Tommnafinnogue OakWood and Old Railway Walk, in Shillelagh ,Wicklow 2008

This tour started at the old Railway walk, where seven local farmers had agreed to allow access to their land for the public, which allowed the project to happen. The walk is closed for one day of the year, to allow the farmers retain their ownership rights. This is a very sensible arrangement which should be highlighted as much as possible as it shows a willingness on behalf of the farming community to accommodate the public desire to access the countryside. One of the group asked about the use of the facility between locals and non locals, the response was that it was mainly locals, but more and more non locals were using the walk. Having met the very impressive old stone bridge at start of walk, all agreed on the beauty of the setting etc . 

It was suggested that some information signage be established for both the railway heritage and the ecology en route, that flora and fauna counts be set up with local schools. They could also bring in an ecologist to start them off and eventually use local retired school teacher’s etc as guides to facilitate this outdoor classroom idea. It was also suggested that local people could do the ongoing maintenance including keeping the vegetation down with hand tools to avoid insurance issues etc. The only negative seemed to be the fact that women were reluctant to use the walk alone, which is a sign of the times unfortunately.

We then set off with our N.P.W.S.( national parks and wildlife service) guide whose name evades me at the moment, to visit the remains of what was recorded in the 1600’s as  92000 acres of mostly Oak forest, and in previous centuries was larger still and known as the great ancient forest of Shillelagh.  The 68 hectares were saved through a campaign in the 1980’s  called Artists for Oak. Funds were raised to purchase the remains and a c.p.o. ( compulsory purchase order ) was placed on the land by Charles Haughey. The name Tommnafinnogue means “The mound of the hooded crow”. When Lady Juliet the last of the Fitzwilliam family died in 1975, a syndicate called Bridgewater company bought it and immediately began felling the trees in an all too familiar shortsighted scenario. This great wood had been sustainably managed for centuries using a coppicing regime that included Hazel understorey, the management notes from this estate are extremely valuable as we look again to sustainable management of native forests to form part of sustainable rural economies, and increase the native biodiversity.

The saved section of the Wood was acquired again by c.p.o. in 1994, by Wiclow Council. The river Derry which flows through the wood was declared an S.A.C. as  was the wood itself. In 1999 access was provided via a boardwalk and a carpark, this formed the beginning of the restoration of the river and wood. The river needed to be freed of all debris [mainly tree limbs etc] and its course found again, prior to restoration, the river was flooding and damaging the wood. Now the natural flow is re-established, a vortex feature has been put in to aid Salmon and Trout spawning and the fish are back as we all witnessed when viewing the river from the bridge, what was most striking was how clear the water is, with the result we could see the bottom as well as some fish. This model should be implemented immediately all over the country where too many of our rivers have been dying for too long, the engineers solutions have not been fruitful, with the over dependence on concrete and steel. This is a great success story and the public need to hear about it.

The key to the success in this case is the fact that the restoration happened as a partnership between N.P.W.S. and the local fishermen, emphasising the true value of local knowledge. We stopped at a sandy beach area where some old felled Beech trees were laid down to provide seating and a safe location to access the river for the public.

 We finally entered the majestic canopy of the wonderful large oaks and trod on the abundance of acorns strewn across the gravel path. When the initial surveyed was conducted the wood was suffering from lack of natural regeneration due to invasive species including Beech which is not a native tree. We were told about the Rhododendron clearance which had occurred and some public oppostion to the methodology, which involved bulldozers clearing the whole understorey of a five hectare site. Michael Doyle a forestry consultant, asked had the management plan been put into the public domain for consultation, the response was that it had not, Michael said that this would have gone a long way toward allaying the public fears of the unknown. It was pointed out that consultation is part of our commitments to S.F.M [Sustainable forest management, agreed at EU and UN level]

 This Rhododendron clearance had cost in excess of 100,000 euros and emphasises the need to find better ways of dealing with invasive species, a whole area of research should be dedicated to this important task. The problem was that the rhododendron was coming back as was the natural understorey, we were informed then of the Deer problem for the newly regenerating trees and how this was going to be an issue. They may have to protect native saplings on an individual basis, which seems like a small enough price to pay in order for the wood to have a future.

 One of the group expressed alarm when it was mentioned that some Beech Trees would be coming out, it was then explained how the native trees of any place have evolved since the last Ice age 10,000 years ago and that they brought with them a package of biodiversity which adapted to the new conditions forming the basis of the biodiversity of any place. The Beech tree was introduced and although it is a fine tree is not adapted to form relationships with the native flora and fauna, for instance the native oak is a host to over 580 native species. Beech trees tend to block out light stopping native regeneration, which is the main reason for them having to make way in this case. The more mature Beech trees were being left for their aesthetic value and wildlife value when they hollow out

The wood was showing signs of a good mast year [acorns] and we were told one and a half tons of acorns were picked up from a few of the trees with nets beneath them. This could be a potential source of income for the wood, the Wicklow company none so hardy nurseries were doing the collecting, these will contribute towards the huge demand for the native woodland scheme, which is restricted by a lack of volume of suitable native plants from the nurseries. There is the bones of a local tommnafinnogue tree nursery venture to contribute to the local economy, which could lead on to training in woodcrafts, selling locally made wooden products with a connection to this historical wood. Utilising the heritage of this place gives associated products an added value and marketing advantage.

All told the restoration plan is in good hands with the N.P.W.S. man whose name evades me, he was very approachable, knowledgable, and most impressively passionate about this wood, I would go so far as to suggest that this wood be used as a training model for managing these national natural treasures, this could also generate extra income for the upkeep of the wood.
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