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Forest Perspectives

Charcoal production at Bahana, Glencree Valley,
Co Wicklow, 1939-1945

Visitors to forested districts like the Wicklow Way area must inevitably become
interested in the details of the occupations of those who find a living there. Nowadays
there are foresters and forest staff concerned with the actual work of planting, general
care and thinning and finally harvesting of mature timber and its transportation to
sawmills and board factories.

During World War II there was another dimension to these activities, that of charcoal
making. This was a skilful and ancient craft, practised around here at that time and the
people who carried it on were an interesting and unusual group. At that time restrictions
in the use of very scarce petrol caused the virtual ending of private motoring. Road
transport was partly maintained by using Producer Gas to power vehicle engines, which,
apart from the fitting of the necessary Producer Gear (which admittedly was rather
clumsy), required a minimum of alteration. The raw material used to make this gas was
charcoal obtained from wood, for which there was great demand at the time, hence the
many charcoal burners found in the more highly forested areas of which, then as now,
this part of Co Wicklow was among the most important in the country. The art of
charcoal making must have been known in Ireland long ago but by the year 1939 it had
been all but lost, so those able to do it were nearly all from the Continent, where it is
practised in the traditional way right up to the present day.

Anyone who has read or heard the fairy stories of Grimms or Hans Anderson in their
childhood will remember the mention of Charcoal Burners which conjured up strange
and rather uncouth people in mysterious dark Northern Forests. These were our ideas on
their first arrival in these parts in the early war years.

Those who came around here were all interesting people, most of them originally
coming from various parts of Italy or of Italian extraction — but were living in Dublin,
mostly shopkeepers and owners of small cafes and restaurants whose business had
suffered owing to wartime restrictions and shortages, forcing them to fall back on their
old crafts. In this immediate area were Homero Marshetti who came from near Lucca in
northern Italy and his uncle Renaldo. Then there was Gino Collini an Austrian-Italian
from the Austrian Tyrol, formerly an army ski instructor. He had a young assistant Harry
Schneider, a native of Alsace. Amadeo was half Italian and French from Marseilles
formerly, according to himself a French Foreign Legionnaire. He made charcoal in the
Deer Park, close by Powerscourt.

Homero bought a big stand of scrub timber from us, mostly sally, and spent a couple
of years here, living in a wooden three roomed shack in the field which we still call
“Marshetti’s Field”, where he was frequently joined at weekends by his wife and
children. Renaldo and Collini mostly operated in the Ballyorney area.

The cutting down and preparing of the wood for burning entailed quite a lot of labour
in those pre-chainsaws days as each burner employed three or four helpers so quite a lot
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of local people gained employment as a result. The timber for conversion to charcoal
varied in size from up to eighteen inches diameter [45 cm] to as little as two inches [5
cm], cut into lengths of about six feet [1.8 m] down to three feet [0.9 m] or so. The sites
where this took place were level areas, of dry hard soil about fifteen feet [4.6 m] in
diameter, with a drainage channel around the circumference. A wooden stake about nine
inches [23 cm] diameter and eight feet [2.4 m] in length was then placed upright in the
centre of the area and around it the timber for burning was placed, standing upright row
after row, the largest pieces first, gradually decreasing in length and size, the small ones
fitted into spaces between the larger pieces. Four ducts were left at ground level, spaced
evenly around the pile and leading to the central post. These were for the necessary air
supply for burning. In this way a large mound of timber, approximately five tons [5
tonnes], was built up, something about the same shape and size of a haycock, for those
that can remember such things! Finally the whole thing was covered over by a layer of
sods and soil and it was then ready for burning. Then, using a ladder the central post was
removed leaving an open chimney or flue connected with the ventilation ducts.

The fire was started by inserting burning material, usually oil soaked rags, into the
central area created by the removal of the post. Combustion was controlled by opening
or closing the ducts as required using sods for the purpose. Slow burning went on for
four or five days and the colour of smoke from the flue and the temperature of the side
of the mound, done by hand testing, judged the progress. At the beginning smoke was
copious and white, changing to a barely perceptible whiff of blue colour towards the end.
The location of a charcoal burning could always be detected from the vinegar-like odour
of acetic acid from the reaction. I remember that Homero had a kind of watchman’s hut
where he used stay up at nighttime during the final twenty-four hours or so. It was his
experience, which dictated when the flues were all closed and the fire extinguished.

After a couple of days the heap had cooled sufficiently to allow the sods and soil to
be removed and the charcoal revealed, shiny and black but perfect in shape and none of
it consumed. It was then broken into lumps and bagged for sale. Marshetti had a partner
and agent in Dublin, a Mr Rocca who looked after that side of the business. The whole
process was a continuous one of preparing a new pile while burning was in progress at
the other, a process requiring managerial abilities as well as technical expertise; it was
most interesting and educational to see it in full swing.

I cannot comment on the economics of the business but I think that about 5 tons of
wood went to each burning, producing approximately 1 ton of charcoal, which sold at
that time for about £30.00 .

Nowadays I believe that charcoal burning is just another industrial process using
special kilns with sophisticated instrumentation whose operatives will probably dismiss
the old methods as “folk handicrafts” or some such patronising description. But the
Wicklow Way and similar places in the country would be even more interesting than they
are at present if people with the same kind of knowledge, skill and calibre as Homero
Marchetti and his colleagues of half a century ago were still carrying on this and other
rural occupations.

Brian P. Hogan, Mount Maulin, Bahana, Enniskerry, Co Wicklow
(Passed to Aeneas Higgins by the late Brian P. Hogan, 27 June 1990)
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Trees, Woods and Literature — 28

Hatsue found herself walking in the woods later that afternoon. It was getting on toward
the end of February, a time of only bleak light. In spring great shafts of sun would split
the canopy of trees and the litter fall of the forest would come floating down — twigs,
seeds, needles, dust bark, all suspended in the hazy air — but now, in February, the woods
felt black and the trees looked sodden and smelled pungently of rot. Hatsue went inland
to where the cedars gave way to firs hung with lichen and moss. Everything was familiar
and known to her here — the dead and dying cedars full of punky heartwood, the fallen,
defeated trees as high as a house, the upturned root wads hung with vine maple, the
toadstools, the ivy, the salal, the vanilla leaf, the low wet places full of devil's club. These
were the woods through which she had wandered on her way home from Mrs.
Shigemura's lessons, the woods where she had cultivated the kind of tranquillity, Mrs.
Shigemura had demanded. She’d sat among sword ferns six feet tall or on a shelf above
a vale of trilliums and opened her eyes to the place. As far back as she could recall the
content of her days there had always been this silent forest which retained for her its
mystery.

There were straight rows of trees — colonnades — growing out of the seedbed of trees
that had fallen two hundred years before and sunk and become the earth itself. The forest
floor was a map of fallen trees that had lived half a thousand years before collapsing —
a rise here, a dip there, a mound or moldering hillock somewhere — the woods held the
bones of trees so old no one living had ever seen them. Hatsue had counted the rings of
fallen trees more than six hundred years old. She had seen the deer mouse, the creeping
vole, the green-hued antlers of the white-tailed deer decaying under a cedar. She knew
where lady fern grew and phantom orchids and warted giant puffballs.

Deep among the trees she lay on a fallen log and gazed far up branchless trunks. A
late winter wind blew the tops around, inducing in her a momentary vertigo. She
admired a Douglas fir’s complicated bark, followed its grooves to the canopy of
branches two hundred feet above. The world was incomprehensibly intricate, and yet
this forest made a simple sense in her heart that she felt nowhere else.

From Snow Falling on Cedars by David Guterson (chapter 14, pp 178-179). Bloomsbury
Publishing, London, 1995. Snow Falling on Cedars won the PEN/Faulkner Award in
1995. Reproduced by kind permission of the publishers.

Guterson’s novel is set in San Piedro Island, off the Washington Coast in the Pacific
North West in December 1954. Hatsue is a 31-year-old Japanese-American and wife of
Kabuo Miyamoto who is accused of the murder of a fellow fisherman. While the novel
is essentially a murder mystery, it is interwoven with sub-plots that concern the lives of
people on the tiny island who are struggling with survival, identity and love. It is set
against a backdrop of post Second World War suspicions and mistrust between islanders
and the Japanese community, mainly fuelled by the hysteria that followed the bombing
of Pearl Harbour.
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The extract looks back to when Hatsue was 18 years old and in love with Ishmael
Chamber, the local reporter who is now covering the trial some 13 years later.

Hatsue had visited the woods to help her make sense of her world and identity.
Beneath her outwardly serene countenance, she is in turmoil having had an argument
with her mother who reprimands her for a pro-American outburst. Her mother has
employed Mrs Shigemura to teach her Japanese customs with the intention that she
would not forget that she was first and foremost Japanese. Hatsue however identifies
with western culture, but at the same time Japan ... pulled on her and lived inside her
despite her wishes to the contrary; it was something she could not deny. The forest not
only provides her with the solitude to confront these conflicting emotions but is also
where she meets Ishmael in secret. This is the last time they meet as lovers; shortly after
Hatsue and her family, along with thousands more Japanese-Americans are rounded up
and interned after the bombing of Pearl Harbour.

Guterson meticulously researches his books to understand and bring to life the
landscape and the characters that frequent his novels such as loggers, fishermen and — in
the case of Snow Falling on Cedars - the Japanese-American people. He carried out
many interviews with Japanese-Americans to know how it was to have lived during the
1940s, especially in the internment camps. (Some 110,000 Japanese-Americans were
interned during the Second World War. The US government formally apologised to
Japanese citizens in 1988 for this wrongdoing.)

Guterson was born in Seattle in 1956 but has had a strong affinity with the forests,
mountains, rivers and canyons of Washington State where his novels including East of
the Mountains and Our Lady of the Forest are set. As a student he worked with the US
Forest Service where he says he spent his time burning slash in clearcuts, piling brush,
maintaining trails and fighting wildfires. He now lives in Bainbridge Island in Puget
Sound. Guterson’s landscape will have resonances for Irish readers, especially foresters,
timber growers and tree breeders who have visited Washington or who have planted trees
which originated in the region.

(Selection and note by Donal Magner)
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Book reviews

Farming in Ireland - History, Heritage and Environment. John Feehan.
Layout and Design, Bernard Kaye. Printed by Walsh Printers, Roscrea. 605 pp,
€80, hardcover. ISBN 1-902277-597.

The first thing (and perhaps the most important thing) to say about this book is, that it is
an extraordinary work, which not only covers many of the historical, heritage and
environmental aspects of agriculture from the Ice Age to the present day, but also
includes amazing arrays of information on geology, archaeology, ecology, meteorology
and mythology. All of this is woven by the author into a tapestry of Ireland’s natural
history, interspersed with poetry, anecdotes, tables (32), plates (8) and figures (272).
Much of this is drawn from an estimated 1033 published papers, books and reports. It is
an astounding compilation in which the depth of knowledge of the author shows on
every page. I find it very easy to believe him when he writes in the Preface and
Acknowledgements: “I think this book started when I was nine or ten years old...”

In the opening chapters, (Chapters 1 to 6, pages 1 to 136) Feehan traces the
development of farming in Ireland and Europe from the retreat of the glaciers until
Ireland’s entry to the European Economic Community (EEC). These are followed by
chapters on Agricultural Education, Farming Practice, Trees and Woods on the Farm and
Field Boundaries. There are also chapters on the animals and plants (domestic and wild)
commonly found on Irish farms through the centuries. In these latter chapters, the author
has used his very extensive knowledge of ecology to produce a fascinating account of
the evolution of agriculture in Ireland. In addition, there is a chapter (Chapter 12) dealing
with the imprint of agriculture on the rural landscape, which includes sections on such
diverse features as ringforts, traditional farmhouses, steam engines and cultivation
ridges. Surprisingly, the history and management of field boundaries is presented in a
separate chapter. Chapters 15 to 18 are quite different in style and content to the earlier
ones. While they have a historical flavour, they are much more botanic and/or scientific
in nature. The ecology and biological diversity of a range of habitats (The Burren,
Callows, Turloughs, Eskers, Arable Land, Freshwater Habitats, Mires, Heaths and
Coastal Land) is described in general. These chapters and sections contain significant
tables of botanical terminology and substantial figures detailing relationships such as
food chains and ecological classifications. A central theme in these chapters is the very
adverse impact of agricultural intensification upon the diversity of the flora and fauna of
the countryside. The author attributes this to loss in diversity of habitat. In the final
chapter this decline in diversity and the consequent shrinkage of the genetic base is
further elaborated. An alternative system of “Integrated Mixed Farming” is outlined. The
author proposes that this system would enshrine all of the best values of rural landscape
and rural community and would be sustainable in the long term.

Given the enormity of the work undertaken by Feehan in producing this book and the
wealth of knowledge he displays in so doing, it may seem churlish to carp about certain
aspects of the work. However, the uneven treatment of topics should be mentioned.
Thus, the early chapters seem eminently suitable for a general readership with an interest

70




Ir1SH FORESTRY

in history or farming in ancient Ireland. By contrast, much of the material in Chapters
15, 16, 17 and 18, such as that contained in Table 15.11 on “The plant communities of
lowland cultivated grasslands” or the details of the biological monitoring of freshwater
biota (Table 17.3 page 483), is certainly beyond the capabilities of most general readers,
farmers and students, and may tax the technical expertise of many scientists. The Burren
is mentioned at least 25 times in this book and aspects of the ecology of the area are
covered in two separate sections. On the other hand there is not a single mention in the
entire book of the Drumlin belt or of farming in this huge area. In the chapter on animals
on the farm, the Shorthorn breed is barely mentioned, while its contemporary, the Rhode
Island Red, which was virtually synonymous with farming for many decades, is not
mentioned at all. However, while these and other inconsistencies are disconcerting, the
major disappointment with this book lies in the poor standard of editing and proof
reading. Serious editing would have reduced the size of this book significantly. In this
context, one wonders about the contribution to the book of a number of the figures and
certainly many of the tables, notably Tables 8.1 and 9.1, could very easily have been
presented in synopsised form. There are far too many errors in the book. The quality of
English is sometimes colloquial and tenses are often mixed. Apart from the
typographical and other errors throughout the text (e.g. “... after accession to the
European Economic Community (EEC) in 1963 ...”), there are errors in the referencing,
some references are not given, the cross-referencing sometimes breaks-down and metric
and imperial units of measurement are used interchangeably. Some tables have no
captions or incorrect ones. All of this is a major distraction to the reader.

Notwithstanding my disappointment with aspects of this encyclopaedic tome, this
book constitutes a major contribution to agricultural education in Ireland and will be
proven to be indispensable to many agriculturalists. It will awaken curiosity and inspire
younger generations to seek the wisdom and courage necessary to confront the complex
issues which have developed in modern Irish Agriculture as outlined in this book. All
serious students of agriculture should study it.

John J. Gardiner
(Dr John J. Gardiner is Emeritus Professor of Forestry at University College Dublin).

A Practical Treatise on Trees by Samuel Hayes. Reprinted facsimile edition
(2003) with a foreword by Thomas Pakenham, New Island, 200 pp, hardback,
€30. ISBN 1 902602

The full title of the work is 4 practical treatise on planting and management of woods
and coppices. Originally published in 1794, it was the first ever book on tree planting in
Ireland. This facsimile edition is elegantly case-bound, and is expertly reproduced.
Included are the original engravings, illustrations and gatefolds. The endpaper has an
image of Avondale House and grounds, taken from the watercolour by DA Beauford,
from the late 1700s. It shows the estate with some of the trees planted by Hayes, in an
otherwise open landscape.
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Most Irish foresters will have heard about this book but few will have read it, as it
has been being out for print for almost two centuries. It originally appeared in three
editions, first in 1794, followed by two reprints in the early 19th century (both now as
rare and valuable as the original). Best known from the book are the fourteen vignettes
taken from copper etchings. They appear individually on the title page, tailpieces and in
the body of the text. Down the years they have been extensively copied, as copyright has
of course long ago expired. They also adorn many another book, including the original
guide to Avondale Forest Park.

This facsimile edition is the brainchild of the Irish Tree Society, an organisation set
up in 1990 to promote an appreciation of specimen trees. It is reproduced from a copy
of the book purchased by the Irish Tree Society at auction in 2000. This particular book
has itself an interesting history. It belonged to the late Charles Acton, former music critic
of the Irish Times, and one time owner of Kilmacurragh Estate in Co Wicklow. He came
into its possession through an ancestor, to whom Hayes presented an autographed copy.
The Actons and Hayeses were near neighbours in east Co Wicklow, at Kilmacurragh and
Avondale.

Commissioned by members of the Dublin Society (now the Royal Dublin Society) to
write a simple guidebook, Hayes wanted to do more than merely instruct people how to
plant and manage trees. He said he wanted to inspire his countrymen to love trees. His
early death in 1795, only a year after the book was published, cut short what would
almost certainly have been an even greater contribution to Irish silviculture. Today, the
oldest trees at Avondale including individual beech, oak and larch specimens, the
striking Spanish chestnut that frames the house and the two gigantic silver fir by the
Avonmore River, are a fitting memorial to Hayes.

Thomas Pakenham’s lucidly written foreword puts Hayes in context. If Hayes had
not written the book he would have been almost completely lost in the shadows — as it
is he remains elusive. He was an Irish MP, barrister, amateur architect, draftsman and
passionate planter of trees. These interests are reflected in his work in designing the
house at Avondale and planting the estate. A further indication of Hayes’s interest in trees
is that in 1788 he presented a bill to the Irish parliament with the title 4n act for
encouraging the cultivation and better preservation of trees.

The book itself is in two parts; the first provides instruction on tree planting, while
part two takes a tour around the estates of the time and describes their specimen trees.
This is where history is of help to foresters. It is from the reference to beech at Shelton
Abbey that we learn that it was here that it was first planted in Ireland, in the 17th
century. Seed from the trees at Shelton was used in other parts of the country.

Mention of beech gives Thomas Pakenham an opportunity to expound on beech
being classified as an exotic, which it is. He states “that Hayes noticed that beech seems
particularly well suited to Ireland, by contrast, some modern ecologists advocate a kind
of ethnic cleansing in which naturalised species such as beech are systematically hunted
down and destroyed ”. Of course foresters know that to say that beech seems particularly
well suited to Ireland needs qualification - to add ... where soil conditions are right and
shelter is available or provided.”
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Pakenham provides a very useful index; the listing of locations shows that Hayes
never moved far from the east of Ireland, visiting Meath, Kildare, Kings County (Offaly)
and Queens County (Laois). There is one reference to Bellevue, Co Galway, the only one
in the West!

Reading the book requires some concentration because, as a facsimile, it retains the
18th century use of f to denote an s. However, after a few pages the reader soon gets
familiar with the script.

Having a book republished after 200 years is an exciting development. 4 Practical
Treatise on Trees will be a revelation to a new generation of foresters and tree
enthusiasts. With a print run of 1500 it could soon become as valuable as the first
edition!

John Mc Loughlin
(John McLoughlin is Executive Director of the Tree Council of Ireland, and Meetings
Convenor of the Society of Irish Foresters.)
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Obituary

Christy A McCormack
1914-2004

Christy McCormack who died on the 20 January was a native of
Mullingar. He was in his ninetieth year and held an interest in
forestry up to the end.

He took a degree in forestry at University College Dublin,
qualifying in 1937 from a class of three. Joe O’Carroll, one of the
famous O’Carroll brothers who were pioneer foresters in the
early fifties and sixties, was a classmate. He spent forty years in
various posts with the then Forest Service, ending his career as
Assistant Chief Inspector.

It was policy in those days to transfer foresters, sometimes at will, all over the
country. Looking back on it now it seems probable that it was a carry-over from the
colonial civil service days. It took little account of social or family needs. Christy served
first in Wicklow and then in Gort, Co Galway, where he met and married Lilly
Broderick. They moved to Sligo, on to Dublin, then to Cork, back to Dublin, Cork again
and finally in the 1970s to Dublin where he ended his forestry career.

I met Christy when I took up my first inspector post in Cork in 1960. We quickly
became friends as he took me under his wing as a fledgling forester. I found him a shy
and deeply private man but he also had a very good sense of humour. Many foresters
under his control had reason to be grateful for the gentle way he handled their personal
problems.

The staid office routine of 50s and 60s was not conducive to socialising. Against the
advice of the senior staff I approached Christy with the suggestion that we should hold
a Christmas party and invite all staff in the region. He readily agreed and took part in the
organisation with gusto. The era of the forestry social function was born. Many a good
social night followed which he and Lilly thoroughly enjoyed. We ran those events for a
number of years; even after he was promoted and went to Dublin, he and Lilly continued
to travel to events throughout the country.

Christy was first and foremost a family man. Enjoyment for him came with the ease
in which he interacted with the staff, their wives and families. He had the luck to have a
long life, a happy marriage, four lovely successful children and good health to the end.

To his wife Lilly, daughters Mary, Ann, Colette and son Brian we extend our sincere
sympathy.

Go ndeanfaid Dia trocaire ar a anam

ESF
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Letter to the Editor

Ballynakillew
Ballinrobe
Co Mayo

Sir

In the early 1990s a recent plantation of Sitka spruce, located in that region of Ireland
which has come to be known as the mid-west, was found not to be thriving as would
have been expected; in fact it was adjudged a failure. It transpired that the site of the
plantation was peaty, underlain by shelly marl.

The condition of some scattered plants of ash suggested that a replanting with that
species might prove interesting, and that suggestion was implemented.

Being in the vicinity recently I took the opportunity to revisit the site. I found a crop
of thicket-stage ash which appeared healthy and vigorous. A thorough survey of the site
was not possible, personal decrepitude being a factor in that regard.

Neither could crop quality be fully assessed, the crop being in full leaf, but what
could be seen suggested that the overall quality was no more than moderate.

There are several possible reasons for poor crop quality in these circumstances:

i. A deficiency of potassium can lead to loss of apical dominance. Some surviving
Sitka spruce trees on the margin of the plantation showed signs of potassium
deficiency.

ii. Frost can cause serious forking.

iii. Infestation by ash bud moth (Prays fraxinella) kills buds thus causing forking.

Whatever the cause of the sub-optimal quality the relative success of this crop
suggests that further survey, followed perhaps by positive experimentation, may
eventually suggest a possible solution to the hitherto intractable problem of marl sites.

It may be noted that the problem of ‘forestry failures due to shell-marl soil and
related conditions’ featured in the 1998 Annual Report of the Comptroller and Auditor
General.

Yours sincerely
Niall OCarroll
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