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GALCOVILLE AND THE FOREST
Suggestions for Activities & Biology Notes - by Jane Robinson
Animals:
Six species of mammal are shown in our movie: pine marten, red squirrel, human, fox and
two kinds of deer. Only three invertebrate species were included: common blue butterfly,
European garden spider and peacock butterfly. Five bird species common and widespread in
Ireland appear in the video: jackdaw, blue tit, robin, goldfinch and heron.
• Which of these animals do you like best? Draw or paint a picture of your favourite
animal from Galcoville and the Forest.
• How many of these animals can you find near the place where you live?
Insects are an important part of the ecosystem. Butterflies are insects, so are bees, wasps,
flies, midges and moths. The Irish butterflies website has photos and information on
butterflies: http://www.irishbutterflies.com/peacock_butterfly_of_ireland.html
Spiders are arachnids, they usually eat insects.
• You are a human, if you could choose to act the part of another animal - would you be
a spider, butterfly or other insect, bird, or mammal? Make an animal costume for
yourself.
• Become a specialist in one type of animal. Learn its name in many languages (Irish,
English, Latin – the ‘binomial’ scientific names of species are mainly in Latin) and
learn as much as possible about its life – did you know that in Ireland we have many
species of bumblebee: https://www.biodiversityireland.ie/wordpress/wpcontent/uploads/Crash-course-in-bumblebee-identification_2015.pdf
The Irish Birds website http://irish-birds.info/index.htm includes photos and information on
all the birds featured in our movie - jackdaw, thrush, blue tit, goldfinch, robin and heron.
• Do you recognize your local birds by their appearance? Keep a list of any wild birds
you notice over the next few days.
The violin tune in Galcoville and the Forest was inspired by the songs of thrushes and
finches (see music notes) - here is a website where you could learn some calls of Irish birds:
https://greennews.ie/know-your-birdsong-click-through-our-quick-guide-to-the-calls-ofcommon-irish-birds/
• If you hear a bird singing, try to find out which species it is.
• Teach yourself to whistle, or sing, a song back to the birds you meet.
Éabha the bird resembles a thrush. The bird hat costume Anita wears when she is playing the
part of Éabha was made from wire, paper, acrylic paint and a few hen feathers.
• Make a papier-mâché or clay model of a bird. For a papier-mâché use flour, water
and salt to make the glue & absorbent newsprint paper torn into strips. A thicker
dough made of flour, water and salt can be used as clay to make your animals and
gently baked in the oven to dry, then painted when cool.
• You could also make an animal mask by using an inflated balloon as the base. The
costumes we used for this drama were not masks because the musicians had to play
their instruments.
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fledglings had flown on 1st June, and we picked it up off the grass in the clearing where some
of the photos were taken on 2nd June. Earlier in the season we had observed the mistle thrush
parents feeding their babies and defending their nest by chasing jackdaws and magpies away.
• Make your own nest, being careful not to disturb any wildlife. Indoors, you might
make a tiny nest from dry grass, string and strips of paper.
• Wild birds use the materials they find in their ecosystems: twigs, grass, moss, wool
(and sometimes plastic material and soft synthetic fabrics) to build their nests. Did
you notice where a jackdaw in our video was collecting material to line her nest?

Biodiversity:
Most of the animals in Galcoville and the Forest may be observed in every county in Ireland
but the pine marten and red squirrel are rare or absent in some areas. In Dublin we find
abundant grey squirrels (a species introduced to Ireland from North America less than a
hundred years ago), red squirrels are very rare and we do not have pine martens as they were
hunted almost to extinction in the last century. Scientists have found an interesting
correlation between the presence of pine martens and red squirrels, both of which are more
abundant west of the Shannon, an area where the pine marten was not eliminated. The theory
is that, although pine martens prey on (eat) squirrels, their presence helps the red squirrel.
The red squirrel is light and quick and has adapted to escape pine marten predation as they
have lived, and evolved, together in the same forests for thousands of years. The heavier and
slower grey squirrel (imported from a different continent, north a where the European pine
marten is not found) is easier for the pine marten to catch.
• Are there any grey squirrels in the trees near where you live?
• Have you ever seen a red squirrel or a pine marten? If so, where?
Answers to questions like these by people like you (citizen science) allow organizations such
as Biodiversity Ireland to improve their knowledge of animal and plant distributions. This
information is very important in making plans to conserve rare and endangered species.
• Check out Biodiversity Ireland’s website and learn about citizen science:
https://www.biodiversityireland.ie/record-biodiversity/
• To help you and your family identify plants and animals download the free ‘seek’ app
made by iNaturalist; https://www.inaturalist.org/pages/seek_app
•

We could not find a photo of one of the animals mentioned in the story - which one
do you think this was, and why? Here is a picture of
him, at the Lascaux caves, made over 17,000 years ago:

The beginning of the story Galcoville and the Forest occurs
‘long, long ago’ when ‘forests stretched from coast to coast’
and ‘giant deer grazed in the clearings’ - but then the city
grows and needs more fuel. Forests are cleared.
The giant Irish deer, Megaloceros giganteus a species
two meters tall with huge antlers, disappeared from Ireland
more than eight thousand years ago; possibly driven extinct by alterations in the ecosystem
caused by human hunters and farmers. Two skeletons, a male and a female, are on display at
the Museum Building, Trinity College Dublin. Many giant antlers and skeletons have been
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Seamus Heaney wrote a series of poems located in and around Irish bogs, with imagery based
on findings of well-preserved plant and animal remains, including humans. One poem he
wrote, called Bogland, mentions the ‘Great Irish Elk’ (as Megaloceros giganteus is
sometimes called, although its closet living relative is not an elk but a deer, the Fallow deer).
Listen to a recording of Seamus Heaney reading Bogland here:
https://www.ibiblio.org/ipa/audio/heaney/bogland.mp3
List of Animals in Galcoville and the Forest (location photographed):
(in order of appearance)
Sika deer (Wicklow – Laragh / introduced from Asia)
Giant deer (Nowhere / not possible to photograph because extinct)
Fallow deer (Dublin / introduced to Phoenix Park in 1662 from Great Britain)
Jackdaw (Dublin - Phoenix Park)
Blue tit (Dublin)
Human (Everwhere)
- Eabha (Anita acts a thrush) (Dublin)
- Pangur (Malachy acts a pine marten) (Dublin)
Fox (Wicklow)
Pine marten (Mayo)
Red squirrel (South Tipperary)
Common blue butterfly (Wicklow)
European garden spider, Araneus diadematus (Dublin)
Goldfinch (Dublin)
Robin (Dublin)
Peacock butterfly (Wicklow)
Heron (Dublin - Dodder river)

Plants:
List of trees, shrubs and plants
(locations photographed):
Rushes (Wicklow)
Birch (Sika deer running past trunk / Wicklow; leaves and branches / Dublin)
Oak (mature / Dublin)
Yew (Dublin)
Beech trees (Dublin)
Ivy (Dublin)
Cherry (trunk seen / Dublin)
Holly (Dublin)
Sitka spruce (plantation and fallen trees, boy with sign / Clare)
Western Red cedar Thuja plicata (Seattle, USA)
Dead tree
Oak seedling (near willow and pond / Dublin)
Ash (Dublin)
Larch (Dublin)
Hawthorn (Dublin)
Brambles (Dublin; also in Clare in front of Sitka forest, boy protesting)
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Oak (mossy and mature / Wicklow - Vartry reservoir)
Plane tree (Dublin)
•
•

Which of these tree species are not native to Ireland? Why is it important to preserve
and plant trees native to their locality / ecosystem?
Two native Irish trees named by the narrator are not seen in the video. What are they?

Hint:

•

•

Most of the plants listed above are common all over Ireland dotted about in gardens
and hedgerows, there are just not enough native woodlands left. Collect a leaf of each
species you find and record it by making a leaf rubbing or a print. (Note - only collect
leaves from large shrubs and trees that have plenty to spare.)
Have you ever planted a tree? ‘Future Forests’ in Bantry is a helpful resource for
obtaining native plants, and information about planting of trees native to Ireland:
https://futureforests.ie/

Food:
Without any plants most of the animals in our ecosystem (including ourselves) would die.
Different animals are adapted to live in, and eat, different plants and trees. A vegetarian
animal eats only plants while omnivores eat both plants and animals. Even the most
carnivorous animals depend on plants to provide food for their prey. Trees and vegetation
also provide places to hide and nest for all the animals.
Some foods eaten by the animals in Galcoville and the Forest:
Vegetarian: Deer (grass and other leafy plants)
Common blue butterfly - Adults drink nectar from flowers such as dandelions and the
caterpillars eat wild plants from the pea family - eg. clover and bird's-foot trefoil
Peacock butterfly larvae (the caterpillars) eat nettles while the adults drink nectar from
flowers such as thistles.
Mainly vegetarian: Red squirrels (nuts: acorns, pine nuts; some invertebrates)
Thrushes like to eat berries and other fruits. Goldfinches love to eat small seeds – thistle
seeds and dandelion seeds. (This is one reason why dandelions and thistles, formerly thought
of as ‘weeds’, are so valuable in the ecosystem.)
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foxes are carnivores.
Omnivores: Robins eat insects, worms and fruit; while Blue tits prefer spiders, insects and
seeds. Jackdaws and humans are opportunistic omnivores – they eat many foods - both plants
and animals.
• Think like a wild animal. Choose one of the animals from our video and go about
your locality looking for food. eg. if you were a robin, where would you find
something to eat – do you see any tasty caterpillars or worms?
• If you were a deer who eats grass and leaves, would it be easier to find some food?
Climate Change:
Some plants and animals are robust and easily adapt to thrive in differing environments.
Behavioral adaptation (eg. of crows and foxes, both doing well in cities) may occur in a
lifetime but evolutionary adaptation takes hundreds or even thousands of years. This is one
reason the rapid change in climate caused by human industry and extravagance is so
worrying. It is dangerous for all our friends – mammals, birds, insects, spiders, trees and
smaller plants.
I was inspired to write Galcoville and the Forest when a primary school teacher asked me to
suggest activities for her to do with children too young or too frightened to join in the Friday
climate protests begun by Greta Thunberg. Other young people from Africa, India and
South America have been active in speaking out for the environment too (see for example
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/oct/05/greta-thunberg-developing-worldactivists an article by Chika Unigwe)
•

Galcoville and the Forest could be acted in the classroom (or at home with the help of
siblings, puppets, home-made animals etc.)
o There are plenty of parts to choose from:
§ Animals
§ City people
§ Protesters
The play might be acted with our recording providing background music and
narration. If there are musicians in your family or classroom, you might try playing
the music too – see the music notes from Malachy.

This production was made in Ireland, an island in the North Atlantic off the coast of
continental Europe. The featured animals and plants live on this island and are adapted to our
northern temperate climate (now warmed by the Gulf Stream, but who knows what will
happen if climate change swings the temperatures so far that weather patterns and ocean
currents change drastically). The climax forest that once stretched from coast to coast would
have been dominated by ancient oak trees and other native deciduous broadleaf trees. We
have only two pine species: the larch and the Scotts pine; the larch is deciduous.
When the government promises to plant trees to capture carbon and prevent climate change it
is very important to plant native species so all the associated fauna and flora are healthy.
Planting rows of the non-native evergreens such as Sitka spruce (originally from North
Galcoville and the Forest – Educational notes – Jane Robinson

-7America) is not kind to our local ecosystem. (see the plantation in our movie behind the boy
who holds a sign saying save the woods)
•

•

Read these newspaper articles: “Ireland’s native woodlands are quietly disappearing”
(by Daragh Murphy, Irish Times, 2018)
https://www.irishtimes.com/culture/heritage/ireland-s-native-woodlands-are-quietlydisappearing-1.3529317 and “The wrong kind of trees” (by Rory Carroll, Guardian,
2019 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jul/07/the-wrong-kind-of-treesirelands-afforestation-meets-resistance ) for more information.
Learn to identify and name our native trees.

International Notes:
for Families, Teachers and Young People who live outside Ireland
Keeping our ecosystems healthy and preventing losses due to climate change and other
problems stemming from the actions of modern society is an international and local task of
the utmost urgency. In terms of biology and ecosystems local precision is important.
The educational notes on pages 2 to 6 describe the Irish ecological setting in which the drama
was made.
On the neighbouring island (Wales, Scotland and England) the fauna and flora are similar.
An interesting article “How to eradicate grey squirrels without firing a shot” by George
Monbiot in the Guardian (https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/jan/30/how-toeradicate-grey-squirrels-without-firing-a-shot-pine-martens) discusses the red squirrel / pine
marten interaction in Britain.
For more distant continents and ecosystems the larger picture is still relevant. To encode
more information about the local plants and animals, it might be helpful for us to perform and
record the drama in different ecological settings. Educators, young people, biologists and
others interested in collaborating with us to make such productions are welcome to email me,
Jane Robinson, at jasurobin@gmail.com.
I chose the animal characters (Pangur the pine marten and Éabha the bird / thrush) with care
for their presence in Ireland and for their relatively international distribution.
The thrush family, represented by Éabha, is widely distributed – including such birds as the
Euoropean blackbird, the North American robin (not related to the red-breasted European
robin of the flycatcher family, seen in our movie) and the Indian Malabar whistling thrush,
also known as the laughing schoolboy.
•

Which members of the thrush family live in your local ecosystem?

The Euorpean pine marten (Martes martes) is a member of the mustelid family; martens or
their more distant relatives are found on most continents.
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birds, squirrels and berries - three voles would provide the 80 calories it needs per day.
In South India we find the Nilgiri marten, Martes gwatkinsii, who preys on birds, small
mammals and insects such as cicadas; she also eats fruit and seeds.
•

Do martens or their relatives live in your ecosystem? Have you ever seen one in the
wild?

In Australia, where there are no martens or other native mammals, a totally unrelated
marsupial carnivore called the Quoll (Dasyurus maculatus) occupies a similar ecological
niche. They eat insects, small mammals, birds, lizards and fruit. As a result of convergent
evolution they even look remarkably like the martens.
Quoll (also known as a marsupial cat / Atherton Tablelands, Queensland, Australia)

•

Convergent evolution is interesting. What does it tell us about ecosystems?

A note on the photographs.
With the exception of the painting of a Giant Deer from Lascaux (which is in the public
domain https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Lascaux,_Megaloceros.jpg) the photos
shown here were taken by us or kindly donated by friends and family members.
Jane Robinson, Dublin, June 2020
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