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29.06.2014 / 7 Gorge yourself Places to stay in Killarney Muckross Park Hotel We stayed at this five-star hotel which features a spa, cloisters, and Molly D’Arcy’s pub. Breakfast was a treat: try the Valentia Island yogurt with berries. Doubles from €120; muckrosspark.com Killeen House Hotel In the popular Aghadoe area, this charming hotel gets good ratings from TripAdvisor. Featuring 23 bedrooms, it’s set in 1½ acres of garden and has its own restaurant, Rozzers. Doubles from €120; killeenhousehotel.com Neptune’s Hostel In the centre of Killarney, this familyowned hostel offers discounted prices on tours, bike rentals and nights out. In high season, single rooms with en-suite bathrooms start at €25, and a four-bedroom dorm is from €14. neptuneshostel.com Other adventures Gorge walking in Co Galway is on offer at Killary Adventure Centre. A half-day activity, it can be combined with kayaking. Based on the shore of Killary Harbour, the centre can provide accommodation, too. It costs €46 per person, and €87 for six hours. killaryadventure.com In Castlewellan, in Co Down, the Life Adventure Centre runs canyoning in the Forest Park. Family packages offer fun and easy trips. A half-day trip for a group of four is €42 per person. onegreatadventure.com Valerie O’Sullivan



discover that it’s a lot of fun and strangely exciting. As we go, Kingerlee shares titbits of information about the area, helping us to unravel its history, one tug of the kayak at a time. We go under Bandit Bridge — the scene of ambushes in the past — and then use trolleys to roll the kayaks along the Gap to the Black Lake, known to locals as the Cathedral Lake because it offers a sense of silence and peace. We jump in the boats and relax, floating along at our ease. It’s lunchtime and we enjoy a picnic basket made for us by Muckross Park Hotel. It adds a luxurious touch to our outing. This is usually the point where the canyoning begins, but Kingerlee explains that doing the activity at Torc will be more demanding — and therefore more thrilling. “We like people to do the canyon trip in the Gap first,” he says. “It’s an easier



It’s very raw and savage, but it’s just you and the canyon. You have to work with the elements



location to learn the jumping and scrambling techniques.” “So we’re being thrown in at the deep end?” D’Arcy asks. “Oh yes,” he replies. At Torc, we fit harnesses over our wetsuits before trekking through the forest to the river. Starting our descent down the canyon, we’re enveloped by cliffs, lush green vegetation and clear water pools. It’s like Costa Rica, only the water is colder. The canyon is unexplored because access is tricky. “I couldn’t believe it when I found this gorge,” Kingerlee says. “People do not go down here. You can’t really.” A close-knit relationship forms as we complete each water challenge. Our harnesses are clasped to Kingerlee’s rope as he lowers each one of us down a 20m drop, right beside a waterfall into what he calls Gollum’s Pool, named after the character in The Lord of the Rings. “Look to your right — at the



Paddle power Kayaking on the River Loe in the strikingly beautiful Gap of Dunloe, in Co Kerry; below, carrying the craft was part of the challenge



waterfall,” Kingerlee shouts, as we focus too much on the rope. After each obstacle, we’re wired with adrenaline. Some are tougher than others. We hesitate at another waterfall where there are few footholds and the jagged rocks are slippery. Kingerlee advises us to slide and we do, some of us more or less flying into his arms. “Bangs and bruises are just part of the journey,” he says. “It’s very raw and savage, but it’s you and the canyon. You have to work with the elements.” We move fast to keep warm, only stopping to put on our hats under our helmets. The obstacles require progressively more effort, but our confidence grows stronger. The best bit of the Torc gorge is a section Kingerlee calls “the cave”. Reaching the end of the journey, we discover a flat rock under a fast-flowing waterfall. It’s a perfect slide, and the five of us, all adults, can’t resist queuing up to have a go. Our last challenge is scrambling up the side of a cliff. Exhausted, we take in the view of Innisfallen Island, with its monastery ruins that once housed the first university in Europe. We wash off in a small pool and the buoyancy of our wetsuits allows us to float on our backs. We watch a plane pass and consider life. Plan A, it turns out, wasn’t do-able, but Plan B worked out perfectly. Plan C was a well-earned Irish coffee in Molly Darcy’s pub, in Killarney. Outdoors Ireland offers canyoning and kayaking for €75 per person per day; the advanced Torc canyoning costs the same; outdoorsireland.ie
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