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Best of Ireland and Scotland:

Until I go through all my photos and notes, here’s what I posted online when I returned (control + click to follow links):

Re: Tour Group
I packed and headed off for my “Best of Ireland and Scotland” the day after the 3-Day Novel Contest finished. We’d booked with another company, but it was an Insight tour. 

· Negatives: My traveling companions had some difficulty because one had to cancel due to natural disaster flooding her home; one-two nights in each place barely gives you time to see things; and I thought it was overpriced. 

· Positives: We had an experienced guide; an excellent driver on the incredibly narrow roads and through ancient archways; and a busload of Americans, Canadians, and Australians who were a good mix.

The highlights for me were: 

·  Touring Derry, in Northern Ireland, with Ronan McNamara, who grew up during the troubles with an Irish Catholic father and an Asian Buddhist mother. Murals portraying the Death of Innocence and other scenes from the troubles cover entire sides of buildings, but he pointed out that even at the worst of it, most people were simply trying to live their lives. He also showed us the Craft Village, built in 1992 by Catholic and Protestant teens working together through the Inner City Trust. He is pleased his children are growing up in a peaceful community, and that tourists are now returning to Northern Ireland.

· The Giants Causeway, which I had not researched. I had no idea what was ahead until I walked around a bend and saw it. My breath was taken away, as in the physical reaction that led to the cliché. As a natural wonder, it’s on the scale of Yosemite, the Grand Canyon, and Niagara Falls. I’d like to return with time to take a picnic out on the cliffs.

· Celebrating with Newtonmore. The day we arrived, they won the Scottish Hydro Camanachd Cup, the Superbowl Cup of shinty, a “mon’s sport” – watch the last ten minutes. Not only had they won the cup for the first time in 25 years, but they had done so by beating their arch rivals in overtime! Laura (another of the travelers) and I stopped by 24 hours into the party, and the people in this clip were still going strong. We were pulled into the celebration on condition we drink from the trophy cup.
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· Edinburgh, or “Edinburra”. The entire town is mystical. The “new” part is hundreds of years old. I saw the area where Harry Potter was created, saw the little schoolchildren in their uniforms walking down the street near The Elephant House, and visited their school on my own. From the courtyard, if you turn your back on the school with its fantastical minarets, you see Edinburgh Castle perched above the city and the tops of other medieval structures.

· It seemed there were castles everywhere, but climbing up Blarney Castle to kiss the stone gave me the best feel of what it was like to live in one. Kissing the stone was frightening, because I am short-waisted and my backside came right off the ledge so that the young man assisting people had to bear almost all of my weight! You have to lean your head backward over space to kiss it. Did it work? Am I any more fluent than usual?

Places where there simply wasn’t enough time: 

· Dublin—I’d like to return to talk with publishers about my work. 

· Connemara and Sligo Bay—beautiful wilderness and seaside.

· Glasgow—wonderful modern buildings and a lively night life, but we were there for dinner and sleep. 

· The Scottish Highland lakes—for hiking and paddling about.

· And  if I ever decide to write a novel with a medieval setting, I may return to the atmosphere of Edinburgh.


