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The Coomnahorna River Catchment
People & Place; Waters & Wilds
A C o m m u n i t y Awa r e n e s s P r o j e c t
in Caherdaniel County Kerry

S A F ETY F IRST ! ! !
The ‘StreamScapes’ programme
involves a hands-on survey of your local
landscape and waterways...safety must
always be the underlying concern. If
you are undertaking aquatic survey,
remember that all bodies of water are
potentially dangerous places.
Slippery stones and banks, broken glass
and other rubbish, polluted water courses
which may host disease, poisonous
plants, barbed wire in riparian zones, fast
moving currents, misjudging the depth of
water, cold temperatures...all of these are
hazards to be minded!
If you and your group are planning a
visit to a stream, river, canal, or lake for
purposes of assessment, ensure that you
have a good ratio of experienced and
water-friendly adults to students, keep
clear of danger, and insist on discipline
and caution!
Appreciation is expressed to:
LAWPRO / Breda Moriarty, Blaithín Ní Ainín,
Cormac McConigley, Sheevaun Thompson
IFI / Tim Moore
Teagasc / Kevin O’Sullivan
Salmon Watch Ireland / John Murphy
UCC / Dr. Simon Harrison & Brendan McSorley
Scoil Crochán Naofa / Staff & Pupils
Inc/ Maria Maunsell, Principal; &
Teachers Jacinta Kirby & Jacinta O’Shea
‘Heritage-in-Schools’ / Maria Walsh
All Contributors to this publication
Publication Development Committee /
Vincent Hyland, Michael Sheehan,
Barbara Mutschler-Hild & Eleanor Turner
StreamScapes Staff Stephanie O’Toole
& Jessica Mason

geology
nt

st 25 years, manageme

Introduction - Over the pa sensibly shifted to the

land has
of Water Quality in Ire
al level a
ere on a much more loc
‘Catchment’-scale, wh
assessed
relating factors may be
finite number of interpe mosaic of
ve a balanced landsca
and corrected to achie
erous human
ecies alongside prosp
sp
&
ats
bit
ha
ld
wi
g
thrivin
status waters.
om depend upon high
communities, all of wh
area of land,
nt’? A Catchment is an
So, what is a ‘Catchme
ter... When you
fined by the fall of wa
essentially a valley, de
steep or broad,
valleys, no matter how
think of it, we all live in
m the hills
streams and rivers. Fro
ve
ha
ys
lle
va
r
ou
of
and all
es make their
low, these water cours
above us to the sea be
ment in
pe and define the Catch
way across our landsca
which we live.
has been the
in Water Management
Another important shift
Catchment
ly it is the citizens of a
realisation that ultimate
both local
hanced awareness of
who, equipped with en
to conserve
st-practices’ necessary
‘Be
the
as
ll
we
as
ers
wond
termine and
the best position to de
these wonders, are in
, achieving
of, and the solutions for
own the management
water-use.
sustainable land- and
cking from
se efforts, and with ba
In support of all of the
d Project’
niel Japanese Knotwee
LAWPRO, the ‘Caherda
gage with
mScapes’ project to en
commissioned a ‘Strea
ness of
d school to grow aware
the local community an
This booklet is
ssion on these topics.
and to promote discu
may view a
efforts, and with it we
se
the
of
its
fru
the
of
one
the fantastic
d images produced by
collection of articles an
nt, sharing
nahorna River Catchme
om
Co
the
of
ity
un
comm
er and with
rspectives with each oth
their knowledge and pe
.
the world. Welcome

How did we get here?
by Vincent Hyland
Imagine that it is 380 million years ago and I am
standing in a hot arid desert. With smoking volcanic
craters producing a strong scent of hydrogen
sulphide, a recent flash flood has left behind lakes
and ponds, and as these evaporate under an intense
sun I hear sounds coming from a small shallow pool;
a 1m long Salamander-like Tetrapod crawls out of
the water onto land. Seeking shade, I lean up against
a fern-like Archaeopteris tree and watch a small
colony of Myriapods (millipede-like animals) walk
past. Returning to the present day I am standing
on the banks of the Coomnahorna River of modern
Caherdaniel. The river which flows down from the
surrounding hillsides, through Caherdaniel village
and out to Derrynane Bay at Carraig Bhun Srúllach
(the rock at the bottom of the stream), still mirrors
the physical transport of sediments which occurred
during that Devonian period which formed the Old
Red Sandstone bedrock that we see today.
Today we can see invertebrates that look a lot like
the myriapods of ancient times. They are the stone
centipedes and are found hiding under rocks along
the upper river catchment. In shallow pools along
field margins our small salamander, the newt, is
a reminder of the ancient large tetrapods. Ferns

in the modern landscape are reminders of the
giant Archaeopteris tree ferns from that long-ago
Devonian era.
As the last vestiges of the Templenoe ice sheet
retreated and the mountains with their corrie
lakes, kames and breaches were shaped, the
Coomnahorna river began its journey, with a
dense and impenetrable forest appearing. The
arrival of the first farmers some 6,000 years ago
began to shape the area that are so familiar today,
with land clearance for grazing animals and the
cultivation of crops leading to place-names such
as Coomnahorna (Valley of Barley). Another placename, ‘Gabhláin’, (forks) refers to where all the little
upland streams merge to form the main river. From
ancient times the river, its estuary, and Derrynane
Bay were important sources of nutrition including
prawns, mullet, flatfish and a variety of shellfish.
Today the river connects us with our past; a giver of
life, it will continue to provide us with clean water
and a real sense of belonging.
Vincent provides Environmental & Wildlife Educational
experiences and is the author of ‘Wild Derrynane - Natural
History, Memoir, Wildlife Year and Explorers Guide’; for further
information see www.derrynane.ie
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main image: View from the sea, looking up over Rath to the Coomnahorna Catchment
insert: The ‘Smooth Newt’ we have today is a descendent of the ancient ‘Tetrapods’ (Photos- Vincent Hyland)

Archaeology

A Milesian connection?
by Aoibheann Lambe
Among the monuments in the rich archaeological

beyond Castlecove and at Loher near Waterville.

landscape of the Coomnahorna River valley are

The Annals of the Four Masters relate the legend of

examples of megalithic rock art and copper mines

Amergin who is said to have uttered the first words

- a stone row, a stone pair and a standing stone

in the Gaelic language in Ireland when he recited

running NE/SW in line with one another. The rock art

the Song of Amergin upon his arrival on our shores.

tradition is increasingly believed to have begun in

He set sail for Ireland from Galicia in Spain with his

the Neolithic and to have persisted into the Bronze

two brothers and 150 Milesian warriors over 3,000

Age while the copper mines in the area may date

years ago, first setting foot on Irish soil, according to

from the Chalcolithic – the momentous transition

Barrington, on the far side of Lamb’s Head at Rath.

from the stone to the metal ages. The proximity

As the Milesians did not alone arrive here from a

of the monuments to the Coomnahorna river is

country whose Bronze Age predates ours but came

attributable to the local geology in some instances

from Galicia, an area whose enigmatic rock art is of

as is the case with Garrough copper mine; however,

a markedly similar character to ours, might there be

Michael Sheehan has observed that the long axis of

truth in this myth? While the Milesians would not

the stone pair runs in line with the mine and can be

have been the first settlers in Kerry (the Mesolithic

used to pinpoint its position on Coad mountain. By

settlement at Ferriter’s Cove on the Dingle Peninsula

contrast, the selection of rocks for inscription with

dates to 10,000 years ago), could they have introduced

rock art appears to have been made in compliance

metallurgy to Kerry, leaving their mark on the stones

with protocols which include expansive views, many

of the river valley, in the ‘caves’ left by copper mining

of the inscribed panels either close to or overlooking

as well as in the spoken word?

the Coomnahorna river. The rock art panels shown on
the map are the only examples recorded in the area
and the most southerly of any rock art on the Iveragh
peninsula. The nearest examples of rock art are found

Aoibheann Lambe is an archaeologist based in Caherdaniel. She
is currently chair of Heritage Iveragh and a Knowledge Gatherer
with LIVE (www.ecomuseumlive.eu) - LIVE has received funding
from the European Regional Development Fund through its
Ireland-Wales cooperation programme

coppermine
rock art
ring fort and/or souterrain
children’s burial ground
standing stone/s or stone row
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Farming and the
Coomnahorna River Catchment

Modernising Farming along
the Coomnahorna River

by Brendan Dunford

by Noel Donnelly

Farming is a powerful force in shaping our

health and farm income, farming is coming under

landscapes, the communities that inhabit them and

concerted pressure to reinvent itself. For the farmers

the economies upon which they depend. Farming

of the Coomnahorna catchment this will bring both

has also given us a rich heritage – from field names

challenges and opportunities but fortune favours the

to hedgerows, ring forts to folk-lore - accumulated

brave. Today Burren farmers continue to produce

through generations of intimate, daily interaction

superb weanlings which command a premium price

between people and the land, described by Burren

at the mart, but they also get paid for their success in

farmer and poet John O’Donohue as ‘a farming world

improving the biodiversity, water quality and cultural

of the most sophisticated complexity and the most

heritage on their fields, supported by a dedicated

astute and rich memory’. The relationship between

local office. These Burren farmers have proven that

farmers and the land hasn’t always been easy - often

they are not the problem, they are the solution. In

it was a struggle just to survive - but the introduction

Coomnahorna and the Burren we need to sustain

of new technologies, from machinery to silage, has

a thriving community of family farms to nourish our

certainly made farming more convenient and efficient

people and our landscapes, respecting the legacy

for many. But this has come at a cost - the speed and

of past generations while carving out a sustainable

scale of these changes has surpassed nature’s ability to

future for coming ones.

Farming by its nature is a difficult business but as
a farmer with lands along the Coomnahorna River,
it presents lots of other challenges. Incorporating
careful care and consideration for the environment
and biodiversity these challenges have been met and
overcome by generations in the past through hard
work and perseverance. However, farming practices
have evolved significantly in recent years. One of my
main objectives as a suckler farmer in this area is to
incorporate modern technologies with traditional
values. Stocking densities, hay/silage harvesting,
and grazing practices have been maintained down
through the years together with the inclusion of
bird boxes, bat boxes and sand pits for solitary
bees are adopted on the farm also. The diversifying
from commercial suckler breeding to breeding
pedigree Charolais cattle of high genomic value,

easy calving abilities and desirable for both maternal
and terminal traits are proving very successful. The
use of a drone for locating and observing cattle,
high-definition zoom calving cameras, the ‘Moocall’
calving sensors, creep feeding, heat detection and
artificial insemination are all relatively new additions
to farming practices that have greatly eased the
burden on the farm. Also, with continuous rotational
grazing practices in fields with knotweed, I have
observed the cattle have significantly reduced the
volume of knotweed on the land by the river - a
prime example of citizen science in operation! With
proper government intervention and incentives,
it is hoped that farming in rural Ireland will remain
viable to protect and enhance this environment for
generations to come.

respond, and threatens to damage the very resources
–soils, water and biodiversity – on which farming,
and our reputation as sustainable food producers,
depends. Today, driven by crises in environment,

From a farming background in Co. Waterford, Brendan led the
award-winning Burren LIFE Project (2005-2010), its successor, the
pioneering ‘Burren Farming for Conservation Programme’ (20102015) and currently manages the new ‘Burren Programme’. He has
previously visited Caherdaniel to share his experiences

main image: Looking over pastures leading down to Derrynane Bay (Photo: Noel Donnelly)
insert: Common Blue butterfly

image: Cattle grazing in a Caherdaniel/Coomnahorna field (Photo: Noel Donnelly)
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Coomnahorna River;
A Farming Story

The Coomnahorna River
in Flood

by Kevin C. Murphy

by John Joe O’Leary

The significance of the Coomnahorna River for

the great Maurice O’Sullivan, two guys very much

local farming is often taken for granted. One has to

ahead of their time. On the fertile West facing banks

experience being without water to fully appreciate

of the river, Michael grew the earliest, of the Early

it. The river contributed in many ways in the upper

Caherdaniel New Potatoes in Ballycarnahan. Above

valley townlands of Garrough and Coomnahorna

in Coom, Maurice was in close pursuit, with his fine

(Valley of the Barley) and equally to Ballycarnahan in

potatoes on the Southern facing slopes of the river.

the lower reaches. Through times past it provided an

Michael had the first of the Early potatoes to the

abundance of fresh clean water for farm animals, crop

market in Dublin by train. Then growing daffodils for

irrigation and household supplies of drinking water.

the Dublin Market was easy, both men succeeded in

It was also a convenient location for the washing of

this also, in a time when Dublin was a million miles

clothes and for children to play and sometimes fish.

away. Electricity did not come to the Caherdaniel area

Awoken by noise after 2 in the morning I looked out
and saw a strong stream of water running by the
side of the house. This was not the first time that
the Coomnahorna had overflowed its banks, so the
emergency plan had to be put in place. All hands on
deck; sandbags, timber planks, and concrete blocks
all gathered to divert the flood which was threatening
to enter my premises. Years of growth in the river bed
held gravel that normally would have been shifted

by the flood, thus the river rose over the banks and
flowed through low lying fields, out onto the main
road and down through the village. I recall a small
Mini Minor car swept down the road before being
trapped by large stones on the river bank. From my
farm yard to my house was like a great lake until it
receded. Preventative action was needed, so I hired
a local contractor to make an embankment, and this
action reduced the risk of the village being flooded.

until 1963, but Maurice installed a Hydro Generator
The value of the river was appreciated by the local

on a tributary of the river in 1957. This a first and it

farming community. A special scheme to wall and

provided power for his milking machines and the

protect vulnerable riverbanks helped to create much

family home. All this and more....... but basically it

needed extra work and simple control of the river

goes back to the Coomnahorna River, the lifeblood

where appropriate. The vibrant salix growth on the

of a healthy and tough, innovative rural community.

riverbanks, a natural riparian zone, was maintained
and provided some additional firewood. The river
facilitated drainage where necessary. There was
never a need for a field water trough for animals,
they could happily graze and drink the clean water
from the many feeder streams. The local farming
community thrived in many ways because of the
river. A river naturally spreads nutrients to enrich the
soil. This provided an opportunity to grow crops,
further enriched only by natural fertilisers and local
seaweed where appropriate. In this water fed area,
benefitting also by a mild climate, it also helped to
stimulate farming enterprise in an extraordinary way.
Not to exclude the many fine farming families in the
area, two men stand out and come to mind when
celebrating the innovation of Michael O’Connor and

Maurice O’Sullivan’s ‘Pelton Wheel’ generator which powered his milking & home
(Photo: Kevin C. Murphy)

main image: The Coomnahorna River floods into riparian fields (Photo: John Joe O’Leary)
insert: Heron
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Field Trip

Sc h o o l’ s E n g a g e m e n t

Eco-Art

With the Field Trip we were able to get into the river

Lessons are given great added value by the Field

non-native species (like the Japanese Knotweed),

and, using nets, catch a sample of the aquatic insects

Trip & Eco-Art experiences. To capture our learnings,

as well as talk about traditional crafts. The older

which live in the river (we caught a baby trout too!).

in October Jessica worked with the senior room to

students also helped with making a willow frame

Using identification keys, we learned that catching

create a large willow hoop, on which we modelled

for our sculpture of a salmon, which the Junior

bugs like mayflies indicates that next to the school the

species of the local stream, which we had visited in

room then covered in tissue paper. This all involved

Coomnahorna River water quality is quite high.

June, and the nearby sand dunes. While working

unforgettable fun and understanding.

with the willow we were able to talk about native and
The Field Trip taught us about the wide web
of Biodiversity that lives in our River
insert: Lesser Water Boatman

We made a ‘Food Web’ with Jessica to help us understand local Biodiversity
insert: We had great fun making ‘Finn the Salmon’ – with contributions from all of the Students in the School

With Stephanie we worked on developing a ‘Biodiversity Plan’ for the School

• Using maps, we did a plant audit of the
school grounds

• Then we did a draft Biodiversity Plan for the school
and painted it

• The junior classes did a scavenger hunt. We also

The School is working on its ‘Biodiversity Green

Sc h o o l’ s E n g a g e m e n t

Ongoing work for the Plan will include digging a

biodiversity

pond, planting a fruiting and flowering hedgerow

• We planted crocus with junior classes, and showed

around the playing field, making bird feeders from

Flag’. After learning about the local protected areas

senior classes how to do cuttings and

recycled materials, and setting up bat and nesting

(‘Strategic Areas of Conservation’ – which seek to

planted them

boxes. We want to turn the school grounds into a

conserve unique local habitats & species) Stephanie

Biodiversity Plan

discussed what we can do to preserve & encourage

• We potted up strawberry plants in pots and tyres,

helped us to develop a ‘Biodiversity Plan’ and Actions

started a willow tunnel, planted herbs and

for the School, which involved:

evening primrose

Biodiversity paradise.

Kerry International
Dark Sky Reserve
by Michael Sheehan
My home in Coomnahorna is close the river. I was born
there and lived all my life there. The river was a great
place to play when we were kids. There is something in
water that draws us humans to it. There was a wonder
about the river you could feel. The other wonder I
remember from that time is how dark the night sky
was. Until we got electricity in 1963. we used paraffin
oil and ‘tilly’ lamps. You could view the night skies as
our ancestors viewed them. The Coomnahorna River
Catchment is in the core of the Kerry Dark Sky Reserve.
The area from Kells to Castlecove in South West Kerry
was designated in 2014 as Ireland’s first International
Gold Tier Dark-Sky Reserve by the International DarkSky Association. I worked with Julie Ormonde 2012
to 2014 to get the application done and sent it to the
International Dark-Sky Association. In 2014 it was the
only gold tier reserve in the whole of the Northern
Hemisphere and third in the World

image: ‘Milky Way over Derrynane Bay’ – Michael Sheehan
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Citizen Science
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Coomnahorna River Catchment:
‘Habitats Source to Sea’
by Vincent Murphy

We depend upon Science to inform us about topics

was trialled in the course of our School & Community

such as Water Quality and Biodiversity, as well

Engagements, and is provided here to follow up on

as to advise us on what actions we might take to

in the future. As local resident John Murphy stated

400 million years ago, what would become the

that flows through the town and, from here, forms

enhance our environment. As there are not enough

in his MSc Thesis, ‘An investigation into the natural

Iveragh Peninsula lay south of the equator (!) and

the boundary between the townlands of Caherdaniel

Scientists to go around (!), ‘Citizen Science’ is

and anthropogenic influences on macroinvertebrate

consisted of a large shallow estuary collecting the

and Ballycarnahane until getting its first taste of salty

gaining in popularity as a means for people to fill in

communities in seven coastal stream catchments in

sand that time compacted into the ‘Devonian Old

brine (CW2 Tidal Rivers) at Derrynane Beg, before

the gaps in local environmental knowledge and as a

County Kerry’, it is “important to establish a sampling

Red Sandstone’, which ever since has been sculpted

practical introduction to Public Participation in water

programme...to examine the effects of anthropogenic

by ice ages and flowing water. Today’s Coomnahorna

governance. The following system, devised by UCC,

activities and climatic changes”.

River (FW1 Eroding Upland River), is the architectin-residence and still shaping our local valley.
Coomnahorna East and surrounding landscape
are now dominated by Blanket Bog habitat (PB2
Upland Blanket Bog), the quality of this bog from

tidal mud & sand flats (SS3 Infralittoral Muds &
SS2 Infralittoral Muddy Sands), protected by the
Derrynane Dunes. The beach (LS2 Sand Shores),

dunes (CD2 Marram Dunes), and back dunes (CD3

Fixed Dunes giving way to wetter areas CD5 Dune
Slacks) are all part of the ‘Iveragh Peninsula SPA’

a biodiversity perspective being such that a lot of

(Special Protection Area), an important area for birds

the surrounding area is included in the ‘Killarney

including Chough, Peregrine, Guillemot, Fulmar

National Park, Macgillycuddy’s Reeks & Caragh River

and Kittiwake, many of which use the surrounding

Catchment SAC’ (Special Area of Conservation). The

cliffs (CS1 Rocky Sea Cliffs) to nest. Entering its

River slows a little as it flows through the townlands

marine phase (MW2 Sea Inlets and Bays), the area

of Garrough and Coomnahorna East, where there

becomes part of the ‘Kenmare River SAC’ which,

are some good grazing fields (combinations of

together with the ‘Derrynane Bay Islands and Marsh,

GA1 Improved Agricultural Grassland & GS4 Wet

Lamb’s Head NHA’ (Natural Heritage Area), and

passes through Caherdaniel village (mainly BL3

conveys what international importance is attached

Grassland). The National Primary Route, the N70,
Buildings and Artificial Surfaces with some BL1
Stone Walls and Stoneworks) and bridges the river

images: UCC Citizen Scientist check sheet
insert: Stoat

entering a large shallow inlet bay (MW4 Estuaries),

on into the Atlantic (MW1 Open Marine Waters),
to these habitats and the increasingly rare species
that they support.

main image: Rock Pippit
insert: Frog

Best Practice
The StreamScapes method views our toilets, sinks, baths and showers as Tributaries to
our Rivers! What we put in them has a huge capacity to impact on local Water Quality
and Biodiversity. Outside our homes in our gardens and yards we have an equal ability to
create or destroy natural habitats. These tips will help restore water quality & biodiversity:
In our pursuit of livelihood, recreation, and household
management we have a huge ability to harm, or
help, our local Water Quality and Biodiversity. We
are dependent upon clean water coming to us from
upstream, while other folk, as well as wildlife, depend
on the water we discharge being as clean and clear
as possible. It can be helpful to think of our sinks,
showers, toilets, and washing machines as tributaries
of our local river! Outside, on our farms and in our
gardens, we also have a huge capacity to help or
hinder water and habitat quality. Here are a few tips
to lessen our impacts:
• Avoid any Cleaning Products which contain
Phosphates or Bleach – they spoil the good work
of your sewage treatment/septic tank, leading to
aquatic pollution – use eco-friendly products or
learn how to make your own citrus- and vinegarbased cleaning agents*!
• Use the minimum of any cleaning products –
enough is enough!
• Any common Household Product labelled ‘Hazard’
or ‘Poison’ or ‘Toxic’ or ‘Irritant’ must be treated as
Toxic Waste when disposing of – follow Local

Authority Guidelines, and never rinse down sink
or into drains; this includes Paint, Antifreeze, Drain
Cleaners, ‘Air Fresheners’, Carpet & Upholstery
Cleaners, Toilet-water ‘Fresheners’, Bleach &
Ammonia...they’re all poisonous!!!
• Keep your garden low-maintenance and low waterdependent; use native plants & trees to establish
suitable local habitats and assist insects/pollinators,
birds, mammals & fish.
• Avoid pesticides, herbicides, and application
of synthetic fertilisers – they are all enemies of
Biodiversity and Soil Health.
• Whether digging your garden, preparing a building
site, or ploughing a field, remember that Silts &
Sediments are one of the biggest enemies of
Aquatic Biodiversity...contain them as best you can.
• Allow for healthy riparian zones along streams and
rivers...these help buffer the effects of fertilisers and
silts, and enable a flourishing of riverside vegetation.
*To learn how to make your own Household Cleaners visit:
https://www.rte.ie/lifestyle/living/2020/0422/113414710-cleaning-hacks-with-vinegar-lemons-and-bicarb/

A StreamScapes Publication
Coomhola Salmon Trust, ltd.
Bantry, Co. Cork t: (353/0) 275 0453
e: streamscapes1@gmail.com
w: www.streamscapes.ie

Coomhola

Salmon Trust

