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The landscape displays the relics of giants, druids and 
early saints. The passage of time is marked with Neolithic 
megaliths and cairns, frontier hill forts and earthen 
ramparts, high crosses and holy wells, the graves of 
Ireland’s earliest saints and monastic ruins, and the 
compelling story of St. Patrick.

People have inhabited the Mourne Gullion 

Strangford aspiring UNESCO Global Geopark 

(aUGG) since just after the end of the last 

Ice Age, their lives have been shaped by 

the unique landscape and its underlying 

geology. In the same way, they have shaped 

the land with agriculture and industry. The 

stories of ancient traditions, lost religions 

and power struggles are written across the 

mountains, drumlins, plains and coasts.



The ice age sculpted the rocks and landscape 
of the Mourne Gullion Strangford aUGG into 
the deep u-shaped valley forming Carlingford 
lough, numerous natural bays at Strangford 
lough and the flat plain along the Mourne 
coastline. This is the scene that met the first 
settlers as they arrived in skin boats around 
7000 years ago, they were hunter-gathers 
of the Mesolithic period. Access to the coast 
dictated settlement patterns because it meant 
fresh fish and opportunities for trade and these 
communities began an enduring relationship 
with the sea. Maritime industry has thrived in 
Mourne Gullion Strangford aUGG, it is central 
to trade even today with busy commercial 
ports in Warrenpoint and large fishing ports in 
Kilkeel and Ardglass. The Newry Canal was the 
earliest summit Canal in Ireland or Britain, its 
route follows the same low land route as the 
receding ice.

Glacial activity also led to the formation of the 
‘Gap of the North’, which was the gateway of 
Ulaidh or Ulster and it has remained a main 
road even today. This borderland beside the 
Ring of Gullion was known as Na Doirse, the 
gates. It was also the edge of the Pale, the 
border of Norman Ireland and even now it 
lies on the edge separating the North and 
South of Ireland. Travelers were constantly 
passing this way and there is a rich tradition 
of storytelling here, many famous characters 
from Irish folklore have had adventures here 
such as the warrior Fionn Mac Cumhaill, leader 
of the Fianna warriors, and Cúchulainn who is 
said to have got his name from Slieve Gullion or 
Chulainn the Blacksmith’s Mountain.

SCULPTED
BY ICE
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The geological make up of Strangford Lough 
produced a sea inlet that allowed Early 
Christians, Vikings and Normans to explore. It 
was difficult to defend so the Normans built 
the many castles, keeps and towers that dot 
the coast, each tells a story of power, rebellion 
and conquest. The Christian monasteries 
here were regularly plundered by Vikings who 
named the area Strangfjothr, meaning strong 
fjord. The wooden boat building skills have 
survived and are now celebrated in the annual 
Skiffie Festival.

Christianity came to Ireland with the arrival of 
St Patrick in 432AD. He founded his first church 
in a wooden barn at Saul, in the Lecale area, 
the stone replacement still remains. When 
St Patrick died he was buried on the Hill of 
Down now marked with a granite Celtic cross 
at Down Cathedral. The same hill holds the 
remains of St Brigid and St Columba. The St 
Patrick trail is a route for pilgrims linking key 
sites and giving insight into Early Christian life. 
St Patrick converted several followers and his 

legacy can be seen in the many monasteries 
and Holy sites nearby, Struell Wells, Inch Abbey 
Ardtole, St John’s Point Church. There are a 
multitude of later Christian monasteries such 
as Killeavy Old Churches and Kilbroney.



Most of Mourne Gullion Strangford aUGG 
once lay at the bottom of the ancient Iapetus 
Ocean, the seafloor sediments resulted in the 
sandstone, mudstone and siltstone bedrock 
that underlies much of the area. These have 
been sculpted by ice into the Lecale drumlins 
and the subsequent glacial material has been 
deposited to form the Mourne Plain. Good 
drainage and nutrient-rich soils have provided 
prime conditions for farming which developed 
in the Neolithic period and continues today. 
Annalong Cornmill is a beautifully restored 
cornmill that operated from the early 1800s 
and now houses an interactive museum where 
you can experience Mourne life of the past, 
visitors can learn about the local geology and 
the famous stonemen of Mourne.

The dramatic high Mournes were formed 
as magma was intruded into the softer 
sedimentary bedrock. This molten rock cooled 
and crystallised to form granite, a much 
harder impermeable rock that helped to 
create harsh conditions for plant life. Farmers 
adapted to this by driving cattle between the 
fertile lowlands to the few upland meadows 
in the summer. The practice was known as 
Booleying, families would build a temporary 
shelter or ‘booley’ from sods and earth. They 
minded their cattle, cut turf, milked the cows 
and made butter. When summer was over the 
families returned home with their livestock 
and goods for the Booley Fair. Traces of Booley 
huts can be seen at Spelga Dam. Many of the 
ancient droving routes that were used to bring 
cattle up to the hills still exist and are used by 
walkers, a good example is at Carrick Little.

WORKING  
WITH GEOLOGY
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Wracking was another common practice 
in coastal areas as local farmers cultivated 
seaweed to fertilize their poorer upland fields. 
Wrack rights are mentioned in grants of land 
in Co. Down as far back as 1506 and remains of 
extensive stone wrack beds can be seen at Mill 
Bay near Greencastle and Strangford Lough.

The aspiring UNESCO Global Geopark contains 
numerous burial chambers still visible today 
many of which have been constructed from 
boulders left behind on the landscape at the 
end of the last Ice Age. Slieve Croob is known 
for its 12 cairns, with Slieve Gullion laying 
claim to the highest surviving portal tomb 
in Ulster. Other excellent examples include 
Ballymacdermot Court Tomb, Audleystown 
and Legananny Dolmen. People gathered at 
these cairns at celtic festivals of Lughnasa 
or Samhain, this tradition was continued as 
recently as the 1950s at Slieve Croob and is 
being revived in the area with organised walks 
and an annual Lúnasa Festival.

Neolithic cairns are the first evidence of stone 
building in the area, the skill was passed down 
the generations and can be seen centuries later 
in the dry stone walls of the Mournes using 
the same basic materials. The Mourne Wall is 
a listed monument that runs for 22 miles over 
the highest summits. The use of stone walling 
as field boundaries increased following the 
Great Famine of the 1840s when many farmers 
took to clearing the boulders which littered the 
land and reclaimed their fields. They could use 
this traditional skill to bring in extra wages in 
those uncertain times. Quarrying granite was 
a lucrative industry and it was exported for use 
in buildings, millstones and cobbled streets. 
Locally it was sculpted into Celtic crosses such 
as Downpatrick High Cross and Drumadonnell 
Stone Cross.



The breath taking landscape of Mourne Gullion Strangford aUGG has been an inspiration 
to artists and musicians throughout the ages. This can be heard in the music festivals 
throughout the summer and also in local village “sessions” every week as musicians come 
to practice and perform. Traditional instruments such as the Uilleann Pipe and Harp are 
hand crafted here, the skill passed down through generations.

INTANGIBLE 
CULTURAL  
HERITAGE

Legends have grown up around geological 
features of the landscape, Fionn MacCumhaill 
is credited with throwing the Cloughmore 
stone, a 5 tonne glacial erratic, now known 
to have come from Scotland. The Celtic epic 
“Tain Bo Cuillangne” or the Cattle Raid of 
Cooley is set in the hills of south Armagh and 
north Louth and features the ancient hero 
Cúchulainn. CS Lewis holidayed in Rostrevor 
and he imagined the land of Narnia rising out 
of the Mournes. The last of the Ulster poets, Art 
Mac Cooey, is buried at Creggan graveyard and 
more recently, local writer Michael J Murphy 
started recording local customs and traditions 
in Ring of Gullion and ended up with one of 
the largest collections of oral tradition in the 
English-speaking world.
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The rocky slopes of the Mournes hid smugglers 
as they avoided a hefty tax on alcohol in the 
past. One such route, the “Brandy Pad” is still 
popular with hikers today. Poítin and whisky 
distilling continues in the Mournes and 
brewers use the clear waters of the Mountains 
to produce craft beer and spirits of a unique 
character.

Fresh fish is abundant due to the long 
coastline, pristine rivers and lakes and we have 
some of the most skilled chefs in the country 
to prepare it, the “Catch and Cook experience” 
is offered to visitors to share some of these 
culinary skills. An agricultural rural community 
means that local grass fed beef is of excellent 
quality and some farms have brought back the 
vintage breeds of old, such as Dexter beef.

The story of our agricultural, maritime and 
industrial heritage is a tapestry of fields, stone 
walls, and fishing villages. Built heritage of 
linen and corn mills, the railway and canal 
and stately homes are all testament to the 
generations that have built upon the geology 
they found here. Today this rich tapestry of 
myths and maritime heritage is still with us – 
in our music, our arts, our museums, and in the 
words of our poets.
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The Mourne Gullion Strangford aspiring 
UNESCO Global Geopark (aUGG) features a 
diversity of landscape taking in mountain, 
craggy uplands, rolling green hills, coastal plains 
and hard and soft seashore. The Geopark takes 
in three Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty, 
designated for the distinctiveness and quality 
of the landscape. And in turn these landforms 
support a rich array of wildlife and plants 
recognised in a range of world, European and 
national conservation designations.

GEOLOGY AND
NATURAL HERITAGE

For those wondering why such a variety of 
natural heritage can be found in this compact 
region, the answer lies deep in the prehistory 
of the earth, beginning when this place – and 
indeed the surface of the earth – looked very, 
very different. It took, over millennia, the 
shifting of continents, volcanic activity and, 
particularly, the effects of the various Ice Ages 
that sculpted the rocks and shaped the land and 
habitats. The story of the natural heritage of our 
region is a long and epic one.



The upland areas of the Geopark are underlain 
by igneous rocks, exposed by erosion of the 
sedimentary rocks within which they had 
originally cooled beneath the earth’s surface. 
Slieve Croob belongs to the Newry Igneous 
Complex, emplaced as the ancient Iapetus 
Ocean closed over 400 million years ago when 
our climate would have been like the Sahara 
desert. The ‘younger’ uplands of the Mournes 
and Ring of Gullion are underlain by granite 
and gabbro dating back to the opening of the 
North Atlantic Ocean, about 56 million years 
ago. Our coastal location and our northern 
latitude, when all of the tectonic activity settled 
down, has subsequently much influenced our 
landscape and habitats.

Based on hard, slowly eroding granites the 
upland areas have thin, poorly draining soils. 
The altitude, bringing strong winds, low 
temperatures and high rainfall, means organic 
material breaks down only slowly. The result is 
peaty layers, low in nutrients, often water logged 
and highly acidic. In the harsh conditions, only 
specialist plants and animals survive.

Our mountains feature some blanket bog, 
dominated by sphagnum mosses, but more 
prevalent is the upland wet and dry heath 
with Slieve Gullion and the Mourne Mountains 

supporting internationally important tracts. 
Characterised by heathers, the habitat supports 
many other plants including cotton grasses, 
cowberry and the insectivorous sundew and 
butterwort. The tranquillity of the mountains 
make them a haven for various birds and animals
including the peregrine falcon and Irish hare.

The lower, craggy uplands of Slieve Croob are 
characterised by outcrops of ancient granites 
and also exhibit poor soils, left shallow and 
stony as the ice scoured its way from the higher 
slopes. This encourages a proliferation of gorse 
and bracken, the former bringing a bright 
yellow hue to our spring time.
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Much of the region around the uplands was 
covered by material moved and shaped at 
the base of ice sheets as they advanced and 
retreated, depositing glacial sediment. From the 
plain between the mountains and the sea to 
the characteristic drumlins that form the classic 
‘basket of eggs’ landscape of low rounded hills 
to the north and east of the region, these are 
soft, fertile landscapes.

Poorly drained hollows between the drumlins 
mean that small lakes and ponds are a common 
feature, while bigger water bodies, like 
Camlough Lake are a result of glacial scouring. 
The interdrumlin areas also support some 
lowland raised bogs with specialised plants 
including cotton grasses, cross leaved heath 
and bog asphodel. Purple rush grass and rushes 
are common in field corners and smaller wet 
pockets.

The ‘up and down’ topography contributes to a 
pattern of small field enclosures, which in turn 
helped preserve species rich hedgerows along 
field boundaries. These habitats are particularly 
important as woodland cover is low in the 
region. Poorer foothill slopes have seen conifer 

COUNTRYSIDE

plantation and so the small patches of native 
broadleaf survive mainly in the river valleys, 
the hedgerows and ‘shelter belts’ around older 
farms.

The flatter coastal landscape of Lecale has some 
fens, areas with a permanently high water 
level at or just below the surface supporting 
which are important for invertebrates like the 
Irish damselfly and whirligig beetle. These are 
developed on sedimentary rocks that formed 
on the bottom of a long disappeared ocean. The 
Kilkeel Plain, the area’s most recent geological 
feature formed from sands and gravels which 
came as outwash from the melting glaciers, and 
subsequently small rivers cut through the soils 
and soft sediments to form inaccessible hidden 
valleys that are a haven for wildlife.
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The region’s long coastline combines hard 
rocky coves with boulder clay cliffs and mobile 
sediments of shingle, sands and mud – the 
presence of which again owes much to the 
movement of ice.

Moraines deposited as the ice sheets retreated 
have been cut into by the sea to form soft 
cliffs, loved as nesting sites by sand martins, 
jackdaws and starlings among other burrow 
nesting birds. In addition, the materials set 
down on the sea floor have provided abundant 
sediments to be reworked by rising sea levels 
over the millennia. Sand dunes at Murlough on 
Dundrum Bay and Killard near Strangford Lough 
are two of the largest systems in Northern 
Ireland, the former is home to the largest 
population of the marsh fritillary butterfly in 
Northern Ireland and the latter is one of the 
best sites for grassland and lowland heath 
invertebrates.

COAST
Also formed from the glacial deposits are sand 
and shingle beaches and mud flats. The rich 
sea larder of the flats at places like Carlingford 
Lough and Killough Bay are vital feeding and 
resting areas for internationally important 
populations of migratory, over-wintering and 
breeding wildfowl including oyster catcher, 
greenshank and the light-bellied Brent goose.



It is important to remember that the landscape 

we see around us today is a chapter in time;  

it is somewhere in the middle of a story. We are 

part of a world formed of rock but not set in 

stone, instead constantly moving and changing 

around us, often so slowly we are unaware of it 

but also all too quickly and visibly in some cases. 

Managing the impacts of the forces of change 

arising on the land forms, habitats and species 

outlined is a key task of our Geopark.
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