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A Septuagenarian Visits Sites of Teenage Dreams 
Part 2: The Burren - Ireland  

Andy Spate AM  
Photographs by the Burren & Cliffs of Moher Geopark, the Burren National Park and Kirsty Dixon 

 
The Burren and Cliffs of Moher UNESCO Global Geopark (the Geopark hereinafter) is a site that any karst visitor 
to the British Isles MUST take in! The Cliffs of Moher are relatively well known as their images appear in many 
places, so this will primarily concentrate on The Burren! Further information on the Cliffs of Moher, including its 
amazing visitor’s centre may be found at https://www.cliffsofmoher.ie/about-the-cliffs-of-moher/cliffs-of-moher/ 
 
Figure 1: The Burren (left) – 
photo from Ireland website 
https://www.ireland.com/en-
au/magazine/literature/burren-
and-tolkien/ 

 
Unfortunately, I have lost 
the source/s of the following 
paragraphs: 
 
“The Burren comprises 
dramatic 
glaciated karst landscapes 
(glaciokarst) on Ireland’s 
Atlantic coast which have 
been fashioned in a variety of 
limestones, sandstones and 
siltstones originating during the Carboniferous period.”  
 
“The nearby Cliffs of Moher are vertical sandstone and shale sea-cliffs, the highest in Europe, which rise to a height of 
over 200m in places and which have long drawn sightseers to the area. Important local sights include the Aillwee 
Cave system and Doolin Cave.” 
 
“Glaciokarst is a geological term that refers to a specific type of karst 
landscape that been influenced significantly by past glacial activity. 
Karst landscapes consist of distinctive surface and subsurface 
landforms. These landforms are a result from dissolution of soluble 
rocks. In the case of glaciokarst, the karst landscape has been shaped 
by the action of glaciers due to glacial erosion, deposition or other 
processes that directly impact the soluble rocks in the area.  

Typical features found in glaciokarst landscapes may include glacially 
carved valleys, sinkholes formed by the dissolution of bedrock, glacial 
erratics, and ice-contact features. The interaction between the 
processes of glaciation and karstification can create intriguing 
geological formations and landscapes.”  

 

That last sentence in the quote above sums up The Burren 
magnificently – but we must not forget the cultural features such 
as the megalithic dolmen. Nor the music and food!  

The Burren is beautifully described in a 132-page booklet titled 
Stone, Water and Ice: A geology trip through the Burren published by 
the Geological Survey of Ireland (the Suirbhéireacht Gheolaíochta Éireann) in 2017.    

https://www.cliffsofmoher.ie/about-the-cliffs-of-moher/cliffs-of-moher/
https://www.ireland.com/en-au/magazine/literature/burren-and-tolkien/
https://www.ireland.com/en-au/magazine/literature/burren-and-tolkien/
https://www.ireland.com/en-au/magazine/literature/burren-and-tolkien/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Burren
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cliffs_of_Moher
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The introduction to the booklet reads in part as 
follows: 

“The Burren is a remarkable place where geology, 
ecology, archaeology, agriculture, history, food and 
music are deeply rooted in the landscape and culture 
of the region.it is a landscape of hills, valleys, 
plateaus, cliffs, beaches, furloughs, lakes, streams, 
depressions and caves-all of which provide us with a 
truly remarkable window into the geological history 
of North Clare and the West of Ireland. 
 
The Burren landscape is underlain by rocks which 
were deposited at a location circa 10oS of the Equator, 
during the Carboniferous period in Earth history 359-
299 Ma (millions of years ago). 
 
Since then the rocks have drifted northwards, 
experienced massive global environmental changes, 
undergone folding and uplifting by great earth 
movements and been exposed to wind, water and ice. 
 
It is the accumulation of these actions that has 
resulted in the unique and special landscape that we 
know as the Burren today. 
 
This guide has been compiled to arouse interest and 
provide an understanding of the geological landscape 
of the Burren without burying the story beneath too 
much scientific jargon. 
 

Twenty locations [geosites - actually 18] are described. Some share similar geological features to many other 
locations in the Burren. While some have specific features and landforms that demonstrate the unique 
geological character and variation of the Burren landscape. The Geosites are presented in a sequence that 
allows you to follow a recommended route, though all can be visited individually or as part of your own 
itinerary. 
 
Welcome to the Burren - known in Irish as Boireann - a rocky place.” 
 

The booklet spends the first 23 pages discussing the geological background, development of the landscape and 
the movement of the largely underground waters of the region. 

It then moves on to discuss in detail the characteristics of 18 of the 20 geosites which make up the Geopark. 
These include Doolin and Aillwee Caves and the Cliffs of Moher.  The caves were discussed in the September 
issue of the Journal.  

“Over the life of the geopark to date, twenty focal ‘geosites’ have been designated, with signage. These sites 
are chosen for accessibility and geological interest, along with possible architectural and / or heritage 
interest. They are specially monitored for littering, graffiti and damage.” 

The geosites range from caves, pavements, palaeolithic and neolithic archaeological sites, terraces, turloughs 
(seasonal lakes) and mineral springs amongst other features. 
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The booklet goes on to discuss the fossils and walking trails and other local attractions before concluding with a 
comprehensive glossary. Scattered throughout are 18 ‘challenges’ – questions like: 

“Most of the water flowing through the Burren is in underground conduits far away from human eyes, how 
is it possible to know in which direction the water goes once it goes underground? 

Explore the Learn and Engage section of www.burrengeopark.ie for suggested answers.” 

 

All-in-all the booklet is a splendid introduction to the Geopark – a true model of what such booklets should be! It 
is supplemented by the excellent signage at the geosites.  

As I said above it is truly a wonderful place 
for karst people to visit – as Joe Jennings 
told me so many decades ago. 

One last fact for you: the Burren is home to 
about 1100 plant species, about three 
quarters of the total flora of 1400 plant 
species found in the whole of Ireland. 

Figure 2: Burren NP walking trails map. We only 
did the one in white, (which was amazing!) – we 
are going back for the rest! 

I would like to thank Dr Eamon Doyle and 
the Geopark for granting permission to cite 
the booklet and for the provision of 
images. 

Further information on the National Park 
may be found at 
https://www.nationalparks.ie/burren/nature-conservation/ 

 

Figure 4: Karstic pavement graduating into biokarst, Doolin 
Harbour (left), photo K. Dixon 

 

Figure 5: Cliffs of Moher Visitors Centre (below) – built entirely into 
the hillside and covered with earth, so as not to spoil the visual 
amenity of the site. Photo K. Dixon 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the March Journal 2024 we will complete our British 
Isles trip by visiting England and Wales. 

 

 

 

 
 

https://www.burrengeopark.ie/learn-engage/
https://www.nationalparks.ie/burren/nature-conservation/

