Steps lead down to where the old water level was. A 
woman who lived nearby used to sell bottled water from the well for sixpence a bottle.  

 

COTTON FACTORY 

On the opposite side of the road, a little further on, you come to the ruins of a Cotton 
Factory. The factory was surrounded by a number of small thatched houses that housed 
the factory workers. This ruin was originally one long building stretching as far as the 
modern house you see here today. In the first one roomed cottage lived Joe Walsh and his 
sister Barbara. The families of the Wards, Murrays, Joyces, Gibbons and Conneelys lived 
in the other cottages. Later the inhabitants left and went to live in other areas.  
The effluent from the dye used in the factory flowed into the river causing the death of 
many trout and salmon. The pollution of the river caused the factory to be closed. When 
the factory was vacated it was divided into a number of houses with a room and a 
kitchen. Following these alterations, pressure from the interior walls pushed out the back 
walls; stone pillars were built to support the walls and to stop them spreading out. 
 

ASH (FUINSEOG –  FRAXINUS EXCELSIOR) 

The ash tree to your right is noted for its strong and flexible timber, the delicacy of its 
leaves and new growth. It has associations with fertility and healing through its symbolic 
link with water. Indeed the impressive site of a tall mature ash tree is a symbol of the 

well-being of the land itself. The flexibility and adaptability of the wood make it 
highly prized for many uses, including the making of hurleys and tennis rackets. 
Its wood has long been valued, as early Brehon law tracts of Ireland list Ash as 
one of the “nobles of the wood”, the damaging of which would result in severe 
penalties. 
Many superstitions surround the ash. Folk say that it is the first tree to be hit by 
lightning - “Avoid the ash, it courts the flash”. Ash wood was burned to banish the 

devil and an ash staff protected against evil. Witches sometimes used ash plants to make 
ritual dolls into which they stuck pins. People believed if you carried ash keys in the hand 
they were a protection against witchcraft. Ash was also known to have the power to cure. 
Ash plants were used as walking sticks or when driving animals. It was customary to buy 
an ash plant when climbing Croagh Patrick to assist you along the way. 
 

HEDGEROWS 

Retrace your footsteps back towards the waterfall stile. You will find low hedges 
bordering both sides of the road along the rest of the trail. Here we find hedges 
dominated by brambles, gorse, fuchsia, hawthorn, rowan, ash, sally/willow, broom and 
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heather. Many of the plants have seeded naturally in the shelter of stonewalls.  The seeds 
of the various shrubs may have been dropped by a bird or a mouse, have floated in on the 
wind, or they may have been carried unwittingly by farm animals or by people. 
 

COMMON SPECIES  

Blackberry or bramble (Dris - Rubus Fructicosus) Its long thorny stems clamber over 
walls and across fields, rooting when they touch the ground, thus making it 
a troublesome weed along the trail. However, it is an important food for 
animals and provides almost impenetrable shelter for nesting birds. People 
pick blackberries in autumn and use them to make jam. 

Hawthorn (Sceach Gheal – Crataegus Monogyna) This tree 
stands up well to wind, frost and disease. The clusters of white 
flowers often have a pink appearance due to the pink-tipped 

stamens of each flower. They bloom in May and in this region the flower is the 
first indication to the fisherman that the mayfly season is about to begin. The 
leaves are eaten by a wide variety of insects including the hawthorn shield bug. 
The scented flowers attract many flying insects such as honeybees collecting 
nectar. Lone hawthorn bushes in fields are traditionally associated with fairies. In many 
cases people are afraid to remove these for fear the fairies might be annoyed.  
In autumn, hawthorn produces a crop of red berries called haws, providing another food 
source for our wintering birds such as redwings and fieldfares. These birds have been 
seen in the fields, to the left, at the next turn on the road.  

Gorse (also called whin or furze) (Aiteann - Ulex Europaeus and Ulex Galii) The 
leaves take the form of sharp spines, the plant is evergreen with a mass of 
yellow blossoms. You can open a gorse flower by pressing down the lower 
petals. The bee does this when it lands to collect nectar. In summer the 
flowers turn to seedpods, and in the heat of the sun the pods begin to pop. 
Each tiny explosion shoots the seeds out to a new piece of ground. This is 
another bush that provides a safe nesting place for birds and the stonechat is 
often seen perched on top of it. 

Fuchsia (Fiúise - Fuchsia magellanica) This is a deciduous shrub from South America 
and it is common along this hedgerow. The drooping bright purple/pink flowers are very 
attractive. Children pick them and suck honey from the stem. 

 

STONE WALLS 

The old stone walls are called 'dry stone walls'; there is no concrete or cement holding 
them together - just the weight of stone upon stone. The beauty of the walls is that they 
are more or less maintenance free; once you build them you don’t have to do anything 
else with them. The farmer can make an opening wherever he likes when he wants the 
animals to come from one field to the other. In olden times the farmer wouldn’t even 
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consider buying a gate. He would just throw a bush or sticks across the opening. From 
time to time you see animals scratching their necks on the stones and then they may 
knock some of the stones but the farmer just comes along, picks them up and places them 
on the wall again. The stones are mostly limestone. Look closely - you will see daylight 
between the stones. That enables the strong winds to go through them instead of 
knocking them down. 

 

IRON GATES  

There are fine examples of iron gates on this stretch. A blacksmith made them in his 
forge. They were approximately 2.7m (9 feet) wide - wide 
enough for a horse and cart. With the arrival of the tractor 
farmers often broke down the pillar holding the gate to give 
access to their tractor. 
Before you turn right observe the large number of trees to 
your far left - trees of the Shrubbery you passed on the main 
road. The O Fflaherties planted the trees in the 17th century. 
These trees, together with the hedgerows in the area, give 
ample shelter and cover to several birds - robin, song thrush, wren, chaffinch, dunnock, 
blackbird, wood-pigeon, blue tit, great tit, starling, jackdaw, magpie, and rooks to name 
but a few.  
 
Be quiet listen to the bird song.  

Take the first turn right facing the hills in the distance. 
 

HEDGEROW UNDERGROWTH  

Hedges come alive in spring with new growth sprouting in all directions, a multitude of 
insects emerging from their larval forms, and song birds noisily guarding territory for the 
breeding season. Enjoy discovering the many wild flowers you will encounter along the 
trail.  

Count how many different species you see but please don’t pick them! 
 
Spring Flowers:  
 
Primrose - Flowers in early spring to make use of the sun's energy before 
the early canopy casts its shade.  
 
Speedwell - The long stems creep along the ground and send down roots before growing 
new plants. The white centred blue flowers appear in April – June. 
 
Lords and Ladies - The stinking brown spike attracts the small flies that pollinate it. The 

fruit that develops late in summer is a tall cluster of bright berries. 
 



 

Lesser celandine - It belongs to the same family as the buttercup and has a star shaped 
flower. 
 
Nettles - The stems and leaves are covered with stinging hairs. Nettles were used by the 
Romans to cure rheumatism. In Ireland they were used to make soup during the famine 
times and today people use them to make nettle tea.  
 
Daisy - It gets its name from the original 'day's eye', because of its reaction to changes in 

the amount of light – the flowers turn towards the sun and close up at night and in dull 
weather. Children make 'daisy chains' and 'lamb’s tails' with the flowers. 
 
Summer Flowers 
 
Hogweed - With a cap of white flowers - do not pick as it burns the skin. 
 

Foxglove - Extremely poisonous especially the seed and has been given the 
unfortunate name of “Dead Man’s Bells”. 
 
Cow parsley - masses of white flowers.  
 
Dog rose – It is rich in vitamin C. 
 
Red clover - It is important for bees, the bees cross-pollinate 

the plants. Valuable food crop for cattle and sheep and one time the dried 
flowers were used as a cough cure.  
  
Herb Robert - From the geranium family, pink flowers, they give a late season 
fill of nectar to bees. 

 
Bird’s foot trefoil - Pea-flower producing little pea-like pods when it sets seed, the 
uppermost petals often streaked with red spots which attracts bees, aiding in cross-
pollination. 
 

Bell heather - An evergreen shrub, pinkish purple flowers; the flowers are pollinated by 
insects and its nectar is a favourite of bees.  

 
Dandelion - In fruit it resembles a fine feathery ball, which many know as the 
“Dandelion Clock” each of the one-seeded fruits spreads on the wind. The flowers 
close up at night. 
 
Honeysuckle – Emit their enticing scent by night, attracting 
the night flying nectar lovers that make a honeysuckle a bat 

Mecca! 
 
Autumn Flowers 
The brightest berries of the hedges in autumn are the red berries of 
rose hips, haws and guelder-rose. 



 

 

MAMMALS OF THE HEDGEROWS 

Most of our mammals are nocturnal so they are seldom seen except as casualties on our 
roads. If you are observant you will see plenty of signs of their presence. Look for small 
runs and burrows in the ground vegetation, for tracks in mud or snow and for the remains 
of food such as empty nuts and droppings. 
 

 

WOOD MOUSE 

 
Despite its name the wood mouse lives mainly in open country such as here on the edge 
of Oughterard. It is often called field mouse. It is most often seen crossing the road at 

night, in the headlights of the car. The day is spent below ground in 
tunnels, which the mice excavate themselves. The eyes and ears are large, 
the fur above is soft wood-brown with flecks of black and yellow. The 
belly and chest are white with a yellow spot at the throat. They eat 
acorns, beech mast, blackberries, rose hips holly berries, dandelion seeds 
- all in abundance along this hedgerow. 

They are splendid climbers and will scramble high into hedges or even trees in search of 
food. Wood mice are on the menu of several birds and mammals - foxes, stoats, rats and 
cats. Two cats living in Oughterard brought home a total of 488 corpses in over three 
years. 191 of these were wood mice. 

 

PYGMY SHREW (DALLÓG FHRAOIGH –  SOREX MINUTUS)  

They live along the hedgerow under clumps of shrubs and other heavy cover such as 
bramble. Superficially like the mouse, though unrelated, the pygmy shrew has a long, 
narrow, mobile snout, velvety fur, small ears and tiny eyes. They hunt 
insects and other small animals that live in profusion under dead leaves in 
the vegetation. The teeth, which are red tipped, have numerous sharp 
points, suitable for gripping and crunching up insects. They consume 
more than their own weight daily. There is little alternative; if starved for 
a few hours they die. 

 

HEDGEHOG (GRÁINEÓG –  ERINACEUA EUROPAEUS)  

Hedgehogs going in search of slugs, snails and insects have been killed 
on this trail. Their prickly armour guards them from predators. They 
hibernate during the coldest months of the year. 
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They eat insects, earthworms, slugs, snails, berries and seeds such as acorns. Feeding is 
intense during Autumn. In fact, hedgehogs come into local gardens foraging for food, as 
substantial deposits of fat must be accumulated to survive the winter. Hibernation is spent 
in a nest of leaves and grass, carefully constructed under cover such as bramble or 
brushwood. More than one nest is built and the animal usually rouses itself sometime in 
winter to move house. It may even forage during a warm spell. 

 

RABBIT (COINÍN –  ORYCTOLAGUS CUNNICULUS)  

Warrens can be seen in the fields around the railway bridge. Rabbits are active at dawn 
and dusk. This area is relatively undisturbed so you may see them during the day. They 
eat a wide variety of plants, grasses, cereals, root vegetables, shrubs and bark.  

The mother bears a litter of 3-7, underground in a nest of grass lined 
with fur plucked from her belly. The nest may be in a warren or in a 
specially dug short blindly ending burrow or “stop”. The young are 
born blind, helpless and almost naked. The mother visits them only 
once each night to suckle, which takes only a few minutes. If the nest 

is in a stop she seals it carefully with earth when she leaves, which makes it extremely 
difficult to find. 

 
 

STOATS (EASÓG –  MUSTELA ERMINEA) 

The stoat has a brown back and white underside. It is carnivorous and often 
hunts down animals much bigger than itself such as rabbits. With larger 
animals frequent attacks may be necessary to subdue its victim. It shows a 
surprising lack of fear, even of man.  
It eats rabbits, rats, field mice, shrews and birds. When a stoat is abroad it is 
constantly on the move either patrolling the edges of the hedgerows or 
actively searching for food. It never lies in wait for its victims. At other 
times it rests in a den. 

 

BADGER (BROC –  MELES MELES)  

The badger is nocturnal so is most often seen crossing the road at night or as a corpse by 
the roadside, casualty of the motorcar. It lives in a sett - a complex of under ground 
tunnels. The sett may have up to ten entrances. The sett contains chambers with much 

bedding in the form of grass, straw, heather and leaves. This is 
periodically replaced with fresh material and the old stuff is 
discarded outside, where it often serves as infallible evidence of 
occupancy by the badger. Watch out for this heap. 
The badger is instantly recognisable by the black and white stripes 
on the head. It eats earthworms, rabbits, rats, mice, hedgehogs, 



 

ground nesting birds, frogs, lizards, beetles, caterpillars, slugs, snails, nuts, fungi, even 
wasp and bees. 

 
 

FOX (SIONNACH –  MADRA RUA –  VULPES VULPES)  

The fox is easily recognisable by its red coat and long bushy tail. Foxes live in “earths”. 
You could catch a glimpse of the fox during the day but at this time they prefer to lie up 

in cover over ground.  The vixen (a female fox) keeps her cubs safe 
in a den during the day. The entrance to this den can be betrayed by 
remains of corpses that she and her mate have brought in as 
provisions for their family. The cubs are born March-April. By July 
the young are fending for themselves and from August on they 
disperse. Some settle near where they were born but others travel far 

away. 
The fox eats hares, rabbits, birds, lambs, pygmy shrews, wood mice, beetles, earthworms 
and berries. 
 

 

FARMSTEADS 

The owner of the farmstead on the right breeds Connemara ponies and has won several 
awards at Agriculture Shows around the country. “Bridge Boy”, his most famous pony, 
was adjudged Champion Connemara Stallion at Clifden Show three times. His name is 
written over the stable door. 
The family has preserved an old fire crane with its hanging-kettle, an oven and a skillet 

pot stands beside it. To the right is a large black soup pot. It was used to boil soup during 
the Famine 1845-1848. There were several soup kitchens in the area where the starving 
population received sustenance. A 'last' used in mending shoes is placed beside the soup 
pot. A tall black boiler pot – placed left of the fire crane - was used to heat water on the 
school's open fire to make cocoa and hot chocolate for school children in the early 1920s 
when times were difficult and people were poorer. The children were entitled to free 
cocoa, bread, margarine and condensed milk. Some people thought it was charity but 
very few refused. Hanging over the shed door is an old farm plough along with old farm 
implements. 
 
At the entrance to the farmyard you can see a large quern stone. This was used for 

grinding corn in olden times. Quern stones date as far back as 950AD. It was 
a simple apparatus, usually consisting of two circular stones, one hallow and 
one placed on top with a hole where the grain was poured through and turned 
on the under lying stone to thereby crush the grain into flour.  Two women 
usually worked the quern one sitting facing the other, the quern between 

them. They often chanted as they worked.  The large quern stone here was turned by the 
power of water; it was used in Tierney’s mill at the waterfall. 
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The owner used the wheels of a mowing machine (used for cutting hay) when 
constructing his farmyard gate. 

 
 

CONNEMARA PONIES 

The Connemara pony is described as a docile and friendly animal, good for working, 
noted for its hardiness and agility, easy to handle and world renowned for its natural 
jumping and dressage abilities. Although its exact origins are uncertain it is thought that 
native ponies bred with ponies and horses from Spain 
and Morocco in the distant past.  
In Connemara the pony was used to draw turf from the 
bog and seaweed from the shore to manure the fields, 
to plough fields and as a mode of transport. Now 
however, it has become popular all over the world as a 
show pony. It is considered an intelligent creature with 
good stamina, 13-14 hands high, with a deep compact 
body, a well-balanced head and neck and colours from grey, dun, black, bay, brown and 
roan to chestnut. You can see the ponies in the fields. 
 

RUINS OF AN OLD HOUSE 

Looking over the iron-gate, to your right, is the ruin of the ancestral home of Mayor 
James Michael Curley’s parents. He was born on November 20th 1874 in Boston. He was 
elected Mayor of Boston on three occasions 1914-1918, 1922-1926, 1930 -1934. He was 
also Governor of Massachusetts (1935-1937). He was convicted of Mail Fraud in 1947; 
pardoned in 1950 by President Truman. The Mayor’s grandparents left Canrawer after 
the great Famine 1845-1848. 
 
Canrawer is the name of this town land – Ceann Reamhar meaning - Fat Head, named 

after the humps of drumlins and moraines left after the Ice Age. 
 

OAK TREE (DAIR -  QUERCUS PETRAEA)  

Oak produces timber for furniture making, shipbuilding, barrels, flooring and 
interior joinery. The bark of the oak was used for tanning leather and for making 
dye. Of all our native trees the oak supports the widest variety of insect life, 
which, in turn, feeds a wide variety of birds, bats and other insect-eating animals. 
It is a stately tree with a long life and this makes it a symbol of strength, fertility, 
kingship and endurance. 
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RAILWAY BRIDGE 

This magnificent limestone bridge is one of 28 bridges built to carry the trains travelling 
between Galway and Clifden. On New Year’s Day 1895 the first train left Galway. The 
construction of the railway in less than four years was a great engineering achievement. 7 
stations, 28 bridges and 14 gate keepers’ cottages were built at level crossings, 78km 
(49miles) of track were laid, all at a cost of £264,400. Arthur Balfour granted government 
aid towards the building. The local landlords, 
the Martins of Ross and the O Fflaherties were 
influential in bringing the railway in this 
direction. The boards supporting the tracks 
were called sleepers and they were held in 
place by a fish case. This was a piece of iron 
with three holes in it. The “Quiet Man Bridge” 
in Leam was the half way mark. When you 
reached the bridge you knew you were an hour 
away from Galway or Clifden. The train did 
not break any speed records as it travelled at a leisurely pace of 24km/h (15mph). People 
travelled to England and Scotland from here on the train. Times were hard, there was no 
social welfare system and emigration was rife. Sons and daughters said “good bye” 
before boarding the train never to return again to their beloved villages. 
The railway made the beauty of Connemara accessible to all for the price of a railway 
ticket but it was not commercially viable and having been in use for just forty years it 
was closed in 1935. 
 
Walk along the road between two hedges of palm until you come to open ground. In 

this area you are quite likely to see hares. 
 
 

HARE (GIORRA –  LEPUS TIMIDUS)  

The Irish hare has a rich russet coat with a white tail. It lives in the open, on bog and 
grassland. The normal resting place is a hollow in ground vegetation made by the 
animal’s body, called a “form”. Away from its form the hare relies on a turn of speed to 
escape from its enemies. The hare can touch 48kph (30mph) on short grass 
and is also a superb long-jumper with a leap over 3m. It has acute senses of 
hearing and smell. A hare when not lying in its form can spot a person several 
hundred metres away.  
Hares can be seen at dusk or occasionally during the day. They eat grass, 
sedges, heather, rushes and gorse. Their young are called leverets and they 
enter the world with a full coat of hair, with their eyes open and able to run 
within an hour. This is an advantage to a defenceless animal, which lacks the 
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protection of a burrow. Nevertheless a leveret’s early days are spent sheltering in a form. 
The mother usually separates her litter - one leveret to a form - thus avoiding putting all 
her 'eggs' in one basket. 
 

 

WORKHOUSE BURIAL GROUND 

This burial ground is known locally as “Teampaillín” - this place was not blessed and 
therefore it was not called a cemetery. In 1996 Canon Tully, the local parish priest 
blessed the ground and the graves. This graveyard was attached to the local Workhouse, 
as the local graveyard was unable to cope with the vast numbers of inmates who died in 
the Workhouse.  
There was a fever hospital attached to the local workhouse; nearby stood the Dead 
House. People who died from famine and fever were buried in this ground.  
Their bodies were brought from the Dead House in a small handcart. Many were buried 
without coffins but on other occasions a simple plain coffin was used. In some instances a 
mobile coffin with a sliding bottom was used. The corpses were 
dropped into the grave. The mobile coffin was mounted on wheels 
and was also used to collect the bodies of the poor who had not 
gained admission to the Workhouse and who had died of 
starvation or fever by the roadside. Stephen Lydon and Tom 
Walsh were in charge of the burials.  
The family of Frank Mc Donagh, Béaladaingean, who died on the 
16th August 1916, erected a headstone over his grave. It is the 
only headstone in the graveyard and it is in the far side of the field. 
You will notice the ancient graves are simply marked with a large 
stone. A circle of smaller stones marks a child’s grave. 
 
When you reach the main road, take care crossing the road. Turn left back towards the 

town.  
Stop at the road sign for Oughterard. You are now standing on the old Railway line. Look 
to your right - you can see the huge water tank; It supplied water to the steam trains. 

 
 

 

GATEKEEPER’S COTTAGE 

This delightful cut limestone cottage is one of 14 built by the Midland Great Western 
Railway. The cottage has the original windows. Observe; there are no windows on the 
right gable of the cottage. The caretaker’s duties were opening the gates to allow the 
trains pass as well as inspecting the condition of the tracks. The first train passed here on 
New Year’s Day 1895. It had taken a long battle of over 20 years to get Government 
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approval and financial support, and a further 4 years to build the 
line. So there must have been great excitement that Tuesday 
morning when the train left Galway at 8a.m, passed through a 
tunnel in Prospect Hill and then moved onto the imposing three-
span bridge across the River Corrib. Aboard were the general 
manager of MGWR and a number of other railway dignitaries on a 
special journey of inspection.  
The 27km (17mile) stretch of track passed over 11 bridges on the way to Oughterard, 
including stations at Moycullen and Ross, which together with curves, cuttings and 
gradients made it a considerable engineering project. 
Left of the cottage there is a giant Cypress tree (Cupressus Macrocarpa). 
 
Continue a little further and you will see the stone building of the Railway Station - now 
Dixon’s Carpet Factory. 

 
 

RAILWAY STATION 

There were only12 passengers on the first train journey as it was a strict Church Holiday. 
On arrival the officials “repaired to the Railway Hotel - (Corrib Hotel) where they were 
liberally entertained”. The next train left for Oughterard at 10.45a.m and was joined by a 
considerable number of people from Galway.  
Fish caught in Lough Corrib, were transported by train to the London Fish Market. 
Guinness, flour, sugar, tea and other provisions for local shops arrived by train. Tourists 
and anglers also travelled by train. 
From 1935 after the station was closed the building was used for different purposes – a 
school, a factory where swimwear was manufactured. Now high quality wool carpets are 
made here for the home and international markets. 
 

 
 

DIXON CARPET COMPANY 

The Dixon Carpet Company was established as V'Soske Joyce Company in 1957. The 
Dixon family has worked with the company from the start. They currently stock 50 
varieties of yarn, in wool, linen, linen-wool, silk, silk-wool and viscose. They have their 
own dyeing house so they can match whatever colour you want. The company have 
worked with some of the most famous designers from, Philippe Stark to Ettore Sotsass. 
Irish designers Patrick Scott, Mary Fitzgerald, Louis Le Brocquet and Patricia Jorgensen 
have also worked with the company. The company employs local crafts people. 

Hawthorn Hedge 

The Railway Company set a hawthorn hedge along the left hand side of the main road to 
provide shelter for travellers. The hawthorn hedge protected young ash seedlings. It has 



 

become neglected over the years and now ash trees are taking over. The company built a 
footpath on the left hand side too so that travellers would not have to walk on the dirt 
road to the Railway Hotel (Corrib Hotel). A row of silver birch lines the right hand side 
of the road. 

 

OUGHTERARD WORKHOUSE 1852 

Oughterard Poor Law Union was the second wave of Irish unions created between 1848 
and1850. It formally came into existence on 8th October 1849. The Oughterard 
workhouse was built by the Union and opened in 1852. George Wilkinson designed it on 
a 12acre site for 600 inmates. The building cost £5950 to construct plus a further £1055 
for fixtures and fittings. The cost of each Irish workhouse was only two thirds of similar 
workhouses in England, the reduction being achieved by a rigid economy in their 
construction and equipment. The walls were of limestone 
masonry; the insides were not plastered but heavily 
whitewashed. The floors at ground level were of mortar or 
clay being, as Wilkinson said, “less cold than stone and less 
liable to decay than wooden floors”. The stairway was of 
stone, steep and narrow, the windows were small. An open 
turf fire provided heating. It was a very dark depressing 
setting. Only the bare essentials were provided with very few 
refinements. 
The workhouse was the most dreaded and feared institution in Ireland. The workhouse 
system of poor relief was imposed on the Irish people in spite of opposition from 
Catholic and Protestant, landlord and labourer. Everyone predicted that it would not work 
– and it did not work. During the famine years 1845-1848, countless thousands died 
within the workhouse walls. Even more, denied admission, died outside. 
The Oughterard workhouse was opened in 1852. It replaced a “poorhouse” with a 
thatched roof that was burned down. In order to qualify for relief the whole family had to 
enter the workhouse together and they had to vacate their land and their little thatched 

house. People with a quarter acre of land were not eligible for relief. 
Relief was 1kg (2lbs) of mixed meal, a quarter pound of oatmeal and 
three quarters of a pound of Indian meal per person per week. You 
entered the workhouse through a large gate. On the right stood the 
caretaker’s house. Denis Nee, Rosmuc was the last caretaker. To the 
left was the dispensary, it was later moved to the courthouse and then 
to a doctor’s residence, Claremount. Houses for the inmates, hospital, 
fever hospital, dead house, school, chapel, long buildings for the 
inmates, Master of the workhouse’s home, gardens and stables were 
all built on this site. The chapel is the only building of the original 
workhouse still standing. It is situated at the end of Cregg na Coille 
estate. 

Families were classified and segregated when they entered the workhouse, fathers and 
sons going to the male quarters and mothers and daughters going to the female section; 
children over two years were separated from their parents and sent to the children’s ward. 
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Emigrating families left hundreds of children behind them. They were to follow on later, 
but some never left the workhouse alive.  
Pat Gill father of the late Mrs Joyce RIP Camp Street drove the workhouse van - a 
covered vehicle. A team of two horses pulled the van. It collected the inmates around 
Connemara. It was known as the “Cóiste Bodhair”. Women who caused trouble between 
their sons/daughters and their spouses were sometimes packed off to the workhouse. 
 

CLOTHING 

Children were not provided with stockings or footwear on the grounds that they were not 
accustomed to footwear. During the famine the shoddiest of clothing was provided, as it 
was considered good enough for paupers who arrived at the workhouse half naked and 
half starved. The women wore a check dress. The men wore white corduroy trousers, 
waistcoat, heavy overcoat and a Tammy Shaunter cap. 'Oughterard Union' was written 
across the bottom of the men’s trousers. 
 

BURNING OF THE WORKHOUSE 

In 1922 the local Republican movement were given orders from Dublin to burn the 
workhouse so that the Free State army would not have a place of lodging in the area. 
Many people did not approve of this burning as they sold milk and turf to the workhouse 
and this was a source of income for themselves and their families. 

In 1940 J.H. Joyce purchased the workhouse site. One of the conditions of the sale was 
that J.H. had to comply with the Compulsory Tillage Act, which was enforced during the 
war years 1939-1945. He was compelled to sow oats on the land. All the farmers in the 
parish were compelled to sow a percentage of their land with potatoes, oats, barley and 
beet.  
 

THE SURROUNDING WALL 

The grey limestone wall that surrounds the estate is the original wall built by three 
Conneely brothers from Rusheeney. The engineer at the time condemned it as bad stone 
masonry and the men were never paid for their work! In 1927-1928 stones were taken 
from the dilapidated buildings to build the newly constructed road to the Oughterard pier 
and the new Connemara road through Claremount. The timbers windows and slates were 
auctioned: some of the windows were used in local sheds. 

 

END OF THE GOLDEN MILE/MÍLE ÓRGA 

The 'Golden Mile' ends at the end of the stonewall surrounding Cregg na Coille housing 
estate. The 'Heritage Walk' continues towards the main road. On your right you may see 
Connemara ponies grazing in the fields. In the distance to your right is the church tower 
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of Kilcummin (Church of Ireland). If you want to visit Kilcummin Church turn right 
down the main street. 
 

 

KILCUMMIN CHURCH 

The Church was built in 1810 by means of a gift of £600 from the Board of First Fruits. 
Rev. John Wilson 1806-1844 was appointed as Perpetual Curate to the parish of 
Kilcummin 1806. One acre of land was acquired from Arthur St. George from Tyrone, 

Galway for the nominal sum of 10 shillings. The two 
wardens were Thomas Henry O Fflahertie and 
Thomas Parker O Fflahertie - landlords of the area. 
The church consisting of the present nave and tower 
was a small neat edifice that seated 70. Services were 
also held in the Barracks in Camp St. for the 
convenience of the military. In 1810 tithes (church 
taxes) of £140 were collected from the general 

population of 9000 Catholics and 50 -100 Protestants. The building was renovated and 
extended in 1852.  
Between 1841 and 1851 the population of the parish fell by 20% due to famine deaths, 
disease and emigration. Long established landowners went bankrupt - the Martins and the 
O Fflaherties and 40% of the land in Oughterard changed hands. Many tenant farmers 
became labourers or were unemployed. Large numbers were leaving in a state close to 
destitution and the famine left many orphans. In the church, which is open to the public, 
there are a number of commemorative plaques to the Martins and the O Fflaherties. 
In the church graveyard three high crosses of granite stand over the graves of the Martin 
Family - Robert Martin 1905, Edith Martin 1908 and Robert’s wife Connie 1914.  
Today the catholic and protestant populations join together for ecumenical services at 
Christmas and for the Harvest Festival. 
 
Return to the church grounds.  

Tá súil againn gur bhain sibh taitneamh as an dá siulóid.  

Slán abhaile 
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YOU CAN HELP 

 

The Golden Mile - (Mile Órga) and Heritage Walk project has tried to conserve, 
promote and publish information on your journey to highlight the delights of our 
natural and cultural heritage. Please, help to protect the trail by observing the 
following points:- 

• Please, remove all litter from the trail. 
• Please, do not pick flowers or damage plants. Leave them for others to 

enjoy. 
• Please, keep dogs firmly under control. The scent will scare wildlife and   

reduce your chances of seeing animals. 
• Please, take care of children when crossing the roads and at the waterfall. 

 
 
 

SAFETY 

Please note that your safety is your own responsibility. No liability can be accepted by 
the producers of the walks for any loss, injury or damage to or in respect of any property 
or persons in connection with these walks. 



 

 
 

OWENRIFF BY IMELDA WALSH BROOKES 

O Joyous Spring which gave you birth, 
Surging forth, enriching earth: 
Headlong you rush along your course, 
Powerful, ever growing force; 
Swiftly down dark mountains sliding, 
Gently through green meadows gliding, 
Twisting, turning, ever changing, 
Your every mood engaging; 
Dark sombre tones of sedge, 
Shadows on your curving edge; 
Brown bog land yields, 
To suntanned fields- 
Nature's tender tints hold sway, 
Enhancing all along your way. 
And so to Leam: 
New homes set on hilltop tall. 
Brown mountains towering over all; 
The gleaming mirror of the lake, 
Reflecting beauty for beauty’s sake; 
Flow through Glengowla still serene, 
Peaceful, as a painted scene: 
Yet dotted on the hillside green, 
Stark sad ruins may still be seen, 
Ivy covered gables stand, 
Mute testimony of a ravaged land; 
Green fern fronds ensnare, 
Primrose, shyly growing there. 
Wind your way from Agraffard. 
Quickening now to Oughterard, 
To some sudden siren call, 
Rush rampaging to the fall, 
Hurtling over sulphur rock, 
Reverberating sudden shock, 
Cascading down the layered stone, 
Changing to a measured tone; 
All rage spent, a limpid stream, 
On your bed jewelled pebbles gleam. 
You assume a gentle pace, 
For this peaceful placid place. 
So softly slowly flow along, 
Whispering your water song, 
For soon you will have run your race, 
Surrendering to the sea’s embrace. 


