
Donal Cam O’Sullivan Beare 
and the Beara-Breifne March
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Dernagree to Millstreet

Walking & Cycling
Both the walking and cycling routes depart Dernagree in a southerly 
direction and negotiate a series of  junctions and crossroads, necessitating 
good attention to signage. In addition, walkers should be aware that this 
11 to 12-kilometre section follows tarred roads for its duration and 
requires due care. 

A purpose-built footbridge now spans the River Blackwater, north of  
Millstreet but, provided the River is not in spate, the more adventurous 
may prefer to risk attempting the adjacent ford as O’Sullivan Beare did in 
1602. 

Prosperous Millstreet is entered along the busy R583, much of  it lined 
with a footpath. On foot, allow 2 – 3 hours to complete this section..
 

Dernagree - Newmarket

Walking
The majority of  this 4 to 5-hour section follows a network of  country 
roads so walkers should be vigilant for both signage and traffic. Particular 
caution should be taken when on the busy N72. Sites of  interest along 
the roadside include the mixed Church of  Ireland and Catholic graveyard 
at Kilmeen and the monument to two local IRA men near Derrygalun 
Cross (see also Along the Way).

The latter part of  this section follows an off-road Coillte trail through the 
charming Island Wood, along the banks of  the River Dalua. There are a 
number of  paths within the wood but the trail is well-signed. Walkers 
eventually emerge from canopy to traverse a field but immediately 
re-enter woodland – now Shreelawn Wood – for a short distance.  

The final stretch follows a quiet road right into the heart of  Newmarket.

Cycling
Attention to signage is essential for the first half  of  this 17-kilometre 
cycle as the route zig-zags northwards through a series of  junctions. The 
latter half  follows the main Boherboy-to-Newmarket road through 
undulating countryside before concluding at Newmarket town centre.

   North West Cork Way

3

4

5

Th
e 

Be
ar

a-
Br

ei
fn

e 
W

ay
 C

yc
le

 R
ou

te

Post Office

Accommodation Doctor

KEY TO SYMBOLS

Pharmacy

Food

Banking

Information

      

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. 

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 defend-
ers 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.

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. 

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. 

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. 

On the fourteenth day O’Sullivan Beare reached Leitrim castle. Out of  the original 
one thousand followers only thirty-five remained.

         

Beara-Breifne Way follows the fourteen-day march 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 extraor-
dinary 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.

The Beara-Breifne Way interlinks a series of  local ways. In this area the 
local walking route is known as the North West Cork Way and this route 

connects with the Ballyhoura Way to the north.

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. 
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. 

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.

 

The way-marked routes 
of  the Beara-Breifne

 Drishane Castle was built in 
the fifteenth century by the MacCarthys 
but was lost, many years later, to 
Williamite forces. Bought by Henry 
Wallis in 1709, Drishane Castle 
remained in his family until 1892. It 
was, at one point, the property of the 
Dames of Saint Maud, a teaching order 
of nuns, and was temporarily home to 
Kosovar asylum seekers during the 
1990s. The Castle is not lived in today.

2. On his march north, as 
O’Sullivan Beare and his convoy 
reached Bweeng Ford - Boinn 
meaning ‘a swelling’ - on the River 
Blackwater, they were attacked by the 
MacCarthys of Kilmeedy Castle but 
ultimately succeeded in crossing. 
However, it is believed that many 
exhausted civilians fell by the wayside 
and some are thought to have settled 
in the area. 

3.   Drominagh Castle was one 
of three O’Keefe castles in Duhallow. 
Today nothing remains on the site, a 
flat rocky outcrop overlooking the 
Scarradarragh River.

    Island Wood and the 
River Dalua are protected as part of 
the Blackwater SPA of which the Dalua 
is a tributary. The Wood includes some 
fine oaks and other broadleaf species 
and provides the perfect haven for 
birdlife. Though notoriously elusive, 
Otters (Lutra lutra) have been 
observed in the River. Their diet is 
primarily composed of freshwater fish 
and the Dalua sustains both salmon 
and brown trout.  

5. Mylon’s Cave is an unremark-
able feature in purely geological terms 
but was the focus for the, once 
endemic, worship of this pagan deity. 
Though Mylon (Meidhlionn) was 
traditionally associated with the 
harvest, in particular the Celtic festival 
of Luanasa, her legend is interwoven 
with events of other eras and she is 
sometimes cast as the daughter of the 
McAuliffe Chieftain who, on the eve of 
her wedding, was spirited away to the 
Cave and never seen again.
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Designed, printed and fabricated by Signiatec Kilkenny 056 7766648

The North West Cork Way is developed by:

Slí Gaeltacht Mhúscraí Committee, Guagán Barra, Maigh Chromtha, Co Chorcaí. 

Email: sligm@eircom.net

Web: www.sligaeltachtmhuscrai.com/

to collect your 
North West Cork Way Stamps

D O N ’ T  F O R G E T

W H I C H  C A N  B E  F O U N D  A L O N G  
T H E  R O U T E

www.bearabreifneway.ie
FOR MORE INFORMATION PLEASE VISIT

North West Cork Way
Slí Iarthuaisceart Chorcaí

Country code for Walkers
• 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.

Emergency: 999 / 112
Meteorological Weather Report: 1550123850 


