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TOMNAFINNOGE 
Tomnafinnoge Wood came to national prominence in the late 1970s 
and 80s when most of the best oak was clearfelled in what was left of 
the ancient forest of Shillelagh. But in truth, the exploitation of the 
mainly sessile oak woods in south Wicklow began at least four cen-
turies ago. Iron smelting, which lasted until 1767, contributed enor-
mously to their decline, while Shillelagh oak was prized for 
shipbuilding and large-scale timber construction projects. In addi-
tion, oak bark was used for the tanning industry well into the 19th 
century. By 1830, according to Eileen McCracken in The Irish Woods 
Since Tudor Times, ‘the wood was gone and an old trunk known lo-
cally as the Sprig of Shillelagh, was all that remained of this once fa-
mous forest’.  

How to get to Tomnafinnoge: from 
Tinahely take the Shillelagh road 
(R749) for about 3 km and turn 
left. The entrance to the wood is 
on the right after less than 1 km. 
From Shillelagh take the R749 for 
Tinahely and take a right after 4 
km. (OS Discovery Map No. 62; 
grid reference T 010 690.)
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The estate, which was the Irish seat of the Earls of Fitzwilliam, was 
restored over time and, if anything, was underused for timber during 
much of the last century. When it was sold to the Bridgewater Com-
pany in 1976, the wooded section of the estate covered over 500 ha, 
which included 175 ha of broadleaves, mainly oak.   

The new owners decided to develop it and sought felling licences to 
clearfell the woods. When these were refused, they sought compensa-
tion from Wicklow County Council. The Council was unable to provide 
compensation so permission was granted for clearfelling, which took 
place over a number of years.  

Public protests followed and eventually the government intervened 
– the then Taoiseach Charles Haughey took a personal interest in the 
project. The remaining wood at Tomnafinnoge, covering an area of 66 
ha, was saved and purchased by Wicklow County Council. It was taken 
over by the State in 1994 and is now managed by the National Parks 
and Wildlife Service (NPWS). 

Although the wood represents only a fraction of the original estate, 
Tomnafinnoge is well worth a visit. A conservation programme is in 
place, which will secure the wood’s future. 

There is a car park (P) at the main entrance and a 200-m boardwalk 
to the bridge (1), which spans the River Derry. Before the NPWS took 
over the wood, the river had silted up and had burst its banks and 
flooded some of the wood. As you cross the bridge you can see the cut 
stumps of oak and beech across the river. These are the remains of trees 

There are still some fine trees in 
Tomnafinnoge, but they pale in 
comparison with the magnificent 
oaks that provided timber for 
the British navy, or roofing timber 
for Westminster Hall dating from 
1097 and buildings of the 15th and 
16th centuries such as King Col-
lege Chapel, Cambridge. 

In 1606 it was said that these 
oaks would ‘furnish the crown 
with timber for shipping and oth-
er uses for the next twenty years’. 
In Ireland, Shillelagh oak was 
used to build the old library at 
Trinity College Dublin in 1718. 

Staves were sold throughout 
the 17th century by estate own-
ers, including Thomas Went-
worth, First Earl of Stafford, who 
was appointed Lord Deputy of Ire-
land in 1632. Wentworth owned 
so many estates in the area that 
south Wicklow became known as 
‘Black Tom’s country’. Wentworth 
placed an export licence on 
staves but conveniently exempt-
ed himself and his cronies in 
Wicklow and Wexford. There were 
few tears shed around Shillelagh 
when ‘Black Tom’ was impeached 
in 1640 and beheaded in May 
the following year.  
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