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Oliver Rackham introduced his presentation on September 8th, 2004 at the forestry conference at G.M.I.T. (Galway Mayo Institute of Technology) with a question’ - “How does Ireland differentiate between what is wetland and what is not wetland.”

It was the first of seven questions posed to the Conference and this Author proposes to contribute an article to Woodland League through 2010 dealing with each of Dr. Rackham’s questions.

Environmentalists know the values of wetlands - Their benefits; functions and services. As early as 1971, the U.N. convened a “Wetlands conference” at Ramsar in Northern Iran, resolving that our Earth’s Wetlands represented our most endangered “Living System.”

A determining factor that inspired the Author, 30 years ago, to acquire an affordable farmhouse in Uibh Laoire Parish (South of Macroom was the proximity of western Europes’ most highly rated and designated Flood Plain on Co. Corks’ River Lee - comprising ancient Post-glacial Residual Alluvial Pendunculate Oakwood. (Quercus robur and intermediate forms on the Plain’s perimeter). One thinks of Brackloon; Ballyseedy; Coolattins Tomniffinoge; Killarney National Park; Glengarriff and the additional semi-natural surviving remnants of our 7,000 hectares of Irish Oakforest. (Magner).

But the “Gearagh” Flood Plain nearby remains unequalled in it’s “aboriginiality”- when compared with the physical; Genetic and Chemical disfigurement of just about everything arboreal. It’s significant population of Freshwater Pearl Mussel was missed by the then Dứchas during it’s assessment under the 1976 Wildlife Act - and overlooked again during it’s S.A.C. synopsis - despite repeated alert by local voluntary Environmentalists since 1983. In 2009, NPWS overlooked the Gearagh in the newly enacted (July 2009) Pearl Mussel Regulations. (Gearagh - An Gaoire - Flooded Forest)

When in 1997 the local G.P. (Maura O’Donnell of Broadford Village) approached the Author, the 1.6 acre mediaeval limestone quarry on Main Street was flooded to a depth of circa 20 feet. The previous year it had overflowed into the R.C. Church across the road. Dr. Maura had enrolled in the Author’s Adult Education Course “Introductory Ecology” the previous year, alongside a number of Farmers and Village Folk. Limerick V.E.C. again offered opportunities to develop an “Advanced Ecology” course in 1998 - 2001 in West Limerick (Newcastle West; Dromcollogher etc.).

The flooded quarry was offered, it being Community-owned, and the “Wildlife Arboretum” was born - and a Community’s “deeper connection to what is real” unfolded.

In Permaculture, we recall a mere 10% of what we read; 20% of what we talk about; 50% of what we read and talk and do - and 80% of what we read and talk and do while sharing the skill with another. What we call “Practice based” in Bio-dynamics!

Ash (Autumn Seed Harvest) proceeded during 1997 - 1999 with local Primary and Secondary Schools - and the nearby Organic College in Dromcollogher dedicated a plot to growing local Provenance.

Adult Students attending the Author’s 32 hour V.E.C. Courses concentrated on sourcing seeds of local Buckthorn; Juniper and Common Yew on the not too distant karst limestone pavements of Askeaton - now designated S.A.C. (Annex I) through the efforts of that local Community - with some help from the locally abundant and very rare “Hairy Violet” and “Opposite - leaved Pondweeds”. (Flora Protection Order 1999).

By early summer 1998 we had cleared the 30 foot deep fissures beneath the 600 years of deposits - a Soil Horizon that yielded 18th Century glass containers; animal remains; scattered unfinished chisselled limestone pieces - the 1960’s reminded us of Nylon’s first appearance - and then the plastics and cans and asbestos - and our drift away from the Organic and degradeable. Waste was segregated and exported appropriately, by tractor etc., - and by Autumn we commenced our detailed and cognitive scrutiny and recording of “Baselines”. Ken Bond undertook nightime Moth Counts with the Community (K.B. - U.C.C.); Author introduced Bat Detection Skills; Bird Surveys were undertaken; Fungi I.D. and profiling; Wildflower Surveys; repeated detailed Soil Analyses - all of which Conservation Skills are ongoing - promoted from local Press and Pulpit - and regardless of Climate on the day, over 50 events have all been well supported since we began to site prepare for Birch and Alder during December 1999.

Our Quarry Soils were too high at pH 7.3 - nutrient enrichment over the decades remarkably revealed a near zero presence of Nitrogen, Pottasium - though Phosphorous and Manganese were highly concentrated. And the “Mission” was not to “disneyfy” but to understand the underlying aim of “Creating space for natural regeneration” - we started with Silver and Downy Birches (c. 150) and Common Alder (c. 150) of localised Provenance.

Knowing that the ancient placename was “Poll na ndarraigh” (Hole of Oakwood) - again remarkable because one associates Irish Oakwoods with more acidic environments, we held back introducing Ireland’s other broadleaved and evergreen Tree and Shrub Species.

The quarry levels lower gently towards it’s eastern section - so here was our “Wet Feature” - which local folk worked on during August and September 2001. “Embodied Energy” was a word flying about in the Bars on Main Street, nearby. Options for lining the main Pond were ruminated upon - a rubber base; a clay-cob base; a plastic base - a concrete base etc., - the object being to discover, and this was 2000/2001, the “sustainable” option - the “Ecology” courses had focussed on Rio 1992 and subsequent Earth Convention of 1993 - the only template at this time in what Lovelock calls “the most important 100 months in Human History”. A local family offered to sponsor a concrete base for the Wet Feature’s Pond - in memory of their daughter Lorraine, who had passed over after an heroic battle.

Professor John Downing of Iowa State University reminds us that shallow ponds and their sediment “lock up as much carbon from the atmosphere as all the Worlds Oceans”. One prays that our Raised; Upland; Lowland and Blanket Bogs are to be resaturated in the hope of restoration - probably Ireland’s single most important “disaster prevention function” in the face of stupifying Climate Changes. But slowly and consciously - because we do need to be in such haste. Bellamy tells us “we’re on our very last chance”! An old local expression in a nearby Ghaeltacht translates “take it easy - we’re in a hurry.” (Ploughman to his son driving the plough team).

Reading Paul Hawkin’s address during May 2009 to the University of Portland and his reference to all peer - reviewed papers in the last 30 years pointing to “every living system is declining - the decline is accelerating”, reminded one of Thomas Lovejoys addresses to the Smithsonian Institute in 1988 - 1991. It was Lovejoy alongside Ruth Patrick and E.O. Wilson that coined the phrases “Bio-diversity”; “Ecological Services”; “Ecological Functions”; “Ecological Disaster Prevention Functions” etc - language that was adopted throughout the Proceedings of the 1993 Earth Convention.

The E.U. 6th Action Programme launched during the Irish Presidency in 2004 (The Malahide Message), called for the “halting of all loss of Bio-diversity before 2010” within the E.U. - well, it’s December 200 9- with Copenhagen Conference about to begin. The relevance here concerns George Peterkins publications from the Nature Conservancy all those years ago - that “natural regeneration” is the foundation of Bio-diversity but coupled with his injunction to source and collect seeds “no further away than 10 miles” - i.e. indigenous soils and local provenance - lest we “damage nature conservation interests”. One dreads any further expansion on our Western Blanket Bogs of Augustine Henry’s prize from “Sitka Island”, off Alaska. Augustine was a fellow Northerner and our State Forestry Board refer to him as the “Father of Modern Forestry”. But our “Great Oak of Avondale” (as Parnell was known in the U.K. House of Commons) and his predecessor - in - title at Avondale, Samuel Hayes, surely will endear themselves as individuals as communities excavate “deeper connections with what is real” - for the remaining time of our current inter-glacial period.

Augustine, like Grattan’s Volunteers, will march out of History - Hayes and Parnell are the “Fathers of Sustainable Forestry”, as we face an unforeseeable future.

The “Signage” placed in the former quarry at Broadford, drafted by the Author, is so designed and placed as to encourage in the Visitor to stop; smell; listen; feel; breath; learn. Since “Tritium Wheat” first appeared in the floodplain of the Euphrates, that began the “Settlement” of our Species (Neolithic farming = Sessile acorns), and up to our modern Bahai Thinking, Man is prescribed as “Steward”. Steiner and Jung develop this theme - as does Schauberger. Neitzsche, on the contrary, portrays us as “The mad animal; the laughing animal; the weeping animal; the unhappy animal” - the unembedded. Jehovah visitors to the Author talk of the “fallen”.

During this “approximately infinite caravan of transmigration”, (Carlos Santana 1968) one young Autistic friend asks “why are adults afraid of Trees”? Another recites in mantra “a better place for all of us”. Our Special Needs love the “Wildlife Arboretum” - referred recently on West Limerick Radio, confusedly, as “Wildlife Abatoiretum”.

Trees love the scent of water - like the Salmon and the Freshwater Pearl Mussel, the Spirits of Wood and Water comfort and secure each other, as we journey on. As we move from the Parasitic to the symbiotic and empty our pockets of rubble - to make room for Emeralds, we confer stability. And our next move was to plant Irish Elm, secured from local disease - free U. glabra, and both our Sessile Oak and Common Oak. Dedicated corners were found for Oak stock grown from the now gone Coolattin and Glen of the Down stock - to add to both the Heritage value and because Rackham had earlier identified the latter stock as of high biogenetic value. (And perfect copies of their markedly Sessile models they are).

Nuns planted Hazels; bereft families set Yews to honour their loved ones; Aspen were planted by American visitors staying at nearby Springfield Castle, itself built from Arboretum’s quarried limestone by the Cambrian Fitzgeralds in the late 14th century; Haws and Blackthorn and Wild Cherry and Bird Cherry grown at the Organic Nursery nearby, were planted by the Soil/Plant Science students and staff; Ash was planted by the local Hurlers; Scots Pines were planted with the local Primary School of Broadford (the site’s legal owners in perpetuity under Lord Muskerry’s Will of 1954); Elder was abundant along the quarry walls, as was Grey Willow in wet spots - careful “baselining” ensured our “interference” with existing ecology was kept shallow, and no soil media was imported despite the shallow parent media, in places.

In her first publication “The Seas Around Us” (1939); Rachel Carson brings her readers on a journey back to the Sea - where Calcium; Pottasium and Sodium are in such perfect ratio found only in Human Plasma. Plants, all plants, will delight in a little “Seaweed Dust” - at once mycorrhizzally simulated - applied as a surface or base dressing to the barerooted planted stock. Holly, noticeably took off - as did Guelder Rose and Spindle. As Shigo says in his “New Tree Biology” (1987), “fertilisers are not tree food - you do not feed a tree when you add fertiliser” Because tree food is sugar, made by the leaves and needles, keep the leaves and needles healthy. Seaweed extracts provide elements - in a soil environment that has been compacted for generations severely. Hence the “Pioneer Plant” approach - Birch, like no other, can colonise the most compacted site - visit Rosturra People’s Millenium Forest in Co. Galway and observe how Birch has advanced site remediation so effectively - and indeed almost wiped out the planted Oaktrees. “Stealing a march on Nature” is compounding the injury to compacted soils - i.e. naturally expanding indigenous temperate woodlands start with Birch; Furze - in places Rowan and Willow - in wetland Alder - and when pH and chemistry is right, along comes the Jay and Rook and Woodpigeon who store their Oak seeds.

To date, no provision for natural expansion of old growth; secondary etc native woodland exists in Ireland - the keystone Jay that travels never beyond 7kms from it’s food Oaktree - must feel recessive, redundant - whatever.

Another “Refugee” Tree, grown from seed, represents the “ornament and glory” of Thomond - the Venerable Brian Boru Oak - planted on the 1000th anniversary of Brian’s elevation to the Highkingship of All Ireland and Scotland in 1002 - and in the first day of the Ancient Celtic New Year - November 1st - the “Festival of the Dead”. It’s sibling grows in Seed Savers. The historical record (Joyce et al) recalls young Brian’s abhorrence at the uprooting in 987 AD of a Sacred Ash, at the inauguration site of the O’ Briens, Magh Adair ( the plain of the two Oaks ) by the then High King of Ireland Maelsechnael- and the Baronial Septs (Tuath) recognised the wrong-doing and supported Brian’s claim to Tara. Only Parnell, since Brian’s death in 1014, has so held our Island as one - but the Papel condemnation of Parnell as a “Communist” fractured the “Great Oak’s” rootplate - and then the Kitty O’Shea saga killed him. Armed uprising, as distinct from Parnell’s “pacifist civil disobedience” campaign became Erin’s inevitable fate - and Protestant Ulster pulled out. Was it not Parnell who said “A Nation’s wealth is its Native Forest”! Echoed later by Victor Schauberger and another hero of the Author’s - John St.Barbe Baker. Like Brian Boru, Parnell travelled the country and set Oak. On a visit by the Author in the mid - nineties to Abbeyfeale, Co.Kerry, to the Convent, the oldest Nun pointed out Parnell’s Oak and recalled being told as a novice 70 years earlier by the Community’s then oldest Nun - who was present at the planting by “the uncrowned King of Ireland” and spirit behind the Land League - a “People’s rights movement.”

Both forms of Juniper (“hibernia” and “communis”) were planted at subsequent “Community Days” - usually Saturdays during November and March of 2000 - 2003.

Wild Crabapples (M. sylvestris sylvestris) were sourced in the remoter upland glens above Broadford - as were Crabapples and Wildapple varieties - and added to our “Arboretum”.

Our Basket Maker and Special Needs Therapist Peter added an exhilarating mix of Salix (Britensis etc) to the pond area - adding movement and colour - and an in situ resource to train others in his craft - and sequestering Carbon en route. And “improving” our Environment as a “duty” under Aarhus Convention.

Because we are the only Species “out of work” on our Pilgrim Star, Ecology as a way of thinking will become our critical ally - not alone as a “civilizing influence” as we rebuild “sane communities” but because without consciousness of that “Passion for Existence” that permeates every cell of every living being, our Democracy becomes an “end” in itself - as distinct from a “means” to mass ecological education, recreationally.

Creating space for Nature to function necessitates leaving generous areas to their own evolution - oh that the Millennial Forest Initiative had simply dedicated Tracts for their own regeneration, with planted corners perhaps!

Generous edges and verges are maintained and managed for amenity at Broadford - because the site provides for the Human Community and it’s recreational and spiritual needs - and fundamentally it’s educational needs because living on our little known planet, has, according to the W.H.O. (October 2005) brought on “mass depressive mental illness”, that is forecast to cripple our Global Medical Network by 2020.

The 2008 E.P.A. Report for Ireland makes grim reading not because of our Carbon Footprint; Industrial Forestry; Eutrophication of our Waterways; Intensification of Agriculture; Loss of Habitat and Wilderness; Acceptable Levels of Dioxins in our Cow’s Milk; Development on Flood Plains etc but because we rank last in the E.U. when only 27% of our Population knows what “Bio-diversity” is or means! And we’re expected to “halt” loss of genetic organisms; populations; associations; races; sub-species and species and their habitat by 2010? “And the Stars come out every night and we watch television.”

Our pic-nic tables on the upper terrace of shattered rock offer a view over the emerging canopy below - the three “Prunus” - Sloe; Wild and Bird Cherries in early Spring produce their pale blossoms scattered throughout the still snoring spinney - with unshaded Yew and Holly alone imparting “bottle green”. In time the flowering Apples can be viewed, like “Pipers at the Gates of Summer” - in time also the flowering Irish and Common Whitebeams and scarlet-berried Ashes; and Spindles’ Cherry-red popcorns, seriatim. And with the declining pH (6.8 in 2007), our specimen Oak are yawning and stretching - and Birch, in spots, have begun to bow out, with panache.

In 2008 the Aspen flowered (male) and the additional Aspen (from seed) donated by the Organic College in Dromcollogher, like the Earth, are slow to reveal their sex. Up North, all old Aspenwoods are legally protected - unsurprising - in the Republic we have 305 T.P.O.s (Tree Protection Orders) under our Planning Acts - in Ulster 3,900 designated E.S.A.s (Environmentally Sensitive Areas) that comprise sometimes Tiny pockets of Native Woodland.

The Site never flooded again; welcome lichens have replaced the once almost universal Xanthonia Orange lichen fungus; and during Heritage Week 2006, we noted colonies of Lepiota procera (Parasol Mushroom). 2009 saw hosts of Painted Lady (oh Tiger - is that Cynthia or Vanessa?) - in the untouched thistle-rich zones. Introduced wild flowers include Bluebell (seed grown from local wild carpets); Wild Garlic; Red Clover and Vetches - the Lotus has been overwhelmed but always returns after a little meadow management - as does the Knapweed. Greater Rosebay and Willow Herbs were already long established, in pockets. On rare occasions, we have spotted the Silver-washed Fritilliary - we have its Marsh cousin further up West Limerick.

Crucially, Canon Ambrose, Parish Priest, participates and supports events during Bio-diversity Week, National Tree Week and so forth - reminiscent of a time when the Church championed the Ecological Cause in the face of grasping Plantagenets. (Thomas A. Beckett refused Henry the 11  Royal Claim on the Communally-run Forests of 12th Century England).

Hazel-nut bushes in gleaming gowns near the water produced nuts in 2007 go leor - the “Diviner of Hidden Wisdom” and Noble of the Wood, under the Brehon Law Classification. Providing one and a half times more vegetable protein than a hen’s egg and rich in “arganine”. And first planted - to mark it’s high placement. Signage includes the “Irish Tree Alphabet” and elements of Ireland’s Ancient Tree Law.

Aftercare is in the Community’s hands - (thankfully) respectfully low-level, but effective. Restoring that relationship between individuals and communities and their native Trees remains the mission at Broadford. And offers a template, without the fuss, to all other communities.

The Author dedicates this penning to a successful and spirited Copenhagen Convention next week with it’s evolving Rio theme “Restoring the Earth and the Lives of the Poor”. And the ethical stance fostered by the Woodland League.








Ted Cook

(“Why do Irish Woods lack continuity”? - Rackham’s next question posed to the conference will be reflected upon during 2010.)

