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About the Author


Eoghan Daltun is a sculpture conservator, a farmer, an author and, above all, a rewilder.


In 2009, he bought a long-abandoned 73-acre farm overlooking the Atlantic near Eyeries on the Beara Peninsula, West Cork. Much of the land was covered in wild native forest which, although very beautiful, was ecologically wrecked by severe overgrazing and invasion by a host of alien plant species. Over the years since, Eoghan has brought life in all its explosive vibrancy back to the land, with new temperate rainforest spontaneously forming where previously there was only barren grass. He charted the restoration of this rich ecosystem in his award-winning memoir An Irish Atlantic Rainforest: A Personal Journey into the Magic of Rewilding.


Rewilding most of the land, and High Nature Value farming the rest, has given him plenty of time to reflect deeply on the ecological crisis unfolding at terrifying speed all around us, and its solutions.


Eoghan lives on the farm with his two sons, Liam and Seánie, their collie dog, Charlie, and five Dexter cows: Maggie, Gertrude, Amber, Nelly and Minnie. The Magic of an Irish Rainforest: A Visual Journey is his second book.
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In memory of my great friend and neighbour Michael Harrington (Caupey).


Bofickil is a far poorer place for his passing.
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Introduction


In the autumn of 2019, I finally decided to write a book about the fantastic adventure on which I had embarked just over a decade previously: moving from Dublin city to the Beara Peninsula, West Cork, to live with, and rewild, an Irish Atlantic rainforest.


The need to communicate the incredible ecological metamorphosis I had witnessed in the land over the following years had been building in me for some time, bursting to get out. I wanted to convey the science, but I felt that alone wouldn’t work. I had read more than enough books on the subject to know that pure ecology, even general nature writing, can lack wider appeal and end up just ‘preaching to the choir’: being read mostly by the already converted. I sensed that, to really get the message out to the necessary broader audience, I’d have to come up with something else. A hook.


Discussing the idea with a friend who was staying for a few days late that summer, she told me, ‘What you need to do is tell your story.’ And she was absolutely right. Because personal narratives are the primary means by which we as a species make sense of the world in a deep, lasting way. Of course, facts matter, and to attempt to deny them risks disaster. To attempt to deny them at a societal level absolutely guarantees disaster, as the rapidly worsening global climate and ecological breakdown we’re seeing all around demonstrate. But if those facts are presented to us alone, they might persuade the head, but rarely the heart, where the real, enduring wins are made.


[image: ]


Bofickil, Co. Cork.


And so I sat down to tell the story of how I ended up living with a wild rainforest, and how that had transformed both the ecosystem and my own life in ways I never even dreamed of. To that end, I had to set about learning a craft that was almost entirely new to me: writing, the mysterious art of stringing words together to paint pictures and ideas of the mind, in a way that manages to captivate the reader and open up the chance of imparting core messages. I was aided in that task by deciding at the very outset to write the sort of book I would want to read, rather than what I imagined others might like. Weaving my own personal journey through the ecology very much helped, I believe, to draw the reader in and carry them through the more scientific sections.


But the most powerful weapon in my arsenal was being able to just walk out the door into a wild rainforest and feel it. Viscerally. To hear directly from the community of life pulsating all around what I needed to say. It was as though I were merely a conduit, trying to give voice to a living ecosystem through sequences of symbols inked on paper. For the heartbreaking truth is that if nature could speak, it would be screaming in pain and anger, due to the intense rate at which it is being killed off on a planetary scale by one species: us. How can you write a book that relates what is being done to the natural world using mere words, tools which were never designed to express something so catastrophic, so deeply, cosmically wrong? The word ‘catastrophic’ and its synonyms can only be used so often, and if you overdo it, people turn off anyway. It’s a fine line to walk.
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Bofickil, Co. Cork.


All you can ever do is give it your best, and that’s what I did. And it worked. Far beyond even my wildest hopes, it worked. An Irish Atlantic Rainforest was amazingly well received by reviewers and the buying public alike. It became a bestseller, and won an An Post Irish Book Award – both rare for an ‘Irish nature book’. Over the subsequent year, 2023, I was asked to speak at dozens of public events across the island of Ireland, from Bantry to Belfast, from Galway to Glendalough. And everywhere I went, people told me just how much they had loved the book, how it had fundamentally changed their perception of the Irish landscape. The carefully curated illusion of a green, natural paradise is rapidly unravelling, and, having been released, it’s a genie that will never be put back in its bottle.
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Bofickil, Co. Cork.


Above all, many people were simply astonished to discover that Irish rainforest is a thing at all, never mind that it’s the natural habitat of most of this island. How could it be that something so fundamental had hardly ever even been spoken of? The avalanche of letters, emails, texts, phone calls, and even people tracking me down in Beara that followed publication was so overwhelming that I was unable to respond to almost any (for which I apologise). None of this is in any way recounted as an ego-boosting exercise, but purely to illustrate a point: Irish people are terribly starved of, and hungry for, real connection with wild nature. And how could they not be, when there is no true expansive wilderness left anywhere in Ireland?


Throughout 2023, I used the opportunity that giving talks across the island presented to visit pockets of surviving native forest along the way – partly because I love spending time in the wild, but also to renew my acquaintance with many of the places and to explore others for the first time. A further motivation was taking photographs for this book. I’m very sorry to say the general picture is, almost without exception, an extremely dismal one.


Finding what semi-natural forest we have left requires almost endless travel across an intensively farmed landscape of ubiquitous cattle, sheep, and Sitka spruce, virtually bereft of nature, to reach a mere sliver of usually half-wrecked habitat, barely clinging on. In a land estimated to have once been covered by 80 per cent natural forest, we’re now down to only around 1 per cent. Of that, less than a tenth can be classed as ancient (i.e. existing since 1660) or possible ancient woodland. Even those tiny pockets, representing less than one-thousandth of our land area, have all been heavily logged down through the centuries, and suffered much other severe human damage.
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Bofickil, Co. Cork.


The commonly held idea that trees must be cut down to clear a forest is a myth. In reality, by far the easiest way to destroy a woodland ecosystem is to prevent it from regenerating through unnaturally high levels of grazing. Over time, it will contract, as trees age and die with no replacements. And the key point is that few, if any, people will even realise it’s happening at all, due to something called ‘shifting baseline syndrome’, explored in my first book.


The physical context to both that and this book is a landscape that is among the most ecologically trashed on the entire planet. And no, that is not hyperbole. In 2018, the Natural History Museum of London drew up what they called a ‘Global Biodiversity Intactness Index’, ranking all 240 nations and states on Earth according to how nature is doing. Ireland came in thirteenth from the bottom, and Northern Ireland twelfth. Far from being statistical outliers, those results conform with all the other data we have on how Irish nature is faring: it’s in free fall.


Nearly all the bits of native forest we have left are in a desperate, dying ecological state, primarily through artificially elevated levels of grazing by either livestock or invasive herbivores like sika deer or feral goats. They strip out all the rich ground flora, including tree seedlings, turning the woodland floor into a barren desert. Overgrazing also creates the ideal conditions for invasive exotic plant species like rhododendron or cherry laurel to take over.
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Cladagh Glen, Co. Fermanagh.


A good example of this dynamic can be found in what is by far and away the most important remaining tract of semi-natural forest anywhere in Ireland: Killarney National Park. As I have watched my own place in Beara explode with diverse life following what were only very simple restorative measures – fencing out grazers and removing non-native invasive plants – so have I seen the Killarney rainforests continue to be slowly killed by the very same factors, a downslide that has been passively permitted to continue for over half a century now by the Irish state, to which the park is entrusted.


It’s a towering, inexcusable, national disgrace, one that is replicated again and again across our last surviving patches of temperate rainforest, whether in state or private ‘care’. It really is as if an army of vandals had been given free rein for decades to smash and loot all our national museums, historic buildings, and monuments. In fact, it’s far, far worse, because natural heritage in the form of native ecosystems isn’t just nice to look at or be in: it’s what makes our planet habitable. We depend on wild nature for our very future survival.


There is a dire need to start not only properly protecting these remnants but, equally crucially, creating the conditions for them to expand back out through natural regeneration. Far superior on every level to planting, this allows the entire ecosystem to grow. That means wild native trees (those two adjectives should carry equal weight), but also all the associated wildflowers, mosses, birds, mammals, invertebrates, lichens, mycorrhizal fungi, microbes, and more: thousands of interconnected, interdependent species.


As I have seen first-hand on our farm in Beara, all it would generally take is to prevent the excessive grazing levels that block the natural process of woodland colonisation, and it would happen spontaneously. In that way, ravaged fragments could become the nuclei of something truly magnificent: a rewilded network of rainforests and other natural habitats, merging in and out of one another and all heaving with wildlife.


This can be done through instituting a scheme that especially incentivises landowners adjoining natural rainforest and other rare habitat with very handsome, guaranteed perpetual (i.e. as long as farm subsidies exist) payments to stop farming that land. Nothing must be forced on anyone, but as a nation we urgently need to make it financially viable for people to choose for themselves to do the right thing, by the rest of society, by future generations, by the rest of life on our planet.


Temperate rainforest is now a highly depleted biome, not just in Ireland, but globally. By restoring and expanding not only our rainforests but also bogs, rivers, wetlands, wildflower-rich grasslands and other natural ecosystems, we will finally begin to play our part in slowing or even halting the human-caused mass extinction event currently underway across the Earth. These habitats also draw down vast quantities of carbon and help keep the climate stable in other, equally important, ways. We need to be ultra clear on this: nature is our life support system, and fixing some of the colossal damage we have inflicted really is the very least we can do.
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Bofickil, Co. Cork.


Having done my utmost to appeal for a new relationship with these magical, mesmerising, but abysmally undervalued places through the medium of words in An Irish Atlantic Rainforest, this book will try to do something similar via another: photographic images. Text plays its part here too, but the intended impact is first and foremost a visual one: this time, the words are minimal and auxiliary. For while what I wrote about us understanding reality through stories is true, sight is the sense we rely on most to perceive the world. That said, no medium, neither language nor photos, can ever remotely hope to substitute for the sublime experience of actually spending time in a living Irish rainforest. But such surrogates can act as a vital interface, bringing people to a greater, and desperately needed, appreciation of what’s left of the real thing before it’s too late to save it.
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Bofickil, Co. Cork.


Again, I cannot overstate a final point: please don’t be deceived by the images on the pages that follow. If the impression is given that existing Irish rainforests are vast, pristine oases overflowing with biodiversity, it will be a totally false one. The places pictured here are very tiny, few and far between, and almost always only pale shadows of their true ecological potential. Aside from the final chapter, this book seeks not to conjure an image of what is, but of what could be. And the really crazy thing is, it would all be so very easy.


Ireland is naturally a rainforest nation, let’s make it so once again.
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Killarney National Park, Co. Kerry.
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