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Gardai: (090) 9742060 
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Portumna to Meelick (Walking)

This is a relatively easy and level walk – allow three to four hours to complete. 
The route leaves Portumna along the footpath running beside the N65 but, 
after a short stretch, walkers pass through a gate to join the raised bank of the 
harbour canal and then the River Shannon. 

In summertime walkers will follow the river bank the whole way to Meelick. 
This stretch is popular with pleasure craft and anglers, and is particularly rich 
with birdlife and waterfowl. 

In wintertime walkers are directed off the banks at Tiernascragh, about 8 
kilometres from Portumna, onto quiet back roads for a further 7 kilometres. 
The reason for the seasonal rerouting of the walk is to minimise disturbance to 
overwintering birdlife in the protected area known as the Shannon Callows. 
Walkers are asked to respect this. The route rejoins the River Shannon near 
Meelick Church and continues along the river bank to Meelick Harbour. The 
route ends here but, for food, walkers can follow a number of quiet back roads 
into Eyrecourt which is a further 5 kilometres away.
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 The ESB Embankment is a flat topped, man-made bank or levée and 
was constructed by the Electricity Supply Board to act as a dam or dyke to 
control the winter water levels along the Galway side of the River Shannon and 
reduce flooding. Stretching from Portumna to Meelick, the embankment was 
completed in the 1920s, during the early years of the Irish State, and remains one 
of the finest pieces of working industrial archaeology in the country.

  Crossing of the Shannon by O’Sullivan Beare. On 7th January 1603, 
Donal O’Sullivan Beare and his followers arrived at a riverside clearing near 
Redwood Castle, north of Portumna, and prepared for their crossing of the River 
Shannon. The Shannon was a wide and dangerous waterway, particularly in 
winter, but it was hoped that the lands to the west of the Shannon would be less 
hostile to O’Sullivan Beare’s camp as they marched northwards to meet his ally 
O’Rourke in Leitrim. In the seven days since their flight from the Beara Peninsula, 
O’Sullivan Beare’s 1,000 followers had been reduced by a third. The marchers 
had endured almost continual attack from Munster Gaelic clans now loyal to 
English forces, and many in the camp were too exhausted, battle-weary, and 
hungry to keep pace. A significant number of English garrisons lay to the 
immediate north in King’s County (Offaly). These, along with Donogh MacEgan 
of Redwood Castle, the newly appointed Queen’s sheriff, prepared to attack the 
marchers. O’Sullivan Beare’s exhausted and hungry camp had little option but to 
risk the crossing under the cover of darkness. 

A small, circular boat was built in the marshy woodland but it sank, drowning ten 
from the camp. A second boat, almost 8 metres in length, took two days to build. 
Eleven horses were killed – the flesh eaten by a starving camp – and their skins 
used to cover the willow-framed boat. An estimated thirty people at a time were 
rowed across the Shannon; horses were probably tied to the poop and some of 

the horseboys would have swum alongside the boat. At daybreak MacEgan’s men 
attacked the remaining camp of women and children, but a group of forty 
soldiers who had been left behind to protect the camp ambushed the sheriff’s 
band, killing MacEgan and fifteen of his men. Hopes that the marchers would 
encounter an easier passage on the Connacht side were quickly dispelled as the 
O’Maddens fired volleys of lead at the camp. 

  The River Shannon Callows (Special Area of Conservation), 
averaging 0.75 kilometres in width, stretches approximately 50 kilometres along 
the river from Athlone to Portumna. This diverse site of lowland wet grassland, 
alluvial deposit, and semi-natural woodlands supports a significant range of plant 
species and is habitat for otters, wild hares, wintering waterfowl. Sixty-six calling 
birds have been identified, and the Shannon Callows supports 40% of Ireland’s 
corncrakes.

  Meelick Abbey was founded in 1414 by the O’Madden family for the 
Order of Franciscans and is, according to local sources, the oldest church in 
Ireland still in use for Catholic worship. The original walls were exposed during 
recent restoration work and other features worth noting are the mounted mural 
slabs in false relief with Latin and English inscriptions, the small effigy of Saint 
Francis on the south wall, dating from the fifteenth century, and the single squat 
arch piece on the door to the sacristy. The corbelled remains of the cloister are to 
be found in the ruins surrounding the church. 

  Meelick Weir and its adjoining rampart, was erected to control the river 
levels. It houses the mechanical winch used to raise and lower the sluices in 
winter to regulate the water flow and control flooding.

Portumna to Eyrecourt via Meelick (Cycling 23km)

Cyclists exit Portumna northwards to join the R355 for just 2.5 kilometres before 
heading east / right, as signed at a forked junction. The route follows quiet, 
winding country roads past homesteads and the occasional large estate house. 
Well-signed junctions offer short detours to the Shannon banks – highly 
recommended if time allows. After 18 kilometres cyclists reach Meelick Harbour 
which offers a great vantage point over Shannon. Turn west for the last 5 
kilometres to Eyrecourt.

Donal Cam O'Sullivan Beare and the Beara-Breifne 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 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.

The Beara-Breifne Way interlinks a series of local ways. The local way in 

East Galway is called The Hymany Way. It traverses the plains of this area 

along its watercourses, including the banks of the river Shannon, through farmland and 

alongside the bogs for which the Irish midlands are famous. 

Both Ways follow off-road tracks and quiet back roads. However, traffic has increased in recent 

years and walkers and cyclists are asked to take care, particularly on the busy roads entering 

and leaving towns and villages. The Beara-Breifne and the Hymany Ways cross both public and 

private lands and dogs are not permitted on either Way. Access to private lands is by kind 

permission of local landowners, arranged by the local community, and especial thanks are 

extended to both landowners and community groups for their assistance in making this 

venture possible.

Walkers should be aware that both the The Hymany Way and The Beara-Breifne Way are closed 

to the public for one day each year, the 31st January.

     The Beara-Breifne and Hymany Ways
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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 II 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 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 a 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.
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Look out for
the waymarker
posts along the

trail to guide you

Strictly no dogs 
allowed on trail

Grade: Easy

Time: 4.0 hrs

Distance: 15.5 km

Total ascent: N/A

Portumna to Meelick (walking)

Trail Management: Aughrim Dev. Co. Ltd. Aughrim, Ballinasloe. Email: hymany@gmail.com

Tourist Office, Abbey Street, Portumna, Tel: 09097 41867  Email: irdsegalway@eircom.net

The Hymany Way
Slí Uí Mháine

Designed, printed and fabricated by Signiatec Kilkenny 056 7766648
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www.bearabreifneway.ie
FOR MORE INFORMATION PLEASE VISIT

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.


