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‘Cad a dhéanfhaimíd feasta gan adhmad





Tá deireadh na gcoillte ar Iár…?’





CORRECTION





The attribution in footnote 51 of chapter 17, page 367, to the speech on the Forest Estimate by the Minister for Forestry, Michael Smith TD, in 1988 as the source of ‘stated forest policy’ on page 277, is not correct.


The quotation attributed to Dr Niall O’Carroll in the footnote related to this incorrect statement and not to the published contents of the Minister’s speech. Dr O’Carroll’s observation, therefore, is correct.


The author and publishers regret the error and apologize to Dr O’Carroll for any possible inference that Dr O’Carroll was not aware of government policy. Any such inference is wholly without foundation.
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FOREWORD





When invited by Antony Farrell of The Lilliput Press to write the Foreword to A History of Irish Forestry it appeared to me strange, as I come from a rocky area where stone walls replace wooden fencing and trees are at a minimum. In Dublin I often stroll beneath the trees of the resuscitated Phoenix Park (OPW) and Temple Gardens (Corporation), or in the west of Ireland among the few trees clipped by the south-west gales and bending to the north-east. After reading the proofs I learned what part Irish forestry had played in the history of Ireland, politically, socially and economically.


Having had a lifelong interest in our heritage, and thanks to the greening of the Emerald Isle and the new appoach to our countryside, this book, the subject of which has never yet been covered so fully, on pages themselves derived from forestry, is most opportune. It is a comprehensive work, starting from the earliest times to the modern day.


A new, generous understanding of the past now extends to trees, whether planted in the wide streets of eighteenth-century or modern Dublin or in forests and landlords’ demesnes. Our earliest trackways across the vanishing bogs of Ireland, now being protected by those conscious of the environment, were made of timber, and throughout history wood has played a vital part in Irish life, as seen in medieval castles such as those restored at Aughnanure and Drimnagh or in the great Georgian houses in the country and city. These buildings are unique not only in their façades or interior stucco work but in their fenestration and wood furnishings, which include the magnificent doors under fanlights (many of them in Dublin spoilt by too many name-plates and unfortunate modern door furnishings), and the best of furniture which our forests were able to provide for the craft cabinet-maker.


I have always been anxious about some aspects of tree farming which encourages quick-growing conifers that can be harvested in the shortest time. Successive governments did not take into consideration a longer-term investment in our countryside of broad leaf or hardwoods and ignored landscaping with the harsh, unlandscaped tree lines. When Coillte, the State-owned company for forestry, was formed it came under the Department of Energy, and ‘energy’ infers the burning of wood rather than the growing of wood for other commercial purposes. But the Department, which is represented with the Department of Finance on Coillte, has to be business-like and now has an Environmental Officer and a policy of what it plants and where, avoiding areas of scientific interest or National Parks. The National Heritage Council under my chairmanship made several representations on this subject, and I am glad to say these were heeded, and that long-term planning should ensure forestry does not end as have our bogs.


A History of Irish Forestry appears to me of inestimable worth to those commercially involved and to others with a social and historical interest in forestry. How lucky Eoin Neeson is to have an Irish publisher. Except for religious and school publishing, they were thin on the ground when I was an ambitious, aspiring writer over fifty years ago. The appendices, sources of information and index will be invaluable to the reader who wishes to study further.





Killanin


Dublin and Spiddal, 1991



















INTRODUCTION





During the last two hundred years in Ireland the topic of forestry has given rise to much controversy and comment. But, hitherto, no comprehensive assessment of what looks like becoming one of our major industrial enterprises within the next fifty years has been published.


In order to attempt a broad perspective, a progression must be traced, and periods of emphasis categorized. The most effective method is historical, since it includes species-dominance and life-cycle as well as references to the contemporary legal status of forests and woodlands. Except for a very general introduction, the geologic primeval period is excluded.


The assessment may be divided into four periods. Firstly we have what may be called the ‘Gaelic period’, which dates from the proto-historic period to the end of the Tudor conquest. It embraces the definitive change of dominant species during that time; rights of title and ownership; obligations and penalties under Brehon Law tracts and derivative claims of ownership; Norman claims to absolute ownership of land and consequentially assumed rights, and the decline, revival and destruction of the Gaelic Order before and during the Tudor conquest.


The second period runs from the Tudor conquest to the Act of Union, when, so far as may be judged, the greatest exploitation and decline of Irish natural forests occurred. During what I call this, the ‘Period of Foreign Exploitation’, some species (and whole forests) virtually vanished from the landscape. What remained was of little value. This period also produced developments in timber industries, and the beginning of extensive timber imports. It ended with the Act of Union when, for the first time, the forest laws of Great Britain applied to the forests of this country. One result of this legal ‘regularization’ was the development of a climate of public opinion, principally among farmers, hostile to forests and forestry, the residual effects of which still exist.


During this period, from about the middle of the eighteenth century, another development began which, for want of a better name, is called ‘Estate Forestry’, to distinguish it from later ‘State Forestry’, of which it was an important precursor. It exemplifies a trend amongst landowners in England, Scotland and Ireland, partly fashionable and scientific, towards enlightened self-interest. Such people, both the dilettante and the genuinely committed, were in a position to undertake long-term economic investment while at the same time entertaining an interest in ‘scientific’ forestry. ‘Estate Forestry’ and those engaged in it were, for 180 years, to have profound and formative effects on the whole subsequent course of Irish forestry.


The third period covered is the nineteenth century, ending in 1899, when the Department of Agriculture and Technical Instruction (DATI), which went on to form a committee for forestry, was established. During the nineteenth century far-reaching changes occurred in the course of Irish forestry. Principles of forest management, economics and species changed, not only in Ireland, but also, if for widely differing reasons, in Britain and continental Europe. In Ireland great social and political changes also occurred. Some of these, in respect of land and tenure, greatly affected forestry and attitudes towards it.


Finally, the twentieth century saw the emergence, growth and development of an Irish forest policy which was to provide the foundation for the national afforestation programme undertaken after independence in 1922. Forest policy was largely promoted, encouraged and, to some extent, controlled by landowners. They were the inheritors of ‘Estate Forestry’. They were also (the new tenantry apart) those most affected by the Land Acts that were altering the whole social order in rural Ireland, with all the resulting consequences, legal and otherwise, for forestry and land title. The movements for national expression and self-determination, and the First World War, also influenced forest policy-makers.


Although the idea had existed since 1884, the beginning of the State Forestry programme effectively coincided with the period when the foundations of the State itself were being laid. Clearly, having regard to the times, events, individuals and interests involved, the possibility of conflict already lurked, so to speak, on the forest floor when the State came into being. The interests and motives of those who knew most about forestry, namely the landowners, were, for a number of reasons, suspect. Almost all were representative of a minority traditionally regarded as repressive and with an alien tradition. Since they represented a resented elitism their very existence fuelled hostility among rural smallholders, even though the Land Acts offered tenants certain land purchase rights. In frequently creating many holdings from one, this had a direct bearing on the later problem of fractured holdings and piecemeal acquisition.


Most landlords belonged to a class which regretted the passing of the ruptured link with Britain. Since such forestry as existed was (and for many years remained) ‘Estate Forestry’; and because those who had managed government forest policy under the DATI tended to be either members of the landed class or of the English tradition (for the very good reason that they knew most about the subject), forestry was generally associated with this elitism and was resented in the Irish rural community. This affected the questions of tenure, land for planting and any conceivable land purchase or land-use policy. ‘The landlord was regarded as an alien, both by birth and religion, possessing by right of conquest what the farmers considered to be theirs by hereditary right’ (Dardis).


On the other hand, many enthusiastic nationalists, at a time when it was believed that natural resources hardly existed in the country, and regardless of their own lack of experience or expertise, held views on forestry coloured by a romanticism which envisaged it as some sort of boundless natural panacea of limitless economic and social potential. They tended to join in unlikely alliance with the landowners to promote programmes of forestry and reafforestation, but did not always agree among themselves and, for a considerable period after independence, some might say to the present day, there were almost as many forest policies as there were forest policy makers.


There were other important factors. The natural political polarization which is at the heart of representative democracy, while it examines legislation in the making on any issue with care and caution, also tends to a short-term rather than a long-term view of economic planning, particularly when the national purse is lean and its strings tightly drawn. Short-term planning, however, is impractical when forestry is being undertaken virtually de novo, without established forests of any significance and in the absence of any social forestry conscience, tradition or system of established management. In such circumstances a capital-intensive undertaking such as new forestry is costly, but has a low political priority. Their high level of professionalism notwithstanding, it strains the limits of common sense to suppose that the key English or Scottish forest experts introduced to assist the new State’s forest programme were all free of partisanship. Inevitably they came into conflict both with landowners and enthusiasts; with, at a more active level, politicians and smallholders and, sometimes, with their own staffs; and, of course, with each other.


Once the State programme got under way the influence of ‘Estate Forestry’ began to decline. This was not foreseen, perhaps, and had some curious consequences, the most important being the metamorphosis of State input to the planned National Programme from a minority one to one approaching 80 per cent. Circumstances also led to existing estate forests being drastically reduced during the Second World War, weakening the landowners of whom remarked Mr H. M. FitzPatrick, ‘they knew more about forestry than all the rest of us put together’. During the early years proposals for forestry programmes and bases for policy emerged at regular intervals from a variety of sources. They were sometimes so self-cancelling that advocates of one policy would neither speak to, nor give credence to, the advocates of another.


These were some of the problems that beset the infant Irish National Forest Programme. In spite of this Irish forestry has grown from less than 101,173.6 (South and North combined) hectares in 1922, to more than 404,695 hectares (1,000,000 acres in the State) today. This considerable progress, the type of woodlands created, their location, economic viability, ancillary industries and potential are described in Part Two, while Part One is concerned with the historical development up to 1900.


The question of the role and function of a bureaucracy in relation to the initiation, administration and continuing management of a productive forestry marketing programme on such a vast scale requires consideration. The National Forest Programme was undertaken largely from scratch; such managed forests as were in the country were in private hands. Forests had to be created from nothing, with limited tradition and experience, and little capital outlay. The obstacles were great, but there were also opportunities – to avoid the limitations of imposed outmoded traditions and methods, for instance. But there is a point between the development of a State forestry programme, de novo, and the successful marketing of its product, where the management dynamics radically alter.


Forestry means more than simply the natural or managed activity of dense tree growth on a piece of land. We take the use of woods, of timber and of wood products by man from beyond the dawn of history so much for granted that we overlook the fact that the relationship between these two living organisms, man and tree, is no less than the relationship between man and domestic animals. One may speak of ‘domestic forests’ in much the same sense and for similar reasons.


In the Preface to his book Trees, Rushford writes:




If it were not for the spread of the human race there would be vastly more trees and greater areas of forests on the face of the earth, and their appearance would often be entirely different. Mankind has brought about great changes in his environment both by reckless destruction of forests and the pursuit of rapid financial gain, and by significant alteration of forest types. In the context of the geological timescale it was physical factors – climate, altitude, soil-type and so on – that determined whether a region could support a forest of some kind, but man’s influence has now made itself felt with relative suddenness and left its mark on every part of the world.





In areas where the equable climate has favoured the development of human civilization, the exploitation of forest resources has caused damage that is irreversible.


Without some appreciation of its past or sense of continuity, any account of Irish forestry must be valueless. This book has attempted to identify the trends and influences that have led to the forests of Ireland today, and to pursue a chronology faithful to that development. The research and collation of material has been a pioneering task, aspects of which will no doubt prove controversial.


During the research a number of issues, other than that of the general and historically superior one of the disappearance of vast forest areas between 1600 and 1800, stood out as worthy of note.


First was the exceptional decline of hazel over a twenty-to-thirty-year period at the turn of the eighteenth century. The inference I have drawn here points clearly to a new and perhaps significant historical conclusion.


Secondly, the concept of a national forestry programme envisaged in the seminal 1908 Committee Report underwent an extraordinary metamorphosis. The original proposal was virtually stood on its head – and, paradoxically, achieved the target set by the 1908 Committee almost to the year, if by a route and means totally unforeseen by that committee.


Thirdly, at a time when the co-operative movement was well established among the rural population, co-operative methods – until recently – failed to make any impact on the development of forestry.


In general, the history of Irish forests and forestry has paralleled the political history of the country. Given the social and economic importance of woodlands – ever-changing though these aspects were from century to century – that is less surprising than it might seem. What does surprise is how little attention has been given to it. 



















PART ONE


The Historical Background







[image: ]

























CHAPTER ONE


Primeval Forest and Early Man







‘And out of the ground made the Lord God to grow every tree that is pleasant to the sight, and good for food’ – Genesis.





THE TOPOGRAPHY OF IRELAND was determined about 2,000,000 years ago when an increasingly cold climate led to dramatic alterations in the landscape. Intense cold replaced wet, tropical conditions in which dense woods and forests, consisting largely of trees now either extinct or exotic in this country, flourished on very deep soils of up to thirty metres, compared with an average of about one metre today. The subsequent Ice Age covered much of the country with ice and glaciers.


When, after some 1,990,000 years, the ice withdrew, retreating glaciers scoured the country, creating new valleys and ravines. The hitherto hidden rocky skeleton of the land was exposed. The resulting much altered landscape is basically what we know today. The low-lying central plain, floored essentially by carboniferous limestone, is surrounded by a rim of mountains, in a general saucer shape. The mountains (some more than 300,000,000 years old), eroded and rounded, are far older than the lowlands.


Between 10,000 and 8000 years ago land bridges connecting Ireland with Britain and the Continent were inundated. The forests and woods of that time, established since the ice withdrawal, consisted of species that endured, in some cases, until today. This was the foundation from which all subsequent forests and forest lands developed.1


When man came to Ireland between 9000 and 8000 years ago, so far as we know, he found an island with a climate somewhat warmer than today. It has remained much the same size; 84,000 sq. km. (32,000 sq. miles), about 486 km. (302 miles) north to south and 275 km. (171 miles) east to west. It had, as now, many modest-sized lakes but fewer turf bogs, some of them still undeveloped, filling ancient lake basins with the detritus of the ice withdrawal.


This mountain-rimmed island west of the European mainland, dominated by the Atlantic Ocean, has a ‘typical west maritime climate… It is modified by the Gulf Stream flowing north-eastwards… from the warm regions of the Carribean’, producing a climate with an ‘absence of extremes favourable to the growth… of tree and shrub species… and the climate is especially suitable for forest trees… The method by which these so-called primeval forests were destroyed is not clearly understood, owing to the superimposition of climatic change and the activities of early settlers – both forces for vegetation change. However there is considerable evidence that the deterioration of climate which began about 3000 BC stimulated bog development at the expense of forests in many regions.’2


The author goes on to state:




Soil is the most important side factor in influencing tree growth. There are considerable variations in forest soils in Ireland. This is a result of a wide range of origins. It is further complicated by climatic, ecologic and topographic factors; an excess of precipitation over evapotranspiration in large areas of the country results in a tendency towards podzolization – intensely leached mineral soil – where drainage is free; gleying or peat formation where it is impeded.





When the first mesolithic people arrived, the forests were mainly established woods of lowland oak, elm, ash and pine, and hazel, alder and birch on poorer soils. These forests may already have been somewhat in decline, and man’s activities after his arrival presumably hastened the process. The currently available evidence is scanty, but suggests that the earliest inhabitants were of the later mesolithic period. They lived here more or less undisturbed and unchanging for about 3000 years, when they were joined by a very different people, neolithic agriculturalists.


Pollen counts indicate that for some 2000 years after man’s arrival, that is until about 7000 years ago, the carpet of forest layering the country was virtually undisturbed. At that time the first of two factors to affect the blanket forest adversely became increasingly evident. This was the growth of raised bog, a process that overlapped the arrival of the neolithic farmers, who introduced the second factor, forest clearance to create arable.


The terms paleolithic, mesolithic and neolithic, generally speaking, refer to periods of prehistoric time. It is not necessarily the case that a level of attainment in a later period was more advanced than that of an earlier one, or that one culture did not overlap another. For instance the Maori and aboriginal people of New Zealand and Australia in the early part of the last century were culturally paleolithic/mesolithic. The Bushmen of the Kalahari Desert today are mesolithic. The term paleolithic refers to the earliest period of the stone age, when stone weapons and tools were first developed by hunter/fisher peoples. The mesolithic period indicates a hunter/fisher pastoral, transitional period of the Stone Age, and the neolithic period means the later stone-age, food-producing period, characterized by polished stone implements, some of which were used for agricultural purposes.


In the historic meaning, paleolithic and mesolithic refer to a period lasting over a million years, when people lived a largely nomadic existence hunting and collecting wild plants and berries. Such food-gathering societies were gradually converted to or replaced by neolithic food-producing societies. This change also laid the foundations of civilization. ‘Hitherto, communities had been restricted by the number of game animals and the amount of edible plants available: now it was possible to plant more seed, till more land and breed more animals as the population increased… the word “neolithic” in fact simply implies food production based on crops and domesticated stock, without metals…’3


There is evidence of early human activity at Mount Sandel near Coleraine in Co. Down, from where artefacts have been carbon-dated to 8650 years ago, + or -50 years. This site has provided flint tools, mainly small flint points called microliths, and small hand-axes made of flint flakes, typical of a hunter/fisher community that did not engage in farming. There is evidence of similar late mesolithic communities in Denmark and of early mesolithic in both Denmark and England. No evidence has so far been discovered indicating the presence of early mesolithic or earlier paleolithic peoples in Ireland.


The mesolithic peoples of Mount Sandel and the Larne (the Larnian people, so-called because the stone implements they used are common in the raised beach gravels at Larne, Co. Antrim) appear to have had little knowledge of agriculture. The country was smothered in dense forest and there were no plains on which they could hunt. They existed as hunter-fishers roaming the edges of forests, coasts, the shores of lakes and rivers, and probably operated from semi-permanent or seasonal camps, as the Amazonian Indians do today. In a primitive way they may have cultivated certain naturally regenerative crops, such as bracken and nettles.


A comparison can be made with the seasonal migrations of the Maori at the time when they first came in contact with white settlers about 200 years ago:




(They) had a wider range of implements than the Larnians, but were, like them, essentially food-collectors… For one such group the following yearly pattern in search of protein has been recorded – September and October, up to Tuturau for lampreys at the Mataura Falls; November on to the Wainea plains to get eels; December, back to Tuturau to dry food; January, to the coast to catch fish and collect sea-weed; February, making sea-weed bags; March, to the offshore islands; April, catching and smoking sea-birds; May, return from the islands; June, bringing presents of smoked sea-birds to friends and relatives; July and August, catching forest birds.4





Notably two months – February and April – are devoted to manufacturing. Some similar cyclic pattern may have operated amongst the mesolithic hunter/fishers of Ireland. Since much of the available evidence about them consists of worked or partially worked flint implements it seems reasonable to conclude that they devoted considerable time to manufacturing these.


The mesolithic people probably cured meat and fish by salting, smoking and drying on racks as is still done in Iceland, Greenland and elsewhere. They certainly had boats of some kind, and were clearly capable wood-workers. Perhaps part of the attraction of Ireland for these nomadic people was the abundance of available timber. Such dense woods, besides being a multiple food source, provided the raw materials for fuel, fishing and building, a means of making containers (of bark; they had no pottery), and, fundamental to north European nomadic hunters, the means of making vessels to penetrate the otherwise inaccessible country via its rivers and lakes. They probably used some form of dug-out or burnt-out canoes. From Toome Bay on Lough Neagh, as Mitchell5 demonstrates, comes evidence of wood which had been worked for a special purpose. By the time these mesolithic people were absorbed or superseded by the neolithic farmers, they had inhabited the country for some 3000 years, about 400 years more than the period separating us, today, from the first coming of the Celts. And after them the neolithic people inhabited it for as long before the Celts arrived.


The decline of forest cover accelerated with the arrival of these neolithic farmers between 5000 and 6000 years ago. One of their first concerns would have been to clear land for tillage and grazing, a task in many ways simpler and less demanding in forest land than in open plains or savannah, which require the use of ploughs to break up the tangled grass roots.




It is hard for us to picture the majesty and silence of those primeval woods, that stretched from Ireland far across northern Europe. We are accustomed to an almost treeless countryside, and if we can find anywhere some scraps of ‘native’ woodland, we are disappointed by the quality of the trees. For thousands of years man has been roving the Irish woodlands seeking for ‘good’ timber for houses, ships and other uses. As a result all the well-grown ‘good’ trees have long since disappeared, and what are left are the progeny of ‘bad’ trees rejected by earlier carpenters. If we visit the National Museum we can see wooden shields lm in diameter, worked from a slice taken from the trunk of a well-grown forest alder. We could not find in Ireland to-day a single alder tree capable of supplying a blank for such a shield. In some remote parts of Europe scraps of upland valleys have escaped the loggers’ attentions, and there we can recapture something of the vanished dignity of the Irish forests.6





From the arrival of the neolithic farmers, through the early and late Bronze Ages and the coming of the Celts about 800 BC to the beginning of the Iron Age, was a period of great change and activity in the Irish landscape, especially in relation to woodlands. Given the time-scale involved, the change was never immediately apparent, unlike the man-made environmental changes dramatically taking place today.


About 5000 BC Ireland would have presented a mosaic of different woodland types composed of a few species, depending upon local soil and climatic conditions. The lowlands and sheltered valleys had a covering of mixed broadleaf forest, chiefly of oak; pines and birch were dominant on poorer sites, especially in the west. Alder and willows formed local scrub woodlands on marshy sites near lakes and rivers. The remains of these forests can still be seen in cutaway bogs at altitudes ranging from sea level to 600 metres (1800 ft) at Turlough Hill in Co. Wicklow.7 Why these early forests disappeared is not fully understood. But there is evidence to suggest, among other reasons, that climatic deterioration, which began about 3000 BC, stimulated bog development at the expense of forests. Extensive areas of forest were cleared by felling, by fire and by grazing stock. These clearances, and the prevailing climate, encouraged bogland to expand, downwards from the mountains and upwards from wet hollows, providing the foundations on which the later enormous bogland increases occurred. These recurring vast boggy areas, not without reason, have been called ‘wet deserts’.


The stone monuments from these remote times are impressive, but they give the impression that stone was the most commonly used material for building purposes. That was not the case. Wooden buildings were the universal type in Europe at that time and there is no reason to think that Ireland was any different in this respect. The scarcity of significant remains is due to the climate, in which timber, especially light, treated timber such as wattling, perishes. ‘In 1967 a rectangular house, 7 X 6m. and walled on two sides with thin planks of oak, was found at Ballynagilly, Co. Tyrone in Northern Ireland. Associated pottery suggests a date of about 3000 BC…’8 Irish building in wood continued up to the seventeenth century, maybe later. The ancient stone constructions that survive, including Newgrange, circular forts, the remains of monasteries and so on would have had substantial timber buildings both within and without the walls. Many later monasteries, of which only some stone fragments remain, were teaching establishments with up to 4000 people, all of whom required to be catered for in their everyday needs. Hence their attraction for the Norse invaders.


Since the early migratory settlers to this island came by sea, it follows that they were both boat-builders and craftsmen of some skill.




With space for the crew and two dogs, and bedding for the stock, its [a frame boat covered with hides] load for a sea-passage might have been two adult cows and two calves, or about six pigs or ten sheep or goats. Because of the difficulty of watering stock on a voyage, such trips must of necessity have been short… Case thinks that stock, if well watered beforehand might hold out for two days… it is clear that sea-voyages would have to be planned with some care, and that undue holdups had to be avoided.9





Domestic animals were very much smaller at that time.


A people capable of constructing vessels to carry them across miles of open sea were not only accomplished wood-workers, but also tool-makers and planners. Craft construction required worked timber of some kind, whether it was frames covered in hides, dug-or burnt-out canoes, rafts or timber boats. Boat-building is a derived skill, and it is not reasonable to assume that it was the primary skill of these people, or that their planning and manufacturing skills were confined to it and to seafaring. Accordingly we may infer that the peoples who first inhabited this country demonstrated from the outset some skill in the use and working of timber.


The techniques they used in building their boats were very likely adapted from techniques of domestic building, farming – clearance, tillage, pasturage – and, of course, hunting and fishing. They also brought with them considerable farming knowledge, skills in the manufacture and in the use of tools, and the organizational ability demanded by communal migration overseas. Such skills and co-operation would not manifest themselves spontaneously for this purpose alone.


H. J. Case concluded that ‘lightness and manoeuvrability were more important than size’ and that a boat similar to the currachs and naomhogs of the west coast, about thirty feet long, with about eight oarsmen and able to carry about three tons or up to forty people, could have been the optimum.10 In 1976-7 Tim Severin with several companions crossed the Atlantic in a similar boat made in traditional manner of lengths of timber, rods, pegs of wood, binding and hides.


No one knows where these early settlers came from or where they first landed. However, the coasts of Antrim and Down were clearly visible from Britain. People of advanced neolithic culture, roughly equivalent to nineteenth-century Australian aboriginals, were capable of coming from anywhere on the northern coast of the continental mainland, and of making landfall on the southern and western coasts of Ireland as well as in the north-east.


There would have been considerable advance scouting before major community migrations took place. While a migratory group would include men, women, children and infants, together with breeding and milking livestock and seed-corn, it is unlikely that an entire community would embark simultaneously, and not impossible that there was more than one migration from different sources, at roughly the same time. Such voyages could only be made at certain times of the year, probably between July and October, when the work of harvesting crops was over and there was still grass and leaf-fodder in the new destination.


Such early neolithic settlers built plank as well as clay and wattle houses, as did their European counterparts. The roofs, usually of thatch, were supported by interior posts. They surrounded their settlements and farms with stockades for protection; they built storage and refuse pits and sowed crops. To the present day their descendants have used the native timber for precisely similar purposes; to construct homes, make boats, tools and utensils.


The fitting of wooden handles to his stone axes was of great importance to all neolithic man’s activities. It converted them from hand-held chopping implements of limited potential, to axes, mattocks, picks, adzes and so on which could be wielded with great power, enabling the user to fell trees, work large timbers, and erect substantial buildings. This effective conjunction of wooden handle and blade has remained one of the single most important technical developments in the history of mankind, second only, perhaps, to the discovery and effective use of the wheel. The weapon technology of the neolithic people would have been similarly progressive and both arrowheads and scrapers of flint, useful for making stems for basket-work and making and arming arrows, have been found. Though they have not been found in Ireland, ‘bows of yew wood have been found in Somerset’.11


Coincidentally with man’s arrival in Ireland some forest trees, notably and quite dramatically the elm, went into decline. Hazel scrub was universal. Pollen counts of the period 5500 to 5200 years ago clearly demonstrate this. Mitchell writes:




I picture that quite a small group of men could sweep through an elm-wood quickly, ring-barking the trees, and so indeed putting an end to the production of elm pollen. In any case the soil of the tillage patch created was going to become exhausted quite quickly and it would have been stupid to put into land that was only going to have a short life the immense amount of effort necessary to produce neat fields, free of tree trunks and stumps.12





This point has been evidenced more recently in Brazil where the Amazonian forest clearances provided cleared land for settlers, but the experiment was of mixed success. For every plot of good land with vital soil, there were several of land of poor quality which – when it grew anything – produced only stunted crops or brush.


The American geographer, Carl Sauer, wrote:




Primitive agriculture is located in woodlands. Even the pioneer American farmer hardly invaded the grasslands until the second quarter of the past century. His fields were clearings won by deadening, usually by girdling (ring-barking), the trees. The larger the trees, the easier the task: brush required grubbing and cutting; sod stopped his advance until he had plows capable of ripping through matted grass roots. The forest litter he cleared up by occasional burning; the dead trunks hardly interfered with his planting. The American pioneer learned and followed Indian practices. It is curious that scholars, because they carried into their thinking the tidy fields of the European plowman and the felling of trees by ax, have so often thought that forests repelled agriculture and that open lands invited it13 (author’s italics).





The evidence, from the remains of the forests found in cutaway bogs, is that the early settlers in Ireland followed a similar practice to that described above.


The disposition of trees in those early times tended to be mainly oak on the lowlands and pine on the highlands, but this was by no means exclusively the case. The native Scots pine, possibly for climatic reasons, suffered a serious decline at an early stage and by the twelfth or thirteenth century AD was altogether extinct. Work by Bord na Móna on some bogs, including lowland bogs, has uncovered what have come to be called ‘forest graveyards’; great cemeteries of Scots pine tree-stumps, some of them 5000 years old. Many are blackened by fire rings and some appear to display the clean, flat planes of skilful axe-work, thus exhibiting precisely the sort of tell-tale evidence one would expect from the residue of forest cleared in the manner described.


The efficacy of the stone axes employed by neolithic man is surprising. Experiments were conducted in Denmark in the 1950s:




A genuine neolithic blade was fitted to an ash-wood haft, copied from an original haft dating from neolithic times recovered from Sigersslev Bog. It was found that the blade broke if fitted too tightly; it had to be left free to vibrate slightly in the haft. The axe was most effective when swung only from the elbow, with short, sharp cuts rather than swinging blows from the shoulder, which is the most effective way of using a metal blade.


Three men managed to clear 600 square yards of silver birch forest in four hours. More than 100 trees were felled with one axe-head, which had not been sharpened for 4000 years.14





Forest regions such as those referred to above were cleared and palisades and stockades were erected for protection – mainly against natural predators like the bear, the wolf, the lynx and the fox, all of which abounded and for whom the availability of domestic animals was a gastronomic bonanza.


Charcoal (c. 4500 years old) indicates that hazel, ash, hawthorn and holly were the most frequently used firewoods. ‘The hazel at all times found conditions in Ireland very favourable… In its first expansion …its contribution to the … pollen-rain seems to have been greater than elsewhere in Europe… (When) a woodland area which had been cleared by farmers was abandoned, hazel immediately expanded into it… The pollen count shows that … from the first woodland disturbance more than 5000 years ago, until the Tudor clearance in the late sixteenth century, there must have been very extensive hazel scrub in Ireland.’15


There is abundant evidence of timber use. Much of it has been revealed from accidental discoveries in the bogs and fenlands which preserve fibrous artefacts that might otherwise have decayed. We possess dug-out canoes a thousand years old, plates, implements, utensils and house frames. In some cases the very walls and flooring of the houses themselves, constructed of woven wicker-work and wattle, often with traces of the mud, lime and dung covering still adhering to it, have been preserved. There is also clear evidence of the deliberate cultivation of timber for specific purposes. The Dal gCais of Thomond deliberately cultivated an ash and holly wood for weapon and domestic building purposes. Hazel, the principal ingredient of wattle building, was cultivated for this purpose from time immemorial.


By the year AD 300 forest regeneration was no longer capable of swallowing up the habitation sites that must have come and gone countless times over the preceding 3000 years. In the intervening period appeared monuments such as those in the Boyne valley. Others, less enduring, were laid down and their foundations established; for instance roads.


Many of the roads of ancient Ireland were what came to be called, in America, ‘corduroy roads’ – that is a surface of planks or of tree trunks laid parallel and often used where the soil was soft or boggy, or within the habitat of a community. Such classes of road are recorded in the Brehon Laws (the law tracts of ancient Ireland), referred to collectively as conai cai (any kind of) road. The seven classes, in order of size and merit, were: 1, slíghe, such as one of five great highways from Tara; 2, rannt, a major road; 3, bóthar, a good road; 4, rot, clearly of later usage and of foreign derivation; 5, tuagrota, and 6, lam rota of which the same might be said. In addition there were two specific types of road relevant to forestry – a bealach, meaning a pass (or cleft) through a forest which required to be maintained (Bealach Mughna, Ballaghmoon in Carlow, is one example), and a togher, a pathway.


The use of logs and wattles as a community surface is an obvious practical development, as the speed with which forest mud can be churned up in the Irish climate and the time it takes to harden again (if ever) when a site is in continual use, indicate. Besides bealachs and toghers, bridges and fords of timber were subject to laws, many of which had to do with maintenance and upkeep.


Clearly, from the very earliest times trees were an important part of the Irish landscape. The continuous and fundamental interaction between trees and men is often given recognition and acknowledgement in man’s mysterious propitiatory religious rites. In a story concerning the mysterious Celtic division of the country into four parts, each of which is (apparently paradoxically and incorrectly) called a fifth, a tree is an important symbol of each.


Fintan of Munster, reviewing the history of Ireland at Tara, told ‘of a strange personage called Trefuilngid Tre-eochair who suddenly appeared at a gathering of the men of Ireland on the day when Christ was crucified… In his left hand he carried stone tablets and in his right a branch with three fruits – nuts, apples and acorns’.16 He confirmed that Ireland consisted of four quarters and a centre. These were the provinces of Leinster, Connacht, Ulster, Munster and the centre, which was Tara. Before he left, Trefuilngid gave Fintan some berries from his branch with an injunction to plant them in places appropriate to these divisions, which Fintan duly did. From them grew five trees: – Bile Tortan, the Ash of Tortu; Eo Rossa, the Bole of Ross (a yew); Eo Mugna, the Oak of Mugna; Craebh Daithi, the Bough of Daithi (also ash) and Bile Uisnig, the Ash of Uisneach. ‘Though the location of most of these five places is uncertain there can be no doubt that the underlying idea is that the trees symbolize the four quarters around the centre.’17


In ancient Ireland lines without breadth symbolized the supernatural in the realm of space. For instance, ‘Irish poets believed that the brink of water was always a place where eicse – “wisdom”, “poetry”, “knowledge” – was revealed. And the mystical fifth fifth of the five fifths of Ireland is held to be some such centre without dimension.’18 This has been expressed in terms relating to trees, ‘between the bark and the tree’.19


There is an established connection between trees, woodlands and druidism. There are some (possibly prejudiced) observations about druidism in Britain and on the Continent from Julius Caesar and others and some of these may refer to local variations not relevant to Ireland. Not enough is known about Irish druidism to indicate how or if it differed from the form practised in Britain and on the Continent. There appears to be sufficient common ground in other social customs among the Celtic peoples generally to warrant the assumption that trees, even if they were not worshipped here as in Gaul, were treated with considerable importance.


However, no tradition similar to that of Britain and the Continent survives in this country about the use of oak-trees and of mistletoe, which is not native to Ireland. The common view that Irish druids held religious meetings and performed their rituals under the shade of a sacred oak is based on the assumption that druidism in Ireland was identical with that of Britain and Gaul, which is doubtful. Sacred groves involving holly may have featured in Irish druidic worship, but even that is uncertain. That is not to suggest that Irish druidical practices were any more wholesome than those of their counterparts elsewhere, but they do appear to have been different in some respects, including the attitude to trees. It is possible that Irish druidism was laundered by Christian recorders and historians to eradicate traces of the pagan past. But so far as we know, the dominant Irish idol, Crom Cruach, was a permanent figure of stone, not of wood, and this fundamental fact may have resulted from a form of druidism in Ireland as distinctive as the language.


In Gaul and in Britain mistletoe featured in druidic rituals. One theory is that this was because its pale berries resemble the moon and druidism was a moon cult (the Celts counted the passage of time by nights rather than by days). Mistletoe is not native here and has no traditional significance in Ireland. The custom of kissing under mistletoe may, therefore, be imported. In view of its established sacred use elsewhere, the dearth of Irish tradition may be connected with a ‘clean-up’ more vigorous than in some other instances to eradicate a powerful druidic symbol and, perhaps, some more ‘exuberant’ customs.


Details of the druidic religion are very scanty, but we may confidently assume that it imposed certain laws, rituals and prohibitions which affected the people in general. As it would be fallacious to suppose that people are other than children of their age, we may presume that they reacted to such influences much as people today raised in a similar environment might do. It is also fairly certain that, as the inheritors of traditions predominantly Indo-European going back for thousands of years, they practised a religion containing elements already very ancient. We know that in Celtic Ireland stones and wells were objects of worship; but though certain kinds of tree, the ash and the yew for instance, were to some extent venerated, there is no evidence to suggest that trees were worshipped as they were in Gaul and Britain.20


While Irish records do not relate that Irish druids (drui or dli) shared the Gaulish veneration for the oak, it seems to have occasionally figured in rites and may have had some significance, perhaps accounting for the name ‘doire’, oak-wood or grove,which seems to have had a special appeal. Other trees were also accorded a special place, in particular the yew, used frequently to mark the bounds of sanctuary land around a church and, therefore, associated with the word ‘fidnemed’ and with the complicated laws of sanctuary in Ireland. When, for instance, Mael Mordha of Leinster sought refuge in a yew tree after the battle of Glen Mama in AD 999, he was probably seeking recognized sanctuary as much as concealment.




Fortified dwelling places, strategically sited as they frequently were, on the highest spot of the local terrain, were particularly liable to be struck [by lightning] and, even if the reason was completely obscure to the people of the period, it may have been common knowledge that a tall tree near the house would attract the flash and save the house itself from damage. This may, conceivably, be the reason for the custom of planting trees in the immediate precincts of dwelling places and the protective tree would, naturally, command the regard and the reverence of the inhabitants. With the coming of Christianity it would follow that its churches and cells would also be provided with guardian trees. When, therefore, the annals record that Ciaran’s yew at Clonmacnoise and the bile of Swords were struck by lightning we ought, perhaps, to read between the lines that the adjacent buildings were saved from damage by the presence of these sacred lightning conductors and, further, that, however ignorant they may have been of the nature of electricity, the monks of both institutions were conscious of their protective function.21





The word fidnemed is connected etymologically with the Gaulish word for a sacred grove, nemeton. But in Ireland the yew (or the ash) took the place of the Continental and British oak. Giraldus Cambrensis wrote: ‘Yews, with their bitter sap, are more frequently to be found in (Ireland) than in any other place I have visited; but you will see them principally in old cemeteries and sacred places where they were planted in ancient times by the hands of holy men to give them what ornament and beauty they could.22 The name of Newry in Co. Down is an anglicization of the Irish word, iubher – yew. The word for a yew wood is Eochaill, from which the town of Youghal in east Cork derives its name.


Where more than one community vies for the same territory, or where ideologies vie for control of a community, the dominant beliefs (or perhaps the beliefs of the dominant) tend to endure. Aspects of subordinate faiths or rituals can survive in adapted form; thus, from being part of a living ritual or worship, becoming a source of minor tradition. This process occurred with the adaptation of heathen places of veneration, often trees and/or wells, which were absorbed in large numbers by Christianity. Some, however, presumably because of their character, had their pagan significance altogether obliterated. The word bile is commonly found in placenames all over the country, indicating not only that the ‘cult’ of the sacred tree was a universal phenomenon, but also its tenaciousness – e.g. Knocknavilla (Galway, Mayo, Tipperary, Wexford), Gortavilla (Cork), Gortvilly (Tyrone), etc.


A gloss on the Martyrology of Oengus, compiled, according to tradition, at Tallaght suggest that a bile was to be found growing at every church. It refers to bile na cille, ‘the bile of the church’, as if on the assumption that it formed part of the view of every church.


From the story of Fintan it will be recalled that two of the five trees that grew from the berries Trefuilngid gave to Fintan were billeanna, the Bile Uisnig and the Bile Tortan, that neither of them were oaks and that three of them were ash. One of these, the Bile Tortan, features again in both the Book of Armagh and the Tripartite Life of St Patrick, which tells us that Patrick ‘went thereafter to the Bile Tortan and near the Bile Tortan he built a church for Justinian the Presbyter which now belongs to the community of Ard Brecain’ (Co. Meath).23 One wonders if the Bile Tortan did not represent the mystic centre without dimension, and if it was not this fact that attached the Patrician legend to it. Inauguration trees and the trees outside a king’s rath were also called bile. Most were ash trees.


If a claim for special veneration of any tree can be made it would seem to be the ash. Apart from its frequent occurrence as a bile or sacred tree, it is also associated with holy wells in large numbers, i.e., 75 ash, 7 oak, from a random sample of 210 such sites:




…the very frequency of ash trees at holy wells is, in itself, a testimony of the sacred character of the trees growing there, for nothing else could have saved them from use as fuel or timber in a countryside as starved for wood as was the greater part of Ireland during the eighteenth and ninteenth centuries, when the dearth of timber erected the winning of the semi-fossil timber from the bogs into a major rural industry.24





The word craebh, though having the literal meaning ‘branch’, was interchangeable with bile, and had the same sacred meaning – as used in respect of the Bile (or Craebh) Uisnig. The Craebh Daithi was similarly called the Bile Daithi. There seems little room for doubting that the ash was the tree most venerated by Irish Celts. A. T. Lucas cites the tenaciousness of this tradition: ‘In 1834 there was still growing in Tombrickane, in Borrisokane parish, Co. Tipperary, a large ash, twenty-two feet in circumference at the base, which O’Donovan says was called “bellow-tree” in English… (or) “Big Bell tree” … there can be no doubt that (these) are versions of the Irish bile.’25 Even today folklore throughout the country maintains that the ash will be the first tree to be hit by lightning.


Stories associated with inauguration trees (called bile and also invested with the mystic qualities of fidnemed or ‘sanctuary’), are common. One recalls the destruction of the Dal gCais bile at Magh Adhair in 982 by King Malachy, who carried it off to roof his castle; the destruction of the ‘biledha’ at the O’Neill inauguration site at Tullaghogue in 1111; and that of the Uí Fiachrach Aidhne of Connacht by the O’Briens and Mac Carthys in 1129.


Eoin MacNeill attributed some early personal names to trees, suggesting that they derive from tree-worship. Mac Cuill (son of hazel) was so-called because ‘hazel was a god to Mac Cuill’, and he cites as other similar examples ‘Mac Cairthin, son of rowan’, ‘Mac Ibair, son of yew’ and ‘Mac Cuilin, son of holly’.


But it is in the adaptation of the word ‘fidnemed’ to Christian use that we see the true absorption of one tradition by another. Fid meaning ‘wood’, and neimed meaning ‘sacred place’, became absorbed by Christianity and associated almost exclusively with the numerous churches that were established – one must conclude by deliberate policy – on the sites of heathen sacred places. The point is further made that ‘the very beginning of Armagh as an ecclesiastical site was due to the presence of this sacred grove, the original church having been founded near it as part of a policy to Christianize pagan cult centres by diverting the popular attachment to them into Christian channels’.26


Certain other species of tree retain a mysterious significance which may account for the stature they occupy in the legal hierarchy of trees in Celtic Ireland. One of these, the rowan (sorbus), quicken tree or mountain ash (a misnomer since it is not a member of the ash family) had a tutelary function, especially in the dairy, observed in parts of the country within living memory. In spite of its mysterious power the rowan (caorthann) does not seem to have belonged to any group of ancient sacred trees. Nonetheless it had a considerable role in popular magic. Besides its power to protect dairies and dairy produce, it was hung in the house to offset fire-raising and to keep the dead from rising, and would increase the speed of a hound if it were tied to its collar. Branches of rowan were placed over the doors of houses and byres to keep away witches and fairies alike.


It has been argued that the association between the rowan and milk derives from the possible use of its bark as winter feed for cattle. Furze, which also had defensive magical properties over milk and butter, was widely used in Ireland as cattle-fodder.27 Alternatively it has been suggested28 that the Irish may have adopted the magical virtues of the rowan from the Norse, who are known to have used its bark as cattle fodder and ‘being, as they were, a people preoccupied almost beyond modern comprehension with cows and milk, they (the Irish) would have been predisposed to adopt with alacrity any new magical practices for the protection of both…’. An old term for the rowan was fid na ndruad, the ‘wood’ or tree of the druids.


In the historic tale of the siege of Knocklong, Co. Limerick, when the northern and southern armies confronted each other, druids on both sides made immense fires of quicken (rowan) boughs. These were all cut according to ritualistic formalities and the fires were lighted with solemn incantations. The purpose of these fires was to exercise a sinister influence on the opposing army, and from the movements of the smoke and flames the druids forecast the outcome of battle. On some occasions witches, druids or malignant phantoms cooked flesh, sometimes the flesh of dogs or horses, on rowan spits as part of a rite for the destruction of someone obnoxious to them. Many such superstitions have survived. Bring a rowan walking stick out with you at night and fairies will take care to give you a wide berth. Its efficacy is especially strong in respect of the dairy and, when a housewife is churning, if she puts a ring made of a strake from this tree on the handle of the churn, no evil-minded neighbour can rob her of her butter.


As recently as the Famine of 1847 bark, which was certainly used for food in Ireland for centuries, was again employed, and bark bread was common in Scandinavia late into the nineteenth century. There are several references in the lives of the saints to eating bark. The birch tree has associations in the Celtic world with love. The lovers’ bower was, more often than not, beneath a birch tree or in a birch bush and wreaths of birch were used as love-tokens. And, of course, at the traditional source – or sources – of the seven great rivers of Ireland grew the nine hazels of wisdom. This is particularly recalled in the Well of Sergeis, Connla’s Well, which was the source of inspiration and knowledge. The hazel nuts dropped into the well and caused bubbles of mystic inspiration to form on the streams that issued from it. They were also eaten by the salmon and whoever ate the nuts or the salmon which had done so, obtained the gift of the wisdom of the seer and the poet. The popular story of Fionn Mac Cumhail (mac Cuil – Son of Hazel) and the Salmon of Knowledge illustrates this tradition precisely.




Notes
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CHAPTER TWO


Woodlands, Land Title and Tenure in Celtic Ireland







‘This is the forest primeval’ – Longfellow.





GRADUALLY MAN CONTROLLED and began to utilize the natural forest and woodland resources in Ireland for pasturage and agriculture, destroying forest land to make room for fields, flocks and herds. Forests were also sources of food and provided the raw materials for building, cooking and weapons. In some cases trees – hazel, holly, ash – were rudely propagated for these purposes:




In spite of this multiple use of forests, however, their vastness and apparent general indestructibility prevented man from conceiving ideas of possession until after he had cut most of them down and converted the land to tillage, pasture or wastes. The forests themselves remained a gift of nature for all men to use alike as they wished and were subject to unregulated multiple use by means of uncontrolled selective cutting.1





This notion of ‘conceiving of possession’ is important to any appreciation of the conflict between cultures and its consequences in Ireland over many centuries, a conflict that was significant for Irish forests.


It was otherwise in England, where the notion of forests as areas where special laws applied was introduced by the Normans. Forest Law followed the Norman Conquest and was rigorously enforced over much of England. Except in isolated instances (the legendary Robin Hood is an example) it prevented the forests from becoming refuges and fastnesses for those opposed to the new regime, as later happened in Tudor Ireland.


Forest Law in England, we are told (but on authority held by scholars to be dubious) had a precursor in the Constitutiones de Foresta attributed to the Danish King, Cnut (Canute) who, having effectively conquered England in 1012, is alleged to have enacted the following statute (11, Cnut, Sec. 80): ‘I will like that every man be worthy of his hunting in wood and field on his own estates. And let every man abstain from my hunting: Look, wherever I will, that it should be freed, under full penalty.’


This ordinance is interesting not least because Cnut found it necessary to proclaim it at all. It was directed in the first instance at landowners and not at commoners or freemen. While it was evidently a law of the forest, its purpose was to preserve hunting rights and it had nothing directly to do with trees or woodland per se, or with rebels. And it may well be this that coloured the traditional and (at least in the early years) rather doubtful motive attributed to Norman Forest Law of being primarily to preserve the chase.


The availability and abundance that enabled man to use the forests and woodlands as an available resource gave way to the realization that, if forests were continuously exploited to meet increasing demand, a point would be reached where supply dried up unless effective control and management were introduced. Such control was introduced to England from Normandy, ostensibly for the same purpose as Cnut’s law – the protection of game.


When most people use the word ‘forest’ today they mean a large area covered in trees. The word is of Old French (der. Latin) origin, anglicized, and in England the meaning was not always so restricted. Following the Norman Conquest in 1066 ‘forest’ meant any area of land, with or without trees, that was subject to Forest Law and law enforcement, which was quite distinct from the Common Law. Such areas could include woodland, arable land, common land, pasturage, even villages and towns. At one period in the thirteenth century more than one quarter of all England was Royal Forest and subject to Forest Law.2


The use of the word in Ireland derives from and was influenced by English attitudes. Accordingly an understanding of English meaning and usage will help to illuminate the situation in Ireland. Thomas Hinde writes:




Forest Law was first denned by a statute of 1184 known as the Assize of Woodstock, but was almost certainly functioning as a separate system within its own coverts fifty years before in Henry I’s reign, and had probably been established soon after the Conquest. The Assize of Woodstock, the basis of Forest law, is doubly interesting in that it pre-dates Magna Carta, the great Charter of Common Law, by eighty-one years.


It was complete and varied over the centuries. Broadly speaking it not only forbade hunting in royal forests, but … limited what those who possessed land in a forest could do with their own property. In particular it forbade them to build on their land, to cut timber or wood except for their own use and to assart their land – turn it from woodland into agricultural land.3





Such interdicts referred, inter alia, to village, farm and common land.


J. G. Turner, the nineteenth-century English historian, defined a forest as follows: ‘a definite tract of land within which a particular body of law was enforced… held by the king or held of the king by someone else, usually a noble or a religious institution’. The old tradition that William the Conqueror destroyed numerous villages and thirty-six churches when creating the New Forest in Hampshire may well refer to alteration in legal governance rather than to demolition.


A. C. Forbes, never one to temper strong opinions, wrote:




[This] old tradition … requires a great deal more evidence to support it than is forthcoming. Those who know the class of country occupied by the New Forest know well enough that anything like intensive cultivation over the greater part of it is, and was, out of the question, and it was probably for that reason that it was brought under the forest laws, which existed long before the Norman Invasion.4





This statement is possibly closer to the truth than intended. It may well be precisely because of the rugged terrain in question and the refuge it offered those opposed to the Norman Conquest of England that the New Forest was put under Forest Law.


In the historical sense, therefore, the word forest has a meaning very different from that commonly used today. From the Irish point of view the historical meaning never had any great significance, the word coille or fásach coille generally being taken to mean dense, natural woodland.


Pollens have a long life when trapped in layers of turf (peat), lake mud or acid soil. By dating these layers the proliferation of trees can be identified and quantified with some accuracy. Obviously some precautions are necessary; for example against the popular notion that great oak forests covered the country in prehistoric times must be set the fact that oak pollen is wind-distributed, which might give the impression that oaks were more numerous than in fact they were. Limes, on the other hand, are insect pollinated and the distribution of their pollen could suggest fewer than actually existed.


Pollen counts have shown that considerable fluctuation in tree densities occurred from the time of the neolithic agriculturalists down to about AD 300. Primeval forest had virtually blanketed the country with oak, elm, hazel and pine from about 7000 BC to 3500 BC, when the neolithic period began. Within a relatively short period (geologically speaking) the elm, the Scots pine and ash declined drastically. ‘About AD 300 elm and ash are swept away with a thoroughness from which they never recover, and the destruction-phase (a term of convenient reference here used) in which more advanced farming ultimately destroys the woodlands, opens here.’5 Bogland also increased and remained prolific until the eighteenth century.


Gradually the high forest gave way to open grassland, much of it, at times, probably savannah-type resulting from a drier climate and the excessive use of the ard-plough (a simple plough with a wooden share, usually of oak, to make a shallow furrow; spades were often more efficient in heavy or stony soil). Heath and bog development as well as recurrent forest regeneration also took place. Wood as a working material was plentiful. By the twelfth century, when cultivation had continued for thousands of years, the greater part of the country was still clothed in trees.


The question of forest ownership in Ireland should be considered. In Irish law the family unit was the root fine (group) which was also a legal unit. This could be gel-fine, of three generations, derb-fine, of four, iar-fine, of five or ind-fhine, of six. The derb-fine was the usual elective legal group so far as succession, inheritance and disposal of goods and property were concerned. If an entitled derb-fine failed within three generations to have a member elected to the kingship, the right was lost to the whole line; for example if an eligible great-grandson failed to be elected to an office that had been held by his great-grandfather, and no closer kin succeeded, that line failed and was relegated to a lower order, a situation emphasized in the saying: ‘Cúig gluine ó rígh go rámhainn, five generations from king to spade’. Since kings had certain powers of grant, as well as other powers, this was a vital legal matter as well as being of economic and social importance.


Mac Neill writes:




This Irish idea of dominion over land very much facilitated the Norman Conquest (sic!). The Irish lords thought they were submitting under duress to a new political authority. The feudal invaders believed that they were acquiring a rigid, complete and perpetual ownership of the ‘land’ from the zenith to the uttermost depths – an ownership more complete than that of any chattel – an ownership that they imagined to be self-existing even when the person in whom it should be ‘vested’ was, for the time being, unknown and unascertained.6





What, then, was the Irish legal situation in respect of forests and woodlands over which the Normans sought to establish possessory title?


Woodlands were generally common land and, presumably deriving from this, there were rights in common in each tuath (the people/territory ruled by a minor king) – ‘the full property of every tuath, belonging in equal right to every condition (of persons)’.7 The eighth-century Bretha Comaithchesa, that portion of the Brehon Law translated as ‘the Laws of Neighbourhood’ (or the Community), lists twenty-eight trees and shrubs in four classes. In fact this is twenty-eight plus one, in accordance with Celtic ritualistic numeral observance. Laws governed each class and species of tree and varied according to class. Penalties related to the nature of the offence. So far as we can judge from the Brehon Law and from other traditional sources, title in respect of the timber, as distinct from the land on which it stood, was vested in the sept, and more particularly in the derb-fine. In general timber was a source of common or communal ownership with some specific rights and regulations as to usage.


Among the things listed in the Ancient Laws of Ireland8 that are ‘the full property of every Tuath, belonging in equal right to every condition (of person)’ are the following:




The night’s supply of kindling from every wood.


The cooking material of every wood.


The nutgathering of every wood.


The frame-work of every vehicle, yoke and plough.


Timber of a carriage for a corpse.


The shaft fit for a spear.


A supple hand implement for a stable (an echlach, or horse-rod, used for guiding horses).


The tapering wood of the three parts of a spancel.


The makings of hoops (for barrels).


The makings of a churnstaff.


Every wood not subject to treiniugud (which MacNeill glosses: ‘some sort of appropriation – “triple division” is the literal and official rendering’).





The Brehon legal tract codifying penalties for unlawfully interfering with trees (and certain bushes) purports to give the fines in respect of each type of offence, from two and one half milch-cows for felling an important tree, to a sheep for destroying a shrub. Trees and shrubs were classified in four degrees paralleling the social order. These were Airig Fed – literally nobles or chieftains of woods or trees; Aithig Fedo – commoners or common trees; Fodla Fedo – the lower orders, and Losa Fedo – bushes, non-persons or slaves.9


There were seven species in each class. Nobles: oak, hazel, holly, yew, ash, pine, apple. Commoners: alder, willow, hawthorn, rowan, birch, elm and another – possibly the wild cherry – which is not known from its Irish name idha (variously spelled idath, idadh, hidha, fidhat and fidhout).10  Lower orders: blackthorn or sloe-bush, elder or bore-tree, white hazel, spindle tree, aspen, arbutus and crann fir, possibly juniper. Bushes or slave trees: bracken (used for soap making, bedding and for providing potash for bleaching linen), bog-myrtle, furze or whin, brambles, heather, broom, gooseberry – or wild rose, opinion is divided – and ivy.11


The classification into groups of seven reflects the mystical qualities which the Celts attributed to numbers such as three, five, seven and nine. Here we have an extra losa fedo – ivy – making eight in that category, so that the grand total becomes a multiple of seven, plus one. Celtic fighting units, for instance, commonly consisted of eight men plus a leader (nine) banded together into a larger unit of three of these plus another leader, twenty-eight, divisible by seven.


Trees and shrubs were classified in accordance with their economic importance, evidently determined by their size, quality of timber and the use to which the timber or fruit might be put. The yew and the apple, for instance, though relatively modest in size, were accorded noble status and a higher class than larger species because of the fruit of the apple (probably wild and uncultivated for a considerable period) and the versatility of yew wood.12 The apple was also esteemed for its bark, but what use was made of it is not known (it may have been for making a sort of bread). Yew wood was used for decorative purposes, ornamental furniture, household vessels, building and weapons. Giraldus Cambrensis opined that the poisonous juices and the exhalations of the yew-tree (taxus baccata) seriously checked the increase in bees. He also tells us that several troops of archers were quartered in the town of Finglas, Co. Dublin, where:




The illustrious abbot Kenach and other holy men in succession, through whose fervent piety the place became celebrated, had formerly planted with their own hands ash trees and yews and various other kinds of trees, round the cemetery for the ornament of the church. The soldiers, short of fuel, cut down these trees but in retribution for their impiety they were smitten by ‘a sudden and singular pestilence’.





Of the ‘noble’ trees the oak was highly regarded because of its size and appearance, for its acorns, which were very important as food for swine, and for its bark which was used for tanning. Hazel was regarded for its nuts, which were an important food source (hazel-mead was one form of this popular drink), and hazel rods were cultivated (coppiced in order to encourage staves for wattling, perhaps one of the few instances of deliberate management in early Irish forests). Holly was highly regarded because of its use for chariot and spear shafts. The upper branches were also used for fodder.13 Ash, too, was used for spear shafts and for other weapons and ‘for supporting the king’, which may be an indication that its timber was used to build his throne, that it was used for the weapons of his troops, or that it was the bile we have already discussed. Within living memory ash was commonly used for making stools and chairs in rural Ireland. The pine was well regarded because of the many uses to which it could be put. Its timber was used for making roof and other puncheons, for bed-posts, the ridge-poles of houses and the numerous other uses to which strong, straight timber may be put; in some cases its branches may have been used for bedding (there is a reference in the twelfth-century poem ‘Suibhne Geilt’) and its resin was made into pitch for caulking boats and other weathering. The indefatigable, if often inaccurate, Giraldus wrote: ‘The forests of Ireland abound with fir which produces resin and incense.’


‘Some of the rankings seem odd to our modern eyes… If we look at the lists, it is curious to see pine in the first rank, while elm and alder are relegated to the second.’14 Pine, it is thought by some authorities, disappeared from Ireland at an early stage.




Today it is thought that all the pines we have in Ireland have been re-introduced from Scotland, after the native stock had become extinct… it is not easy to see that well-grown pine trees could have been common enough at the time the law was codified for them to merit such a high place on the list… elm can only be put down to the second rank because of the extent to which it had been cleared away…15





The penalties (dire) for trees in the ‘noble’ group were five seoit, or two and one half milch cows or its equivalent (one set equals half a milch cow). The compensation to be paid for cutting branches was a year-old heifer, for cutting a fork a two-year-old heifer and for base-cutting a milch cow. In the case of oaks there was an additional fine of a two-year-old heifer for cutting young oak-trees (or perhaps oaks which had been coppiced).


Ash was uncommon until




after neolithic agricultural practices had already been in operation in the country… can it be that before human interference with the woodlands took place, ash could not maintain itself in the high forest, and was confined to the shallow limestone soils? Ash may have invaded the unstable secondary woodland that followed the activities of all farmers.16





Alluding to this Kelly says ‘hilly arable land, being more liable to partial or sporadic cultivation than the superior etham remi-bi ethamnaib (best arable land), could have provided habitat favourable to the spread of ash’.17


In the early Irish law tract Fodla Tire, Divisions of Land, three types of land are distinguished: Etham remi-bi ethamnaib – best arable land; etham taulchach – hilly arable land; etham frichnama – arable land requiring clearance and manuring. ‘Etham taulchach is described thus: “there is water there and there are ash trees in every second piece of ground. It is good for every plant and for every crop”.’18


Scots pine is possibly the most controversial of the trees in this group. Some authorities hold that it was extinct well before the tree list was compiled (c. seventh century, according to Kelly). On the other hand Mitchell suggests that while the available evidence is that scrub trees were still growing on midland raised bogs in AD 300, the pine may have survived in scattered and isolated growths until the twelfth or thirteenth centuries. It is a controversial point and some authorities claim that the species never entirely died out. That it had a significance beyond the ordinary may be gauged from the fact that, in addition to the words ochtach and, later, gius, by which the pine was generally known, it was also given the name ailm, which has an uncommon and literary meaning. In the ninth century King and Hermit Dialogue many species are mentioned to Guaire by Marban and the hermit specifically says: ‘Caine ailmi ardom-peitet – beautiful are the pines which make music for me.’19 The word ailm is also the word used to describe the letter ‘A’ in the ogham alphabet, which is made up of four groups of five (with the perhaps later addition of a fifth group of diphthongs held to represent the mystic and universal aspect, or centre without dimension, already referred to). Ailm is the fifth letter of the fourth group.20


Of the ‘commoner’ trees the alder was plentiful and useful. An inhabitant of marshy ground, riversides and lake shores, its probable use was for hedging and providing material for wattles. Whether or not its relationship to the birch was understood is not known. There is some difference of opinion concerning sce (whitethorn or hawthorn). It has been suggested by Binchy that the translation does not refer to the whitethorn, which should be down-graded to the ‘slave’ category, fodla fedo, with the blackthorn, but that sce, correctly, refers to the aspen, which should be upgraded from ‘slave’ to ‘commoner’, since it is the timber from which some domestic articles were manufactured – bowls, spindles, etc. Whether this theory – presumably based on the inferior quality of hawthorn wood to that of aspen – has substance or not, the fruit and leaves of the whitethorn, even today (throughout Munster certainly), is sought after by children as ‘bread and butter’, possibly a residual folk-tradition commemorating a useful food-source.


The elm apparently suffered what has been described by Mitchell as a catastrophic decline about the year AD 500, and by the seventh century had virtually disappeared from the woods of Ireland. He goes on to say: ‘botanists agree that today the natural habitats of ulnus glabra, (the only indigenous species) are confined to cliffs and rough ground (mostly limestone) in upland glens, chiefly in the north’. The limestones of Clare provide the refuge of the last native Irish elms, and even in Clare it was almost extinct 1000 years ago. However, ‘elm leaves, bark and wood were all valued by early peoples, and if it had been still common in the countryside, it would have had a higher place in the list’.21


The penalties and compensations for any trees in the ‘commoner’ group were a milch cow, and for branch-cutting a year-old heifer. Alternatively, according to another version of the law, the compensation for fork-cutting was a year-old heifer and for branch-cutting, a sheep. For completely digging out a tree, more serious and fatal than base-cutting, the penalty was the same as for base-cutting a ‘noble’, that is two-and-a-half milch cows, or the equivalent.


Of the lower orders of tree, the blackthorn was useful for fencing and for its fruit and, no doubt, for its cudgels. The so-called ‘sweet-blackthorn’ (draigen cumra) may have referred to the wild plum (prunus domestica), or some similar species. The elder was plentiful and, though despised, was also useful as it is today, as a source of drink (from the flowers and the berries) and, perhaps, dye. A ninth century author comments: ‘three signs of a cursed (abandoned) place: elder, corncrake, nettles’. The whitebeam (findcholl) was, apparently, categorized because of its heavy, tough wood which does not split easily. It was used for cudgels and clubs. The arbutus (caithne; arbutus medo) must once have been quite prolific as several places are called after it, e.g. Caithneachan near Killarney, where it is still to be found, Ard na Caithne (Smerwick) on the Dingle Peninsula, where the arbutus is extinct, and Doire na Caithne (Derrynacaheny) in Clare, where it is also extinct.


The precise meaning of Crann fir is not known, but in a closely reasoned and compelling discourse, Kelly demonstrates the likelihood that it refers to the juniper. The penalties and fines are apportioned as before.


Of the bush or ‘slave’ trees the usefulness of bracken is obvious. Furze continues in use as byre-roofing, fencing, dyeing, fodder, fuel and animal bedding. Broom (gilcach), a term which may also have included reeds, was useful for making besoms and for producing dye, while reeds, clearly, had many uses – thatching, basket-making, weaving etc. Again the penalties were commensurate; for total extirpation one sheep, but for taking a single stem there was no penalty.


When the Normans arrived in 1169 they brought with them the concept referred to by Osmaston, ‘ideas of possession’:22 possession of the land and what stood upon it. This concept, which was not only valid in Norman law, but was the foundation on which it rested, was, in the twelfth century, as alien to Irish law and to Irish leadership as it could possibly be.




Notes


1. F. C. Osmaston, The Management of Forests (London 1968), p. 307.


2. Thomas Hinde, Forests of Britain (London 1985), p. 19. It is uncertain when the word ‘forest’ was introduced to England. Its origins are Latin and Old French. The Normans brought it to Ireland, but it was not in common use in this country until the English language became commonplace. In England related words were once in common use, but have changed their meaning; the word ‘lawn’, for instance, originally meant an open grass glade for the benefit of deer within a woodland. Lawns were tended by a forest official known as a ‘lawnder’. The word came to mean, successively, any level area of mown grass and, finally, the common or – no pun intended – garden lawn.


3. Ibid.


4. A. C. Forbes, ‘Some Legendary and Historical References to Irish Woods and their Significance’, Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy, 1933.


5. Mitchell, op. cit., p. 135.


6. Eoin MacNeill, Celtic Ireland, p. 170.


7. Ibid., p. 167.


8. Vol. v., p. 483. cited MacNeill, op. cit., p. 167.


9. Fergus Kelly, ‘The Old Irish Tree List’, Celtica 11, 1976. This tree-list may have originated in the lost law-tract Findbretha (Tree-judgments) referred to in the 7th Bechbretha (Bee-judgments).


10. Ibid.


11. Ibid.


12. Ibid.


13. Kelly, as follows: ‘Mr Oliver Mooney (now retired) … of the Forestry and Wildlife Service observed the cutting of holly branches to feed cattle at Glencar, Co. Kerry, about 35 years ago’ (1976).


14. Mitchell, op. cit.


15. Ibid.


16. Mitchell, PRIA, 57. B, p. 232.


17. Kelly, op. cit., p. 111.


18. Ibid., p. 111.


19. Gerard Murphy, Early Irish Lyrics, 8th-12th century (Oxford 1956).


20. Forbes provides the following commentary on the inclusion of the pine:




‘Octach, a pine, is given in connection with in crand giuis ridge-pole, and another phrase used is ochtae, a bi a tulcha, which O’Donovan renders as “pine: its being in the puncheon”. Pine has no definite connection with “ridge-pole”, which latter may have been any material of either metal or wood, and one of O’Donovan‘s glosses is fo octae findruinne, which can be translated as “under a roof-tree of bronze”. Tulcha, which O’Donovan translates as “puncheon”, would rather suggest the word “cup”, and a Scottish-Gaelic speaker interprets this as meaning “cup-shaped roofs”… While it is difficult to trace a logical connection between the words “roof-tree” and “puncheon”, there is a plausible theory that the Irish phrase might well be translated as “roof-tree: that is found in the cup-shaped roof”. This roof-tree was probably the centre-pole or one of the main support beams of the building. With the exception of the word “octach”, no difficulty exists in making out the meaning of the other trees given in the Irish text, or the reason for their inclusion as “chieftain trees”.





    ‘Dr E. J. Gwynn, to whom the point was referred, wrote as follows: “…There seems to be no doubt that octach is used in Laws, Vol. IV, pp. 146, 148, 150, as the name of a forest tree, being classed along with oak, hazel, holly, yew, ash and apple. It seems to occur also in an early poem in the form octgach as the name of a tree (Meyer, King and Hermit, st. 4)”. Everywhere else that I have met the word it is used to denote part of the structure of a house. Instances:





    1. Cormac’s Glossary gives a fanciful explanation, saying that “the house is more perfect for being upon it” (i.e., it supported the house in some way).


    2. Irische Texte, ed. Windisch, vol. i, p. 286, 1.12: “Conall throws the wheel up to the ochtach of the King’s house” (the roof, or part of it).


    3. Irische Texte, vol. 2, pt. 1, p. 179, first line: “Houses with ochtacha of white metal.”


    4. Story of ‘Tain Bo Fraich’ in RIA Irish MSS. Series, 1870, p. 140, 1.4: “Four ochtga (plural) upon (over) the couch of Ailell and Medb.” Seemingly four poles.


    5. Anecdota from Irish MSS., vol. I, p. 5, line 2: “though the full of the house





up to the ochtach were given, it (a precious bracelet) shall not be sold for it”. Here the octach again is the roof, or part of it.


    6. Silva Gadelica, I, p. 75, line 29 (Transl. 11, 80): “’tis the octach of the house – the ridge-pole – that shall fall on thy head”. Here octach is equated with feicc (or feice), which O’Grady translates by “ridge-pole”: it is elsewhere rendered by mullach in tige, “top of the house”.





‘Perhaps the word originally meant “a pine” (what sort?) and then “a beam of pine-wood”, especially one used to support the roof.’


    The precise meaning of the word ‘octach’ is not in dispute. It is its common or colloquial use in particular circumstances that is in question. One wonders what, on the basis of similar evidence only, future analysts might make of such phrases as: ‘He made the rafters ring’, or ‘He threw it up to the rafters’ to say nothing of ‘He raised the rafters’, or the word ‘roof-beam’ used for concrete? Is it possible that the enduring (and abundant) bog-pine contributed to the confusion about ‘octach’ as supplies of fresh pine became exhausted? Or that it derives from common vernacular semantics, the word moving from the specific to the general, with altered meaning as so often happens in the vernacular?





21. Mitchell, op. cit., p. 177.


22. Osmaston, op. cit., p. 307.






















CHAPTER THREE


The Normans and Early Medieval Ireland







‘Generations pass while some tree stands’ – Robert Browning.





THE EXTENT OF FOREST MANAGEMENT before the Norman invasion is unclear. Timber was certainly used in huge quantities, and was also acquired, presumably as an investment, by the Norse; Tomar’s Wood is one example. The Danish kingdom of Dublin – Dyfflynarskiri – exported substantial quantities of timber, perhaps as far as treeless Iceland and the Faroes, with both of which there was considerable trading. All the cities of Ireland – Dublin, Cork, Waterford, Limerick – besides the traditional wattle and clay houses, had timbered buildings. Dublin and Waterford, to say nothing of ‘Limerick of the Ships’ were known for shipbuilding.


In Irish law title was essentially one of land and, so far as we can judge, ownership of standing timber thereon was vested in the people as a resource through title to the land owned by the septs. When land was owned individually, it was usually the gift of the king (on behalf of the sept), but the recipient appears to have had obligations in respect of maintenance, extending to both trees and worked timber. Under Norman law that right was dismissed and the ownership of land and trees was usurped and, sometimes, differentiated and separated.


MacNeill clarifies the position thus: ‘The ancient law tracts indicate that in Irish law, the lordship of land belonged to the political rather than to the economic order of things. It imported authority rather than ownership.’1 Although Irish kings and overlords had certain powers of grant under Brehon Law, neither ownership nor the power of transference under grant was as absolute as under Norman law. In Irish law it was essentially ‘the use of’ the land that was granted or transferred. It was liable to re-transferral if the status of the custodian altered.


Chieftains held surplus land, stock and equipment which helped to ensure power and authority. Farmers, especially smaller farmers, might rent land (conacre), paying with stock and services; they could also rent by instalments, working equipment or working and breeding stock. But the land thus acquired did not belong to the donating king or chieftain, who simply administered it. Like law-makers, brehons, and professional men, ollamhs, the king held lands associated with his office and might, like them, be donated land by the tuath independently of his office. But essentially land was held in common by the people of the tuath and no individual could acquire land in the possessory sense. The system was subject to both change and abuse and excluded the majority of menial workers, but it did not give rise to the exploitation of resources as later took place under the system introduced by the Normans. Exploitation might have occurred had there been purpose in it and had the population been sufficiently large, but the issue simply did not arise. When an individual who had administered lands died, the rights of administration, not of ownership, were apportioned severally amongst the immediate kin. Accordingly there could be considerable sub-division and also reversion of land to the pool administered by the king, which, in turn, might lead to further re-arrangement when he redistributed it. Neighbouring tuaths of the same sept would co-operate in such matters. Trees and woods were an integral part of the value of a portion of land and, apart from their individual status in law, do not – as happened in England – appear to have had a separate value; certainly no separate title. Tenants could not be arbitrarily handed over to a new owner or lord without their agreement. Irish law did not allow them to be evicted and therefore their consent was necessary in a peaceful, legal transfer.


MacNeill points out that some confusion has arisen by the mistranslation into English of the words ‘tuath’ (meaning both the population and the area governed by a king) and ‘fine’ (a small family group from whom the king might be elected). He makes the point that the exercise of the king’s powers of grant of territory under his jurisdiction was subject to ‘prudential limitations’.2


Brehon Law survived until the seventeenth century, but by the mid-sixteenth century Tudor forest depredations were beginning in earnest and title to land under the Brehon Law was under challenge from three quarters. Firstly from the English planters and force majeur. Secondly from the Norman tradition of possessory title by then 300 years old. Thirdly as a result of the decline and corruption of the Gaelic Order from within and in the face of these two powerful forces. (See Appendix 1.)


While the Celtic Irish were in communication with the Roman Empire both as traders and as enemies, Ireland was neither invaded nor conquered by Rome and, until the Christian ‘invasion’ in the mid fifth century, its influence on Ireland was very limited, which is not to say that the Irish were unaware of the Roman way of life. Far from it; the declining empire brought Stilicho, Vandal, ex-general and ambassador to Persia, back to Britain to protect it against Crimthan, uncle of Niall of the Nine Hostages, who had conquered Britain ‘to the Ictian Sea’ (St George’s Channel). Whatever of the collapsing Roman administration the Irish may have seen, they left outside Ireland. But there was trade and commerce. There were technical innovations, the coulter and the ploughshare for instance; perhaps the hypocaust and primitive chimneys; the ogham alphabet, and new-style building in stone.


In England, while the Romans extended their granaries, continuing the process of extending ‘the cultivated land of Britain at the expense of its trees’,3 they did introduce some elementary forest management. While there are no known records of any specific Roman policy towards forestry in Britain, it may be assumed that established Roman principles of forestry, no less than those of agronomy, were applied. They developed iron smelting and forging, for which, like their towns and cities, vast amounts of fuel were required. Analysis of Roman charcoal indicates that they were using uniform sizes of timber, which, in turn suggests extensive coppicing.


Writing about the situation in medieval France, Osmaston comments:




Claims of ownership and delineation of forest property, without which management is hardly possible, began whether the claimant was an individual or a community such as a village, town or religious body. Frequently ownership would be vested in the king or head of a tribe or people as a result of a custom that ‘Waste’ land, i.e. land unoccupied by an individual, or even all land was owned by or vested in the king or chief. At the same time rights of usage of the product of the forests, as a relict of immemorial custom, without ownership of the land, might continue provided that the owner’s requirements from the property were not affected. Thus it might be that the owner reserved to himself the great trees and the hunting (for its excitement but also for its food value as protein), but allowed rights of common for edible fruits, pasture, deadwood fuel, brushwood and perhaps the less valuable tree species…in ancient France two uses of the forest were recognized, that of the chase which included fishing, and that of forest products. Also the Capitulaire of Charlemagne (AD 813) recognized two kinds of forest, those owned by the king and those owned by individuals. The French forest administration is still known as that of Les Eaux et Forêts.4





This outline suggests a sort of half-way house between the ‘communal-type’ of ownership that appears to have existed in Ireland and the concept of absolute right of possession held by the Normans. Osmaston defines the object of Norman Forest Law as follows: ‘The preservation of hunting (primarily for the king) although the monetary income from fines and charges must have had a substantial consequence.’


Forest management developed from the successful application of Forest Law in England. In both Ireland and England deer and other forest wildlife were a substantial source of fresh meat until relatively recent times (in 1251 alone Henry III ordered 200 bucks from various forests for presents, and 100 bucks and 60 does for Westminster at Christmas). The indications are that they were also an important food-source in prehistoric times; cattle tended to be used more for milk and, in Ireland in particular, were rather a basis for exchange than a source of meat. The early function of forests in these islands was threefold; they were important to the local economy, providing timber for building, implements, utensils and fuel; cleared, they provided space for agriculture (with, of course, consequent supplies of charcoal and potash) and they were a source of food from the fauna (and some of the flora) that inhabited them.


William I (the Conqueror) imposed the concept of Royal Forests, and the Forest Law governing them, on the mixture of peoples who, in a war-torn amalgam of communities with an inheritance of degenerated Roman life-style, lived in England at that time. Was it this common factor, involving similar notions of absolute ownership, that made William’s action acceptable? His action was extraordinary in that he laid down a principle giving him outright ownership of all such land. Over the next two centuries this entitlement increased until more than one quarter of England was Royal Forest owned by the king and subject to Forest Law. From the outset, the vast amounts of land involved included towns, villages, manor-farms, land-holdings, commonages and woodlands. William was following, and expanding, the practice in Normandy where the ducal forests were administered in a very similar way. In addition to hunting and the provision of winter meat, the development of the French system seems to have had a political motive, namely ownership and control of woodlands and other areas which could provide the disaffected and those who might oppose his rule with safe refuges. ‘The king’s chief forester… was a man of at least as much importance as the king’s other three civil servants – one medieval historian, Sidney Painter, suggests that “a strong argument could be advanced for the thesis that the royal official who wielded most actual power during John’s reign was the chief forester, Hugh de Neville”.’5 The chief forester was clearly someone of great power and authority, for which there must have been sufficient reason. Twenty years after William conquered England many of the Royal Forests he proclaimed were recorded in the Domesday Book.


The word ‘forest’ was a loose term, perhaps deliberately so considering the potential in revenues involved, and was given a variety of definitions, such as in the Dialogus de Scaccario of Richard FitzNigel, written around 1179, A Treatise of the Laws of the Forest by John Manwood, which first appeared in 1598, and J. G. Turner.6 FitzNigel’s definition is: ‘the king’s forest is a safe refuge for wild beasts; not every kind of beast, but those that live in woods; not in any kind of place, but in selected spots, suitable for the purpose’. Manwood, writing 581 years later, says:




A forest is a certain territory of woody ground and fruitful pastures, privileged for wild beasts and fowls of the forest, chase and warren, to rest and abide in, in the safe protection of the king, for his princely delight and pleasure, which territory of ground, so privileged is meered and bounded with unremovable marks, meers and boundaries, either known by matter of record, or else prescription: and so replenished with wild beasts of venery or chase, and with great coverts of vert, for the succour of the said wild beasts, to have their abode in: for the preservation and continuance of which said place, together with the vert and venison, there are certain laws, privileges and offices, belonging to the same, meet for that purpose, that are only proper unto a forest and not to any other place… And therefore a forest doth chiefly consist of these four things, that is to say, of vert, venison, particulars and privileges, and of certain meet officers appointed for that purpose, to the end that the same may be the better preserved and kept for a place of recreation and pastime meet for the royal dignity of a prince.





Turner says:




In medieval England a forest was a definite tract of land within which a particular body of law was enforced, having for its object the preservation of certain animals ferae naturae. Most of the forests were the property of the Crown, but from time to time the kings alienated some of them to their subjects… But although the king or a subject might be seised of a forest, he was not necessarily seised of all the land which it comprised. Other persons might possess lands within the bounds of a forest, but were not allowed the right of hunting or of cutting trees in them at their own will.





The Norman and Plantagenet kings, with their adroit political wisdom, encouraged the view that the royal forests were established and enlarged in order to provide them with hunting and fresh meat. Poaching the king’s deer, boar and other Venison’, was forbidden. However, from the time of Henry II (when any real threat from dissident and dispossessed Saxons and Danes was well past), public policy in relation to forests was felt to have served its purpose. By the time that Henry encouraged Dermot Mac Murrough, king of south Leinster, to seek the aid of restless Welsh border knights to undertake the invasion of Ireland, a milder forest policy prevailed.


Punishments for forest offences were now less often capital (for, not surprisingly considering their initial purpose, death was a common penalty for breaking forest law), and even mutilation and imprisonment were modified. But fines, which amounted to taxes, were substituted when woodland was assarted (cleared for agriculture). Offenders were not compelled to return the land to woodland, provided an agreed annual rent was substituted. In this way fines became the most important source of direct revenues from the forest. Later on systematized methods of raising money from forests – leasing, sales of wood and so on – were developed, and, until the Tudor period, gradually superseded food and hunting as the economic dynamic of forestry in England. When the Normans came to Ireland they brought this persuasive economic concept with them.


It is evident that the woods around a medieval village, irrespective of the legal system, were an essential part of the local economy. Apart from providing pannage (food and browse) for fattening pigs, and all-season fodder for other stock, they provided timber for building, for repairs, for farm work, for implements and, of course, for fuel, facts of life of which any just legal system of the day would have to take account. In Ireland, where villages were infrequent, but other settlements were sometimes as large as, if not larger than, the English medieval village, such requirements might have varied – the amount of timber used for corduroy roadmaking might have been considerably greater, for instance – but the principle remained. The reliance on forest timber would have been comparable to that of similar populations anywhere in Europe, and was underwritten in Irish law.


Early and medieval communities in Ireland practised the elementary encouragement of growth in certain species suitable for building, for weapons, tools and furniture. But that is very different from the possession, designation and management of forest land under Norman law in England, and which they expected to continue in Ireland.


On this established system of local supply and demand the Norman lords sought to impose their own system – not too strenuously, as it involved raising exchequer revenues from the forests which went ultimately to the English king rather than to themselves. Corruption of both systems was the inevitable outcome.


The Norman settlers were accepted by some Irish rulers and ‘obtained’ land from them. Each side, naturally, assumed that in such transactions the law with which they were familiar would prevail. One result was that, although some of the lands thus ‘acquired’ by Normans were designated royal forests, the designation was meaningless without a means of enforcing the Forest Law. By and large such means did not exist. Where it did exist it was not generally in the interests of the Norman knights to enforce it.


The conflict of legal and economic systems that followed the Norman settlements in Ireland encouraged political confusion and contributed largely to the decline of the already demoralized Gaelic order. Kings and chiefs countered the castles and baileys of the Norman knights with their own and, in order to minimize the effects of the Norman heavy cavalry and Flemish bowmen, began to ‘plash’ and entrench the forests.


Forests were potential gathering places for opposition. Since the Normans who came to Ireland came as ‘allies’ of an Irish noble and not as conquerors, this was not a major consideration for them. Moreover they were not led in battle here by their own king; they accepted the Rí Éireann and the process which was to become known as Hiberniores ipsis Hibernis began. Nevertheless they sought – unsuccessfully in the main – to introduce the brutal forest laws of England. They were also concerned with the provision of timber for building and other purposes and, of course, with hunting and the chase.
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