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By RONAN O’SHEA

T
HE luck of the Irish isn’t 
a phrase I usually like. 
After all, we’re talking 
about a country that’s 
had its share of bad luck 
down the years, be it 

nuisance from the lads to the east, 
genes that make travel to any hot 
country a serious health hazard, or 
just all that rain. And yet over five 
days in the Emerald Isle, luck is 
something I get my fair share of. 

I’m in town — Cork to begin 
— to check out western Ireland’s 
music scene. Luck basically 
greets me at the door. 

“There’s a show on at the 
opera house tonight,” says Ruairi 
O’Connor, general manager of 
the River Lee Hotel. He adds, 
“Do you want me to see if I can 
get you a ticket?” in the casual 
manner of someone asking if I’d 
like tea or coffee. 

The sold-out show is a tribute 
to the late Fergus O’Farrell, a 
popular singer and Cork native 
who died last year. Hosted by 
former Frames’ frontman Glen 
Hansard — perhaps best-known 
stateside as an Academy Award 
winner for Best Original Song for 
“Once” (he also starred in the 
same-titled movie) — it’s a hot 

ticket at the historic Cork Opera 
House (corkoperahouse.ie). 

It’s an ideal setting for a gig 
showcasing some of Ireland’s 
most talented songwriters, sing-
ers and musicians. Chart-topping 
rock acts such as Hansard and 
Mundy, another Irish favorite, 
belt out rock numbers penned by 
their fallen friend alongside plain-
tive acoustic tunes sung in slow, 
inimitable Irish style. The 1,000-
seat venue dates back to 1852, but 
after being rebuilt following a fire 
in 1955, it’s been spruced up to 

reflect Cork’s modern architec-
ture. As a result, it produces great 
acoustics while retaining the ap-
peal of a classic music hall. 

Meanwhile, across the glim-
mering River Lee, Coburg and 
MacCurtain streets are packed 
with pubs and bars catering to 
the traveler with a keen ear. 

My first stop is Sin é (face-
book.com/sinecork). A tiny pub, it 
packs a punch in terms of atmo-
sphere. Classic movie and rock 
’n’ roll posters (think “Clockwork 
Orange” and Led Zeppelin) sit 

beside black and white photos 
of Ireland’s best writers (Joyce 
and Behan stand out), making 
it a good spot to enjoy anything 
from trad (traditional) to lively 
jazz and acoustic music. Good 
luck trying to keep your eyes off 
the walls and on the talented folk 
who keep the music going. 

Stepping into the dim glow 
of the bar, I grab myself a pint 
(naturally) and watch as a local 
performer sings famous rock 
songs with nothing but an acous-
tic guitar and a glass of water for 

accompaniment. The crowd is 
in good spirits, with the week-
end just around the corner. (It’s 
Thursday, but in this part of the 
world that’s close enough.)

Any avid music lover visiting 
Ireland should also head north to 
Doolin in County Clare. A small, 
rural town, Doolin is known 
throughout Ireland as the spiritu-
al home of trad music. The ideal 
way to get there is to rent a car 
and go via the Wild Atlantic Way 

When most of us think of traditional Irish music, we 
picture groups of people gathered around a warm fire 
playing stringed instruments. In fact, this custom dates 
from only around the mid-19th century. Irish folk music 
in its most traditional form dates back a thousand 
years and is known as sean-nós (“in the old style”). It 
usually features a solo performer singing a cappella.

The melodic folk music we’re familiar with today 
developed largely to celebrate weddings and saints’ 
days, and many of the instruments are relatively new 
additions. The tin whistle came into prominence in the 
19th century as an inexpensive instrument first mass-
produced in northern England. The harp, often seen as 
a symbol of the country, was largely forgotten in Irish 
music until a revival of the folk movement in the 20th 
century. The bodhrán, a hand-held drum made of bent 
wood and goatskin, only became popular in the 1960s.

The new wave of Irish music was first brought about 
by Ireland’s push for independence in the early 1900s 
with a reawakening of traditions. A revivalist wave in the 
1960s and 1970s saw acts such as The Clancy Brothers 
and Tommy Makem popularize Irish music in the US and 
elsewhere. They were followed by groups including The 
Chieftans and singers like Van Morrison, who began to 
blend traditional styles with jazz and rhythm and blues. 

But, unsurprisingly for a culture in which music has 
always been a key part, Ireland today boasts homegrown 
artists from every genre, from singer-songwriters like 
Glen Hansard to indie trio Two Door Cinema Club and 
Limerick’s fantastic hip-hop collective Rusangano Family.

Meanwhile, recent years have seen a resurgence of 
popular folk-inspired acts like The Gloaming and Cao-
imhín Ó Raghallaigh, who have brought traditional 
Irish music into the 21st century.        — Ronan O’Shea
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There’s 
a street fair 

vibe in Doolin, 
Co. Clare, known 

as a hot-spot 
for traditional 

music.

Irish folk 
music as we 

know it began 
in the mid-

1800s.
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There’s more to Irish music than “Danny Boy”



— the 1,550-mile route that runs 
the length of Ireland’s western 
seaboard, through the stunning 
coastal roads of Cork and Kerry 
and, close to Doolin itself, the 
Cliffs of Moher and the Burren, 
a unique landscape of karst rock 
that has kept postcard makers in 
business for generations.

I stop in for a bite to eat at 
the lovely McGann’s, a charm-
ing pub that reminds me of my 
father’s home region of Kerry. 
Stonework walls are covered in 
vintage beer and cigarette ads, 
old paper cuttings from years 
gone by, and trinkets seem-
ingly collected by the owners 
from around the globe. The 
atmosphere is pleasant, a mix of 
passing tourists and locals rest-
ing in the warm interior. There 
isn’t any music on this evening, 
which is unfortunate, as barman 
Mark Flynn tells me one night is 
nowhere near enough in Doolin.

“I came here for two weeks,” 
he says. “That was 30 years ago.” 

Sadly, I don’t have that long, 
but I’m in luck again — a two-
minute stroll along the country 
road takes me to Fitzpatrick’s 
(HotelDoolin.ie). Attached to a 
local hotel, it’s airy without los-
ing out on atmosphere; there are 
stools at the bar, earthy colors 
and warm cubicles, a great way 
to finally see some music, in this 
case a show by folk group Off 
the Walnuts. Comprised of two 
couples (a sort of folk ABBA if 

you will), the set is lively and 
involving.  

People chatter happily be-
tween songs but sit transfixed as 
the group plays, a perfect snap-
shot of why music draws people 
to the town. 

“The whole island of Ireland 
is rich in music,” says singer 
and musician Cara. “But in the 
rural wild west, you really can 
experience authentic music in a 

personal setting — a concert just 
for you.”

It’s very intimate, and the 
town will be buzzing during the 
warmer months, when every bar 
has music on and the weather 
opens up excursions to the 
nearby cliffs, mountains and 
coastal roads.

From small town to big(ish) 
city, the final leg of my trip takes 
me to Galway. A short two-hour 

drive northeast from Doolin,  
Galway (also a county) has been 
captured in song throughout the 
years, perhaps most famously on 
“The Fields of Athenry,” a trad 
night staple and a common soc-
cer chant for fans of Liverpool 
and Celtic. 

Walking down the West 
End’s Dominick Street, I find 
evidence of that in Carroll’s 
(facebook.com/CarrollsonDomi-

nickStreet), where eight or so 
friends play traditional tunes on 
Irish instruments while sitting 
around a table. The main shop-
ping streets throng with buskers; 
an old man with a tin whistle 
plays at one street corner while 
an extraordinarily talented young 
Asian woman plays the banjo 
on another. But while Galway is 
still a trad hotspot, music lovers 
of every hue will find something 
in the city, particularly at An 
Púcán (AnPucan.ie). 

A cavernous bar near Eyre 
Square, its whiskey selection is 
vast enough to make Don Draper 
blanch and it boasts a sound 
system fit for names like London 
Grammar and Ireland’s own 
Kodaline. Inside, the crowd is 
boisterous but friendly and the 
beer free-flowing; everyone is in 
good humor despite Ireland’s loss 
in the international rugby game 
earlier that day. It’s a lively spot 
to kick off a weekend in Galway, 
whether it be for music or to 
meet locals and get the flavor of 
west Ireland’s vibrant nightlife.

Galway Bay is picturesque 
as always, with the town center 
filled again with buskers and 
street performers. Róisín Dubh 
(RoisinDubh.net) in the West 
End has both acoustic blues and 
a Smiths tribute act during my 
stay, and with every second step 
through the streets of Galway, I 
seem to stumble upon something. 

Yes, I’m in luck. New York may 
not sleep, but western Ireland 
never stops singing.

St. Patrick’s Day
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Franciscan 
Well Brewery is 
part of the lively 
music, food and 

pub scene in 
vibrant Cork.

Where to stay: Homely hotels and upscale lodgings

CORK
THE RIVER LEE HOTEL Western Road, The Lough, Cork, Ireland;  

DoyleCollection.com
The fact that the River Lee Hotel sits beside the waters after which it’s 

named is ideal, given that the river in question runs through the center of 
Cork, making it the perfect launchpad for exploring Ireland’s second most 
populous city — a small, picturesque town of cobbled streets, modern cafes 
and traditional pubs serving plenty of the black stuff and a whole lot more 
besides. The hotel itself is very comfortable with a spacious dining room, a 
relaxed bar and staff always on hand to answer questions. Rooms start at $132.

DOOLIN
ATLANTIC SUNSET B&B
Cliffs of Moher Road, Coogyul-
la, Doolin, Co. Clare, Ireland; 
atlanticsunsetdoolin.com

Doolin may be small, but it’s 
home to plenty of B&Bs and a 
handful of hotels, all of which of-
fer a warm and friendly welcome 
and a comfortable night’s stay. 
While the Atlantic Sunset is just 
under 2 miles outside of town, 
my room was comfy, and my host, 
Claudia, cooked me a full Irish 
breakfast in the morning and even 
dropped me off at the bus station 
since it was raining. You don’t get 
that kind of service at the Hilton. 
Rooms start at $32.

HOTEL DOOLIN
Rivervale, Teergonean, Doo-
lin, Co. Clare, Ireland; Hotel-
Doolin.ie

For those who want to stay cen-
tral and close to the music, Hotel 
Doolin is an ideal spot —Fitzpat-
rick’s is adjacent and McGann’s 
less than a five-minute walk. 
Rooms start at $53.

GALWAY
THE CONNACHT HOTEL 
Old Dublin Road, Galway, Ireland; 
TheConnacht.ie

Around 1 mile from the city center, The 
Connacht is a good base from which to 
explore the city, especially if you want to 
avoid noise from the bars and pubs in the 
evenings. Rooms are spacious, the beds 
are comfy, and the buffet breakfast boasts 
plenty of options. Its Bar Solo is a good 
place to drop in for a drink, and the hotel 
has its own leisure centre and a kids’ 
club. Rooms start at $53.

— Ronan O’Shea
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