
THE DAY THE clocks go back is when we
hang up the bird-feeders again. Looking
around, the garden certainly hasn’t much

else to offer: cotoneaster, firethorn, hawthorn,
guelder rose all stripped when we weren’t
looking, and just a prickly rambler rose still
starred with golden hips.

We’d like the birds back from wherever they
scattered to: the robin’s descant of autumn is
such a lonely song. Besides, I want to see
whether they like the new bird-bath – a gifted
improvisation, if I say so myself.

Take one solid old satellite dish, casualty of
a windy gable, and one sadly withered oak
sawn off as a tripod at just the right height. My
bet is on a blackbird for the inaugural splash.

Of all the birds that keep us company in
winter, the most glorious are the goldfinches,
so widely attracted in recent years from way-
side thistles to free suburban peanuts. In
changed times, it could be that takeaway food

for garden birds will seem too much of a
luxury. The loss will be mainly in human
delight, since nature can scarcely have
intended the winter maintenance of quite so
many blue tits.

Meanwhile, and remembering our joy at the
first goldfinches at our feeders, I can imagine
the thrill and surprise awaiting a few lucky
people in Leinster this winter, when the new
and glamorous bird at their nuts turns out to
be a great spotted woodpecker (a rather mis-
leading name, since the bird is no bigger than a
song thrush, and at rest appears splashed, not
spotted, with black, white and scarlet).

It is 10 years since the naturalist Gordon
D’Arcy reminded us, in his book Ireland’s Lost
Birds, that along with capercaillie and gos-
hawk, this island’s vanished woodlands
undoubtedly hosted the woodpecker Dendro-
copus major, at least on the evidence of ancient
bones found in caves in Co Clare. It may have
disappeared finally with the last big clearances
of trees in the 17th and 18th centuries.

Most of Europe has woodpeckers galore,
with some winter migration from Scandinavia,
but those in Britain have been highly seden-
tary, if locally expanding in numbers. The odd
winter sighting of the great spotted in Ireland
continued to raise hopes that, as our conifer
forestry spread and matured, there might be
recolonisation from Wales, where the wood-
peckers have quadrupled over the past 40
years.

Indeed, the Irish Wildlife Trust began plan-
ning a reintroduction project, seeing in the
bird a potential “keystone” species to enrich

our natural environment. As Conor Kelleher
stressed in the trust’s Newsletter, the nest
holes drilled by woodpeckers and their excava-
tion of deadwood would benefit not only bats,
which are his special study, but squirrels, other
birds and many insects, not to mention inva-
sion by heartwood fungi to create more, ecolog-
ically useful, hollow trees.

But the trust’s preliminary research was
overtaken by events.

From 2005, sightings in Ireland’s eastern
woods, from Antrim to Wicklow, began sud-
denly to increase. Reports of juvenile birds,
courtship flight displays and drumming by
male birds, all pointed to breeding, and in
2006 the first nest hole, with young birds
nearby, was found in Northern Ireland.

Then, late last summer, three juvenile birds
turned up at bird tables in Dublin and
Wicklow, and mobilising the hunt for actual

proof of nesting became a passion for Dick
Coombes, co-ordinator of BirdWatch Ireland’s
annual survey of countryside birds. The great
spotted woodpecker bores new nest-holes each
spring, usually in narrow tree trunks, and after
finds of old holes in Wicklow woods last
winter, the first occupied nests – no fewer than
eight of them, were found in May, high on the
trunks of oaks and Scots pines.

The full, fascinating story is reported by
Coilin MacLochlainn, with photographs taken
by Dick Coombes under licence to the National
Parks and Wildlife Service, in the current edi-
tion of Woodland, the new quarterly magazine
of the reinvigorated Native Woodland Trust.

Led by Jim Lawlor from his home in Co Kil-
dare, the trust is especially concerned with the
conservation and renewal of ancient native
woods. It plans the creation of a 100-acre cross-
Border woodland; meanwhile, groups of teen-
agers from the US have been helping to plant a
new native wood in Co Leitrim. Other volun-
teers have been collecting seed from native
tree species in every ancient wood for cultiva-
tion close to their regional origins – a project
called “Genotype Ark”. The trust has also been
supplying free native trees to primary schools,
some of which are offering plots of up to two
hectares.

Between Crann, Pro Silva, Just Forests, the
Irish Natural Forestry Foundation and Forest
Friends, the voluntary activity for Ireland’s
trees has grown apace, but the special aims of
the Native Woodland Trust make it a prom-
ising focus of enthusiasm. Its website is
nativewoodlandtrust.ie.

SHELF LIFE
Every year, more than 20million shorebirds fly
south for the winter from places as far away as
Arctic Canada and Siberia. Many spend the
winter in Ireland while others simply break their
migratory journey to rest and refuel. A new
book, Shorebirds of Ireland by wildlife writer
JimWilson and photographer Mark Carmody
introduces these birds that live between the
tides in Ireland, onmudflats and shingle, in
estuaries and beaches, bays and rocky shores.
Wildflowers of Cork City and County by

self-taught botanist, Tony O’Mahony also hits
the shelves thismonth. This book will be of
interest to walkers keen to improve their
knowledge of the 1,200 plant species to be
found in Ireland’s largest county. Both books
are published by Collins Press.

CÉIFIN CONFERENCE
Spirituality and the Environment is just one of
many fascinating topics at this year’s Céifin
Conference on November 3rd and 4th in Ennis,
Co Clare, at which the theme is “Who’s in
Charge – Towards a Leadership of Service”.
Fr Harry Bohan (right), chairman of the Ceifin
Centre, says: “The question of leadership is one
of themost critical issues facing us as a society
now. There is a need tomove from a
command/control type of leadership to amore
participative, visionary and accountablemodel
– one that is underpinned by values of honesty,
integrity, truth and accountability.”
At the conference, economists,

educationalists and businesspeople will discuss
how society needs to change to achieve such
worthy aims. See ceifin.com.

ANOTHERLIFE
MICHAEL VINEY

HOLYWELLHUNTING
The healing powers associated with sacred
wells is part of Ireland’s mythology and
natural history. Locating and mapping the
sites of holy wells in Ireland has been the
mission of a voluntary organisation, Sláine,
for the past five or six years. Run by a small
group of enthusiasts the organisation
needs some new members. If you are
interested in finding out where the holy
wells are in your area or if you would be
good at organising a national committee to
promote such work, contact Stephen Sage
on tel. 028-37931.
Meanwhile, have a look at the holy wells

already recorded on www.slaine.ie

HORIZONS
SYLVIA THOMPSON

Spotted woodpecker is great, tho’ splashed and smallOur swallows went for a third, very late
brood this year which coincided with the
eventual warm spell. Five birds were
still around as late as October 5th.
Could they get stranded?
Nick Chambers, Rathdowney, Co Laois
They will set out to migrate, but their
success will depend on the weather and
the supply of insects, both here before
they leave and on the continent.

Near Carrigaholt we met tourists on the
beach who showed us a dowitcher but
were unable to say whether it was a
long-billed or a short-billed one. Are
they common visitors?

Frank Folan, Palmerstown, Dublin 20
Long-billed dowitchers are rare but
regular vagrants from North America to
the west coast.

Our local grey crows are having a party
on the fruits of yuccas which the Parks
Department have planted along the
causeway in Sandymount. They also eat
periwinkles, cockles and other tellins.
Catherine Cavendish, Sandymount, Dublin 4

I saw what may have been a hen harrier
being mobbed by lots of little birds near
Liscannor. The hawk stood its ground,
taking only slight evasive action as it
hovered 20 or 30 feet above the ground.

Joe Staunton, Ennis, Co Clare

Michael Viney welcomes observations
at Thallabawn, Carrowniskey PO,
Westport, Co Mayo. E-mail:
viney@anu.ie. Include a postal address.

ECOWEB

PADDYWOODWORTH
A huge environmental project in
south-western Australia is under
waywhose vision is to restore
vast swathes of lost territory to
rich bush and lush forest

www.chambers.ie

Check out the Chambers of
Commerce site for new guide to
energy efficiency in offices. Tips
include appointing an energy
champion,monitoring usage and
implementing improvements.

‘L
ET’S GET Charlie Darwin back
into this landscape!” Keith
Bradby has just pulled over to
the edge of a red-dirt road to
show me a remarkable plant that

has characteristics of two species of grevillea,
which is a widespread Australian botanical
family with many members.

One species can be found a few dozen
kilometres to the west of where we are
standing, the other a few dozen to the east.
But the one Bradby is holding does not quite
fit either, and seems to be developing into
something completely new and different.

“This is evolution in action,” he says
enthusiastically, “but if the plant communities
are no longer connected across the country,
evolution can’t happen any more.” Bradby is
the co-ordinator for the Gondwana Link, a
massive environmental project that aims to
re-connect and restore wet forests, mountain
ranges, flat scrubland and arid woodlands
across eight distinct ecosystems and 1,000km
in south-west Australia.

The link gets its name from Gondwanaland,
the ancient composite continent that included
Australia, South American, southern Africa
and India before it began to drift apart – about
120 million years ago.

The Link project, about as young as this
century, is an attempt to prevent one of
Gondwanaland’s richest biological legacies
from fragmenting in a different sense, this
time into impoverished islands of declining
diversity.

The challenges to the Gondwana Link
include vast areas cleared for farming, and a
gung-ho mining industry sitting on some of
the world’s richest mineral deposits.

I started the journey across the link at
Margaret River, a flash surfing and holiday
town at the centre of a new boutique wine
industry, near the coast, at the continent’s
south-western tip.

Driving the 400km south-east along Route
10 to Albany, the next substantial town, the
landscape exudes a broad impression of
robust ecological health. Much of the journey
runs through unbroken karri eucalyptus
forests. Karris are majestic trees, with old
growth individuals reaching almost 90m.
They thrive in the lush, wet climate of the
extreme southwest, supporting a remarkable
range of plants, rich in small marsupials, birds
and reptiles.

The forests were threatened by logging, but
are now extensively protected in national
parks. Perhaps the most beautiful lies along
the lazily meandering Warren river, where

you can lose yourself in cathedral groves that
rival California’s redwoods. Splendid
fairy-wrens, tiny bundles of blindingly vivid
purples and cobalts, perform courtship
displays on the forest floor with the
nonchalance of birds that are hardly ever
disturbed. Until I reached the suburbs of
Albany, I only encountered seven other cars
in the whole day’s driving.

Here I hooked up with Keith Bradby, and
we set off towards the other end of the
Gondwana Link, the mining town of
Kalgoorlie, deep in the Great Western
Woodlands. Immediately we leave Albany, the
climate becomes drier and the challenges
facing the link become harshly apparent. First
we pass monocultural plantations of blue
gums, eucalypts farmed for wood chips or
planted for carbon credits. Their tightly

packed ranks admit no undergrowth; they are
the very antithesis of biodiversity.

Then we approach the wheatbelt region,
through vast paddocks (you don’t say “field”
in Australian) cleared for crops and grazing.
Often the green paddocks seem pock-marked
with great grey stains, spotted with vegetation
more typical of salt marsh than of meadows.
Many of the farms, though cleared barely 50
years ago, are already dying from salinity.

The farmers who cleared them saw rich
bush and forest vegetation, and assumed that
this was good agricultural land. They forgot
that this ancient part of the earth has not been
refreshed and enriched by glaciation for
roughly 250 million – yes, million – years.
Only native plants can grow here, unless you
pump industrial quantities of fertilizer into
the little soil there is. Yet the new settlers
treated their new fields as if they were the fat
lands of Meath or Iowa. They did not know
that thick layers of salt, deposited by rainfall
from the ocean over many millennia, were
only kept below the surface by the structure of
native plant communities. Clear those plants,
and the salt rises like an ecological avenger to

poison the best attempts at growing wheat or
raising cattle.

The Gondwana Link’s most intense efforts
so far have been in the farming areas between
the Stirlings and the Fitzgerald River. The link

is more a vision than an organisation, and
works through encouraging a broad coalition
of other groups to achieve its goals. Swathes
of local species – eucalyptus, acacia, grevillea,
banksia, hakea, and dryandra – have been
replanted on old wheatfields and pasture over
the last five years in a great effort to restore
an unbroken corridor of native vegetation
from mountains to river.

A number of farmers have joined in,
putting in belts of native plants on
unproductive land. There are still more gaps
than links on the map here, but the fragile
dream of the link is taking definite shape.

An even more fragile restoration of the
Noongar people is also forming tentatively on
one of the purchased farms. Like many
Australian environmental projects, the
Gondwana Link is informed by an awareness
of the destruction of the age-old aboriginal
relationship with “country” by white
settlement and dispossession.

At Nowanup farm, Eugene Eades, a
charismatic Noongar elder — and former
boxing champion — invites his community
back to the country from which they were
driven, not too long ago, to ‘reserves’ and
urban squalor.

They find artifacts from their stone-age
past almost everywhere they walk. A few
hours further east, we encounter the famous
Rabbit-Proof Fence, familiar to many
cinema-goers from Philip Noyce’s eponymous
2002 film on the cruel fate of the “stolen
generation” of Aboriginal children. The fence
is still the boundary, visible from space,
between agricultural land and the immense,
little-known area which the Gondwana Link
has called the Great Western Woodlands.
Rather bigger than Switzerland, this is the
largest area of (more or less) intact semi-arid
woodland in the world.

A dazzling variety of eucalypts, some 350
species, ranging in colour from the carnal
pinks of salmon gum bark to the argent
foliage of silver gimlets, dominates the region.
But there also grasslands, scrublands, salt
lakes, and granite outcrops.

Gondwana Link is just beginning to operate
here, mainly through the Australian
Wilderness Society. The woodlands may
appear intact on a quick drive-through, but in
fact they form part of Australia’s legendary
Goldfields region.

Many mining companies are operating
here, and many more will in the future.
Rather than trying to oppose them, the link is
seeking advance agreement on an overall
biodiversity plan which will ensure the
protection of the most valuable areas, plus
best practice during mining, including
restoration afterwards.

It is probably presumptuous for any white
person to imagine the Aboriginal Dreamtime.
But it is tempting to imagine everything that
lies beyond the woodlands to the west – the
Fitzgerald river, the Stirling Range, the
magnificent karri forests. And to imagine
them once again organically connected, all the
way to the Indian ocean. Maybe it’s a dream,
maybe it’s a vision, but every seed planted
along those 1,000km brings it closer to
fruition.

Restoring the Future, PaddyWoodworth’s
book on ecological restoration projects
worldwide, will be published by Chicago
University Press next year.

Dreamtime in Gondwanaland

sthompson@irishtimes.com

“
The challenges to the Gondwana Link include
vast areas cleared for farming – and mining
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EYE ON NATURE

Above: Gnarlbine Rock in the
Great Western Woodlands,
once a vital watering point
for Aboriginals, and for early
white prospectors.
Left: Lazy river – the Karri
eucalyptus forest at Warren
National Park.
Photographs: PaddyWoodworth
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