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When the Céide Fields Visitor Centre opened to the public in May 1993 the accompanying publicity was the first most people had heard of Céide Fields. But the archaeology was well known to students and not just from lectures and textbooks. For over twenty years numbers of students had worked on the various excavations and for ten years the work of probing and mapping the field walls was done on a completely voluntary basis, without any funding, mainly by students of Seamas Caulfield from University College Dublin. Local farmers and turf cutters were also becoming increasingly aware that what seemed to be just stones in the bog were in fact something much more.
[bookmark: _GoBack]	As the extent of the known site expanded and its significance became increasingly recognised Seamas Caulfield and Martin Downes initiated the idea of establishing a Visitor Centre to use this unique archaeology as a sustainable economic resource to attract tourists to the area. The name “Céide Fields”, was coined for the site as the normal practice of naming monuments from their townland was not possible in this case as the monument extended over several townlands. The particular location was chosen as a place where the archaeology could be showcased as well as the natural blanket bog landscape in a dramatic location on top of the sheer cliffs over one hundred metres high. They organised a Céide Fields Committee with representatives from all over North Mayo. The project was enthusiastically supported by all the communities who organised various fund raising activities. It was also very well supported by businesses large and small and all the relevant public bodies such as Mayo County Council and Bórd Fáilte. In 1990 the Office of Public Works (OPW) became involved and designed the visitor centre. The establishment of the Céide Fields was an outstanding example of full co-operation between all the local communities and diverse public bodies and businesses.
	It was a challenge to design a building that would be appropriate and sensitive for such a natural and unspoilt landscape. The chosen design was a pyramid built into the slope of the hill, that in the words of the project architect Mary MacKenna, “partially emerges from its mantle of peat, like the archaeology the land conceals”, MACKENNA 1998. Seen from a distance it reflects the shape of the Stags of Broadhaven, pyramidal shaped islands visible to the west. It also brings to mind the Mayo mountain of Croagh Patrick, already sacred long before its association with Saint Patrick made it Ireland’s most iconic and still revered mountain. The glass apex allows a complete panoramic viewing area both from outside and inside, very convenient in the sometimes wild and wet Atlantic weather. The building received a number of architectural awards, including the Royal Institute of the Architects of Ireland Triennial Gold Medal 1992 – 1994, and a Europa Nostra European Architectural and Natural Heritage Diploma “for the challenging construction of an imaginative new building ... in an unique and sensitive environment”. The monumentality of the building helps to offset the relative obscurity of the archaeology.
	Inside the building the centrepiece is a four and a half thousand year old pine tree beautifully worked by Michael Casey, “a massive polished totem that all feel bound to caress”, Michael Viney (quoted in CASEY 2004, p. 23).
	This was uncovered during turf cutting by Seamas Caulfield’s father Patrick in Belderrig. From a pine forest that grew on the bog during a phase of drier climate, it was one of dozens radiocarbon dated to help establish a Neolithic date for the stone walls under the peat (CAULFIELD et al. 1998). 
	The exhibitions in the Centre are arranged in three main themes. On the ground floor the first is the natural landscape of the present day blanket bog and how the environmental history of the area has altered through the millennia. Secondly there is the human imprint on the landscape with the archaeology featuring the Ballyglass neolithic rectangular house and the Behy court tomb as well as the associated field systems. On the mezzanine floor the varied geology that underpins the spectacular North Mayo coast is displayed along with the ice age glacial history of the area that is responsible for many of the landforms. There is also a twenty minute long film that introduces these topics. 
	The real experience of the Céide Fields however is the walking tour with the Visitor Centre guides. As the nature of the archaeological remains consisting of collapsed stone walls are not perhaps visually imposing and most are still concealed under the peat it is the story behind them that intrigues and the guides who can bring it to life. They allow visitors the opportunity to try the probing technique, to feel and hear the sound of the iron probe hitting a neolithic stone wall two metres beneath them, while walking amongst the mosses, heathers, lichens, flowers and grasses of the bog.
	Consistently ninety percent of the 30,000 plus annual visitors to the Centre are independent travellers and this adheres to the original intention to have a sustainable model of tourism by encouraging visitors to linger in the North Mayo area, with a positive impact on local small scale businesses. Half of the ten percent who do come on bus tours are educational groups, from primary schools to third level colleges, or are special interest groups such as archaeological and historical societies. Recently it has been designated a Discovery Point on the highly successful Wild Atlantic Way, which is a two thousand five hundred kilometre long route along the entire west coast of Ireland developed by Fáilte Ireland to encourage tourism in the rural coastal areas. The Office of Public Works is presently engaged with a major updating of the presentations within the Centre to incorporate the more recent research that is adding to what we know about both the natural and human history of this unique and varied landscape.
	At Céide Fields we have always believed in collaborating with the local and wider community for the mutual benefit of all. We can help ensure that both heritage and tourism are sustainable in the long term by fostering a sense of ownership and pride in their heritage that was evident in the local support when the Centre was being originally established. For example there have been some hugely enjoyable cultural events in the Visitor Centre such as concerts by local musicians and “Céide Rose” competitions organised as part of Ballycastle / Belderrig festivals while the local athletic club have started road races from the Centre. In 2016 the renowned Druid Theatre performed Beckett’s “Waiting For Godot” outdoors in an old quarry overlooking the ocean that proved to be an atmospheric and natural theatre. Last year there was the first wedding ceremony held in the Centre and the unusual location made it a truly memorable occasion.  Each year during National Heritage Week we organise free Family Fun Days of activities and competitions that encourage local families to attend. We collaborate with the Ballycastle based Ballinglen Arts Foundation schools project where local primary schools spend half the day in Ballinglen and the other half day in Céide Fields. The OPW encourages school visits by providing free admission and educational activities for all primary and second level schools, and in 2017 introduced free admission for all children under twelve years old. 
	We believe that our heritage and culture can only really be sustainable by educating the younger generation and encouraging a sense of pride in their local heritage and in their own ancestors who have shaped the landscape they inhabit, as they in turn will shape it for future generations.
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