Exploring the rocky wonders of Laois and Offaly

T

his is an exceptional book. In fact, it
is one of the best that has ever been
published here on geology or the Irish
landscape, and in richness of content this
400 page book deserves to share shelf
space with classics like Kane’s Industrial
Resources, or Mitchell’s Irish Landscape.
Although the books’s focus is on Laois
and Offaly, the author, John Feehan,
strays far and wide and what he has
to say about these counties often has a
bearing on what we find in other areas
of Ireland. For example, many of the
houses that line the streets of Rathmines,
Rathgar and Portobello in Dublin were
built with bricks from Athy and Durrow,
and anyone who has paused to admire
the Guinness Hop Store might be
interested to know that brickwork
originated in the clay at Graigue,
a small community outside
Tullamore.
John Feehan makes lots of
connections, and that’s one of
the reasons why delving into
this book is like setting off on a
journey of discovery. From the
brickfields we can follow a trail
back into the ice ages and beyond,
and as we learn, what humans got
up to, either by way of farming

or industry, was often based on what
happened in the geological past.
Blue and grey late glacial clays, up
to five metres deep by the River Brosna,
provided the raw material for an army of
brickmakers. As yellow bricks from the
remote and isolated village of Pollagh
became popular, there was a boom. By
the end of the 19th century there were
14 brickyards in the immediate area,
each producing about 5,000 bricks a
day, including some extras, known as
The midland counties have been a source
of iron, coal, peat, building stones, gravel
and countless bricks such as these in
Mountmellick.
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“dog bricks” to allow for wastage. As
John Feehan, who gives a very good
account of how the brickmakers worked,
explains, the term refers to stray dogs
wandering in and spoiling un-fired bricks
that had been lain out to dry.
Retreating ice had a big influence in
shaping the landscape, often in ways
that are not immediately obvious. The
author describes how glaciers often acted
as temporary dams, leaving a blanket of
lake deposits behind when melt-waters
drained away. On melting the moving
glaciers pushed everything along in their
path before dropping mounds of sand
and gravel, creating the eskers that are so
characteristic of the midlands. Along the
top of these ran one of Ireland’s
ancient highways, the Sligh Mhór,
also known as the Eiscir Riada, the
dividing line between two Gaelic
kingdoms. Having agreed on this
division, Eoghan Mór and Conn
of the Hundred Battles apparently
had second thoughts, resulting
in the Battle of Magh Léana. John
Feehan helpfully provides us
with a facsimile and a translation
of a 13th century manuscript,
the Cath Mhuighe Léana, which
tells us that there were no clear
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regard to developing our natural
encyclopaedia of geology.
resorces, they should be based on sound
scientific findings, not on uninformed
		 Review: Tom Kennedy
scaremongering. Having said that, there
should certainly be a public debate on
The geology of Laois and Offaly
the issue, because, left to themselves,
John Feehan
planning authorities don’t always get it
Published by Offaly County Council
right.
in association with Laois County
Council and The Geological Survey of
Ireland.
Margaret Franklin is a chemist and former
Senior Lecturer at Athlone Institute of
Technology. Margaret is co-author of the
book, Colour, what we see and the science
of sight.
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