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From Newgrange to castles, Meath offers a thrilling
chance to travel back in time, writes Fran Power

‘'m standing in a grave with three

metres of stone and earth piled above

me. It’s cold and dark and the air is

thick with history. The passage tomb

at Newgrange has been standing
on this bend in the Boyne river for over
5,000 years, since before the pyramids of
Egypt, before Stonehenge, before even the
invention of the wheel. Along with nearby
Knowth and Dowth, it’s just one of 40 or so
passage graves in Co Meath.

The hubby, our teenage daughter and

myself are on an overnight stay in the
Boyne Valley, doing a bit of time travel

through history, and first up is our trip back

to the Neolithic period.

The passage tomb is narrow - Neolithic
folk were a mite smaller than this 21st
century grain-fed human - and flanked
with massive stones thatlead toa
chamber with three recesses. Our guide
from the Office of Public Works points to
the huge scooped-out boulders lying in
one of them.

“What do you think the purpose of these
was?” she asks.

“A bath?” says someone.

“A baptismal font?” says my teen.

“That’s nice,” nods the guide, “most
people say ‘executions’, but no.”

In fact, the basins were used to hold
the remains of the dead. Not much more
was known about them until two years
ago when researchers carried out genetic
sequencing and found that an adult male
buried there was likely a member of a
ruling elite, a deified royal family that, like
the Egyptian pharaohs, protected their
power and lineage through incest.

Distant cousins were traced in the
genetic remains at other Irish passage
tombs, including at Carrowkeel and
Carrowmore in Sligo, suggesting that the
dynasty may have held power across the
country for half a millennia. They would
have built these monuments as places to

perform public rituals to cement their rule.

But the real show here is the magic
that happens at the winter solstice. Our
guide switches off the lights so we can
experience the inky blackness of the
shortest day of the year. At 8.58am on
December 21, and for the few days before
and after, she tells us, a shaft of light hits

‘GETTING THERE

{ @ While the lottery for

: tickets to witness the

i solstice from inside New-
i grange is over, anyone

i canpresent themselves

i atthe newly refurbished
i BrunaBoinne Visitor

i Centre on December 21

. and take the free shut-

. tle bus to the site. After
ticket holders have left

i the passage tomb, other

: visitors can queue for ac-
i cess. Entry to Newgrange
i isonly via the visitor cen-
i tre where there is also an
i excellent multimedia dis-
i play. Shuttle buses and

: toursrun from the centre
i tothesite, booking ad-

: vised, Donore, Co Meath,
i 041988 0300;

. heritageireland.ie

i @ Fran and family stayed
i atthe Conyngham Arms

i Hotel, Slane, Co Meath,

i 04198 84444. Prices for

¢ two for B&B plus after-

{ noon tea, from €140.

¢ conynghamarms.ie

i @ For more on

: the Ancient East,

i discoverboynevalley.ie.

amily day out - Fran, Grace
i and David at Newgrange

the roof box above the entrance lintel of
the mound at Newgrange. As the minutes
tick by the beam inches 19m along the
floor to light up the entire chamber. By

9.20am, it’s all over. The tomb returns to
i darkness for another year.

The precision of those ancient builders

i would leave many a modern architect in
i awe.If the lintel had been 20cm lower, say,

or the passage a few metres shorter, the
rising sun would not have lit the chamber.

: Ttssouth-east orientation aligns exactly

¢ with the sun’s arc through the sky, just as
i Dowthisaligned south-west to catch the
¢ settingsun’slight.

i Later, back in 21st century Slane, we

i checkinto the Conyngham Arms Hotel, a

i restored coachinginn on the main street

i that’sbuzzing with diners. It's a popular

i spot for overflow guests from the many

: weddings hosted at nearby Tankardstown
¢ House, which is owned by the same

i couple, Trish and Brian Conroy. Our family
: room is luxurious without beingstarchy,

: with comfortable beds and a good-sized

i bathroom.

We tuck into vast portions of fish

i and chips and pasta, before we drive 15

: minutes up the road to the Solstice Arts

i Centre in Navan (solsticeartscentre.ie). 1

{ wouldn’t normally think of seeing a play
 onaweekend away but the chance to

i seeactor Pat Kinevane’s one-man show

¢ Forgottenis not something to pass up.

: Andit’s spellbinding. Part kabuki dance,
i partstorytelling, Forgottenseems an

i unlikely mash-up, but we're riveted by

i thetales of four people living in nursing

: homes. There’s some great repartee with
i the audience and Kinevane finishes to a

i standingovation.

The next morning, we tip up the road to

Slane Castle (slanecastlevisit.ie; adult €14)
: foratour.

First, we look out over the Boyne and

i agrassy arena where mega stars from

i Springsteen to Queen to Bowie have

i played.Iwas one of the 70,000 or so who
i shelled out £12 to see the Rolling Stones

back as a teenager in 1982.1thought the

i jaded 40-something rockers wouldn't
¢ be up to much. How wrong I was. It was
i electric, with Jagger, stripped to the waist,
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dousing the crowd in buckets of water to
stop us keeling over in the heat.

Ten years later saw “a catastrophic
event”, says Lord Henry Mountcharles,
owner of the 18th century Gothic Revival
pile,in a 15-minute interview we’re shown
on the tour. A fire started in the kitchens
and ripped through the house.

“I'wentinto the ballroom and there was
afireman behind me, and he pulled me
back as the ballroom disappeared into a
ball of fire. It was devastating.”

The night club, the restaurant, many
of the paintings and furniture were lost.

It was devastating. But against all the
odds, by 2001, the place was restored and
reopened to the public, thanks in part to
the concerts.

These days, Lord Henry lives in nearby
Beauparc House, while his son Alex, wife
Carina and their children have moved
into the upper floor at the castle. A pair
of eco-dynamos, they run a glamping site
(rockfarmslane.ie), a 90-acre organic farm,
and have opened a whiskey distillery (for
tours, slaneirishwhiskey.com) as well as an
elegant bar and private dining room at the
castle. We stopped in for a snifter.

“Very smooth,” said the husband dreamily.

We could’ve happily stayed for brunch
but we were bound for Bellinter House
(bellinterhouse.com), the 35-room boutique
hotel near Navan.

i Epicspot—Trim Castle was
i oneof thelocationsusedin
: thefilmingof ‘Braveheart’

The husband and myself last visited
¢ Bellinter when it was a yoga retreat,
i owned then by the Sisters of Sion. It was
: spartan to say the least. This time round,
i there’snota trace of the hair shirt.
i Boughtand restored back in the early
i 2000s forareported €16m by Jay Bourke
i and John Reynolds, the fine Palladian
i manor has since changed hands, but that
i sense of playfulness - a silver grand piano,
¢ rich plum walls, old paintings ‘defaced’ by
¢ ablock of gold - is still intact. Better still,
¢ lunchisdelicious.
Our final history stop is Trim Castle
(heritageireland.ie; adults €5). Nowadays,

i it'samassive, bleak-looking ruin spread

i over three acres in the centre of the town,
i butonce it was the largest Anglo-Norman
i castle in the country, a symbol of the

i power of the invader Hugh de Lacy.

i crucifix form made it the versatile location
¢ for Braveheart, Mel Gibson's 1995 epic film.
: Around 1,600 extras, many recruited from

i the FCA, our guide Susan tells us, gotinto

i the battle scenes with such gusto thata

i fleet of ambulances were waiting in the

: wings to cart off the injured.

i calculations and head east and

: homewards. Next year, we decide, we’ll

¢ enter the lottery to see the winter solstice.
i Afterall, the light show won’t last forever.

will have shifted on its axis so the sun will
¢ nolonger shine into Newgrange.
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The massive, bleak-
looking ruin spreads
over three acres

It took 30 years to build and its size and

It’s time to make our own solar

In another 3,000 years’ time, the Earth

TRAILFINDERS

THE TRAVEL EXPERTS

Say hello to the

engine in travel

incl

Visit or call to talk through your plans and
order your FREE TRAILFINDER

magazine filled with offers

Spectacular Norwegian
Fjord Cruise

7 nights from €1,5991

Flights and 7 night cruise aboard
Celebrity Apex® including full board,
Classic Drinks Package, tips,
wi-fi and transfers
* Amsterdam e Haugesund ® Flam
e Geiranger ® Bergen

TF'S TOP PICK RETURN AIRFARES

ECONOMY
Dubai €514"
Singapore €652*

BUSINESS CLASS
Vancouver €'|,833f

DUBLIN 4/5 DAWSON STREET

WORLDWIDE TRAVEL 01 677 7888
FIRST & BUSINESS TRAVEL 01 677 8800
CRUISE TRAILFINDERS 01 881 4948

www.trailfinders.ie

fastest booking

Kenya Classic & Zanzibar

Flights, 6 night small group safari

Naivasha boat ride, game drives,
16 meals & transfers and 7 nights

Saving over €300 per couple

Flights, 9 days car hire, 9 nights
4% to 4%+ hotels incl breakfast, 3 nights
45+ full board safari lodge incl game
drives, Robben Island tour, Wine Tram,
Whale Watch Tour and private transfer

TAILORMADE TRAVEL WORLDWIDE CRUISE TRAILFINDERS

017029120
NO ONE LOOKS AFTER YOU BETTER
| H Trustpilot
[ TRUST

“Truly excellent: patient, friendly, helpful
& a mine of knowledge, tips and advice.”

FIND YOUR JOURNEY OF A LIFETIME...

Explore Costa Rica
13 nights from €3,5491

Flights and small group adventure tour
incl 11 nights hotel, 2 nights jungle
lodge, experienced tour leader,
selected sightseeing & 20 meals
* Hike in the Santa Elena Cloud Forest
Reserve e Visit Manuel Antonio NP
® Boat tour in Tortuguero NP

13 nights from €3,4991

3% to 4% accommodation, Lake

beach resort incl half board

FIND YOUR AMAZING ADVENTURE

South Africa’s Wine, Kia Ora, New Zealand Western Canada’s
Game & Whales 18 nights from €3,5491 Family Adventure
12 nights from €2,8991 Flights, 3 nights 4% to 4%+ hotels, 13 nighfs from €2'349*

15 nights motorhome hire, Waitomo
Glowworm Caves Admission and Abel
Tasman Scenic Cruise, Walk & Kayak

* Auckland e Explore the geothermal

hotspots and Maori culture

Saving over €100 per couple of Rotorua ® Christchurch

PLUS 1,000’S MORE ENTICING HOLIDAY OFFERS WORLDWIDE...

BOOK WITH CONFIDENCE - FINANCIALLY PROTECTED FLIGHTS INCLUDING AT LEAST 20KG BAGGAGE

Economy Business Economy Business
Dubai €514" €1,498" Cape Town €682" €3,0741
Bangkok €606" €2,925 Vancouver €7431 €1,833!
Las Vegas €639t €1,789° Tokyo €753* €3,708f
Singapore €652 €3,652" Maldives €831" €2,937°
Barbados €654" €3,034 Bali €879" €3,447¢

YOUR LOCAL TRAVEL CENTRE NO PREMIUM RATE TELEPHONE NUMBERS

CORK 40/41 MARLBORO STREET LIMERICK 7 CRUISES STREET

'WORLDWIDE TRAVEL 021 464 8800 WORLDWIDE TRAVEL 061 292 700
FIRST & BUSINESS TRAVEL 021 464 8844 FIRST & BUSINESS TRAVEL 061 292 744
CRUISE TRAILFINDERS 021 464 8848 CRUISE TRAILFINDERS 061 292 748

ALL YOUR ARRANGEMENTS TAKEN CARE OF IN ONE PLACE

All prices on this advert are ‘from’ prices, are per person based on twin share, are subject fo availability & valid for selected departures in the next 6 weeks except: #21 Jan - 31 Mar ‘23 112 Apr - 31 July ‘23
01 Aug - 30 Sept 23 #1 Oct - 30 Nov ‘23 *Prices based on 2 adults & 2 children under 12 travelling. Trailfinders is licensed by the Commission for Aviation Regulati

TA0542. All inf

017029132

The Perfect Fortnight in Japan

14 nights from €5,1991

Flights and self guided tour incl
13 nights hotels, 1 night ryokan,
selected private & shared sightseeing,
transport passes & 18 meals
* Hike in the Japanese Alps
® Explore the narrow streets
of Takayama

Direct flights, 11 days fully inclusive
car hire, 4% to 4%+ hotels, FlyOver
Canada admission and Whistler
Zipline Eagle tour
Saving over €500 per family
Priced for the Summer Holidays

BELFAST 47 FOUNTAIN STREET

WORLDWIDE TRAVEL 048 9027 1888
FIRST & BUSINESS TRAVEL 048 9027 1844
CRUISE TRAILFINDERS 048 9027 1871

fion correct at fime of going fo print on 8 Dec 22.

FIRST & BUSINESS CLASS TRAVEL

017029112

Book with confidence with

TRAILFINDERS'
Peace of Mind Policy

Vietnam From Top to Toe

14 nights from €4,049*
Flights, 13 nights hotels, 1 night boat
cabin, private guide & vehicle,
selected sightseeing and 17 meals
* Spend a night on a junk boat
in Halong Bay
Saving over €200 per family
Priced for the Summer Holidays

Economy Business
Sydney €1,055"€5,557"
Melbourne €1,181%€4,033
Perth €1,282"€5,0521
Brisbane €1,339%€7,638"
Auckland €1,4781 €6,723*

GROUP TRAVEL 01 677 7197
VISA SERVICE 01 881 4949
TRAVEL INSURANCE 01 702 910

Calls may be recorded for accuracy & training

=#= [TAA
IATA e

agents association




