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DBA 
- THE BARGE ASSOCIATION -

• Bringing together people in-
terested in barges and barging

• Establishing and maintaining 
contact with other relevant 

societies and clubs, navigation 
authorities, trade associations

• Representing the interests of 
barge owners in areas such as 

mooring rights, navigation permits 
and changes, provision and main-
tenance of barge navigations, and 

navigation/safety regulations

• Seeking benefi ts for members 
in the form of discounts on the 

prices of barge-related goods and 
services

• Publishing a reference guide: 
‘The Barge Buyers Handbook’ and 

‘Blue Flag’, a bi-monthly  news 
and features magazine

• Organising annual rallies at 
home and abroad

• Annual membership: (from Janu-
ary 1010) £35.00

FOR MEMBERSHIP 
CONTACT:

DBA - The Barge Association
‘Cormorant’, Spade Oak Reach,

Cookham, MAIDENHEAD,
SL6 9RG

U.K.

+44 (0) 1628 850576
membership@barges.org

www.barges.org

GETTING THERE:
LIVERPOOL OR 
RIBBLE ESTUARY TO DUBLIN

There are two main routes to Ireland. 
The northern route goes from Liver-

pool or the Ribble estuary to Dublin. The 
southern route starts from Bristol and 
goes via Milford Haven to the Water-
ford estuary in the south of Ireland. Both 
involve trips of more than 100 nautical 
miles in open sea and therefore need to 
be undertaken by barges only in periods 
of settled weather.
The Irish Sea is notoriously rough as it 
channels the wind between the two is-
lands. Like many others, I had to wait 
for at least a month for a window and 
it was a relatively tight one, lasting only 
2-3 days. There may be as few as 3 or 
4 of these in a season. The many wind 
forecasts available on the web are unreli-
able for more than 3 days ahead and if 
you have crew on standby at some dis-
tance, this can make things quite tricky. 
It is important to wait a day or two until 
the sea calms down or the crossing can 
be unpleasant. Pilots are available if you 
don’t have the necessary qualifi cations 
to satisfy your insurers, but remember 
that they won’t take any responsibility 
for the conditions so make sure you are 
happy to cross.
With this year’s opening of the Albert 
Dock in Liverpool it is now possible to 
wait conveniently there. The run across 
to Dublin is still around 120 nautical 
miles and involves either a night trip or 
stopping at Holyhead. I preferred to get 
across the sea as quickly as possible. 
It’s also possible to take the Rufford 
branch of the Leeds and Liverpool to 
Tarleton. Waiting near the lock is easy 
here, particularly when the Ribble Link 
isn’t busy. But one is constrained to leave 
near high tide to get over the bars in the 
estuary. We compromised by mooring 
in the estuary overnight at Lytham St 
Annes, which is sheltered when the tide 
is down and were rewarded with a totally 
fl at crossing, which lasted for just about 
the 25 hours it took us to get across. 

CRUISING IRELAND
Ireland is more noted as an island to sail round 
than to sail in. But it has a notable inland water-
ways system that is well worth visiting.  The tradi-
tional heart of Irish cruising is the Shannon – 150 
miles of water in the heart of Ireland including sev-

eral substantial lakes, known as loughs. But there 
is also Lough Erne and Lough Neagh and a net-
work of canals in the north and south. This account 
is based on a 10 month visit made in 2008-9 by 
CHRIS MOSS in his 17m dutch barge Watergeus.

HBA boats at River Barrow [P. Martin]

41B and 76M moored up on Lough Key [L. 
Saunders]

GETTING THERE:
BRISTOL TO 
WATERFORD ESTUARY

The second route is from Bristol to Wa-
terford estuary. Although this is over 

200 nautical miles in total, one can stop at 
a number of intermediate points. The lon-
gest necessary stage is from Milford Haven 
to Kilmore Quay, a delightful small fi shing 
harbour, which is about 65 miles and can be 
completed in daylight. Winds are generally 
less severe but the tides in the Bristol Chan-
nel require careful planning. With tidal rang-
es of more than 10m, most stops, which can 
include Cardiff, Swansea and Milford Haven, 
are inside tidal locks and it is necessary to 
time the trips between them carefully as there 
are tidal streams of up to 6 knots.  But South 
Wales is an excellent cruising ground in its 
own right, and I didn’t hurry past it on my 
way back, and took several weeks exploring 
the rivers (Cleddau and Towey), seaside ports 
(Tenby and Porthcawl) and inland waterways 
(Swansea and Cardiff) from west to east.  I 
found one free non-tidal mooring in Pem-
broke, though getting through the tidal bar-
rage took more than a week of phone calls to 
the county authorities who administer it. 
There is a third possibility for boats too large 
to negotiate the Grand Canal – that is to go 
directly into the Shannon at Limerick. But 
that is a totally different scale of expedition 
and should only be tried by class B (or maybe 
A) craft. 

GETTING THERE:
FREIGHTER OR LOW LOADER:

The fi nal route is that chosen by most Irish 
people bringing boats over from England 

or Europe—use a freighter or low loader. If 
you have the resources then this is totally fea-
sible and avoids a major sea crossing. If you 
want to do this, ask on the IWAI email list 
(reference below) for contacts.

The stated maximum dimensions for boats 
are 18.5m length (61’), 3.9m beam (13’), 

CONTINUED

Barge 34B on Grand Canal [G. Gavin]

Rindoon on Lough Ree [C. Nolan]
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LOUGH ALLEN
Lough Allen is the first of the big 
loughs on the River Shannon. 
It is a great, wild lough, 8 miles 
long by 3 miles wide and lies 
between the Slieve Anierin Moun-
tains to the east and the Arigina 
Mountains to the west. It is liable 
to blow up in windy conditions 
and a strong north-western wind 
can give rise to particularly 
squally conditions. The water 
level on the lough is controlled by 
sluice gates and can flucuate by 
as much as eight feet.

LOUGH REE
Lough Ree (Irish: Loch Rí or Loch 
Ríbh) is in the midlands of Ire-
land, the second of the three major 
lakes on the River Shannon and 
the second largest on the Shan-
non after Lough Derg. It serves 
as a border between the counties 

of Longford and Westmeath (both 
in the province of Leinster) on the 
eastern side and County Roscom-
mon in the province of Connacht 
on the western side. It is popular for 
fishing and boating and is locally 
famous for its eels on wheels truck. 
The town of Athlone is at the south-
ern end of the lake The small town 
of Lanesboro is at the northern end.
The island of Inchcleraun (Inis 
Cloithreann) in the northern part of 
the lake is the site of a monastery 
founded in the early Christian era 
and contains the remains of several 
ancient churches. In Irish legends, 
it was on this island that Queen 
Maeve was killed. The Viking Tur-
gesius controlled a ringfort on the 
shores until his death by drowning 
in Lough Owel.
Families lived on some of the is-
lands in Lough Ree up until the 
1950s, when they were rehoused 

ashore.
Lough Ree has been the scene of 
claimed sightings of a lake mon-
ster over the years.

LOUGH DERG
Lough Derg (from the Irish: Loch 
Deirgeirt meaning “loch of the red 
eye”) is the third-largest lake  in 
Ireland (after Lough Neagh and 
Lough Corrib) and the second-larg-
est in the Republic of Ireland - cov-
ering an area of 118 km2 (45.5 sq 
miles). It is a long, relatively nar-
row, with shores in counties North 
Tipperary (to the east), Galway 
(north-west), and Clare (south-
west).  
  Navigable over its full 40 km 
length, Lough Derg is today popu-
lar with pleasure cruisers. 

THE SHANNON
The River Shannon is now the 

backbone of a vast network of in-
land waterways, joined to the Erne 
via the newly restored Shannon-
Erne link. Sailing southwards 
down river brings the traveller 
through Limerick and out to the 
Atlantic Ocean. 
Future developments include the 
possibility of reopening the Ulster 
Canal, which connects The Erne 
to Lough Neagh, Ireland’s largest 
lake.
Navigation is simple with the deep 
channel being marked. The Erne 
has only one lock, the Shannon six, 
and the Shannon - Erne  sixteen. 
During the first millennium 
AD Viking long boats sailed up 
through mists of the Irish bogs to 
loot the medieval monastery at 
Clonmacnois. The formidable High 
King of Ireland Brian Boru, who 
broke the power of the Vikings at the 
battle of Clontarf in 1014, deployed 

a fleet of war galleys on Lough Ree 
to deal with the Viking threat. 

SHANNON-ERNE WATERWAY
The reopening of the old Ballina-
more-Ballyconnell Canal has revi-
talized a facility and a hinterland 
rich in natural beauty. Linking 
the renown Shannon and the Erne, 
the waterway weaves together the 
streams, rivers and lakes scat-
tered between Leitrim village and 
the Erne. Passing under 34 stone 
bridges it is checked by 16 locks on 
it’s scenic course through wild, un-
spoiled countryside. Each lock (op-
erated by a push-button electro-hy-
draulics) takes about 15 minutes 
to negotiate and cruising time for 
the 62.5 kilometers of navigation 
- if you were daft enough not to stop 
and stare awhile - is approximately 
13 hours. A series of eight locks pro-
vides a stairway from the Shannon 

to Lough Scur, a natural lake 
of great beauty. The dominant 
height in the area is the cairn-
topped Sheemore, from which point 
there is a panorama embracing 
over 30 lakes. Sheemore, together 
with its sister hill, Sheebeg, pro-
vided O’Carolan, the 17th century 
blind harper who is the title of the 
haunting Irish air you are almost 
certain to hear in one of the music 
pubs as you travel.
The descent to Lough Erne is 
checked by another eight locks 
and the waterway visits Ballina-
more and Ballyconnell, towns 
which gave their names to the 
original canal. A barge marina 
marks the final lock as the Wood-
ford River noses its way east to 
join Lough Erne.

Lough Erne
In no hurry to reach the sea, the 

‘Ebanhezer’: Rachel Hanna’s barge on Lough Ree
[Chris Moss]

‘Watergeus’ at Shannonbridge [Chris Moss]

 draught 1.2m (4’) and air draught 2.75m(9’). 

As always, draughts are nominal. 

LIFE ON THE WATER:
Navigation and mooring charges in Ireland 
are surprisingly cheap: for instance, a year’s 
canal licence costs 126 euros and there are 
no regular fees on the Shannon system. The 
downside of this is that there are fewer facili-
ties than in other countries. By and large, Ire-
land hasn’t got used to the idea of live-aboards 
yet. For example a marina for 55 boats was 
built in the Grand Canal basin in Dublin, with 
EU money and is standing idle. They don’t 
have the regulations in place nor has the cul-
ture caught up with the idea that people might 

be able to live on boats in 
the heart of Dublin.
The situation with mooring 
charges is not dissimilar to 
Britain – you can theoreti-
cally moor anywhere for 
5 days. There are plenty 
of private marinas on the 
Shannon and Erne, but 
only one on the Grand Ca-
nal. This leads to the rath-
er anomalous situation of 
several live-aboard com-
munities outside of Dublin 
who don’t pay any rent – 
but neither do they get any 
services (pumpouts, water 

and electricity). 
Boating in Ireland is essential-

ly a 6-month affair, starting on St. Patrick’s 
day in March and continuing until October. 
For the rest of the year, you must be prepared 
for closures happening at short notice. I was 
nearly trapped in Drumshanbo, a tiny village 
near Lough Allen, for the winter when a lock 
was closed for repairs with three days’ notice 
when I happened to be in England. I got out 
through the rocky channel, which had already 
been lowered, at the last possible moment.
It is well worth having some alternative 
means of transport as public transport is not 
extensive. Even quite large towns may only 
have half a dozen buses a day and since much 
of the best scenery in Ireland is coastal, you’ll 
miss a lot if you are dependent on them. In 
the end I bought a motor scooter which I eas-
ily could run on and off the barge and regret-

ted not getting it sooner. 
Living costs in Ireland are defi nitely higher 
than Britain. A loaf of bread will cost 2.50 
euros  in many supermarkets and a simple 
bottle of wine 10 euros. It is only Lidl and 
Aldi that break the mould, coming in 25% 
lower on average. 

Communications aren’t easy. When I was 
there, the only mobile company offering pay-
as-you-go internet was 3 and although its 
3G network is as good as the others, it didn’t 
have a 2G backup, so there was often a poor 
signal when you were away from built-up ar-
eas. It does however have preferential rates 
for calling and roaming in the UK. There was 
no signal around Enniskillen despite 3’s UK 
connection so it’s worth keeping a British 
simcard. Roaming rates in the south are simi-
lar to other countries.

THE WATERWAYS:

Because it fl ows through the heart of Ire-
land which is basin-shaped, the Shannon 

is totally unlike any British river. In its fi rst 
230 kilometres it drops only 18 metres and 
in the fi nal 20 kilometres before Limerick it 
falls another 30m. So it has the form of a se-
ries of large lakes, of which the major ones 
are Lough Allen, Lough Ree and Lough Derg. 
These are large enough, particularly Lough 
Derg, that in stormy weather a signifi cant 
swell can build up. Lough Derg is about 35 
kms long and up to 5 kms wide. The loughs 
are great for sailing, and in more peaceful 
weather they are also delightful – with the aid 

of a depth sounder one can nose one’s way 
into many a small bay and drop an anchor and 
have a totally tranquil night. The number of 
proper quays around the lakes is surprisingly 
limited and the charts supplied by Waterways 
Ireland are designed to keep hire boats out 
of trouble guiding them to the harbours only 
and therefore mark many potential mooring 
points as off-limits, though some areas are 
rocky and it is worth getting local knowledge. 
Most of the islands are privately owned—it’s 
unlikely that anyone will object if you anchor 
or moor next to them, but there are no rights 
and therefore no moorings.

The fl ow between the lakes is regulated by 
a series of weirs and locks but fl ooding is still 
a major issue and the fl ows can be swift. Be-
tween Lough Derg and Lough Ree the river 
expands to a mile wide in fl ood conditions. 
Here lie the ruins of the ancient monastery of 
Clonmacnoise. If you read Tom Rolt’s classic 
account (Green and Silver) of his trip around 
Ireland in the late nineteen forties – he was 
one of the last to complete the round trip 
of the Royal Canal and Grand Canal before 
the Royal closed – you will fi nd a moving 
account of the mystery of this place, which 
dates back to the seventh century. The ruins 
of an English castle lies alongside, as at most 
of the crossing points of the Shannon, since 
the river marked the far reach of English in-
fl uence for much of the last millenium.

The Royal Canal, which was started by a 
group dissatisfi ed with the slow progress of 

the Grand but eventually completed 
by the government, has been closed 
for a number of years. They are now 
renewing the dock entrance in Dub-
lin. The connection to the Shannon 
at the west end is being restored, 
though there still is a water supply 
problem for the fi nal summit level 
(the feeder is being used for do-
mestic water). If this opens in 2010, 
which is currently the aim (though 
“next year” has been the offi cial 
line since 2006), it will form the 
fi rst “ring” in Ireland and should 
provide a much-needed stimulus for 
the canal system. The countryside is evident-
ly rather prettier than the Grand.

The southern part of the Shannon, below 
Lough Derg, can only be attempted in good 
weather – which means that there hasn’t been 
too much rain. From Killaloe to Limerick the 
navigation is dominated by the hydo-electric 
power station at Ardnacrusha, the fi rst great 
achievement of the Irish Free State which 
once supplied almost a third of Ireland’s elec-
tricity. The head-race is scary and the tailrace 
is dangerous if 3 turbines are operating. When 
I was there, the water was at winter levels and 
I had to forego the chance of getting down to 
Limerick and the Shannon estuary. But by all 
accounts the effort is well worth it, includ-
ing traversing the 100’ deep double lock at 
Ardnacrusha.

NORTHERN IRELAND
The most scenic canal in Ireland is the Shan-
non-Erne Waterway, which connects the 
Shannon to the Erne in Northern Ireland. Its 
restoration was the fi rst to benefi t from the 
north-south initiatives of the early 90s and 
consists of eight locks up from Leitrim on the 
Shannon to a pleasant summit level of loughs  
and eight locks down a river navigation to 
Ballyconnell and Lough Erne, all provided 
with powered lock gates for which you buy 
WI smart cards at local newsagents (these 
also work with showers and pumpouts at 
various places).  They work well and the only 
problem for the solo boater is that the locks 
up from Leitrim don’t have any internal lad-
ders in the locks, which are mostly over 3m. 

The fi nal stretch of the Woodford river from 
just before Ballyconnell to Lough Erne is 
challenging for a fl at-bottomed barge if there 
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Erne meanders from end to end of 
watery, forested county Fermanagh 
and runs into a huge island studded 
lake with a constriction in the middle 
where the ancient town of Enniskillen 
stands. In some places it is a shallow 
channel, in others five miles wide and 
very deep -  a magnificent waterway for 
unrestricted cruising, vlaimed as “the 
most uncongested in Europe.” When 
the wind blows, navigation on Lower 
Lough Erne running for 26 miles al-
most to the Atlantic, can be something 
of a challenge with waves of open-sea 
dimensions. Shallow Upper Lough Erne 
is a maze of islands.

THE BARROW NAVIGATION
The Barrow Navigation - considered 
one of the most picturesque of Ireland’s 
waterways - is 65km long, with 23 
locks, extending from the heritage town 
of Athy to St. Mullins. It then links 
with the Grand Canal. The Barrow 
winds its way through a wooded valley, 
past small friendly villages and rural 
countryside. 

ROYAL CANAL
The Royal Canal (Irish: An Chanáil 

Ríoga) is a canal originally built 
for freight and passenger transporta-
tion from the River Liffey at Dublin 
to the River Shannon at Cloondara 
in County Longford in Ireland. It 
fell into disrepair, but since has been 
partially restored for navigation. The 
canal passes through Maynooth, En-
field and Mullingar and has a spur to 
Longford. The total length of the main 
navigation is 145 km (90 mi), and 
the system has 46 locks. There is one 
main feeder (from Lough Owel), which 
enters the canal at Mullingar. At the 
Dublin end, the canal once reached 
the Liffey through a wide sequence of 
dock and locks at Spencer Dock, with a 
final sea lock to the river and sea.

THE GRAND CANAL
The Grand Canal (Irish: An Chanáil 
Mhór) is the southernmost of a pair 
of canals connecting Dublin, in the 
east, with the River Shannon in the 
west, the two canals nearly encircling 
Dublin’s inner city. Its sister canal 
is the Royal Canal.  In total the main 
line of the canal is 131 kilometres (82 
miles) with 43 locks, five of which are 
double locks.

has been rain and there is a good fl ow of wa-
ter. There are a series of S-bends in a narrow 
rock-lined river the like of which I haven’t 
seen in Britain. In general these bends aren’t 
shown on the Waterways Ireland chart, so 
be prepared.  The boundary between north 
and south is remarkable for being gener-
ally unmarked. In Belleek, another border 
town at the other end of the Erne, there 
are fewer signs than most county bor-
ders in England.
Lough Erne is in two parts, separated 
by the river that passes Enniskillen and 
is well worth an extended visit. Both 
loughs have many islands which are 
in public ownership (unlike those on 
the Shannon) so that moorings are 
liberally provided. The lower lough 
is open in the north and can get 
rough in windy weather, whereas 
the south is a maze of narrower 
waterways.  There are several 
holy islands with ancient mo-
nastic sites. Enniskillen is itself 
on an island which prospered 
during the ‘plantation’ of Ire-
land in the 17th century.

THE BARROW
One of the prettiest parts 

of the Irish system is the Barrow 
Navigation which connects from the middle 
of the Grand Canal to Waterford in the south 
of Ireland. There is an extension of the ca-
nal  to Athy (pronounced Athae) where the 
river section starts and goes through Carlow 
(where there are air draft problems when the 
river is up) to the tidal lock at St. Mullins. 
Here it becomes one of the “Three sisters” 
– with the rivers Nore and Suir. The Nore, a 
tributary of the Barrow, is navigable up to In-
istioge at the right time of the tide where there 
is a mooring which is well maintained for fl at 
bottomed boats. The Suir is the river which 
counts Waterford as a major port and can be 
navigated as far as Carrick-on-Suir, about a 
dozen miles upstream. There are marinas in 
all three towns which provide safe moorings 
on the tidal system. 
If you want to take the southern route to Ire-
land, then the marina at New Ross, on the 
Barrow is probably the best place to head for, 
or leave from. Intermediate ports are either 
Kilmore Quay, close to the Saltee Islands or 
Dunmore East in the Waterford Estuary. 

THE PEOPLE
The boating community is small but enthu-
siastic and centres on the Inland Waterways 
Association of Ireland (IWAI) – it’s worth 
joining. They hold a number of gatherings 
every year which attract everything from 

small cruisers to barges such as the meet at 
the Fleadh at Tullamore, Ireland’s prime tra-
ditional music festival. They have an excel-
lent website (iwai.ie) and an electronic mail-
ing list which is open to anyone. In addition 
there is a Heritage Boat Association (HBA) 
which looks after those with older boats,  
particularly renovated M-barges, which were 
designed for the Irish canals and are similar 
to Leeds and Liverpool short boats. They 
have produced an interesting book which has 
photos and history of nearly all the remaining 
barges.
The Irish have a reputation for friendliness 
and this is most often shown in the many 
pubs. Don’t miss Sean’s Bar in Athlone, re-
putedly the oldest operating pub in the world. 
The pace of life in Ireland is still slower than 
England although the “Celtic Tiger” era has 
changed this dramatically. 

DECIDING 
TO GO
Ireland has a lot going for it. The people 
speak English, and there is a direct connec-
tion to part of the United Kingdom. I loved 
the green open spaces and the magnifi cent 
loughs on the Shannon and Erne. It’s quite 
possible to reach it from England if you are 
prepared to wait for settled weather. Yet the 
number of boats going into the inland sys-
tem each year can be counted on the fi ngers 
of one’s hands. It’s hard to understand this. 
The reopening of the Royal Canal next year 
should be a big event and may well encourage 
a lot more people to make the effort. They’re 
in for a treat.

© CHRIS MOSS

One of the prettiest parts of the Irish system is the Barrow Navigation [Chris Moss]

IWAI meet at Tullamore for the Fleadh

Kilmour Quay on the south-east corner of Ireland [Chris Moss]

Horse drawn barge leaving Ballycommon [P. Martin]

 HERITAGE BOAT ASSOCIATIONThe Heritage Boat Association’s aspira-

tion is to protect, promote and celebrate 

the fl oating heritage on the inland wa-

terways of Ireland. What’s remaining of 

our Floating Heritage provides us with a 

direct link to the past and includes both 

commercial and pleasure craft that plied 

the inland waterways through the differ-

ent eras of the canal, lake and river sys-

tems.
   A Heritage Boat is described as be-

ing consistent with the provisions of the 

Heritage Act 1995, to mean a boat over 

25 years old which is of signifi cance 

because of it’s intrinsic construction or 

because of it’s association with the com-

mercial, cultural, economic, industrial, 

military, political, social or other history 

of the country.
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DBA The Barge Association
The Association

for everyone owning
or interested in barges


