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Donal Cam O’Sullivan Beare
and the Beara-Breifne March
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Walking
From Ballinagleragh, home to Skerrie Rynn’s Bar and Undertakers, the trail goes off road, crossing
fields and a new footbridge erected by Leitrim County Council over the Yellow River. The trail then
follows the ancient way overlooking Lough Allen and heads south on country roads on the side of
Sliabh an Iarainn before arriving in the village of Drumshanbo.

In 1602 Munster was ravaged by war. The English forces of
Elizabeth I had defeated the Irish and Spanish at the Battle of
Kinsale and advanced to capture the territory of Donal Cam
O’Sullivan Beare, Chieftain of Beara. With many Irish chiefs in
submission to the English crown, his continued support for the
Irish cause and loyalty to Philip III of Spain was a last barrier to
English ambitions to secure crown rule in Munster.
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O’Sullivan Beare’s main stronghold was Dunboy Castle
overlooking the harbour of Berehaven. In June 1602, after an
eleven-day siege, English forces breached the walls of Dunboy,
killed its last defenders and forced the local population into submission. O’Sullivan Beare
and an army of supporters withdrew to the Coomerkane Valley, near Glengarriff, and
launched guerrilla attacks on their enemies. Following an extended siege, the English army
struck a blow at O’Sullivan Beare and captured his herd of four thousand sheep, two
thousand cattle and one hundred ponies. The loss of supplies of milk, butter and meat, as
well as essential pack animals, made it impossible to remain in the valley.
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From Ballinagleragh, the trail follows the R207 along the shores of Lough Allen for 3km, and then
follows quiet country roads into Drumshanbo. The R207 road is busy with traffic, so caution should be
taken. There are beautiful views of Lough Allen along the route.
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Grade:

Moderate

Length:

13.5 km

Time:

4

Linear

Ascent:

Minimal m

Mobile Signal Coverage:
Waymarking:
Start Point:
Finish Point:
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4 to 6 hours

Format:
Dogs Allowed:

No
80% to 90%
Yellow arrow on black background
Ballinagleragh (54.156478, -8.0069089)
Drumshanbo (54.047693, -8.040526)
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Lough Allen
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With enemies on either side of the river they crossed at night in a boat made of the skins of
twelve slaughtered horses, the meat almost certainly eaten by the starving in the camp. Two
days later, at Aughrim, their path was blocked by English-led cavalry and infantry. O’Sullivan
Beare’s camp had no choice but to fight. Against all odds an exhausted army of refugees
defeated greatly superior forces but were unable to rest. They had to travel a twenty mile
detour during the night to escape further attack. As the Connaught mercenaries among
O’Sullivan Beare’s camp began to disappear and return home, the remaining refugees were
continuously threatened.
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• Respect farmland and the rural environment.
• Do not interfere with livestock, crops, machinery or
other property.
• Do not light any fires, especially near forests.
• Leave all farm gates as you find them.
• Always keep children in close control and supervision.
• Please ensure you have good hiking footwear & rain gear.
• Keep away from livestock along the trail.
• Carry a mobile phone and inform someone about your
intended itinerary.
• Do not enter farmland if you have dogs with you.
• Always use gates, stiles or other recognised access
points, avoid damage to fences, hedges and walls.
• Take all litter home.
• Take special care on country roads.
• Avoid making unnecessary noise.
• Protect wildlife and plants and trees.
• Take heed of warning signs they are there for
your protection.
• If following a recognised walking route keep to the
waymarked route.
• Immediately report any damage caused by your
actions to the farmer or landowner.
• Do not block farm entrances when parking.
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On the fourteenth day O’Sullivan Beare reached Leitrim castle. Out of the original one
thousand followers only thirty-five remained.
After his epic journey to Leitrim village, O’Sullivan Beare made his way north to Fermanagh
through Leitrim and Cavan, battling with the crown forces.
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The way-marked routes
of the Beara-Breifne
The Beara-Breifne Way follows the fourteen-day march
taken by Donal O’Sullivan Beare and one thousand
supporters in 1603. The Way, the longest in Ireland, runs
almost the length of the country and takes the walker and
cyclist to some of its most beautiful and least explored
areas: along the coast of the Beara Peninsula, across six
mountain ranges, along the banks of the River Shannon and
through the lake regions of Roscommon and Leitrim. The
landscape contains an extraordinary variety of heritage sites prehistoric features, castle ruins and religious and battle sites
– many of which bear witness to the march of four hundred
years ago.
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The Kingfisher Way Cycle Route
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The Leitrim Way / Beara-Breifne Way
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The Ways of the Beara-Breifne follow quiet back roads and un-tarred tracks, where
available. Nonetheless, traffic volumes have increased in recent years and walkers and
cyclists are asked to take care, particularly on the busy roads entering and leaving towns and
villages.

Dogs are not permitted on the Beara-Breifne Way as a condition of this access
and walkers are asked to respect this. Please also be aware that those parts of the route
traversing private land are closed to the public on January 31st each year.

Cycling
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O’Sullivan Beare was counting on his ally, O’Rourke of Breifne, to provide refuge at Leitrim
Castle three hundred kilometres to the north. Travelling through Ireland at a time of war and
severe food shortages they were viewed by local chiefs as outcasts, and attacked. The need to
stay ahead of their enemies meant that they were often unable to bury their dead or carry
off their wounded. Women carried infants and many of the camp followers could not keep
up. By the time they reached the River Shannon their numbers were as low as three to four
hundred.

Much of the Beara-Breifne Way traverses private lands. Access has been arranged by local
community groups and is entirely dependent on the goodwill of local landowners.
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On New Year’s Eve 1602, faced with almost certain starvation, O’Sullivan Beare fled with
four hundred fighting men and six hundred camp followers – women, children, servants and
porters: a thousand men and women on an epic march northwards.

The Beara-Breifne Way interlinks a series of local ways. In this area
the local walking route is known as the Leitrim Way and this route
connects with the Cavan Way to the north.
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The Leitrim Way is developed and managed by:
Leitrim Way Committee of the Beara Breifne Way trail
Email: info@leitrimway.ie
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Emergency: 999 / 112
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Leaving Ballinagleragh, the trail follows old tracks and then traverses fields as it drops down to Dowra.
The trail has beautiful views of Lough Allen.

Cycling
The cycle trail follows the R207 for 2km. Care should be taken, as this road is often busy. The trail then
follows quiet country roads for 6km before arriving in Dowra.
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Skerrie Rynn’s Bar in
Ballinagleragh has the distinction of trading
as a grocery and undertakers as well as
being a much-loved public house. The
various businesses revolve around a
pot-bellied stove at the centre of the
premises.
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St Hugh’s Sweathouse at
Ballinagleragh is the most perfectly
preserved of 78 such structures around Co
Leitrim. The sweathouse is an ancient
sauna, housed in a stone beehive hut, and
is believed to be at least 300 years old.
Nearby is St Hugh's Holy Well its water is
rich in iron; when boiled on a turf fire, the
steam it produces is said to be effective in
curing such ailments as arthritis and
rheumatism.
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The Sliabh an Iarainn Visitor
Centre, located on Acres Lake,
Drumshanbo, provides audio-visual
displays and interactive information on the
Sliabh an Iarainn, Arigna and north Leitrim
areas. There are features on both the
landscape and the geology of Leitrim with
special emphasis on the industrial and
musical heritage of this area.
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Drumshanbo is home to a
community of Poor Clare Sisters of
Perpetual Adoration, an enclosed
contemplative religious order founded in
1864. Their convent was built on a
five-acre site on the estate of Hugh
O’Beirne of Jamestown House.

Lough Allen is the uppermost
3
lake on the River Shannon, and has a
surface area of 35km sq. Lough Allen is
mostly in Co Leitrim, with a smaller section
in Co Roscommon. It acts as a storage
reservoir for Ardnacrusha power station,
160km further down along the Shannon. It
is home to the native Irish pike.
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Irish Lady’s Tresses are a rare,
native variety of orchid that grow by Lough
Allen. Distinguished by a spike of creamy
white flowers, they usually emerge in July
and August, thriving on wet shoreline, and
sandy, grassy or rocky ground.
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