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Many landscapes that we find so beautiful today, like the rolling green hills of Ireland dotted 
with sheep, were formerly vast wilderness forests. Three hundred and sixty years before Jesus, 
the Greek philosopher Plato wrote about the terrible deforestation he witnessed around him: 
once “there was abundance of wood in the mountains … not so very long ago there were still 
to be seen roofs of timber cut from trees growing there, which were of a size sufficient to cover 
the largest houses; and there were many other high trees, cultivated by humans and bearing 
abundance of food for cattle.” 

These great forests became victim to our inventiveness. The better we became at fashioning 
things of wood, the more we cut down to make buildings, boats, furniture and books. Using 
trees and other creatures of the Earth to help us live is fine and good on a small scale. The 
problems come when too many people want too many things. Then we take from the Earth 
more than she can healthily give. Whether it is wood, minerals, meat or water, what we 
borrow from the Earth, we must somehow return through planting trees, restoring habitats, 
reusing and repairing objects and being mindful never to waste.  

Kerry Spotted Slug: In Ireland, some take slugs very seriously. The Kerry spotted slug, a 
protected species in Europe, has caused traffic jams and even long delays and detours in road 
construction because these creatures are valued for their rarity and what they indicate: a 
healthy Irish ecosystem. When the route of a new bypass threatened to destroy slug habitat, 
the constructors were obliged to allow biologists, at great expense, to transfer the slug 
population from the 44-acre affected area to safety. This seemed silly to those who don’t take 
slugs seriously, but it reveals a new sensitivity to the impacts of our human business. It is one 
thing to speak poetically about our love and need for nature; it is another to take the trouble to 
act accordingly. Even slugs have the right to life and the slow pursuit of happiness.   

Irish Jays: When it comes to forests, you have to think long term, especially if you rely on 
them for food and shelter. Irish jays spend most of their time in forests, which also provide 
most of their nourishment. So it is in the jays’ best interests to promote forests. This is exactly 
what the jays do. In autumn, jays start collecting acorns and other nuts for their winter meals 
and can bury thousands each year. Since they hide in the ground more than they can eat, Irish 
jays are great tree planters, assuring homes and provisions for their descendants. We humans 
can learn from them this kind of forward thinking. On the other hand, we probably would not 
want to copy from the jay another activity called “anting.” Jays will deliberately stir up an ant 
nest and then allow the ants to crawl all over them. Not the definition many of us would have 
of a good time.



Oaks, of course, are not exclusive to Ireland (there are 450 species around the world), but 
these trees have special meaning to the island. Before Christianity arrived, the people of 
Ireland were known as Celts, whose priests were called druids, which likely meant “men of the 
oak.” Most of their religious ceremonies were conducted in stands of oaks, because these 
strong trees, often the target of lightning, seemed to be where the gods touched the earth. 
With the arrival of Christianity, many of these sacred places became the location of churches, 
including St. Brigid’s famous monastery at Kildare, which means “Church of the Oak.” 
Christianity’s continuation of the ancient respect for oaks proves the deep spiritual significance 
of trees.

The Irish Stoat is not to be confused with the famous Irish stout, called Guinness. Nor is to be 
mistaken for a weasel, which is one of its foreign relatives not present in Ireland. About the size 
of a grey squirrel, this small mammal is a talented hunter, capable of killing rabbits much bigger 
than itself. It also expertly climbs trees to raid birds’ nests and swims well enough to catch fish 
underwater. The stoat will often move into the home of the animal it has eaten, frequently 
lining the den with the fur of the original owner. By the luck of climate, the Irish stoat has been 
able to keep its own skin on its back. Elsewhere, stoat fur turns brilliant white in winter, serving 
as camouflage against the snow. Trappers have long prized this fur, known as ermine in 
historical circles of high fashion. Since very little snow falls on Ireland, its stoat retains its red/
brown coat throughout the year, making it less stunning to look at and wear. 

Leisler’s Bat: Ireland boasts the largest and strongest population of this bat, partly because it 
doesn’t have to compete with other species for food and lodging. That said, houses for the 
Leisler’s bat are becoming harder to find. Residents of attics and holes in trees, these bats end 
up homeless when we cut down forests and seal up buildings. The mating behaviour of this 
extra hairy bat is curious. In autumn, males will wait in a tree and make a special call to attract 
females, sometimes up to ten at a time. Once they have mated, the females take their own turn 
to wait, delaying pregnancy until the following spring. Once the winter passes, it then takes 
about two and a half months for a baby bat to be born. Because they are mammals, the mother 
Leisler’s bat nurses her single babe. Like humans, bats owe their existence to the milk of 
maternal kindness.     




