
Gardens of Ireland -- 2011 
 
So many gardens - so little time.  That was our feeling about visiting Ireland, the land of “40 Shades of 
Green” and more gardens than we could count.  Thirty folks joined Martha and Mary for this 11 day tour 
to some of Ireland’s finest gardens and heritage sites.  We had a great mix of newcomers and folks 
returning for their second or third tour with us.   
 
After an arrival day stop at beautiful Muckross House and Gardens, we headed for Glengarriff on Bantry 
Bay for three nights in the charming Glengarriff Eccles Hotel, located right on the shore.  This location 
was perfect for a visit to Bantry House with its stunning terraced gardens and for catching the ferry to 
nearby Garinish Island where we toured the outstanding Ilnacullin Gardens.   
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We included a special garden visit for our drive around the Ring of Kerry, stopping at Kells Bay Gardens, 
the exuberant undertaking of Billie Alexander.  Billie is a lover of exotic plants, and Kells Bay Gardens are 
full of plants from South America and New Zealand, including some wonderful tree ferns.  This was a 
woodland garden at its most lush. 

 

      
                       Garden views at Kells Bay Gardens 
 



On our way to Clonmel for our two night stay at the gracious Minella Hotel, we stopped to explore the 
seaside town of Kinsale, ably led by Kinsale historian and storyteller Don Herlihy.  After a picnic lunch, we 
headed for one of the most-visited gardens in all of Ireland, the gardens at the Ballymaloe Cookery 
School.  What a wonderful place!  The Herb Garden was as marvelous as its many pictures, even without 
the herbs in bloom.  However, the long border was full of color, mixing both late summer and early fall 
colors and forms.  The amazing Shell House is like a quilt made from shells. 
 

     
Ballymaloe Herb Garden, long border, and Martha in the Shell House 

 
A full morning in Kilkenny meant that people could visit the Castle, shop at the Design Centre, wander 
the town, marvel at St. Canice’s Cathedral, or find gardens.  I managed to take in the formal garden at 
the Castle and the lovely front garden at the Butler House, but my favorite was the restored early 17th 
century garden at the Rothe House. 
 
After lunch in Kilkenny we journeyed to the wonderful, if out of the way, Heywood Garden.  The only 
garden in Ireland designed by the team of Edwin Lutyens and Gertrude Jekyll, this early 20th century 
garden is a jewel set within its enclosure of circular walls and terraces.   
 

 
Heywood Garden 

 
Another stop that afternoon was at the Rock of Cashel where we were awed by the setting, the 
ecclesiastical buildings, and the climb.  We even got to see the inside of Cormac’s Chapel, which had 
been closed for restoration. 
 
Leaving Clonmel, we made our way to Dublin with stops at the Irish National Heritage Park near Wexford 
and the National Garden Exhibition Centre at Kilquade.  Both places deserved much more time than we 
were able to allocate.  We barely scratched the centuries of Irish history that one gets at the Heritage 
Park.  And I could have used an entire day to explore each of the 24 demonstration gardens at Kilquade. 



        
Two of my favorite demonstration gardens at Kilquade:  would you believe that the circle on the left is a mirror? 

 
In Dublin we stayed at the Best Western Academy Plaza Hotel conveniently located just off O’Connell St. 
and a block away from the evocative Garden of Remembrance.  We enjoyed a city tour, time to explore 
on our own, and visits to the beautifully laid out National Botanic Garden and the Irish National War 
Memorial.   
 
On day trips out from Dublin we got to the Neolithic site at Knowth, the medieval monastic site at 
Glendalough, and the amazing gardens at Powerscourt.  The roses at Powerscourt were among the best 
we saw (and smelled) in Ireland. 
 

 
 

From Dublin we headed west, stopping at the award-winning Orchard Home & Garden Centre for 
browsing and lunch and then Birr Castle Demesne for a tour of the park-like grounds.  We spent our last 
two nights in Ennis, at the fabulous Old Ground Hotel.  
 
Our final day in Ireland found us in the fog at the Cliffs of Moher (we’ll have to go back to actually see 
them), in the rain at the Poulnabrone Dolmen, and in a traffic jam on the way to the Burren Perfumery, 
which we never did get too.  But though the weather dampened our raincoats, it didn’t dampen the 
spirits of our remarkable travelers, who smiled through it all. 
 
Martha and I are so thankful to this group of enthusiastic gardeners and travelers who made our efforts 
to provide a wonderful tour experience so easy and successful.  Thanks, guys. 


