Friday 31 January 2003

Friday morning we left Roosendaal at around 3:15.  After a very uneventful drive south, we took a circuitous (there were dozens of roundabouts) route to the long-term parking lot of Brussels South – Charleroi airport.  The pavement was very icy and I could not get the car over the speed bump located directly in front of the ticket dispenser.  We quickly switched drivers so that Arthur could drive; in the hurry to get out of the way of the other travelers I fell down while racing around the car.  Not a good start to the morning!

The flight to Dublin airport was smooth, and on time.  We were surprised that the plane was only about half  full, considering the big promotion Ryanair had when we bought our tickets (one cent per leg plus taxes – total €50 for both return tickets).  We collected our bags in Dublin and proceeded to the tourist information shop to find out about possible excursions and to arrange our transport into the city.  We bought a nice small atlas of the city center, and we each got a €5 day ticket for the Dublin bus system.  We caught an AirLink 748 bus to Heuston station in the city.  The bus ride was a short 40 minutes and our hotel was just a 5-minute walk from the station.

We checked in at the Phoenix Park Guest House (http://www.dublinguesthouse.com/) and left our bags (at 8:30 it was too early to get our room key!) and took a stroll along the Liffey (the river that bisects the city) to the city center.  We used our bus pass for part of the journey.

Along the way we realized we were famished.  We went to the “Dublin institution” Bewley’s (http://www.bewleys.ie/), a very nice cafeteria restaurant, where we had a hearty Irish breakfast (eggs, sausage, bacon, black & white “pudding”, toast, hash browns) with the first of many cups of tea.

We went to the larger, main tourist information office for Dublin, and asked a few questions about attractions we could visit and our transportation options.  I had a very hard time confirming opening hours of a lot of the big attractions before our trip - online and in the literature I had picked up at the Vakantie Beurs.  We booked a day-trip for Saturday with Bus Eireann to visit the UNESCO World Heritage Site Newgrange in the Brú na Bóinne (Boyne Valley), County Meath.  And we decided to take advantage of the bus day-passes we already had to take a ride out to a northern suburb to visit a castle.  We walked towards the main bus station to catch a ride to Malahide Castle (http://www.irelandseye.com/aarticles/travel/attractions/houses/malahide.shtm).

The castle was off the main road and we had a half hour walk through some drizzle through the lovely castle grounds.  When the rain let up a bit we sat on a bench and had a piece of cheesecake we had picked up earlier at Marks & Spencer in town.  We had a virtually private tour of the castle, as there were few other visitors and no one else going through the audio tour when we did.  We went from room to room and saw the history of the family that had lived in the castle for hundreds of years.  Afterwards we had a cup of tea in the cellar teashop to warm up for the walk into Malahide town.

Malahide (http://www.malahide.ie/), a lovely, sleepy northern suburb of Dublin, was about a half hour walk from the castle grounds.  We had a look at the main street of the town and walked to the seashore, which was low and muddy.  There were boats beached in the mud between the piers.  The rain started to come down a bit harder so we decided to join the huge ranks waiting for the bus back into Dublin.  After an awful, wet wait of more than 30 minutes we finally caught a crowded, unheated bus back into the center of Dublin.  

Back in town we decided to have dinner at another famous Dublin place, the Bad Ass Café (http://www.badasscafe.com/).  Walking from the bus stop to the café, we picked up some snacks at a grocery store with lots of frozen goods called “Iceland”, and Arthur picked up a new Disney title at a bookshop.  The Bad Ass is in the middle of the buzzing Temple Bar area, and a popular pizza and burger restaurant.  Sinead O’Connor worked as a waitress in the café before breaking into the Dublin music scene.   I had the Big-Ass Burger.  

Though it would have been nice to stay out longer and sample some Guinness in it’s hometown, we were both bushed from our long day and Arthur was especially feeling bad as he brought the flu with him to Dublin.  We took a bus back towards our hotel.  At a nearby convenient shop we bought a newspaper and some drinks to have in the room.  Arthur had picked up some medicine at Boots earlier in the day.  He took some anti-flu remedy and we both watched a bit of television before turning in sometime before 9pm. 

Saturday 01 February 2003

Saturday morning we got up at 8:00 and headed down to breakfast at 8:30.  Arthur had the waffle with eggs and beans, minus the beans.  The waffle was a small fried thing and looked like a checkerboard piece of toast.  I had the full Irish breakfast, but could only manage to eat my bacon & eggs, and about half of my black and white puddings.  I was done with the creepy sausage after one bite.  Again we had tea with our meal.  By around 9:05 we were heading out on the long walk to the main bus station.  The journey took us 45 minutes of brisk walking – we should have splurged the 80 cents each and taken the bus.  We were happy to arrive in time, and by 10:00 we were on our way, with only about 15 other travelers, to the Boyne Valley in County Meath to see some very special ancient Irish sites.  

Our seats at the front of the coach bus gave us a great view of some typical Irish countryside: lots of sheep, and lots of green.  Our guide and driver was a funny guy named John Bolton, and he talked through the entire journey north, giving his opinion and interesting information on everything from the old family castle we passed to the reason Irish people have red hair to the popularity of U2 and his scorn for politicians.  He was a really animated talker and we enjoyed his commentary on the way.  

Our first stop was the Hill of Tara (http://www.heritageireland.ie/en/HistoricSites/East/ HillofTaraMeath/).  This site is usually closed in the winter, but John’s friend Michael Slavin, an expert on Tara, was in his shop, and he offered us all to hear a short lecture and slide show on the history of Tara.  Michael wrote “The Book of Tara”, autographed copies of which were on sale in his tiny, unheated shop.

After the short lecture, we had a walk up through the church/visitor center yard (we had to slip through a very narrow piece of stone wall) to Tara Hill.  Though the grass was green, the ground was wet and muddy in some places, and people (including me) slipped going up and down the sloping countryside.  There were sheep grazing further down the hill, and sheep scat all over the place.  In addition to the circular mounds, we saw our first passage grave, a short hill with the entrance blocked off by a gate.  

Next we rejoined the coach and traveled on to the Brú na Bóinne Visitor Centre, where we were dropped off to freshen up and view the small exhibit and museum before taking our tour of the Newgrange (http://www.knowth.com/newgrange.htm) passage grave at 1:45.  We met our guide near the entrance and heard a bit of the history of the monument.  We could also see two other, smaller mounds nearby.  

Our group went in first for about 10 minutes.  The 19-meter passage into the tiny room inside was very narrow and low in some places.  We stood inside the cruciform chamber with a corbelled roof that was made five thousand years ago and has not been fortified by modern engineering.  We were given a brief demonstration of the sun show which occurs every winter solstice – in the morning the sun shines through the window above the main entrance to brightly illuminate the room deep within the mound.  There is a lottery system to see who can be inside the chamber at this hugely popular yearly happening.  Previously there was a nine-year waiting list.  

After our time inside, we had about 10 minutes to look at the area around the mound before heading back to the mini-bus, which took us back to the Visitor Centre.  We were back to our coach at 3:15 for the ride back to Dublin.  John gave little commentary on the return trip; we listened to some traditional Irish music on the way (including Riverdance).  By 4:15 we were back where we started, at the main bus station near the center of town.

Since it was still relatively early, and it was still light outside, we decided to walk to the General Post Office (http://www.tourist-information-dublin.co.uk/general-post-office-dublin/general-post-office.htm), site of the Easter Rising in 1916.  From the wide boulevard running in front of the lovely public building, we could see bullet holes from the 1916 siege.  Inside the busy office, we looked at the series of paintings placed around the room, tracing the history of the building and it’s role in the Easter Rising.  

Next we walked to St. Mary’s Pro-Cathedral (http://www.procathedral.ie/), and had a quick look inside.   We moseyed on back to the Temple Bar area, first stopping at the Irish Life Shopping Mall (http://dublintourist.com/Info.cgi/irish030.shtml), where we saw some televisions breaking the news of the space shuttle Columbia being lost over Texas. 

We decided to have dinner at the popular Elephant & Castle, a supposedly New York-style restaurant.  Since we had to wait about a half hour for a table, we crossed the street and had a glass of Guinness (Art had a Coke) at The Auld Dubliner pub.    

We walked home, mostly following the Liffey.  On the way, we stopped at the oldest pub in Ireland, and possibly the oldest pub in Europe (and thus the world?): The Brazen Head (http://www.brazenhead.com/).  Here we each had a glass of Guinness in a cozy corner table, sitting on old red leather couches.  It got quite crowded shortly after we arrived, so we were lucky to have such a nice place to sit.  

Again we stopped at the convenient store close to the hotel, for fresh soda and a newspaper.  We were in bed Saturday night by about 11pm.

Sunday 02 February 2003

Sunday morning we got up later than usual, and took breakfast at 9:30.  Arthur had toast with scrambled eggs and I stayed safe with just bacon and eggs.  We headed out shortly after 10, again following the Liffey for much of the way into town.  

We passed by St. Audeon’s (http://www.heritageireland.ie/en/HistoricSites/ DublinArea/StAudoensChurchDublin/), which are actually two churches very close together. Inside the Protestant church a service was exiting, and we noticed everyone was particularly jovial.  Most gave the lucky stone in the hallway a rub on the way out, and we both did the same.  Between the two churches stood a piece of the old city wall.  We had a look also at the old giant turtle shells outside the entrance of the Catholic church, which held holy water.  We passed through the yard of Christ Church Cathedral as well, but since a service was in progress we did not visit the inside.

We next passed by the City Hall, on the way to the Dublin Castle (http://www.dublincastle.ie/) grounds.  Inside, unfortunately, most buildings were closed.  The weather also deteriorated and we got a bit wet exploring the yard and building exteriors.  Inside the castle we happened to see some tourists that we recognized from our flight over!  We were getting wet and miserable and wanted to have a rest at the castle café, but sadly this was also closed until 12:30pm (we were there at around 11:30) so we moved on to a the nearby Bewley’s for a cup of tea and a sweet roll.  It was crowded and bustling with people; we were lucky to find a nice seat close to the fireplace.

The entrance of Trinity College was nearby.  We went inside the grounds, and followed the signs to the Book of Kells (http://www.tcd.ie/library/kells.htm).  First we had a look at the entertaining exhibit area, which told the history of the Book and other illuminated manuscripts in the Library’s collection, plus showed how such books were produced at this time, including interesting videos showing the use of writing tools and binding materials.  We had a look at the book itself.  Since the binding of the book has not survived, visitors are able to see four pages in two display cases.  There were also two other books open for viewing.  It was not very crowded so we could take our time and have a good close-up look at the pages.

Next we walked through the magnificent Long Room (http://www.tcd.ie/Library/ longrm.htm), which is a library that lives up to its name.  It was not only long but also quite tall, with bookshelves reaching high up and ladders to access every row.  The shelves were filled with the first editions and other rare, old books in the collection of Trinity College.  Also exhibited here were an original of the proclamation of an independent Ireland from 1916, and the oldest harp in Ireland.

Next we walked to the National Museum of Natural History (http://www.heritageireland.ie/ en/ArtsandCulture/DublinCityArea/NaturalHistoryMuseumDublin/), known sometimes as “the dead zoo”, as it is full of stuffed animals from Ireland and the rest of the world.  At the entrance are the skeletons of two colossal giant Irish deer, which were very impressive to see.  The museum itself is not very large, and is basically unchanged since its first opening in Victorian times: the animals are in beautiful but small wooden display cases all over the building.  Many of the animals of the world were actually born at the Dublin zoo; it was a bit sad to see the number of young and baby animals on display that were born in Dublin.  Unfortunately Arthur was feeling quite ill while we were here, which was not helped by visiting a smelly old public restroom and being surrounded by all the dead animals, so our time here was quite short (less than a half hour).

The National Museum of Archaeology and History (http://www.heritageireland.ie/en/ ArtsandCulture/DublinCityArea/NationalMuseumofIrelandKildareStreetDublin/) was not far away, so we walked there and had a look at the displays, which included Ireland’s Gold, the Road to Independence, Medieval Ireland, and a small but impressive Egyptian collection.  During our stay we also had a rest and refuel at the Museum Café, where again we each some tea.  Arthur had a piece of berry/apple pie, and I had a scone.

When the museum closed at 5:00 we walked to a nearby shopping mall, St. Stephen’s Green (at the end of a nice shopping street, Grafton Street) (http://www.softguides.com/ dublin/shopping/area_grafton.html), and looked in some shops.  We picked up a few souvenirs before heading back out onto the street at around 6:00.  Back by the Liffey we caught a bus back to the hotel and we rested in our room for about an hour.   Then we went out to have dinner at a nearby restaurant the hotel proprietor recommended to us earlier: Nancy Hands (http://www.nancyhands.com/).  This was a bar/restaurant, and from the street it looked like a simple pub.  The restaurant, however, was upstairs in a very richly decorated and beautiful dining room.  Arthur had a skewer suspended by a little hangman, full of different meats and vegetables.  I had chicken in tomato sauce with spinach, which was completely delicious.  For dessert we shared raspberry mousse, also quite tasty.  This was our most expensive meal, but quite worth it!

Again we turned in relatively early, sometime between 10:00 and 10:30.

Monday 03 February 2003

Monday morning we got up at 8:30 and had breakfast.  We packed up our things and checked out, again leaving our bags in the hotel lounge while we went out to explore the city for the last day.  

Instead of heading for the city center, we walked the opposite direction to Phoenix Park, the biggest city park in Europe.  It was nice and green.  We saw many others having a stroll and walking dogs.  We passed by the Irish White House (http://www.irlgov.ie/aras/) and took a few photos.  We also walked by the Dublin Zoo, where the MGM lion was born. About halfway through the park we headed for the main street to catch a bus into the city.  We had a bus pass for the whole day, since we knew we would have to use one to get back to the airport later in the day.  

We got off the bus very close to St. Michan’s Church.  I was looking forward to seeing the mummies kept in the crypt here, but it would not open until 12:30, which we did not know until we approached the entrance (guidebooks said otherwise!).  We thought we’d try to return later, but unfortunately we never made it back.  

We walked back to cross the Liffey, and on the way we passed very close to the Four Courts, the center of justice for Ireland.   We saw some men and women wearing black robes rushing about, and even one man wearing a white wig.  Many people were carrying piles of legal briefs in their arms.  Passing the area on the way to St. Michan’s, we saw a handcuffed prisoner helped into the back of a police vehicle.  

We crossed the Liffey and walked to Christ Church Cathedral (http://www.cccdub.ie/).  Here we viewed the inside with the help of a nice pamphlet, which indicated all of the sites to see.  We also looked around the crypt, which was very large as it was about as big as the church building, and the treasury, with the usual impressive collection of gold and shiny objects and reliquaries. 

Next we headed to St. Patrick’s Cathedral (http://www.stpatrickscathedral.ie/), just a short walk away. Here we again saw the interior with the aid of a glossy brochure that pointed out the different things to see.

We caught a bus into the center and had a lunch of fish and chips at Beshoff (http://www.beshoffrestaurants.ie/).  We had a table upstairs in a cold dining room, despite the cozy fireplace nearby.  We shared a plate of fresh cod.  Before we left, I got a newspaper-full of chips to go.  

We made a quick stop at Subway to get a foot long each for dinner later at the airport, and headed back to cross the Liffey at the Ha’penny Bridge, a pedestrian walkway that used to cost a half-cent to cross.  We moseyed by some shops selling books (Forbidden Planet and The Winding Stair) and woolens (Dublin Woolen Mills), before heading to the indoor shopping complex, the Jervis Centre (http://dublintourist.com/Info.cgi/jervi030.shtml).  We had another piece of Marks and Spencer cheesecake and stocked up on some grocery items at the huge Tesco.   

Before heading back to the hotel to pick up our bags on the way to the airport, we rushed back to Temple Bar (across the river again) for a last-minute souvenir.  We were able to catch a bus along the Liffey, which brought us back to Heuston station.  We quickly gathered our bags from the hotel lounge and back at the station we waited for our 748 bus back to the airport.  Traffic was bad (rush hour) but the bus was virtually empty and we had a comfortable ride.  We checked in on time, but found out that our plane had over an hour delay.  We had our dinner (Subway & the last of the cheesecake) and waited for the plane to arrive.  

We took off around 8:10 (we should have left at 6:50) and arrived back in Charleroi at 9:40.  After some confusion about where to pay for our parking ticket, we waited outside in the freezing cold for a shuttle bus to take us to the parking lot.  We were among the last to join the large crowd waiting.  I saw the bus come and stop across the parking lot where we were waiting; after a beat I picked up my bag and ran to the bus because it was clear that it would not drive all the way to where everyone was waiting.  Arthur and I were among the first 5 people on the bus, which ended up being packed quite tight.  


We got into the car and headed out in rain, hail and icy snow, back up to Roosendaal.  We kidnapped the cats in stealth (no one woke up at Jadedijk 52), and left behind some Irish charms: shamrock earrings for Ineke, a lucky laminated real shamrock for Ben, and a bottle of Patrick cologne for Patrick, and a Guinness glass, towel and coaster set for Jose (she hemmed the sleeves of my jacket over the weekend).  Finally were back at Prinsenstraat at around 2:30, where we flopped into bed immediately!

