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‘Taming the wilderness’:
A history of Girley Bog
1606–2016
1

kate flood

Introduction
The bogs are never still. They evolve and change, and their development
has always been intimately influenced by human action. Bogs are a
stage in the development of landscape, a response to topography,
changing climate and other natural influences. The human community
is also part of the bog, and the direction it has taken at different
periods in history and prehistory has been to a considerable extent
determined by cultural influences.2
This passage from Feehan & O’Donovan’s classic book The Bogs of Ireland
encapsulates many of the central concerns of this article. These include the
dynamic nature of peatland landscapes; the complex natural and cultural
influences and interactions between people and their environment; and
the value of historical context in helping us understand past impacts on
landscapes and ecosystems which we look to conserve today.
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Peatland habitats provide important ecosystem services3 for human
beings but worldwide their future is at risk due to their historic and
continued use as a social and economic resource. This research provides
an environmental history of a peatland site in County Meath, examining
documentary sources of information to understand the impact of historic
events on the landscape and how land use at the site has changed over
time. The site under study is Girley Bog, a raised bog Natural Heritage
Area situated between the towns of Athboy and Kells, in the townlands of
Chamberlainstown, Girley, Drewstown Great, Cloncat and Ethelstown (See
Fig. 1).
Like many Irish bogs, the history of Girley Bog is inextricably linked with
human history, and the landscape has been influenced by political, social,
and economic concerns. From the seventeenth century onwards, bogs were
exploited as a cheap source of fuel, and half of Ireland’s raised bogs (primarily
located in the midlands region) were destroyed between 1814 and 1946.4 The
colonial conquests of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were followed
in the eighteenth century by efforts to drain, develop, and improve land,
especially marginal land such as bogs. In the nineteenth century mapping
became imperative with the need to administer and supervise British state
interests in Ireland. Ireland’s history as a British colonial conquest wielded
enormous influence on land tenure and ownership, and the social fabric
of Ireland revealed immense inequalities between landed gentry and their
tenants. Bogs were frequently the only land that tenants and poorer classes
had access to, and were used for habitation, growing crops, and fuel. Under
certain conditions, tenants were exempt for seven years from paying tithes
on bog lands they reclaimed, which would have provided them with a
substantial incentive to drain and fertilise the bogs.5
The twentieth century saw increased pressure on bogs as a resource, as
the Irish Free State asserted its independence from Britain by introducing
policies for the extraction of turf and the continued economic use of bogs.
These policies, including measures introduced during the Emergency,
provide historical context to the increase in turf cutting that occurred in
modern times, and stem from the desire that the nation would have an
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independent supply of fuel. This context helps in understanding the conflict
between the government, who are now required to conserve bogs under
European law, and turf-cutters, who wish to maintain their supply of fuel
for economic and historic reasons. The Irish state continued until the late
twentieth century to develop bogs for forestry, as well as to harvest peat
industrially for energy, fuel and horticulture. However, in recent times there
has been increasing recognition of the value of our peatlands as habitats for
wildlife, as sites for recreation and education, and as having a role in climate
change mitigation. Ireland has a high proportion (50%) of the remaining
European resource of raised bogs and therefore has a special responsibility
for their conservation.

Historical approaches in nature conservation
All natural areas have a history, usually involving hundreds or
thousands of years of interaction with people who have lived and
worked in them. Understanding that history is an essential part of
conservation.6
There are a range of disciplinary approaches to studying the history of a
place, in order to learn how it has changed over time. These include historical
geography, landscape history, historical ecology, and environmental history,
all of which investigate the past to understand present conditions.7 These
approaches have some differences in origin and emphasis, but each is based
on the idea that ‘history adds explanatory power’8 to our understanding of
ecosystems and landscapes.
Environmental history is a sub-field of history and is described as the
work of historians on environmental topics. It attempts to illustrate the
interconnectedness of humans with their environment, and how both nature
and culture are shaped and altered by each other.9 Environmental history
can be defined as ‘understanding the environment in a historical context,
while at the same time understanding human history in an environmental
context’.10 These contexts can be ‘read’ on the landscape using a combination
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of archival historical resources and scientific methodologies to explore the
past and give context to modern problems of nature conservation and
management.
The use of historical approaches is increasingly recognised as a valuable
component in environmental management and conservation. Historical
approaches are interdisciplinary in nature, synthesising information from
the natural and social sciences, including subjects such as geography,
ecology, archaeology, politics, and history. This linking and integration of
science and humanities disciplines is increasingly recognised as necessary
in solving today’s complex environmental problems.11 The benefits of using
historical approaches in ecosystem management and conservation are in
providing improved historical context to current environmental problems,
and bringing new perspectives through a better understanding of past
circumstances. They also help us to understand that scientific paradigms,
environmental management methods, and our understanding of concepts
such as nature and conservation, are all influenced by social and cultural
processes, and reflect the dominant world view of the era in which they
operate. Historical approaches reveal how landscapes and ecosystems
changed in the past, and how this change can inform us of current and
future scenarios, which can ultimately lead to more sustainable outcomes
for nature and humans alike.

Landscape change at Girley Bog
Landscape itself, to those who know how to read it right is the
greatest historical record we possess.12
The landscape of Girley Bog has evolved over time as a result of both natural
and cultural forces, which have exerted varying influences that can be read
both directly (physical evidence) and indirectly (documentary evidence) on
the landscape. This research is concerned with a reading of the landscape
using documentary evidence to uncover the influences that have shaped
Girley Bog. Landscapes are produced both materially and metaphorically,
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‘materially, in the sense that the landscape is a legacy of past economic and
social order; and metaphorically in the sense that it produces meanings
which vary over time as different readings or constructions are put on it’.13
This study of Girley Bog reveals the economic and social legacy of historic
events, while also producing a new understanding of how the landscape
was transformed over time. Much of this history has disappeared from
the physical landscape, and it is only through analysing documentary
evidence that some of these hidden histories may be revealed. Duffy uses
the metaphor of ‘landscape as palimpsest’, where ‘the legacies from different
times in the past accumulate to form the present day landscape’.14 This idea
of landscapes displaying layer upon layer of change is particularly relevant
for bogs, where successive layers of vegetation build up over time and
elements of Ireland’s past are revealed through archaeological finds such
as bog bodies and butter. These legacies from different times also remind
us that future landscapes will, in turn, be legacies of current policies and
processes, and that contemporary actions will become another historical
influence on the landscape.15
Bogs are unique wetland ecosystems composed of peat, which support
a diversity of plant and animal species uniquely adapted to the ecological
conditions found there. Bogs were viewed historically as wastelands of
no value or ‘unprofitable land’16 and every effort was made to develop
their economic potential. Land uses of bogs are defined ecologically as
disturbances, which are events that occur to disrupt the structure of an
ecosystem, and may be natural or human-induced17. Peatlands have been
subject to natural disturbances such as climate change in the course of their
development, however, the biggest impacts have been anthropogenic in
origin. Such disturbances include drainage, reclamation, grazing, burning,
forestry, and peat extraction, all of which affect the processes by which the
bog actively grows and functions as an ecosystem.
Drainage has always been the first step in bog reclamation, and is
necessary in order to dry the bog out sufficiently that it can be used as
agricultural land or cut for turf. When bogs are drained, the lowering of
the water table affects the ecology and hydrology of the bog negatively, and
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Early history of Girley Bog

Figure 1: Aerial photograph of Girley Bog showing turf cutting plots around the edges,
drainage lines, and forestry in the south-west section. This forestry has been cleared as part
of an EU LIFE project in raised bog restoration18 (Image courtesy of Google Maps)

it ceases to actively grow and lay down peat. As peat dries out, it begins
to oxidise and subside, and no longer supports vegetation that is key to
sustaining the peatland ecosystem. Another effect of drainage is to reverse
the bog’s ability to store carbon. When bogs are actively accumulating peat,
they sequester carbon dioxide (CO2) from the atmosphere, thus playing
a vital role in regulating the global climate. However, if the ecosystem is
disturbed, this store of carbon can be released back into the atmosphere,
thus the peatland becomes a carbon source rather than a carbon sink.19 In
the following section, we will explore the impact of historical events on
Girley Bog, and how such events influenced the landscape that we see today.
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Raised bog formation began in Ireland 10,000 years ago at the end of the last
Ice Age, when hollows carved out by the ice filled with water to form lakes.
These lakes filled in with vegetation, and anaerobic conditions developed
which prevented plant material from fully decomposing. Gradually plants
accumulated to form peat soil and bog mosses colonised the surface of the
lake. These mosses or Sphagnum are the key bog forming plant, as their
partially decaying remains build up to eventually form a dome which rises
above the surrounding landscape, hence the name raised bog.20
The name Girley comes from the Irish word Greallach or An Grellach,
meaning a swamp, bog or mire.21 Raised bogs such as Girley Bog developed
alongside the human presence in prehistoric Ireland, and in County Meath,
evidence of human habitation stretches back to the Mesolithic era over 9,000
years ago. Prehistoric man hunted with flints, evidence of which was found at
Randlestown,22 a site located fifteen kilometres from Girley Bog. These early
humans rarely settled and left few monuments behind. However, the passage
graves of Newgrange and Loughcrew, built over 5000 years ago represent
the more visible and lasting legacies of Neolithic man. In Drewstown, one
of the townlands bordering Girley Bog, a dolmen and earthworks dating
from circa 3500 BC are present, although the dolmen is no longer standing
(see Appendix 1 for details of archaeological sites in the area). Writing of
Drewstown and Girley in 1958, Adams notes that the appearance of another
prehistoric site (standing stones on a ridge) ‘in an area so rich in prehistoric
relics, so close to the dolmen described earlier, and within what might be
called the area of influence of Sliabh na Calliaghe, or Lough Crew, make it
very likely that it, too, was a centre of megalithic culture’.23 The site referred
to is located only a few hundred metres from Girley Bog (see Figure 2) and
while it is not possible to say with certainty whether the area was indeed
a centre of megalithic culture, the presence of these prehistoric relics is
evidence that humans were living close to Girley Bog at this time.
The Early Christian period saw a monastery built at Girley, which is
referenced in the Irish Charters on the back pages of the Book of Kells.24 This
reference dates from 932 AD, and also mentions St. Raed who was abbot of
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Figure 2: Rough Plan of Site of Dolmen from Adams article in 1958. (Copyright Ríocht na Midhe)

at quantifying, mapping and measuring27 the landscape was made, leaving us
with a valuable legacy of maps and documents that reveal much about the
history of our landscapes. These maps were ‘ultimately concerned with man’s
attempts at exercising power – sometimes over nature, more often over other
men.’28 In Ireland, maps were often used as a way of controlling the population
and identifying land ownership to raise taxes, as well as to redistribute lands
from Catholic to Protestant landowners. Notwithstanding their use to control
and subjugate, these maps provide us with an important means of assessing
the original extent and uses of Girley Bog.
In the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, mapping the Irish
landscape was related to the practicalities of the English army needing
information on the location of towns, castles, and forts that they might
defeat or attack during an invasion. Woods, rivers, lakes and other features
of the landscape that were impediments or that allowed the enemy to hide
from English forces were also mapped.29 Girley parish is visible in some
early maps of the period and Baptista Boazio’s30 map from 1606 shows the

the monastery, and whose name is given to a holy well situated close to
Girley Bog. Near this well is an Anglo-Norman Motte, which likely dates
from the twelfth to thirteenth century when these structures were built in
Ireland.25 This motte was said to have been built on an earlier structure,
demonstrating how ‘succeeding people were attracted to, and adapted to
their own needs and customs, the monuments left by their predecessors’.26
Given this evidence of human settlement in the area of Girley parish and
Drewstown, it is likely that people have interacted with and influenced the
landscape of Girley Bog since earliest times.

Girley Bog 1606–1910
The time period covered in this study begins in the early 1600s, when Girley
bog first appears meaningfully in maps and historical records. This period of
history from the seventeenth to the nineteenth century saw the intensification
of the use of bogs both for fuel, as timber grew scarce, and for land reclamation
as population pressures grew. It was also a time when ‘a vast array of attempts
80
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Figure 3: Section of Baptista Boazio Irlandiae map from 1606 showing Girley (Ghirloy) parish
(Image Courtesy of UCD Library/Library of Congress).
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parish of ‘Ghirloy’ (see Fig. 3), between the towns of ‘Aboy’ (Athboy) and
Kelles. This map does not appear to show any bogs, but displays drawings of
trees, lakes, and rivers which may have been obstacles to English forces. The
presence of Girley parish on this early map suggests a continuity stretching
back at least 400 years and parishes may in fact represent ‘the territorial
ordering of small communities for spiritual functions as far back as the
beginnings of the feudal colony in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries’.31
Girley Bog first appears as a distinct landscape feature in the maps
produced for the Down Survey of Ireland 1656–1658 (see Fig. 4). The Down
Survey was the first ever detailed land survey on a national scale anywhere
in the world, and was carried out by Sir William Petty. The survey aimed
to measure all the land to be forfeited by the Catholic Irish to facilitate its
redistribution to merchant adventurers and Cromwellian soldiers. This land
was payment for their services during the Ulster rebellion, a war which
spread throughout Ireland and resulted in the death of 20 per cent of the

population. These detailed maps show the boundaries and acreage of each
townland, parish, and barony that was surveyed. The maps were made at
a scale of 40 perches to one inch, which is the equivalent of 1:50,000 in
modern terms.32
The Civil Survey of County Meath33 which preceded the Down Survey,
provided detailed descriptions of boundaries and valuations of holdings.
The Civil Survey adopted a division of bogs on the basis of vegetation:
pasturable bog, wood bog, shrubby bog and red bog. The latter equates to
what we know today as raised bogs, so named because the earth and the
mosses that grew on them were often reddish in colour. The entry for the
parish of Girley describes Girley Bog as the Red Moore, a common name
for raised bogs in Ireland at this time.
The Down Survey only mapped land that was to be forfeited, which
excluded Protestant and church lands, so there are gaps in coverage
throughout the country. Fortunately, both Girley parish and Girley bog
(part of the Barony of Kells) were surveyed in 1655 by John Smith.34 This
survey recorded the landowners in the townland of Girley in 1641, and
confirms the transfer of land from Catholic to Protestant landowner by
1670, as outlined in Table 1. There were five estates around Girley Bog in
the townlands of Cloncat, Ethelstown, Chamberlainstown, Girley and
Drewstown Great, and each estate owned a section of the bog. Although
the landowners have changed in the intervening years, this division of land
continues today, highlighting how ‘the shapes and morphologies of earlier
landscape layouts persist’35 on our present day landscapes.
Table 1: Land ownership around Girley Bog at time of Down Survey
Townland
(Down Survey Name)
Cloncat (Cloncall)

Figure 4: Down Survey 1655 map of Girley Parish featuring Girley Bog (marked B) (Courtesy of
Trinity College Dublin)
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Parish

Girly

1641
landowner
Plunkett of
Tatrath, Nicolas
(Catholic)

1670
landowner
Bradstreet,
Edmund
(Protestant)

Profitable
Land in acres
(Forfeited)
181 (121)
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Townland
(Down Survey Name)

Parish

1641
landowner

1670
landowner

Profitable
Land in acres
(Forfeited)

Ethelstown
(Ethellstowne)

Burry

Balfe of
Gallmoystowne
(Catholic)

Stopford,
Captain James
(Protestant)

159 (159)

Chamberlainstown
(Chamberlainestowne)

Girly

Chamberlaine,
Mr. (Protestant)

Chamberlaine,
Mr.
(Protestant)

259 (259)

Girley (Girly)

Girly

Plunkett of
Tatrath, Nicolas
(Catholic)

Ingoldsby, Sir
Richard
(Protestant)

620 (620)

Drewstown Great (Great Girly
Drusetown)

Plunkett of
Tatrath, Nicolas
(Catholic)

Tandy, Captain
Thomas
(Protestant)

185 (185)

The size of Girley Bog is given as 334.2:32 (334 acres, 2 roods, 32 perches)
at this time (see Fig. 5), which would be equivalent to approximately 534
acres today.36 Down Survey surveyors were only paid to measure profitable,

Figure 5: Map of Girley Bog from the Down Survey 1655 showing acres, roods, and perches
(Courtesy of Trinity College Dublin, 2013)
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arable land, so bogs and mountains (unprofitable land) were only estimated.
However, the surveyed areas are usually within 15 per cent of the actual
area, and given that the bog land was part of the estates being forfeited, this
estimation is probably reasonably accurate.37
The Down Survey maps also had accompanying written terriers (textual
descriptions) and the terrier for the Barony of Kells reveals the likelihood
that Girley Bog was being used to supply the town of Kells with fuel: ‘The
soyle of this Barony is generally good and profitable arable land having good
meadow and store of pasture. There is no wood but severall turf bogs which
serve the country for fireing’.38 There were three bogs within the boundaries
of the Barony of Kells (Girley, Burry & Emlagh bog), and it is likely that all
three were being utilised for fuel at this time.
The Down Survey helped to change the ownership of land in Ireland,
establishing the Protestant Ascendancy class, which dominated social,
economic, and political life in Ireland for over 200 years until the great
land reforms of the second half of the nineteenth century.39 These changes
affected the fortunes of Girley Bog as they created an elite of landlords
(some absentee), whose wealth contrasted with their tenants, who often
lived in poverty. These tenants were then forced to live on marginalised
land, such as that found at Girley Bog, and utilise the resources of the bog
by draining and reclaiming it.
This process of land reclamation by tenants and small farmers was
documented, along with other aspects of the rural economy in County
Meath, when the Dublin Society (later the Royal Dublin Society), produced
A Statistical Survey of the County of Meath in 1802.40 This survey of the
landscape of Meath covered subjects as diverse as topography, geography,
flora and fauna (see Fig. 6), farming, and living conditions at the time. It
was written in the aftermath of the 1798 rebellion and in the context of a
boom in agriculture due to the Napoleonic Wars. County Meath had very
productive agricultural land, mostly owned by the Protestant elite, while
lower classes struggled to pay for fuel, rent, and obligatory tithes owed to
the Anglican Church. Many survived on potatoes and whatever crops they
could grow on common land such as bogs, and likely made very little out
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Figure 6:
Plate from Thompson’s Statistical
survey of County Meath 1802,
showing bog plants (Clockwise from
top left: Cranberry, Bog Asphodel,
Bog Rosemary and Sundew)
(Copyright AskaboutIreland.ie)

Where drainage and reclamation had occurred, the process was
laborious and could take up to six years to complete. However, by the second
year, cattle were allowed to graze on this part of the bog, and their dung and
the pressure of their trampling further improved the land. Another method
of improving bogs was using gravel, clay, marle, or ‘whatever substance the
under-stratum of the bog is composed of, to form a firm surface on that part
which was last cut’.43 This method was also tedious, and only a few perches
a year could be reclaimed in this way. Burning and spreading the ash as
fertiliser was another method of reclamation:
When these small patches have become tolerably dry, they are
often pared and burned and the ashes spread evenly over the
surface, after which the ground is either ploughed or dug and
rape sown; if the ashes produced are red and heavy, they are
considered to be of infinite service, but if white they are of little
value.44

of these crops, despite the following pronouncement: ‘Many small patches of
bog are reclaimed by poor persons, living on their edges, who, by burning
and draining, make considerable profit from the sale of cabbages. Potatoes
and rye are often grown with some success.41
Discussing the improvement of bogs and wastelands, Thompson also
notes that for the most part, these bogs were not managed (i.e. drained and
reclaimed), apart from being used for fuel:
The management of these bogs has been hitherto so much
neglected that a comparatively small proportion of them has been
turned to any account, further than what is necessary to supply
the proprietors and the vicinity with fuel, and this merely from
the edges, provincially termed, the face of the bog.42
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All of these processes (reclamation, drainage, and fertilisation) would have
impacted the ecology of Girley Bog, but what is significant about these
methods of ‘bog improvement’ is that the process was slow, and the rate of
change would have been gradual. However, population growth in Ireland in
the nineteenth century would see increased pressure to develop and reclaim
marginal land such as bogs, for growing crops, human settlement, and for
tree plantations.
One such plantation is recorded in the Meath Tree Register45, a unique
document which dates from 1814 and continued in use until 1917. Tenants
did not own the trees they planted on their holdings before an act was
passed in 1765 which gave them rights to any trees they planted, allowing
them to either cut them down or sell them to their landlord at a price set by
a jury. These eighteenth century acts were passed with the aim of making
Ireland self-sufficient in timber. In order to prove their legal right to the
trees they planted, tenants were required to register an affidavit before a
justice of the peace and to insert it in the Dublin Gazette.46 These affidavits
‘ Ta m i n g t h e w i l d e r n e s s ’ : A h i s t o r y o f G i r l e y B o g
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Figure 7: Affidavit entry into the Meath Tree Register for tree planting carried out by Ferdinand
Meath McVeagh of Drewstown in 1820 and 1824 (Image courtesy of Meath County Library Archives,
Microfilm)

were listed in books called tree registers, and generally showed the name
of the tenant and landlord; the parish and townland where the trees were
planted; the number and species of tree planted; and the date (see Fig. 7).
The registers were stored in the Public Record Office in Dublin and most
were thought to have been destroyed in the fire of 1922, including the Meath
Tree Register. However, in 1997, when a Courthouse in Meath was being
refurbished, this record of tree planting for the county was rediscovered,
disclosing valuable information on the plantations, species of trees, and
wealth of the landowners of the time.
The largest plantation of trees in Meath was by Ferdinand Meath McVeagh
of Drewstown, and consisted of 298,659 trees in total.47 Drewstown estate
is bordered to the north-east by Girley Bog, and approximately 109 acres of
the bog was owned by the estate. William Larkin’s map of Meath from 1812
does not show trees planted on the bog, although it does show evidence of
tree planting on the Drewstown estate itself. The affidavits reveal that most
of the planting took place from 1820–30, so this would have been when the
planting encroached on the bog itself. By the time the six inch ordnance
88
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survey maps were carried out in 1836 (see Fig. 9), trees were visible at the
edge of the Drewstown section of the bog and written records from the 1855
Griffith’s valuation confirm this.
McVeagh planted mostly conifers, which were newly discovered from
America at that time, and other trees recorded include Larch, Scotch Fir,
Beech, Ash, Poplars, timber Sally (Willow), Dutch Alder, Walnuts, and
Birch. A planting of 15,468 oaks was also recorded in 1828, a year when 43,745
trees in total were planted on his land.48 These oaks would not have been
harvestable until nearly a century later, but most would have been cut down
before this. As the land acts of the late nineteenth century came into force,
landlords sold their timber realising their land might be confiscated and it
is likely that much of the forestry that was planted in the early nineteenth
century was harvested at this time. Any remaining timber would likely have
been used during the First World War, when 200,000 acres of forest was
cut down in Ireland.49 This plantation evidenced in the Meath Tree Register
demonstrates that the history of forestry on Girley Bog stretches back more
than 200 years. In the mid-1970s, the state forestry agency acquired the
lands at Drewstown and a conifer plantation was established, following
government policy to use marginal land for afforestation, rather than land
fit for agricultural purposes.
As mentioned above, evidence of tree planting on Girley Bog is visible
on the six inch Ordnance Survey of Ireland maps, and these maps provide
further information of land use at Girley Bog at the time. The Ordnance
Survey was established in 1824, under the direction of Colonel Thomas
Colby, to undertake a townland survey of Ireland and to map the whole
island of Ireland at a scale of six inches to one mile.50 The survey for the
first edition map for County Meath was carried out in 1836 and provides a
detailed representation of Girley Bog, showing its areal extent at this time
(191 hectares or 472 acres).51 Land uses included forestry in the south-east,
human settlement (cottages and mud cabins) and associated drainage,
and turf cutting plots in the north-west, primarily in the townland of
Chamberlainstown (see Fig. 9). There are six drains visible emanating from
the centre to the margins of the bog, which correspond with the townland
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boundaries. Trees are absent from the uncut peatland, but are visible on the
edge of the bog where landowners Ferdinand McVeagh (Drewstown) and
Richard Rothwell (Girley) had tree plantations.
In the years prior to the Famine, poverty was evident in County Meath,
despite the county having rich fertile land and many wealthy landowners.
The Ordnance Survey Field Name Books for Chamberlainstown describe
how the bog ‘contains numerous inhabitants settled chiefly along the edge
of the bog’.52 Many of these inhabitants would have lived in mud cabins
or small cottages. The presence of mud cabins on bogs in the Barony of
Kells Upper and Lower is confirmed in the Reports of the Irish Poor Law
Commissioners 1836,53 although the names of specific bogs are not given.
Economic records show that one third of Meath’s population in 1851 lived in
mud cabins, and given that the population of Meath doubled from 90,000
to 180,000 in the 60 years before the Famine,54 there was pressure on land
and a general scarcity of fuel. This suggests that people were likely to have
been living on the edge of the few bogs there were in County Meath:
The neighbourhood of bogs is always thickly inhabited on account
of the facility of procuring fuel and also of building cabins there
without molestation. Vagrants also flock to bogs for the sake of
the fuel which is plentiful there.55
Fuel was so scarce at this time that labourers ‘had to burn the straw that
forms their beds to boil their potatoes as well as being obliged to burn horse
and other dung that they pick up on the roads and dry in the sun’.56 Under
these conditions, the value of living near a fuel supply is evident, as well as
the possibility of building a dwelling that would not be subject to rent as it
was on marginalised land.
Writing about the people who lived in these mud cabins, Connell
described them as ‘lost generations whose cabins and potato plots are gone
and little written history about them survived. There were more surviving
drawings of fat cattle than either mud cabins or their inhabitants’.57
Similarly, Duffy observes that the mud cabins the landless labourers lived
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in were ‘classically biodegradable and have literally melted from the Irish
landscape’.58 However, some reports of these conditions do survive from the
Poor Law inquiries, including this account from a bog in the Barony of
Kells:
They suddenly came to what appeared to be a roughly thatched
roof of a cabin even with the surface of the bog; upon examination,
they found it to be a human habitation, occupied by a labourer
and his family. It was formed of an old turf excavation, six or
seven feet deep, over which a roof had merely been put to form
a house.59
These conditions of poverty were also noted in A Topographical Dictionary
of Ireland published by Samuel Lewis in 1837. This volume provides detailed
descriptions of counties, parishes, and villages in Ireland before the famine,
and includes historical, geographical, and statistical information as well
as reporting on industry and agriculture of the time. The entries for the
parishes surrounding Girley Bog contain information on the number of

Figure 8: Entry for Girley parish in the Topographical Dictionary of Ireland (Copyright
AskaboutIreland.ie)
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inhabitants, type of land, and the names of the various landowners. Girley
Bog is mentioned in the extracts for both Girley and Burry parishes (Fig. 8).
The following entry for Burry parish demonstrates the ‘improved’ status
of Meath soils, and the use of Burry bog to supply fuel to nearby Kells: ‘The
land, which is of great fertility, is almost equally divided between tillage and
pasture, and the system of agriculture is in a highly improved state. There
is a considerable tract of bog, which partly supplies the town of Kells with
turf ’.60
The lack of fuel in Meath was also remarked on, as the county had few
bogs and little tree cover, and the poorer classes had little access to what tree
cover there was: ‘Compared with the extent and population of the county,
fuel is extremely scarce, and the poor suffer much from the want of it’.61 In
1841, four years after this volume was published, the population of Meath
was 183,116. By 1851, it had declined by more than 20 per cent to 140,750,
due to emigration and starvation in the aftermath of the Famine. The
population of Girley saw an even sharper decline, from 1,473 inhabitants in
the 1841 census to 841 inhabitants in the 1851 census.62 Despite having some
of the richest landowners and most fertile lands in the country, poverty was
evident in County Meath at this time, as observed by Lewis when he noted
that ‘the houses of the proprietors and of the cultivators of the soil exhibited
a more marked disparity than could be seen in any other part of Ireland’.63
Attempts to alleviate this poverty were made within each Poor Law
Union by raising taxes to support the poor and destitute. The mapping of
boundaries in Ireland in the early 1800s was part of a process of reform aimed
at standardising the basis for taxes of the time. In 1825, Richard Griffith
was appointed by the British Government to carry out a boundary survey
of every county, barony, parish, and townland in Ireland.64 In 1830, he was
given the additional task of valuing these land divisions throughout Ireland,
with the aim of assessing the value of every property in the country. This
valuation formed the basis of assessing occupiers’ liability to pay taxes and
was known as Griffith’s Valuation, or The General Valuation of the Rateable
Property in Ireland. A land survey on a large scale, it provided detailed
information on every householder and landowner in mid-nineteenth
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century Ireland. Each person was listed under the townland they occupied,
and also included were the name of the landlord (Immediate Lessor) from
whom the occupier was renting; a brief description of the property and its
acreage; a valuation of the land and buildings associated with the property;
and the Ordnance Survey map number that corresponded to the townland.65
Griffith’s Valuation was carried out in the years 1846–64 and the Meath
valuations were completed in 1855. The valuations and accompanying
maps for the townlands around Girley Bog reveal how each landowner
owned a section of the bog, and while the landowners have changed, the
division based on townland continues more or less today as it was then
(see Fig. 9). It is also possible to gauge the type of dwelling on Girley Bog
by examining the A.R.V. – the annual rateable valuation of the houses
listed. At the bottom of the scale are houses taxed at 8, 10, and 15 shillings.66
These are one and two room mud-cabins, with a thatch or turf roof, which
are shown to be present on all of the townlands around Girley Bog. Their
Figure 9:
Division of Girley
Bog in 1855,
showing townland
demarcations in
thick lines, while
sub plots are
marked out with
thinner lines. The
landowner and the
amount of bog
they owned are
also shown.
Griffith’s Valuation
maps are based
on the Ordnance
Survey of Ireland
six inch maps
(Source: Griffith’s
Valuation with
annotations added by
author)
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presence in the records of Griffith’s Valuation are the only evidence left
of this type of dwelling, as nothing remains of them on the landscape of
Girley Bog today.
Despite the poverty which was evident in County Meath at this time,
life went on as normal for many members of the landed gentry. Ethelstown
bog forms part of what is now known as Girley Bog, and was owned by
the Nicholson estate at Balrath, which was located approximately four
miles from Girley Bog. A detailed log was kept of the shooting and hunting
activities at Ethelstown and other locations owned by the estate around
Meath. The Balrath Estate shooting book67 contains entries from 1850 to
1880 and provides information on bird and mammal species present on
Ethelstown Bog at that time. The following bird species were recorded as
being shot at Ethelstown: Red Grouse, Partridge, Quail, Snipe, Woodcock,
Rail, Teal and Plover. Of these species, only Snipe and Woodcock are still
present at Girley Bog.
These bird species were all wild populations, and the presence of Red
Grouse, a prized game bird, would have meant the habitat was being
managed to some extent. This most likely involved strip burning of heather,
a practice which expanded rapidly in the 19th century. Its purpose was to
maintain older stands of heather for shelter and nesting, and burning was
also carried out to improve grazing for sheep or deer.68 Beaters were also
employed to flush out birds for shooting, and game keepers were mostly
responsible for the destruction of vermin that preyed on the game birds. This
was done at the behest of either the landowner or the person with shooting
rights, who wanted to bring up the number of birds bagged.69 Red Grouse
were found on most midland raised bogs at this time, whereas today they
are confined to remote areas of blanket bog and heath.
Species such as Red Grouse, Partridge and Rail were even then quite
rare and only found in small numbers. The tally for 1852–53 (see Table 2)
gives a grand total of 1,178 birds shot for that year and in the case of Snipe,
a best daily score of 50 Snipe shot in one day. While these figures represent
totals for all properties the estate used for shooting, not just Ethelstown,
they help explain why many of these species are under pressure for survival
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in Ireland today. As can be seen from Fig. 10, five Red Grouse were shot
at Ethelstown Bog in one day, and the estate’s bogs would have provided
suitable habitat for this species.
Table 2: Tally of species shot at Balrath estate properties from 1852–53.
Species

Number shot

Snipe

854

Merles

92

Quail

56

Partridge

42

Woodcocks

28

Rabbits

26

Plover

22

Hares

14

Ducks

11

Teal

11

Rails

7

Grouse

6

Widgeon

1

Pochard

1

Red Grouse in Ireland today are under threat of extinction as a result of
such practices, as well as changes in land use and loss of suitable habitat.
Just 2 per cent of the remaining population in Ireland occur on raised
bogs, due to the extensive loss of this habitat in the midlands, as well as
the fragmentary nature of the raised bogs that remain.70 Furthermore, the
decline in the number of grouse game keepers in Ireland in the early 1900s
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resolution was passed calling for a committee to consider the interests of
the local population
whom a rotten system of land tenure has banished into the bogs
and marshes, and to endeavour to have them reinstated on some
of the thousands of acres of ranch lands and non-residential
farms which surround us on ever side.71

Figure 10: Typical page from the Balrath Estate Shooting book, giving the date, where shot,
the species and number shot per day (Image courtesy of Meath County Library Archives)

accelerated declines in Red Grouse numbers due to a reduction in the
amount of land being managed specifically for Red Grouse. As an isolated
bog on the eastern extreme of the range of raised bogs in Ireland, it is likely
that the population of Red Grouse went extinct from Girley Bog not long
after the time period covered by this shooting book.

Girley bog 1910–1990
The early years of the twentieth century saw increasing unrest and agrarian
agitation, as land reformers called for larger farmers and landowners to
surrender their lands for redistribution among smaller tenant farmers.
Populations had declined since the Famine and at the same time previously
cultivated land was converted into large grazing ranches, so that in many
areas the local population was crowded onto tiny, uneconomical holdings
within sight of untilled fields. This situation was highlighted at a meeting
of the Girley and Cortown branch of the United Irish League, where a
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Further evidence of congestion is highlighted in the Meath Chronicle,
referring to the Balrath estate, whose ‘swamps and bogs’ are congested,
despite the estate itself being described as deserted.72
This use of the bogs by local populations is also in evidence on the Ordnance
Survey twenty-five inch maps73, which were completed for Meath circa 1910
(see Fig. 11). These show evidence of further drainage on the southwest of
the bog, in the area planted with a mix of conifers and deciduous trees. On
the eastern side of the bog, smaller drains are visible which extend into the
uncut bog from the margins.74 These maps also show further inroads made
into the bog for turf cutting plots, and also evidence of human settlement. The
north-west and western sections of the bog also show extensive reclamation,
new drains, and several new tree plantations (Bell’s Wood, Bog Wood, Larch
Wood) that were not present on the six inch map.
Girley Bog and parish featured as a locus of activity during the War of
Independence 1919–1921, when the bog was used by the Irish Volunteers
for making grenades and hand mines and there were ambushes in the area.
Joseph Martin, Captain of the Athboy Company of the Irish Volunteers
describes how he and twelve men ‘took up an ambush position near Girley
Chapel to attack a cycle patrol of twelve R.I.C. and Tans. I placed the twelve
men, who were all armed with shotguns, behind a ditch on high ground
overlooking the road.’75 They failed to draw the enemy on this occasion,
however the bog was also used as the location for a workshop on how to
make grenades and mines, as described by the same witness, who was also
an engineer and explosives expert:
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During the month, I established a workshop in a bog at
Drewstown for the making of road mines, hand grenades and
bank mines. The workshop was a wooden hut. We raided several
establishments for tools and engineering equipment for use in
the workshop. These consisted of vices, hack-saws, taps and dies,
drills, threading tools and other small tools.76

Further evidence of historic practices at Girley Bog is uncovered in the
reporting of a tragic occurrence in September 1931, when a local labourer
who lived in a thatched cottage on the edge of the Chamberlainstown
section of the bog, lost his life in a fire77. The report reveals that the practice
at the time was for turbary owners to burn the scraw and heather from
the top of the bog before accessing the turf beneath. Normally, these fires
were easily contained but in this instance, the bog was very dry and the fire
spread rapidly after the man applied a match to it. The report describes how
those who saw the blaze from a distance described it as an awful
sight, the flames leaping yards along and forming, after a time,
a regular carpet of fire, which soon shaved fully ten acres of the
bog as clean as a billiards table and for a period threatened the
homesteads in the neighbourhood.78

Figure 11: Historic 25” map of Girley Bog dating from 1910 (Courtesy of Ordnance Survey Ireland).
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The report further states that the man had lit fires on two other occasions to
cut the scraw off the top of the bog. The heather was described as a nuisance
to those who had turbary rights, so turf cutting was ongoing at this point in
the bogs’ history.
At this time, drainage of the bogs in this area was also called for, at
a meeting of the Fianna Fáil Girley and Johnsbrook branch. Members
referred to areas of bog in the townlands of Girley, Chamberlainstown,
Balrath, Drewstown, Johnsbrook and Scurlogstown, which were ‘lying idle
for the want of proper drainage, thereby debarring the people in the country
districts from obtaining serviceable fuel throughout the year, leaving them
depending on foreign coal.’79 This dependence on foreign coal was one of
the main instigators of the turf production drive which happened during
the Second World War.
The ‘Emergency’ officially started in Ireland on 3 September 1939, the
day when Britain and France declared war on Germany. Like most countries
at the time, the Irish government were concerned about maintaining food
and fuel supplies, especially since Ireland was dependent on coal imports
from Britain in the 1930s.80 When Britain stopped exporting coal, attention
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turned to increasing the amount of turf being produced at home. Handcutting of turf had declined in preceding years however, with the outbreak
of war, pressure was put on Irish citizens to cut turf again by hand, and sell
the surplus. The Turf Executive was set up by Hugo Flynn in 1941, and coordinated the handling of turf during the war years. This enterprise involved
the Land Commission, county councils, the Office of Public Works, and
parish councils who worked together to ensure turf supplies were secured
during the war years.81 The government empowered county councils to take
over and work bogs as such a huge undertaking could not be organised
solely from Dublin, and the ‘Emergency Powers Order’ gave councils the
power to acquire turbary rights where necessary.82
In County Meath, a survey was done on viable bogs, which were deemed
to be areas that were easy to access via rail or horse-drawn cart, as petrol
was scarce. In 1941, orders were made to acquire bogland and turbary rights
in the townlands surrounding Girley Bog (Chamberlainstown, Cloncat,
Drewstown, Ethelstown and Girley) among other bogs in County Meath.
By May 1941, the council had 500 men working on draining bogs and 300
council workers engaged in turf production and work was also being done
to repair roads into the bogs. In the first year, production of turf in Meath
was tripled from the previous year to 72,794 tons and this is described as ‘a
remarkable achievement in a county where there were not many bogs, or
any notable tradition of turf production, and where some of those bogs had
not been used for decades’.83 Records for Chamberlainstown bog show that
4,833 tons of turf were harvested in the 1941 season, and grants of £180 were
given to Chamberlainstown and Tullaghanstown combined for drainage
works.84 These figures show the considerable impact that the war years had
on Girley Bog in terms of drainage, road building, and turf cutting activity.
This activity continued intermittently into the 1950s and 60s, but gradually
died out, as the turf at Girley was deemed to be of poor quality and it was
no longer economically viable to cut it by hand.
Moving forwards to 1972, a report carried out by The National Institute
for Physical Planning and Construction demonstrated changing attitudes to
conservation of bogs in Ireland, recording and recognising their scientific
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Figure 12: A rare photograph of turf cutting on Girley Bog featuring John Woods from
Fordstown (Image courtesy of Zatino Travel).

value. It was written in the context of a drive towards improving the economy
through industrial and urban development and modernisation of farming
methods. The report states that ‘a very high percentage of the country is still
‘natural’, unspoilt countryside […and that…] it is unrealistic to think that
this situation will continue indefinitely’.85 However, it was hoped that the
areas of countryside that were ‘lost’ to development were those of least value
in terms of amenity and scientific interest.
Girley Bog is included in the report, described as ‘a fairly dry raised bog’.
Sites were categorised depending on whether they were of international,
national, regional or local importance and the size of the site is given as
260 acres at that time. The map for the site shows that the section of the
bog planted with conifers was not included in the area of scientific interest.
Girley Bog was categorised as being of local importance because of the
existence of several other similar raised bogs in the county. It was given a
low priority rating, as it was very dry and it was thought that there was no
evidence of active growth of peat.86
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Girley Bog is now considered to be a bog of national and European
importance, given the current rarity of raised bog habitats. This report
demonstrates how expert knowledge can change over time with new research
and understanding of concepts such as ecosystem services and biodiversity.
The current inclusion of the area of forestry demonstrates improved scientific
understanding of how forestry affects the hydrology of the bog. Indeed, the
report acknowledges this relativity of knowledge, stating that ‘all assessments
of the importance and priority of areas and all recommendations in this report
have been made in the light of present knowledge. New scientific research or
future planning applications make revisions necessary’.87

Girley Bog 1990 – Present
Many local people expressed concern at the level of dumping on Girley bog
in the seventies and eighties, when fly-tipping on bogs (which were regarded
as waste ground) was considered normal and done quite openly. The issue of
dumping led to efforts being made to clean up the bog and in 1990, the Girley
Bog Environmental Committee was formed. This began a new phase in the
history of Girley Bog, when it began to be valued as an important natural
heritage and amenity site. This work was spearheaded by local resident Christy
Lynch, who formed the committee with local guide Oliver Usher and other
local residents. Their aim was to remove the many years of rubbish which had
accumulated and to open up the area as an amenity for people to use. A FAS
scheme was approved and employed two people, supervised by Mr. Lynch,
who subsequently won the An Taisce Ellison award for his work cleaning up
the bog. Oak signs were erected and the area called a nature reserve.
In 2003, Girley Bog was officially designated a Natural Heritage Area
by the Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government.
Although some unauthorised drainage was carried out across the high bog
in 2005, National Parks and Wildlife Service succeeded subsequently in
having these and other historic drains blocked in order to raise the water
table and improve the conservation status of the bog. In 2009, a Looped walk
was established around the edge of the bog, on historic paths and roads that
were cleared to allow access. This walkway was developed in collaboration
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with both state and private landowners, and a number of interpretive panels
were also installed at this time.
In 2011, the conifers which were planted on Girley Bog in the late
1960s, were clear-felled as part of a European LIFE raised bog restoration
project88 carried out by Coillte, Ireland’s forestry service. Drain blocking,
and invasive species clearance was also carried out. As a result of this work,
the water table in this section rose to a level at which peat forming mosses
could grow again, contributing to the development of Active Raised Bog
(a priority EU habitat) on nearby areas of high bog. As part of this project,
Coillte also installed a boardwalk around their section of the site, which
allows walkers to view bog plants without trampling on the vegetation.
Further research on the hydrology and ecology of the bog was carried out in
201289 and 201490 and the Irish Peatland Conservation Council, bought 8.5
hectares of the bog which is now being conserved and restored. The Native
Woodland Trust also bought 5 hectares adjacent to the IPCC reserve, and
commenced a native tree planting programme at the site.
In 2014, a management group was set up to provide a forum for
all stakeholders at the site to discuss and manage its conservation and
restoration into the future. The Girley Bog Meitheal was set up to work in
partnership with government agencies, NGO’s, landowners, and the local
community to manage, conserve and communicate the heritage value of
Girley Bog. It is hoped that this collaborative approach to management
and conservation will result in the continuing restoration of rare habitats
present on the bog, reversing the trend of bog shrinkage seen over the last
400 years and improving amenity access to the bog for local people to enjoy.

Further research
This research was limited to the period after 1600, when historical records
of Girley bog become available. It would therefore be useful to carry out
paleoecological studies for information pre-1600, as well as to corroborate
some of the findings where extrapolations are made from the documentary
sources. These studies uncover pollen and plant fossil data that can be
used to examine vegetation change, while human impacts may be inferred
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from charcoal deposits and geochemistry studies.92 They can also reveal
information on how peatlands may respond to future climate change by
examining vegetation responses to past periods of change in precipitation
and temperature. Paleoecological studies also have some advantage over
the written word as they can provide information about the landscape
which is less politically or historically biased. Combining evidence from
both documentary sources and paleoecological studies helps to reconstruct
a more complete picture of landscape change over time than using just
one source.93 It would also be useful to conduct an archaeological survey,
given the evidence of human settlement and dwellings which are no longer
physically visible on the landscape.

Conclusion
This history of Girley Bog focused on the period from 1600, when it first
appeared in the historical record in a meaningful way. We have seen the
direct impact that historical events had on the transformation of the
landscape at Girley Bog, and how this period witnessed significant and fastpaced change and utilisation of the bog as a resource. The aim of this study
was to help bring into focus the importance of our peatland landscapes,
not just for wildlife and conservation, but also for the communities who
utilised their resources out of economic necessity in times past. This long
history of viewing bogs in terms of economic values may help explain
why it is difficult for people to change from considering bogs as resources
to be used, to seeing their value as habitats for wildlife and recreational
sites for communities to enjoy. It is a legacy of the collective social and
political history of Ireland, where bogs provided a means of survival and
independence from colonial rulers, while also being associated with poverty
and hardship. Understanding the historical causations for activities such as
turf cutting allows for an explanation that moves away from the tendency
to create heroes and villains in environmental conflicts. Historical context
reveals a more balanced view, and illustrates that practices such as turf
cutting were often a means of survival for people who lived near bogs and
that such disturbances have been occurring for hundreds, if not thousands
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of years. This awareness may be of value for other peatland sites, where the
issue of turf cutting has been more contentious.
The increasing accessibility and digitisation of historical records in
Ireland can enable communities and local historians to piece together
similar histories of landscapes, empowering us to better conserve and
understand them. This study demonstrates how attitudes and perceptions
change over time, and how this change must be reflected in how we
manage contemporary peatland landscapes. The history and heritage of
Girley Bog can also be used to interpret the site for visitors and the local
community, and to raise awareness of the importance of conserving these
sites for future generations. As noted in the opening quote, bogs are a stage
in the development of the landscape and are constantly evolving, as is our
knowledge and understanding of them. The changing nature of Ireland’s
bogs means that we must continually research all aspects of these rare
habitats in order to understand what we need to do to protect what remains.
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Appendix 1
Description of Archaeological Monuments
in area around Girley Bog

•
•

Class

Townland

Description

Castle –
Motte

Girley

Circular flat-topped mound with
fosse WSW-E.

Ritual site –
Holy well

Girley

No description available

High cross

Girley

The head of a high cross was
formerly built into the roadside
wall in the NE corner of the
graveyard at Girley.

Church

Girley

A church at Girley is listed in the
ecclesiastical taxation (1302–06)
of Pope Nicholas IV (Cal. doc. Ire.
5, 260). Ussher (1622) describes
the church and chancel as ruined.
The current remains are probably
18th century in date.

Megalithic tomb

Drewstown Great

This monument was destroyed
in 1964. The Megalithic Survey
records (1958) conclude that
the formation of boulders was
probably natural. Listed as
passage-tomb (Herity 1974, 244)

Earthwork

Drewstown Great

No description available

Thanks also to everyone who shared their knowledge of Girley Bog with me
for this project.

Source: National Monuments Service, www.archaeology.ie
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Historic timeline of land use and human impacts on Girley Bog
Year

Event/Source

Land use and impacts
on landscape

Acres

Year

Event/Source

Land use and impacts
on landscape

1655

Down Survey
maps & written
terriers

Drainage & turf cutting, causing
water table to fluctuate and
affecting bog hydrology and
vegetation

535

1939–45

The Emergency

Turf cutting and road building
during war, involving further loss
of the high bog

Statistical Survey
of the County of
Meath

Reclamation; burning; and
fertilisation, which would
provide nutrients that affect bog
vegetation

1970’s–
1990s

Coillte

1802

Forestry planted on the bog and
accompanying drainage

1972

Areas of Scientific Bog is considered of only local
Interest in Meath importance and low priority for
conservation

Meath Tree
Register

Drainage/Tree plantation, which
dries out the surface of the bog;
tree canopies shade out bog
vegetation

1990

Girley Bog
Environmental
Committee

Rubbish removal to clean up site
& nature walk instigated

1836

Ordnance Survey
Ireland maps 6”

Drains visible, contributing to
disruption of the hydrological
regime of bog

2003

NPWS NHA
designation

Girley Bog designated an NHA
and drain blockage begins to rewet the bog

1836

Poor Law Inquiry

Turf cutting and human
settlement with crops being
grown, resulting in enrichment

2009

Looped Walk

Recreation and amenity value of
the site is recognised

2011–15
1846

Griffith’s
Valuation

Human habitation and turf
cutting, causing further loss of
high bog

Coillte EU LIFE
project

1851

Balrath Estate
Shooting Book

Habitat management for shooting
– strip burning; bird populations
decimated at this time

Conservation project involving
tree felling, drain blocking, and
invasive species clearance results
in the bog becoming wetter and
Sphagnum moss species recolonising the bog surface

2012

Hydrology survey
& Ecotopes
Survey

Research to understand
hydrological issues and establish
baseline conditions for future
monitoring

1820–30

1888–
1913
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Further drainage and tree planting

472

48994

Acres

26095

13896
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Year

Event/Source

Land use and impacts
on landscape

2014

Irish Peatland
Conservation
Council

IPCC purchase section of the
bog with the Native Woodland
Trust - Sphagnum moss
restoration trials and drain
blocking carried out

2016

Girley Bog
Meitheal

Ten year management plan for
the site is produced
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Acres
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