
Lower Cliff Loop
Howth, Co. Dublin

Themes: Coast & History

This fine coastal walk, just a few miles

from the centre of Ireland’s capital

city, Dublin, is suitable for all,

although there are high seacliffs along

the way and particular care should be

taken in windy conditions.

Walk eastwards from the Dart (Dublin Area Rapid

Transport) Station towards the east pier of Howth Harbour.

Up to your right you get glimpses of the gaunt ruins of the

15th century St Mary’s Abbey.  Its triple belfry once held

bells that could be heard as far away as Lusk, ten miles to

the north: in foggy weather the bells were rung to guide

Howth’s fishermen safely back to harbour. 

During the 18th century the loss of life in shipwrecks was

high in Dublin Bay due to storms and bad weather, and

financial losses amounted to a hundred thousand pounds a

year.  To address this, and to provide an all weather packet

station for the fast mail and passenger ships sailing to and

from Holyhead, it was decided to establish a refuge harbour

outside of the Bay. Construction of Howth Harbour,

designed by Charles Rennie, the distingished Scottish civil

engineer, began in 1807, providing a safe anchorage fifty

two acres in area. 

Here at the east pier in

July of 1914, fifteen

hundred rifles and fifty

thousand rounds of

ammunition,

subsequently used in

the 1916 Easter

Rebellion were landed

in broad daylight,

under the noses of the

British authorities.

Erskine Childers, his

wife and three companions had smuggled them in his

yacht, the Asgard, all the way from the North Sea to

arrive exactly on time at high tide, at 12 noon on Sunday,

26th of July.  The arms were unloaded and distributed to

eight hundred Irish Volunteers who then marched with

them back into Dublin.  A week later Britain was at war

with Germany, and shortly after, Erskine Childers was on

active service with the Royal Navy.  Less than two years

later, the arms were used in the Easter Rebellion of 1916.

At the landward end of the east pier the route turns right

and ascends past the King Sitric restaurant: up to the

right is a Martello Tower, one of many built around the

coasts of Ireland and Britain during the Napoleonic Wars

to protect against invasion by

the French. The view to the

north soon opens up, with

Ireland’s Eye in the

foreground, Lambay Island

behind, and on the horizon

the Mourne Mountains are

visible in clear weather.

Ireland’s Eye is a bird

sanctuary and site of an early

Christian monastery.
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Among the houses passed on the left is Balscadden House,

from 1880 to 1883 was the home of the young William

Butler Yeats.  More recently the house was owned by

Philomena Lynott, the mother of rock singer Phil Lynott.

At the end of the tarmac the route continues on a gravel

path up along the cliffs and into another world, a rugged

cliffscape coastline that could be anywhere in western

Europe. The rising ground to the right is clothed in gorse,

heather and bracken decorated with clusters of

wildflowers, while the cliffs to the left, where kittiwakes,

guillemots, razorbills and gulls vie for nesting places on the

few tiny ledges, drop away to the ever restless sea 50

metres below.

Shortly after, the coast of Wicklow comes into view, and in

clear weather Wicklow Head can be seen extending far

into the Irish Sea forty five kilometres to the south, and

twenty minutes after leaving the tarmac the Bailey

Lighthouse comes into view ahead at the end of a long

promontory.  There has been a lighthouse here since the

mid seventeenth century, but the present structure was

completed in 1814 and originally used oil to light the lamp.

Irish lighthouses no longer have a resident lighthouse

keeper: they are all automated today.

Before reaching the lighthouse promontory the route turns

off the coastal path and ascends uphill to reach a carpark.

Downhill along the Bailey Green Road the Summit of

Howth is reached, where you can stop for refreshments at

the Inn of the same name. The route continues downhill

along the famous old Howth Tram line, which operated

from 1901 until it, Ireland’s last tramline, was closed in

1959.  Ahead, there are glimpses beyond the coastline of

North Dublin and Lambay Island of a horizon lined with

Slieve Gullion of legend and the undulating Mourne. This

leafy pathway is a complete contrast to the clifftops, as it

descends between great banks of rosebay willow herb,

bracken, fuchsia and buddlaeia, from which wrens and

warblers sing.

After a short stretch through suburbia, an old pathway is

followed down to the main road and the starting point.

Opposite is the old railway station which is now a pub that

has a seafood bar with the strange but historically relevant

name The Bloody Stream: in the 12th century the Normans

defeated the Vikings of Howth here with great loss of life.
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