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PLACES TO GO 

A
t the start of the Wild Atlantic Way, with 
rugged coastal scenery, long golden 
beaches, dramatic headlands and lonely 
mountain passes, Donegal may not seem 
the most likely place for garden visits, but 

the county is full of all types of lush gardens, from 
idyllic lakeside paradises to imaginative coastal 
wonders. You can admire colourful flowers and 
trees in formal or walled gardens, stroll along 
creatively planted seaside paths or explore wild, 
untamed gardens set around lakes, hills and 
woodlands.

For a mix of all types of gardens and a great 
day out, Glenveagh National Park is a good place 
to start and for current times when we can’t 
travel overseas, a visit here might transport you 
to foreign climes, especially if you come across 
something like an exotic sculpture from Bali. If 
you’re wandering the pleasure gardens here on a 
warm summer’s day, and you happen to arrive at 
the paved Italian Terrace with its iron seats, huge 
Sicilian oil jars and ornate eighteenth-century 
statues, you might be forgiven for thinking you’re 
in Italy for a moment.

The castle and gardens were built in 1869 
as a summer retreat for hunting and fishing, 
and the owners collected many rare plants. 
The magnificent gardens and grounds, some 
overlooked by the Gothic castle, are an inspiration 
for horticulturalists and the colour of the walled 
garden in the full bloom of summer is a delight to 
experience.

GLENVEAGH NATIONAL PARK

Glenveagh National Park covers 16,000 hectares 
and you can also get a taste of the park’s 
wilderness by walking the 3.5-kilometre Lakeside 
Walk, with peaceful waters on one side and 
natural woodland on the other. The Upper Glen 
walk into the National Park takes around two 
hours to hike and you might spot some of the 
park’s wild red deer, golden eagles or peregrine 
falcons when away from the busier lake paths.

Not far from Glenveagh, Glebe House and 
Gallery at Gartan was the home of the artist 

Derek Hill and the grounds and gardens are set 
out over nine acres, with lakeside parkland and a 
collection of trees. The gardens are informal — the 
artist believed they should reflect the ‘untamed’ 
landscape of the Gartan Valley where they are 
located, and he wrote that he loved variation and 
contrasts “in texture, shape, colour and intensity”.

The artist loved birch trees, especially white-
barked varieties, while planting was concentrated 
on large-leaved shrubs and plants, with 
rhododendrons and skunk cabbage, plus around 
twelve varieties of bamboo tree, with huge 
gunnera and exotic ferns giving a jungle effect.

If you’re hankering to explore the coast, start 
by exploring one of the Donegal’s magnificent 
headlands. A few days on the Inishowen Peninsula 
experiencing the power of the Atlantic will blow 
away any cobwebs and you can walk at Malin 
Head, Ireland’s most northerly point and admire 
the wild, pink sea thrift which is just coming out 
around now. For a coastal garden full of flowers, 
visit the sheltered grounds of the Foxrock garden 
near Greencastle for a tour, with a rockery, plenty 
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PLAN YOUR VISIT

Some gardens are closed in line with 

Covid-19 restrictions, check before you visit. 

Glenveagh National Park (glenveaghnationalpark.

ie), Glebe House (glebegallery.ie), Foxrock (074 

9325969), Rathmullan House (rathmullanhouse.

com), Cluain na dTor (seasideplants.eu), 

Cille Garden (074 9738107), Glencolmcille 

(glenfolkvillage.com) and Oakfield Park 
(oakfieldpark.com). 

For more information see donegalgardentrail.com 

and govisitdonegal.com

i

of shrubs and a pond, with pathways to a lower 
sandy garden.

On Inishowen, don’t miss visiting Grianán of 
Aileach, a prehistoric stone fort dating back 
around 4,000 years, with a Neolithic burial 
chamber. It is built on a hill 250 metres above 
sea level, so there are magnificent views of the 
surrounding landscape and over to Lough Foyle 
and Lough Swilly on either side of the peninsula.

At Fanad Head, you can stretch your legs 
on the golden sands of Ballymastocker Bay, 
looking across to Inishowen, or take a tour of 
the lighthouse to see how the former lighthouse 
keepers lived. You can enjoy a pizza from the 
outdoor oven in the grounds of Rathmullan 
House, before exploring the gardens, which are 
part of the Donegal Garden Trail. There’s a walled 
kitchen garden and woodlands with a pathway to 
the two-mile golden beach which connects to the 
village.

If you’re driving the Atlantic coast, just outside 
the village of Falcarragh, drop into Cluain na dTor 

Nursery and Gardens, a tropical paradise planted 
by Seamus O’Donnell whose name you might 
recognise from these pages. The name means 
‘meadow of the shrubs’ and there are plenty of 
unusual and precious plants and shrubs like 
schefflera, planted in inspiring combinations and 
thriving in shelter from the salt-laden winds. Look 
out for the azaleas and embothrium at this time 
of year.

Further south, those with a head for heights 
might like Sliabh Liag in south Donegal, where 
you’ll find some of Europe’s highest sea cliffs. 
It’s a gentle walk up from the car park to the 
viewing point or test your wits on the narrow 
trail of One Man’s Pass. Nearby you’ll find Cille 
Garden, which has an exposed coastal setting 
overlooking Donegal Bay, with unusual species to 
match. There’s a series of cleverly planted hidden 
terraces, with grasses and stonework adding to 
the effect.

BEAUTIFUL DRIVE

There’s a beautiful drive from here over a 
mountain road to Glencolmcille, where 
Glencolmcille Folk Village (when it reopens) gives 
an insight into traditional Irish life and customs, 
with a clachan (cluster) of thatched cottages fitted 
out to show life in the eighteenth, nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries. You can explore the houses 
yourself or take a tour, finishing in the café for 
tea and scones, or take a drive to Malin Beg, with 
views back over Donegal Bay and south to County 
Sligo.

Finally, for something inland, Oakfield Park 
in Raphoe is a restored deanery, set out over 
100 acres and dating back to the eighteenth 
century, with parklands and mature woodlands 
overlooking Croaghan Mountain in the distance. 
There is lots to do here, from a short walk in the 
traditional walled garden to a trip on the narrow-
gauge railway to see the lake in the lower gardens, 
with swans, wetland areas and plenty of wild 
flowers, plus willow tunnels, heritage trees and a 
hedge maze to lose yourself in before you have to 
return to reality.b
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