
One of my favourite procrastinations (of many) 
is to peruse the Wikipedia pages of various airports. 
I can spend hours on a round the world journey of 
connecting flights from point to point, all from the 
comfort of my desk. A current favourite is Carrickfinn 
Airport in Donegal, Ireland. Nestled on a spit of land, 
the Atlantic Ocean spreads before you to one side, and 
a sea of bungalows to the other; a ‘bungalow blitz’ as 
Irish Times journalist Frank McDonald termed it. 

This is a place that is rooted in the Irish psyche, a 
national mythologised landscape. GAOTH DOBHAIR 
stands on the northern fringes of Ulster. This term may 
be familiar to many as a borrowed name for Northern 
Ireland, but in fact refers to the historic province 
that was made up of nine counties, not six. Donegal, 
along with Cavan and Monaghan, form the remainder 
of Ulster. County Donegal lying for the most part – 
and confusingly for some – to the north of Northern 
Ireland; tethered to the rest of the Republic by small 
strip of land to the south.

GAOTH DOBHAIR is part of the Donegal 
Gaeltacht, an area of the country where Irish is 
predominantly spoken. Along with the parishes of 
Cloich Cheann Fhaola and Na Rosa, it has one of the 
highest proportions of Gaelic spoken in the country. 
Its name comes from Gaoth, meaning the mouth of the 
estuary, and Dobhair, from the old Irish for water, and 
is anglicised as Gweedore.

As part of their ordnance (or artillery) survey of 
Ireland, the British Army documented every corner of 
the land translating place names as they went. Gaelic 
names are descriptive documents of place, such as 
“the fort of the foreigner” for Dún na nGall, or “the 
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small oak” for Doirí Beaga. The English translations 
are purely phonetic, with Donegal and Derrybeg 
bastardised as a nonsense meaning of a geographical 
poetry. 

GAOTH DOBHAIR forms the most densely 
populated rural area in Europe. While this may seem 
like an unlikely claim for a settlement on the fringes 
of a continent, it represents a different proposition. 
At a local scale Ireland is formed of thousands of 
small divisions known as townlands. Indeed, there is 
traditionally no word in Irish for ‘village’, with the 
dispersed settlement of houses and farms forming a 
vernacular kind of rurbanisation.

These townlands stem from older Gaelic forms of 
enclosure that trace human interaction with the land 
over many centuries. As part of the Gaelic Revival, a 
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deep connection to the land formed part of a nascent 
nationalism in Ireland and the subsequent battle for 
independence. With its landscape of the west of Ireland 
typifying the most ‘othered’ from the industry and 
bucolic shires of England, the myth and symbolism 
of the Gaelic west presented Ireland at its most Irish; 
both in representation, and in the case of GAOTH 
DOBHAIR in its reality.

But what of a mythologised landscape that is 
struggling to keep pace with the modern world? What 
are the tensions between those that romanticise these 
places and those that live them? This in part can be 
understood through the 1970’s bungalow: the Palazzo 
Gombeeni that are scattered across the hills and fields. 

Much of the ‘blame’ for this lies with the 
architectural pattern book, building – literally and 
figuratively – on the Irish tradition of building ones 
own shelter. Books such as Jack Fitzsimons’ Bungalow 
Bliss became bestsellers, and with plentiful housing 
grants a subsquent building boom scattered rurban 
development across places like GAOTH DOBHAIR.

While a crazy-paved haçienda may not perhaps be 
to the taste of the traditional architectural connoisseur, 
I would argue these buildings are as important as 
any: an architectural response rooted in necessity, 
moving away from the cold, damp cottages of old. 
The bungalow phenomenon  is a typology specific to 
a place that cannot be overlooked. Na bungalow ár lá.
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