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Chapter 1
 

The History of Harper’s Island

There is currently no evidence of prehistoric occupation 
of Harper’s Island. The topography of most of the island 
was completely transformed during the construction 
of the N25 dual carriageway. The 1993 archaeological 
report on the route across Harper’s Island found no 
archaeological features. The earliest reference to 
Harper’s Island we can find is at the end of the 12th 
century, shortly after the arrival of the Anglo-Normans 
in Ireland. Robert Fitzstephen, Phillip De Barra, 
William (William Fitzphillip) De Barra and Robert De 
Barra were all landowners of the areas of Cork where 
Harper’s Island lies in the first 50 years following the 
arrival of Strongbow and his army in 1169/70. One of 
the family names of the early colonists was Harpur 
and William le Harpur was thought to be Strongbow’s 
harper, hence the surname. The Harpur family put 
down roots in the Wexford area where the surname 
can be found to this day. There are a few references 
to Harpurs living in the Ballinacurra area of Cork 
Harbour from the mid-13th to the mid-14th century 
(per historian Tony Harpur). 

Of ten historical references to the island on maps and 
legal documents found from 1650 to the time of going 
to print eight use the spelling Harper/Harper’s Island 
and two “Harperstowne”. When the Fitzgerald family 
took ownership of the island in the early twentieth 
century they used the spelling “Harpur’s Island”. This 
may have been derived from the Irish name for the 
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island “Oileán an Harpúraigh”. Currently there is no 
evidence to suggest that in the past the Anglo-Norman 
Harpurs owned or occupied Harper’s Island. 

Harper’s Island – The origin of 
its name and early history.

By Professor Kenneth Nicholls 

The name Harper’s Island is derived from the fact 
that the family of O Cahill, to whom it belonged in 
the late sixteenth-early seventeenth centuries - and 
very probably earlier - were professional harpists in 
the service of the Lords Barry. From the thirteenth 
to the seventeenth centuries its name had been Ilan 
Molassy (later corrupted to Ilan Moglassy), presumably 
from one of the several early saints called Molaise. 
However, as Liam O Buachalla pointed out in 1959, it 

The earliest known map of Harper’s Island. The Down Survey 
c1658. Image from the Down Survey website, 

Trinity College, Dublin.
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is certainly to be identified with the island which is 
called Inismaclodi (variously corrupted by copyists as 
Inismacladi, Inhismaclot and even, through careless 
omission, ‘Hismaclot’ !) which occurs in a number 
of charters from 1180-1200 by which early settlers 
granted churches and church revenues in this area to 
the newly founded abbey of St. Thomas, Dublin, which 
does not in fact seem to have got possession of them. 
The most significant of these charters is one by which 
Godfrey of Exeter granted the church of Inhismacnele 
(the earlier name of Little Island) and half the church 
of Inhismaclot, with their tithes and offerings. This 
association would explain why Harper’s Island is in the 
civil parish of Little Island in Cork Diocese, and also 
implies that there is or was an early church site on the 
island. Did it survive the building of the motorway?

The name Ilan Molasse is first recorded in a charter from 
1279-87 by which John de Barry, the then holder of the 
Barry lordship, granted ‘the island near Carrictothel 
called Ylanmolasse, with the fishing weir belonging to 
it to a Piers le Botiller (Butler). This Piers belonged to 
a family who had established themselves in Aherlow in 
counties Limerick and Tipperary and had subsequently 
participated in the occupation of Connacht, where they 
had taken possession of Owill (Umhall), the district 
around Clew Bay, as well as many lands in Munster. 
Piers died in 1305, after which we find his widow 
Mabel successfully suing John de Barry, who as the 
feudal overlord was guardian of Piers’ minor son John, 
for her widow’s third share in the profits of the fishing 
weir of Ylanmolasse. John le Botiller was dead by 1341, 
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and his sons Piers (who died childless) and Thomas 
succeeded in turn to his lands. By a series of deeds in 
1379-80 Thomas le Bteler conveyed the island of Illane 
Molassshe’ with its adjacent fishing weir, to the head of 
the other Butler lineage, James, Earl of Ormond, who 
seems to have been trying to build up a land-holding 
in Cork: in1360 he had acquired “Inyshmcneill” and  
“Inysherther” (Little Island and Inchera). William Ilger, 
a government official and professional estate manager, 
who occurs repeatedly in records of the time, had been 
Piers le Boteler’s tenant in Ilan Molassy and also occurs 
as with an interest in Little Island.

There seems no further record of an Ormond 
possession of these lands, and two and a half centuries 
of darkness descend on the history of Harper’s 
Island, only lifting after 1600 when we find it in the 
possession of Donal/Daniel Oge O Cahill, described 
as a harper (harpist). Music in Gaelic and Gaelicised 
Ireland, like other professions, was a hereditary 
occupation.  Donal Oge was a prosperous man; in 1585 
he had obtained from David, Lord Barry, a grant of 
the townlands of Ballyregan and Ballyshangall (now 
Anglicised as Johnstown) and in 1607 a further grant 
of Ballynagarbragh.  In addition to these grants from 
Barry, he also owned Ilan Moglassy (as the name had 
become) and Lackenroe, so he was a very substantial 
landed proprietor. He was dead by 1626, and his lands 
had been inherited by his son Cormac mc Daniel  
O Cahill.  By the 1630s, however, Cormac was clearly in 
financial difficulties and was being forced to mortgage 
his lands -- in effect, a reversible sale -- to  his  cousin, 
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Donal/Daniel Dubh O Cahill who, starting as a harper 
to Lord Barry, had travelled with the latter to London 
where he had a successful and lucrative career at the 
royal court, at first as harper to the queen of James I, 
Anne of Denmark (who died in 1619) and later, from 
1626, as harper to the new queen, Henrietta of France.   
Employment at court meant not only a salary but, much 
more profitably, opportunities for patronage -- what 
we would now call corruption; we learn, for example, 
that Daniel Dubh was paid £100 for procuring an 
appointment as sheriff of County Cork. In 1633 Cormac 
and his son Cormac Oge O Cahill mortgaged Lackenroe 
to Daniel Dubh for £300, and later in the same year 
the 60 acres of Ilanemoglassy followed for £120.  In the 
following February Ballyregan went to Daniel Dubh’s 
son Ludovic Cahill for £121, and by the time of the Irish 
rising in October 1641 it seems that Cormac and his son 
were no longer landowners.  Harper’s Island was not 
included in the great confiscation of the Cromwellian 
era, implying that it was already in Protestant -- and 
presumably New English -- ownership. The probable 
owner was Peter Courthope of Belvelly, who in October 
1641 acquired the Courtstown estate in Little Island 
from Willam fitz David Barry.  The name Harper’s’ 
Island was probably bestowed by the Courthopes, as 
there was at this period an attempt to replace Irish 
place names by English ones.  And in 1677 we find 
Courthope’s son and namesake, Sir Peter Courthope, 
leasing Courtstown and the island of “Imoglashy” to 
John Downing of  Broomfield, another newly coined 
name and providing the final proof – if such were 
needed -- that Harper’s  Island is Ilan Molassy. 
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Owners and Occupiers of Harper’s Island -1625 
to the present day.

By Jim Wilson

In 1625 it appears a Thomas Coppinger either owned or 
leased Harper’s Island. According to the Down Survey 
carried out between 1640 and 1670 David FitzDavid 
Barry, Earl of Barrymore was the owner. He was a 
descendant of Robert De Barra who came over with the 
Anglo-Normans in the 12th century.  

In 1719 Randall Clayton, who became a freeman of Cork 
in 1725, owned Harper’s Island. He died in 1729. He was 
the son of Laurence Clayton and Anne Courthorpe. She 
was the daughter and co-heiress of Sir Peter Courthorpe 
who was a possible owner of Harper’s Island in second 
half of the 17th century. Randall Clayton was also the 
grandson of Colonel Sir Randall Clayton. Sometime 
between 1719 and 1724 Colonel Nicholas Lysaght bought 
land including Little Island and Harper’s Island from 
Colonel Randall Clayton (Chaytor).  In his will dated 
1725, he left land, including Harper’s Island to his son 
John.   John Lysaght sat as a Member of the Irish House 
of Commons for Charleville from 1727 until 1758. In 
September of that year, he was raised to the Peerage 
of Ireland as Baron Lisle, of Mountnorth in the County 
of Cork.  In 1775 Phineas Bury, the elder, of Littlwe 
Island got possession of Harper’s Island as a tenant of 
John Lysaght. From a will dated 1799 we learn that 
in 1783 Joseph Lysaght, the brother of John Lysaght, 
bought freehold land from his brother John including 
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Harper’s Island. Circa 1808 Phineas Bury, the elder, of 
Little Island died and Phineas, the younger, inherited 
his holdings including Harper’s Island. Between about 
1810 and 1830 the Reverend Robert Bury son of Phineas 
Bury, the elder, had a seawall built to reclaim approx. 
“20 acres” of estuary on the north side of Harper’s 
Island.

The Griffith Valuation Field Book for 14th January 
1848 states that Rev. Robert Bury was renting the 
unreclaimed part of Harper’s Island from his sister-in-
law “Mrs Eliza Bury”, widow of Phineas, the younger, 
who died in 1843. Elizabeth (Pennyfeather) married 
Phineas Bury, the younger, of Little Island in 1826. She 
was his 2nd wife and daughter of William Pennyfeather 
and the granddaughter of Kingsmill Pennyfeather who 

Harper’s Island farmhouse book property valuation dated the 
5th August 1847. Note there were shepherds living there at 
the time. In those days the word “office” referred to any room.
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married Mary Lysaght, daughter of John Lysaght, 1st 
Baron of Lisle’s in 1754. Elizabeth Bury (Pennefeather) 
died 23 November 1869 at Little Island, Cork. Rev. 
Robert Bury died in 1853. 

Probably as a result of the death of the Rev. Robert 
Bury the Cork Examiner of the 8th August 1853 ran 
an advertisement stating: “TO BE LET…HARPER’s 
ISLAND, containing 70 acres of very Prime Land, in the 
highest state of cultivation…immediate possession to be 
given, and the crops to be had at a valuation”.

In the Cork Examiner, 31st December 1870, we find the 
following advert: “Harper’s Island 66 acres English and 
substantive out buildings producing profit rent of £43. 
Present tenants lease expires in 1874 when considerable 
increased rent can be expected. Vendor John Thomas 
Bury, son and heir of the Rev. Robert Bury, to be sold at 
auction on 19th January 1871”.

By 1873 the freehold interest of the Lysaght estate was 
now vested in the Earl of Limerick. The Earl got into 
financial difficulties and his interests were sold through 
the Encumbered Estates’ Court. The Encumbered 
Estates’ Court was established by an Act of the British 
Parliament in 1849, to facilitate the sale of Irish estates 
whose owners, because of the Great Famine, were 
unable to meet their obligations. 

The sale included Little Island and Harper’s Island and 
the were sold at auction on the 28th of May 1873. They 
were acquired by Francis Wise from the North Mall in 
Cork. 
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When the Great Southern and Western Railway was 
putting in a second railway track to Cobh in 1880, 
it had to pay for lands sequestered for the project. 
A Cork Examiner report of 1880 tells us that John 
Geary, a tenant farmer on Harper’s Island, had been 
farming the island for five years of a 99-year lease and 
made a claim to an arbitration panel in the Imperial 
Hotel, Cork City, that the award given to him for the 
acquisition of six and a quarter acres of Harper’s Island 
was “insufficient”. John Geary stated that “the land is 
half marshy, that is worth £1 an acre, manured it in 1879 
out of which I made £52 10s of one acre of champions 
(potatoes)”. It also stated that because of the building 
of the second railway track, he would suffer the “loss of 
a facility which at present exists for the drawing of sea-
weed (from the western side of the island) on to the land, 
which is being used at present to the extent of, at least, 
70 loads a year”. He won his appeal and was awarded 
£80 per annum.

From a Memorial of Deeds dated 1888 Francis Wise, 
who bought the freehold for Harper’s Island at auction 
in 1873 (see above) died intestate and his heirs at law 
were Francis Wise Low and Joseph Gubbins in equal 
undivided shares. Francis Wise Low transfers his 
moiety of interest to Joseph Gubbins

By 1901 John Geary, a tenant farmer on Harper’s 
Island since 1875, was the landowner with no children 
(National Census 1901). John Geary died on 17th 
November 1901 and left Harper’s Island and effects 
to the sum of £65 to Thomas Geary (Farmer). In the 
1911 National Census Thomas Geary (farmer) is listed 
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as landowner with no children. In 1926 the Fitzgerald 
family bought the island at auction and lived there until 
the 1980s. The vendor at the auction was a Jeremiah 
Quinlan. Cork County Council bought the island from 
the Fitzgerald family for the construction of the N25. 
They remain the owners of Harper’s Island at the 
present time.
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The Bury Dynasty and Harper’s Island
By Ned Stack

The Bury name has been long connected with Little 
Island and its environs, including Harper’s Island.           

After the Cromwellian Act, in 1668, Lord Inchiquin 
granted land in Wallingstown [Sarsfieldstown] Tower 
of Walterstown Castle and Inchera to the Bury family. 

Phineas Bury the 1st., born 1709, married Hester 
Moland, in Dublin in 1734. In 1775 the Bury family 
lived in Little Island Mansion later called Little Island 
House, and a house in Inchera called Sunlodge.  They 
moved to Carrigrennan House in 1792. Phineas had 
two brothers, John and Thomas (who died a bachelor 
in 1774).  Phineas Bury was the sheriff of Cork City 
& County in 1746 and Mayor of City of Cork in 1759. 
His brother John was appointed “Freeman at Large” 
in 1760.  Silver Oliver, brother–in-law of Phineas Bury, 

The Bury coat of arms on the family tomb of Phineas Bury in 
Caherlag Cemetery. 
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was also made a “Freeman at Large”, appointed by 
Mayor Bury. Phineas leased Sunlodge to a Charles 
Silver Oliver about 1800. Silver Oliver̀ s son was 
Charles Silver Oliver who lived in Inchera House. The 
Oliver Family hailed from a place called Castle Oliver 
at Ballyorgan, Kilfinan, County Limerick. 

In 1763 Alderman Bury was engaged in the enlargement 
of the “English Market” in Cork City.  He was in 
favour of a proposal to build a bridge across the North 
Channel of the River Lee, near the Custom House/
Crawford Gallery, to improve the trade in butter and 
beef markets.   

The Bury’s and Oliver’s shared a common entrance to 
Little Island, connected by a causeway to the mainland 
in the vicinity of present-day Burys Bridge close to the 
Dunkettle Roundabout. Land at Carrigrennan was 
leased by Theodosia Clayton to Phineas Bury the 1st. 
in April 1763. 

Phineas and Hester had a daughter Hester and son, 
Phineas the 2nd. Phineas the 2nd was a member of the 
“Cork Farming Society”, who married a Jane Aldworth 
in 1775. The family accumulated some 500 acres in 
Little Island and a dowry registered in 1763 for a 
daughter of Phineas Bury the 1st. was £4,000. A large 
sum of money at the time. Phineas the 1st died in 1808 
and Phineas the 2nd inherited his holdings, including 
Harper̀ s Island. 

Phineas Bury the 2nd and Jane Aldworth had six 
children: Robert, Phineas the 3rd, Richard, Thomas, 
Hester and Jane. 
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Robert, born in 1782, was a graduate of Trinity College, 
ordained a deacon in 1803 and a minister in 1805 in in 
the Church of Ireland diocese of Cloyne and appointed 
a curate in Carrigtwohill and later the parish of Coole. 
He was assistant Rector, Glanmire for a while and the 
Bury Family were benefactors of Little Island School 
(built by Phineas Bury the 3rd.).

The Reverend Robert Bury married Leticia Barry, 
daughter of Major-General Henry Green Barry (Fota 
House) and died in 1853.  In an advert in the Irish 
Examiner, September 1853, on Instructions of the 
representatives of the Late Reverend Robert Bury, 
Marshes Auctioneers to sell at Harper’s Island on 
Friday 30th September 1853, a large selection of 
Farming Equipment and Stock, including Working 
Horses, a Mare, a Foal, and a “Handsome Pony”, 49 
South Down Ewes and a Ram, 39 Lambs. 30 Acres of 
Oats, a Threshing Machine, the Works of a Windmill. 
Mast, Spars, Sails and other Boat Gear, together with 
a Boar and Punt. It is thought that the Windmill and 
associated Pump was for supply of domestic drinking 
water. 

Phineas Bury the 3rd and his second wife Elizabeth 
(nee Pennefather) had three children, Frances Jane, 
Phineas the 4th and William Phineas.  Of their children, 
Phineas the 4th who became a major in the East Kent 
Militia, died unmarried in 1895 at Little Island House. 
William Phineas was born 1827 married Harriet 
Forbes, from Meath and resided in Carrigrennan 
House. He died in 1884. Frances Jane Bury resided in 
Little Island House.  A Plaque in St. Mary`s Church, 
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Glanmire records that Phineas Bury the 3rd died 12th 
April 1843, aged 67. His wife Elizabeth Bury, Little 
Island House, inherited his holdings and became a free-
hold owner of 81 acres of land at Carrigrennan and also 
Clashbeg in 1843. Their total holdings at Wallingstown 
were 207 acres They also had an interest in two lodges 
and small cottages.  

Elizabeth Bury had an interest in Harper’s Island 
(part of Little Island Parish), about 26 acres in her 
own right.  According to the Griffith Valuation Field 
Book of 1848 her brother-in-law the Reverend Robert 
Bury was leasing about all of Harper’s Island from 
her and it appears he owned about 25 additional acres 
that he created by building a seawall on the estuary on 
the north side of the island in the early decades of the 
19th century. The seawall is believed to be built with 
limestone quarried and cut from Little Island. It is said 
that he used this seawall for his sailing hobby. There 
is another seawall on the far side of Harper’s Island 
facing Fota Island (near Brown Island). A section called 
“Minister’s Quay”, at Clashavodig, still exists today. 
The Harper’s quay wall still stands today to the east of 
the north end of the causeway and bridge onto Harper’s 
Island. 

Elizabeth Pennefather Bury who donated the site for 
St.Lappins Church, Little Island in 1864, died on 23rd 
November 1869. Her property passed to her son William 
Phineas Bury who was born in 1842. 

On the passing of Elizabeth in 1869 she was survived 
by Phineas Bury, who became Sheriff of Cork in 1885 
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and Justice of Peace, after his army service (he was 4th 
Generation Phineas); William Phineas Bury, Charles 
Bury and Francis Jane Bury, who lived in the Mansion 
House, Little Island.

Charles Bury`s second wife was Jane Isabella Tuckey, 
who already had three Children. One of them, William 
James Tuckey, who changed his name to Bury by deed 
poll, granted the last leases. The various Trusts of the 
Bury Estate were wound up by Major Trevor Ridley 
Shields, son of stepdaughter (Tuckey) of Charles Bury, 
who became the heir.

In 1931, under the Land Act 1923 (New Irish Free 
State) the English landlords issued leases to Irish 
people: Elizabeth Bury : Ballytrasna : 86 acres to 
Thomas J. Lane, later Samuel Lane. Elizabeth Bury: 
Wallingstown:187 acres to Edmund Stadish O`Grady: 
Ben Daunt  Elizabeth Bury : Wallingstown : 47 Acres 
to Albert St .J. Murphy. Harpers Island to Patrick 
Fitzgerald (freehold!).

Descendants of Rev. Robert Bury lived in the Church of 
Ireland deanery in Cloyne, East Cork up to 1955. 
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Seawall, Dyke, Farmhouse, and Lime Kiln.
By Jim Wilson

Seawall

The Bury family of Little Island were major landowners 
in the Little Island and Harper’s Island area in the 
last decades of the 18th century and the early decades 
of the 19th century. They were involved in several 
projects carried out to “reclaim” estuary in this part 
of the harbour by constructing seawalls to exclude the 
sea leading to the development of farmland inside the 
walls. As you cross the causeway and over the humpback 
bridge onto Harper’s Island itself you will see the 
seawall in front of you. This was a major construction 
and undertaken by the Reverend Robert Bury and 
as far as we know it was constructed within the first 
quarter of the 19th century. This led to the creation 
of about 25 acres/10 hectares of farmland including a 
large borrow dyke

The seawall was built by digging out mud and silt on 
the estuary and using it to make the raised seawall 

A cross-section showing the seawall and borrow dyke at 
Harper’s Island.
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or “dyke” which was then faced with stonework on the 
seaward side of the dyke. The wide trench left by digging 
out the mud and silt on the landward side of the wall to 
make the seawall dyke is called a borrow dyke. 

A one-way tidal flap was placed in the seawall and this 
allowed water to drain out from the area enclosed by 
the seawall when the tide was low while stopping any 
water flowing in when the tide was high. It must have 
taken a good number of years for the area to dry out. 
In the Griffith Valuation documents of January 1849, 
the land is described as “flat arable alluvial soil rather 
cold and wet not properly drained. Liable to floods on 
alluvial subsoil.”

By the 1870s we know potatoes were being grown there. 
When the last owners before the county council left the 
island in the 1980s the area inside the seawall was 
relatively dry and grazed by cattle and sheep. Since 
then, the tidal flap has fallen into disrepair allowing 
seawater to flood the borrow dyke and this along with 
freshwater from the landward side has created a 
wetland of brackish water, salt marsh habitat and wet 
grassland, ideal for birds and other wildlife.
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Farmhouse and Lime Kiln

The only building on Harper’s Island is the farmhouse, 
which is on the right-hand side of the nature trail just 
south of the Scrape Hide. It has undergone several 
phases of construction over the years. It is at least 200 
years old and its structure is a bit of a puzzle. Within 
the structure is a lime kiln and several well-constructed 
under-building recesses probably used for storage or 
livestock with excellent curved ceilings of small brick. 

Before the large-scale importation of guano as fertilizer, 
and later chemically manufactured fertiliser, farmers 
used livestock manure and seaweed to fertilise the land. 
It was discovered that burning crushed limestone at 
very high temperatures (over 900 degrees C.) produced 
what was referred to as “quick lime”, a compound 
that was an excellent fertiliser, especially for poor 
clay soils. This led to the building of lime kilns where 

A view of the North side of the Farmhouse in 2010.
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large quantities of limestone could be burned. Literally 
thousands of these lime kilns were built in Ireland in 
the later 18th and early 19th century. Almost all were 
standalone structures.

The fact that one appears to be integrated into the overall 
structure of the farmhouse makes it quite unusual. So 
far, we do not know the exact date of construction of the 
farmhouse and kiln but one theory, suggested by David 
Johnson, an expert and author on Lime Kilns, and 
Emeritus Professor Muiris O’Sullivan (Archaeology 
Department in UCD), is the structure might have 
originally been a large-scale lime producing kiln with 
storage areas etc. attached and then converted into a 
farmhouse when the kiln was no longer in use. The kiln 
is marked in the first ordinance survey of 1840 within 
the structure of the building. 

The description of the building in the 1848 Griffith’s 
Valuation tells us it was not very new at the time. Those 
papers also tell us that there were shepherds living in 
the building at that time and there was no mention of 
lime works. It is probably safe to say the lime kiln was 
not in use by this time.

We hope further research, and hopefully a complete 
archaeological survey, will help us tell the full story of 
this fascinating farmhouse building.
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The Anatomy of a Lime Kiln
By J. T. Quain

A lime kiln is a furnace in which limestone is ’burned’ 
or decomposed by heating to form lime. Lime has many 
uses: Farmers spread it on the fields, “liming the land”, 
to neutralise acid soils. It was also used for builder’s 
mortar, consisting of a pasty mixture of lime, water and 
sand. It gradually sets hard as it loses moisture and 
absorbs carbon dioxide to revert to calcium carbonate 
CaCO3. 

It was also used in whitewash, a solution of slacked 
lime and water, used for painting walls white. In 
Ireland, whitewash was used historically in interiors 
and exteriors of workers’ cottages and farm buildings, 
it had mild antibiotic properties.

The main features of a Lime Kiln.
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The Chemistry of Lime

‘Lyme burning’ is one of the earliest processes of the 
chemical industry.

Burning / Calcining – decomposing the limestone by 
heating.

Limestone CaCO3 plus high heat = (Quick) Lime or 
Lump Lime CaO  +  CO2

Slaking – treating the lime with water.

CaO + H2O = Ca (OH)2  - Slaked or Hydrated Lime, a 
white powder.

Lime kilns are seen as memorials to 18th and 19th 
century agriculture -- the huge increase in the 
population required increased output from the land.  
The industrial kiln on the Cork Golf Club course on 
nearby Little Island, built in a limestone quarry has the 

The draw-hole of the Lime Kiln at Harper’s Island
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date 1811 carved in the keystone. But the technology 
was already well known, as temporary pit kilns were 
used in a batch process to supply mortar for building 
medieval castles. After the Famine the burning and 
use of lime went into decline with the importation of 
guano and later of artificial fertilizer. 

Lime kilns were usually built against a low cliff or bank 
giving easy access to the loading area. Sometimes they 
are found attached to farm buildings.  

Key Features

Masonry Casing: The furnace is usually set in a 
square block of masonry walls infilled with rubble for 
insulation.

Furnace Shaft: This is cylindrical and typically about 
3m deep and 2m diameter tapering towards the base. 
The furnace shaft was filled with alternate layers of 
fuel and limestone broken into small stones. The ash 
and lime gradually moved to the bottom under gravity 
flow.

Kiln Head: Here on the flat loading area on top the 
final breaking of the limestone took place. Also stored 
nearby was the fuel e.g., wood, turf.

Draw Hole:  The draw hole was at ground level at the 
front of the kiln. This was within an arch flared inward. 
This provided a draft for the furnace and allowed access 
to withdraw the lime by cart. Sometimes there was a 
Poke Hole above the Draw Hole.
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Harper’s Island Connections, 
Fables and Happenings

By Ned Stack

People from the Glounthaune/Little Island area should 
be familiar with Bury’s Bridge at the foot of the road from 
Caherlag to Dunkettle, known locally as Julia Crowley`s 
Hill (named after a local Dressmaker) between the new 
Gael Scoil and the former Dunkettle railway station; 
the Old Cork Road went over it. It was constructed with 
Little Island cut limestone. Local people recall walking 
or cycling over the bridge/causeway into Little Island.

This bridge was obviously named after the Bury family, 
past landlords and tenants of Little Island and Harper’s 
Island.

Harper’s Island 1965, all arable Land, taken from Windsor 
Hill, 1965.
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Harper’s Island was sometimes referred to as an “Islet”, 
a little or small island, connected to the mainland by a 
causeway. There is a piece of an old pier to the east of 
the causeway and bridge onto Harper’s Island.  There 
is another “Islet” east of Harper’s Island, in the Slatty 
Waters, called Brown Island. A section of Brown Island 
Pier/Quay Wall is still visible. The Slatty Bridge links 
Fota Island to the mainland. 

The Railway

Ms Jo Higgins house (dressmaker) taken from Harper’s 
Island, 1965. The house was demolished as part of the 
construction of the new access bridge, over the railway, into 
Harper’s Island in 1995.  To the right of Jo Higgins house is 
Ned Higgins house, now owned by his daughter, Margaret 
O`Regan, also a dressmaker.
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 The Cork to Midleton / Youghal railway line was built 
in 1859 and the Queenstown [Cobh] Junction line 
was opened in 1862. The Railway line to Queenstown 
skirted the west and southern edges of Harper’s Island. 
Land for the railway lines in the Killahora area was 
purchased by the “Cork Youghal Railway Company”, 
later the “Great Southern Railway Company”, from 
the Smith Barrys of Fota Estate in the old barony of 
Barryscourt. They also purchased some land from the 
Geary family on Harper’s Island. The houses along 
the original Glounthaune main road were cut off from 
Harper’s Island, by the railway line.  Those houses 
included the following, within the curtilage of Harper’s 
Island, who were railway workers, tenant farmers or 
farm workers and their families. They had addresses of 
Harper’s Island, Caherlag or Harper’s island, Killahora. 
The parishes of Caherlag and Little Island coincided at 
this point - Thomas Geary, Harper’s Island, Caherlag 
(he was originally a tenant farmer and later the owner 
of Harper’s Island, he died in 1919), William Connell, 
Harper’s Island, Caherlag, John Manning, Harper’s 
Island, Caherlag, Kate Murphy, Harper’s Island,  
Caherlag. 

Outside the railway line - O`Brien Family, Killahora, 
Glounthaune. Higgins Family, Killahora, Glounthaune 
where currently resides Mrs. Margaret O`Regan, 
daughter of Ina and Ned Higgins also niece of Jo 
Higgins. 

The Geary’s lived in the farmhouse on Harper’s Island. 
In the 1901/1911 censuses we find Thomas Geary(60), 
Farmer, R.Catholic;  Brother Daniel (69) and Sister Kate 
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(56). Farm servants: Kate Murphy (28), John Donough 
(25), Michael Deasy (22), John Manning ([30), William 
Connell (60). The description of the buildings is as 
follows: Private Dwelling, 6 Rooms & 11 Out Offices 
(Stable, Coach House, Harness Room, Cow House, Calf 
House, Dairy, Fowl House, Barn, Store, Turf House, 
Piggery). 

Hurling Game
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There was a two-day hurling tournament held on 
Harper’s Island in August 1888, just four years after 
the foundation of the GAA. It was attended by a large 
crowd and by all accounts it was very entertaining. The 
Lough Rovers team walking off the field not happy with 
a decision by the referee. Little Island beat Carrigaline 
0-1 0-0 and Carrigaline lodged an objection saying 
the point should have been disallowed. Dungourney 
played Knockraha and the report says, “neither of them 
displaying the form that constitutes good hurling”. 
Interestingly the report says, “The days sport was 
brought to a conclusion without a single untoward 
incident to stain the escutcheon (badge/shield)] of the 
Gaelic Association’. 

Harper’s Island had a connection with the great Cork 
and Blackrock hurler, Eudie Coughlan. His first senior 
game with Blackrock was against Kinsale in 1918. 
Blackrock were knocked out of the 1919 Championship 
by Carrigtwohill, so in preparation for the Munster 
Final, Eudie Coughlaǹ s Blackrock played a “Cork 
Selection” on Harper’s Island,  As a result Eudie was 
picked for Cork and won his first All-Ireland, as a 
substitute. He went on to win four more All-Ireland 
medals with Cork and became a legend of the game.
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War of Independence & Civil War

Harper’s Island and Carrigtwohill were outposts 
during the War of Independence (1920/21) and Civil 
War (1922/23).  Outposts were used by what were 
known as Flying Columns from several companies of 
4th Battalion of Cork No.1 Brigade.   Old IRA Volunteers 
C/O Dan O`Halloran and J. Murphy, Cobh who were 
attached to Carrigtwohill D Company. Glounthaune P 
Coy, Knockraha E Coy & Cobh  A Company ; 4th Batt. 
Cork No 1. carried out surveillance of Queenstown 
(Cobh) military barracks and Queenstown & Midleton 
RIC Barracks.  The outpost Chief Officer was Michael 
Burke from Cobh.  Fota House was occupied and became 
the 4th Battalion Headquarters for some time. After the 
Truce in July 1921 a the signing of the London Treaty 
Agreement in December 1921, followed by the release of 
internees, there was a split between pro and anti-treaty 
forces. Skirmishes broke out between the “Irregulars” 
and “Free State Forces”. The Irregulars were under the 
command of Martin J. Corry, Sunville, Queenstown 
(Cobh) Junction. He later became a TD. “Irregulars” 
from Harper’s Island were engaged in preventing Free 
State troops landing in Cobh and attacked Passage 
West granaries, that had been occupied by Free State 
Forces since 8th August 1922.
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Flying Display

George Bateman of Bandon organised an “Aeroplane 
Flying Display” at Harper’s Island in July, 1931. Cork 
Examiner Notice of event: 

Possible Airport Site

In the mid 1930`s following  the beginning of the 
inaugural Dublin to Limerick air service, the Lord 
Mayor of Cork, Ald. Allen, called a meeting of public 
bodies and Chamber of Commerce to advocate a 
similar link for Cork to the capital and the UK. Nine 
sites were investigated, including Harper’s Island. The 
Budget was £100,000. Ahanesk, Midleton was selected 
but due to the outbreak of World War II the project was 
abandoned.

Terrier Racing

Yet another sporting link with Harper’s Island. On 
11th December 1968, the “Southern Coursing Club” 
held a “Terrier Coursing Meeting” at Harper’s Island. 
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Some would be familiar with the sport of terrier racing 
in Knockraha, Watergrasshill, Leamlara, Lisgoold/
Ballincurrig in the 1950/60s. A black sock ‘rabbit’ was 
pulled with 100 meters of twine by a hand operated 
milk separator reel.  Various sizes of terrier and 
whippet (half greyhound) raced, usually on carnival 
occasions, for small prizes. Bookies were also present. 
(The writer of this article participated in same, with 
family terriers.)

The Fitzgerald Family - The last 
Farmers on the island. 

Denis Fitzgerald and his Son Patrick outside the farmhouse 
on Harper’s Island. Patrick is now farming near Clonmel,  

Co. Tipperary. (Photo courtesy of Fitzgerald family.) 
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The Geary Family (John Geary, succeeded by Thomas 
Geary) were tenant farmers of Harper’s Island from 
1875 to 1919 when Thomas Geary died. It appears he 
acquired the farm about 1919 as he offered the farm of 
Harper’s Island for sale at auction on 8th April 1926 and 
the vendor was a Jeremiah Quinlan. Patrick Fitzgerald 
purchased the 69-acre farm at that auction on 8th April 
1926. In 1931 the Fitzgerald’s acquired the freehold of 
the farm under the 1923 “Free State” Land Act, from 
the estate of the long-deceased Rev. Robert Bury estate 
via representatives of Father Keane, Parish Priest.

The Fitzgerald family farmed Harper’s Island from 
1926 right through to 1985, when Cork County Council 
acquired the island for the construction of the Cork 
to Midleton N25 dual carriageway. The island was 
dissected by the dual carriageway, with a bridge built 
which allowed the tidal water to ebb and flow around 
the island.  Fifty-five acres of Harper’s Island remained 
on the Northern Side of the dual carriageway; 14 Acres 
to the south of the new road. Attached to the farmhouse 
there is a lime kiln and a deep pit. 

Also, near the farmhouse there was a windmill, which 
powered a water pump, which provided domestic water. 
In about 1921, Patrick Fitzgerald married Hannah 
Twomey and they had nine children: Denis, Liam, 
Finbarr, Patrick, Mary (O`Connell), Margaret/Greta 
(Cooper), Nora, Ann (Horgan) and Donal who went to 
England. 

Denis inherited the farm. He was the last owner before 
selling the farm to Cork County Council, in 1985, 
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for the construction of the N25.   He bought a large 
farm between Cahir and Clonmel, Co. Tipperary.   His 
brother Liam Fitzgerald lived in Glounthaune and he 
became Cork City Chief Engineer. 

Many of the Fitzgerald family, including Patrick 
Fitzgerald senior are buried at Templenacarriga 
Graveyard, Lisgoold, east Cork. 

The Fitzgerald Family engaged in mixed farming. They 
were suppliers of liquid milk, delivered by train, from 
Queenstown Junction to the  Cork Milk Board in Cork 
City. The photograph taken from Windsor Hill in 1965 
indicates the whole Island was arable agricultural land 
then and that the “polder” was not flooded until the 
dual carriageway was built in 1985/1990.          

The Fitzgerald family headstone, Lisgoold, note the  
spelling of Harper’s Island. (Photo: Ned Stack)                                                                                                               
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The “Way they Lived Then” 

In 1937/38 the “Irish Folklore Commission” invited 
National School children from all over Ireland to 
write compositions about the “Way they Lived Then”. 
These were stored for all time for the benefit of future 
generations. In recent times these stories have been 
put online.

One little girl who wrote several stories was Margaret 
(Greta) Fitzgerald (Maigread Nic Gearailt) of Harper’s 
Island, using information supplied by her parents 
Hannah and Patrick Fitzgerald.  In this collection there 
are also essays by a number of other children from 
Glounthaune National School including “Food in Olden 
Times”, by Mairead Nic Gearailt (Source of information: 
Patrick Fitzgerald, Harper’s Is.) and “Three Meals 
a Day”by Kitty Fenton, KillaCloyne, Glounthaune 
(Source of information: Mrs Fenton, Grandmother).

Here is a transcription of one of Margaret (Greta) 
Fitzgerald’s compositions giving us a glimpse into farm 
life on Harper’s Island in the 1930s:

Care of Farm and Domestic Animals
The domestic animals we have at home are cows, 
horses, sheep, calves, pigs, dogs, cats, hens, ducks 
and geese.

Cows and Calves.

We have only a few cows that have names these 
names are, Daisy, Bill, Ruad, “The curly cow” and the 
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Red cow. When driving cows out people say “how” 
to them and when calling them in they say “huff 
huff” People usually say “suck” to the claves when 
driving them in or out. The cow-house is a large airy 
building with many windows. It has a concrete floor 
and walls. A channel is run from end to end of the 
floor for drainage. There is a tap with running water 
inside the door for washing purposes. There are bails 
or chains in which the cows tied by the neck fixed 
behind a concrete trough. This trough is used for 
the cow’s food and other this there is a rack from 
which the cows get their hay. The bails are made 
from timber and are home-made.

Horses.

The stable is a big house with a space partitioned for 
each horse each space having a manger. The floor is 
paved with stones or concrete. When calling horses 
people say “prun”

The Calls of Animals.

People say “tuk” to the hens, “chick” to chickens 
“feen” to ducks “tee” to turkies when calling them. 
When calling cats people say “pshee” and when turning 
them out they say “cuit”. People whistle mostly when 
calling dogs and when the dogs are going too fast for 
(its) their master he checks the dog by saying “heelup”

Margaret F itzgerald (aged 12 years)

Harpurs Island 

Cobh Junction
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Chapter 2
 

Harper’s Island, The Making of a  
Nature Reserve

By Garry Tomlins

Harper’s Island lies within the Cork Harbour Special 
Protection Area (SPA), and parts of it lie within the 
Great Island Channel Special Area of Conservation 
(SAC) and parts within the proposed Great Island 
Natural Heritage Area (pNHA).

The majority of these 69 acres/28 hectares of formerly 
agricultural land, part wetland, had not been farmed 
and was naturally rewilding since it was acquired by 
Cork County Council from the Fitzgerald family in 
1985 for the construction of the N25 Cork to Midleton 
parkway. This necessary development dissected the 
Island into 55 acres/22 hectares to the north and 14 
acres/6 hectares to the south of the new road.

Harper’s Island is a strategic location for wetland 
birds populating Cork Harbour. The birds feed on the 
surrounding extensive mudflats. Harper’s provides a 
safe resting location during high tides when the birds 
tidal feeding grounds are covered with water.

The island plays host to Icelandic Black-tailed Godwits.  
Some use it mainly in the winter while others use 
it as an important stopover on their way between 
Iceland and France, Spain and Portugal.  Up to 4% 
of the world’s Godwit population has been counted in 
a day in Harper’s, making this a site of international 
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importance.  The island is also important for many 
other migratory wetland bird species.

Recognising the rich birdlife that use the Island, 
BirdWatch Ireland had made submissions to Cork 
County Council for its protection and in 1993 submitted 
a formal plan. BirdWatch Ireland’s Nature Reserve 
Proposal, did not achieve traction at the time.

In 2009, Jim Wilson of BirdWatch Ireland and Derry 
Delany of Glounthaune Community Association 
met, and subsequently approached Martin Riordan, 
Cork County Manager, with a modified version of 
the 1993 nature reserve proposal. With the support 
of BirdWatch Ireland and Glounthaune Community 
Association they convinced him of the merits of 
the proposal. In 2010, with Cork County Council’s 
encouragement, a plan entitled “Harper’s Island, 
Wetlands Discovery Centre, a Proposal” was produced 
by Birdwatch Ireland with support from Glounthaune 
Community Association and was accepted by the Cork 
County Council.  This proposal kick-started the project 
and led to the production of a plan of works.

The initial BirdWatch Ireland (formerly Irish Wildbird  
Conservancy) 1993 nature reserve proposal.                                                                                                            
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A unique partnership was formed of public, voluntary 
and community bodies to develop the wetlands as 
a nature reserve, to provide a secure and safe bird 
sanctuary, a centre with facilities for bird watching, a 
nature trail and local community amenity.

The stakeholders in the wetlands were invited by 
Cork County Council to put together a project team 
to manage and execute the elements of the plan.  
Comprising the key stake holders – Cork County 
Council, BirdWatch Ireland (Cork), the Glounthaune 
Community Association (through Tidy Towns and the 
Men’s Shed), and the National Parks and Wildlife 
Service this team was able to realise a joint vision and 
to leverage significant expertise at little or no cost to 
progress the project at a time when budgets were tight.

In 2014 South East Cork Area Development 
(SECAD) funded a base line study to ensure that the 
development of the Island would not destroy the delicate 
ecosystem of the island.

The first hide, now called the Borrow Dyke Hide, was 
designed by the County Architect Sean McLoughlan, 
funded and built by Cork County Council, and 
completed in 2015. A steering group was formally set 
up to oversee future developments at the reserve as well 
as on-going maintenance. It comprises Cork County 
Council, BirdWatch Ireland, Glounthaune Community 
Association, Glounthaune Men’s Shed and Glounthaune 
Tidy Towns. The first major task of the group was to 
oversee and undertake the work that led to the opening 
to the public in 2017 after structural modifications 
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by Birdwatch Ireland and Glounthaune Men’s Shed 
ensured that those using the hide would not disturb 
the wildlife. In parallel to this hide development, a 
three acre/1.2 hectare scrape (pond) was created to 
increase habitat for the wetland. The steering group 
produced a “vision” document which set out a wish list 
of future developments and this has acted as a guide to 
the phased development of the reserve.

In 2018 a second two acre scrape was created, 
with the spoil material being used to provide a 
necessary bund (containment wall) to facilitate the 
construction of a 2km public nature trail which 
could be visually screened to avoid bird disturbance 
and facilitate the building of a second bird hide. 

David Stanton TD opening the first viewing hide on the 16th 
December 2017 (Photo: Cork Examiner)
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In late 2018 and during 2019 the team produced a 
plan and subsequently managed and executed the 
construction of the 2km metalled nature trail and 
the design and build of the second bird hide by the 
Glounthaune Men’s Shed with funding provided by 
Cork County Council.

This project entailed erection of fencing to facilitate 
stock used to maintain areas of grassland, the making 
and installation of stock control gates, seating benches, 
viewing points, signage design and installation, the 
provision of an outside classroom and additional 
reedbed scrapes.  Much of the work in planning and 
execution was undertaken on a voluntary basis by 
BirdWatch Ireland volunteers and Glounthaune Men’s 
Shed.  A key feature of both the Borrow Dyke Hide and 
the Scrape Hide is that they are designed to facilitate 

Members of Glounthaune Men’s Shed constructing the 
second viewing hide, October 2019.  

(Photo: Jim Wilson)
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visiting school and community groups.  Education, and 
in particular youth education, has been identified as a 
key deliverable from the project. The project’s outdoor 
“amphitheatre” classroom to facilitate the educational 
aspects of the project has been supplemented by a series 
of colourful activity booklets for school and family visits.  
These have been developed by Jim Wilson and Riana 
Parsons (from Glounthaune National School) and can 
be downloaded from www.harpersislandwetlands.ie

In 2020, during the Covid 19 lockdown, the nature trail 
took off and proved to be a major boon for the people of 
the Glounthaune area as an escape from the rigours of 
home confinement.

The Future Development of Harper’s Island

In 2019 a SECAD funded feasibility study, undertaken 
under contract by the Wildlife and Wetlands Trust, 
investigated the possibility of establishing a visitor/
interpretive centre on the island.  A major difficulty 
identified was the single-track access and limited car 
parking for the site along the main road and lack 
of parking infrastructure. Other options are being 
explored.

In the meantime, the development of the new greenway 
by Cork County Council has facilitated “own power” 
access to Harper’s Island Wetlands from the railway 
station in Glounthaune and elsewhere.  The limited 
car parking is planned to be supplemented by a new 
entrance with some additional parking to facilitate 
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access for school visits and the disabled through new 
funding identified by Cork County Council.

The development of an architecturally designed 
third viewing hide overlooking the estuary is’ at the 
time of writing, in design and planned to be built by 
the Glounthaune Men’s Shed with funding by Cork 
County Council when secured. The management group 
is determined to continue to develop Harper’s Island 
Wetlands and manage the reserve to preserve it for 
future generations.  This project would not have been 
possible without the continued support of the many 
people involved, often over and above the call of duty, 
the continued support of Cork County Council and 
the significant voluntary and unstinting efforts by all 
concerned. Some of the contributors are listed in the 
“The Team” panel and our thanks to all involved. Our 
apologies if we have missed anyone out! 

Visitors enjoying views of the wetland birds from the 
Borrow Dyke Hide. (Photo: Jim Wilson)
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Chapter 3

The Wildlife of Harper’s Island 
Wetlands Nature Reserve

By Jim Wilson

 
Harper’s Island Wetlands nature reserve was 
established to protect the internationally important 
population of wetland birds that use it, especially in 
autumn, winter and spring, and at the same time create 
a place where people can engage with nature and learn 
about the natural heritage they have on their doorstep.

There are literally thousands of species of plants and 
animals on Harper’s Island, from microscopic bacteria 
and single-celled animals to the tallest bird in Ireland, 
the Grey Heron. Through surveys and studies we are 
gradually gaining an insight into the rich biodiversity 
of the island.

Most of Harper’s Island lies within the Cork Harbour 
Special Protection Area (SPA), and parts of it lie within 
the Great Island Channel Special Area of Conservation 
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(SAC). Parts are also within the Great Island Channel 
proposed Natural Heritage Area (pNHA). SPAs and 
SACs are legally binding nature protection designations 
at national and European Union level.

The plant Wood Small-reed Calamagrostis epigejos 
occurs at Harper’s Island and is described as ‘Vulnerable’ 
on the International Union for the Conservation of 
Nature and Natural Resources Red list for Ireland. 

Saltmarsh is a habitat of special conservation 
importance in county Cork and this habitat occurs at 
Harper’s Island Wetlands. 

The recently published Birds of Conservation Concern 
in Ireland (2020-2026) contains a red list of bird species 
that are in trouble for reasons ranging from loss of 
suitable habitat to climate change. Of the 54 species 
on that red list, 19 have been recorded at Harper’s 
Island. It is also almost certainly the case that there 
are species other than birds there that are equally in 
trouble at a national and international level, making 
it all  the more important to have and protect places 
such as this. When people get a chance to learn about 
the wildlife around them they learn to appreciate it 
more and this leads to greater protection for Ireland’s 
biodiversity into the future.

What follows shines a spotlight on some of the better 
known aspects of the biodiversity to be found at Harper’s 
Island Wetlands nature reserve.
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Birds

One hundred and twenty seven bird species have been 
recorded on the reserve. As well as birds that spend 
the year in Ireland, the reserve plays host to many 
migratory birds that come here from places as far away 
as Arctic Canada, Greenland, Iceland, Scandinavia, 
Siberia and sub-Saharan Africa. One of the main driving 
forces in the establishment of the nature reserve was 
the recognition of its international importance for the 
Icelandic Black-tailed Godwit, a very elegant wading 
bird that, as the name suggests, breeds in Iceland and 
spends the rest of the year on wetlands along the west 
coast of Europe, including in Cork Harbour and on the 
reserve. On a spring high tide large numbers of the 
godwits use the reserve to rest and preen in safety. As 
much as 3% of the world’s population of the Icelandic 
Black-tailed Godwit has been seen there in a single 
flock.

A stunning Black-tailed Godwit in summer plumage. 
(Photo: Jim Wilson)
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Cork Harbour is an internationally important wetland, 
regularly supporting over 20,000 wintering waterbirds, 
making it one of  the top ten wetlands in the country.

Outside of the breeding season Harper’s Island with its 
surrounding intertidal areas (Glounthaune estuary/
Slatty Water complex) has been identified as one of 
the most important areas for these waterbirds within 
Cork Harbour. 65 species of waterbirds have been 
recorded on the nature reserve. As well as supporting  
internationally important numbers of wintering 
Icelandic Black-tailed Godwits, the reserve also plays 
host to nationally important numbers (over 1% of the 
national population) of Shelduck, Eurasian Teal, Little 
Grebe, Golden Plover, Curlew, Dunlin, Redshank, 
Greenshank and Black-headed Gull.

The Redshank, with its long beak and legs, typical of  
a wading bird. (Photo: Jim Wilson)
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At high tide, up to 20% of all waterbirds recorded in 
Cork Harbour use the island itself, including 41% of 
the Black-tailed Godwits, 30% of the Lapwings, 27% of 
the Black-headed Gulls and 26% of the Golden Plovers. 

Cork Harbour is also important for the Common Tern, 
a delicate looking gull-like seabird which migrates from 
Africa to the harbour every summer to breed and can 
be seen hunting for food for its chicks in the shallow 
waters of the nature reserve. A Common Tern from the 
nearby breeding colony near Marino Point was found 
wintering in Togo in Africa.

As well as the wetland birds a good selection of 
countryside birds can be seen along the nature trail, in 
the hedgerows or on the meadow/grassland area at the 
southern end of the reserve. You might see a Goldfinch 

Up to 27% of all Black-headed Gulls in Cork Harbour 
use Harper’s Island Wetlands.  (Photo: Jim Wilson)
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or Linnet feeding on the seed heads of plants along 
the nature trail. A Stonechat standing patiently on a 
bramble on the lookout for a passing insect. A Buzzard, 
which only bred in county Cork for the first time in 
over 120 years in 2004, soaring in the skies about the 
reserve. You might see a Kestrel or a Meadow Pipit on 
the meadow, sadly both species now on the Irish Red 
List of Birds of Conservation Concern. 

One thing is guaranteed, no matter what time of day 
or year, you will always find birds to watch and listen 
to on the reserve.

 

A Stonechat looking to catch its next insect.   
(Photo: Jim Wilson)
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Mammals

Apart from ourselves, an incredible 20 species of 
mammals have been recorded at Harper’s Island, 
including five species of bat and the latest addition 
to the mammal fauna of Ireland, the Greater White-
toothed Shrew, which is thought to have arrived in 
Ireland in the early 2000s.

Rabbits, shrews, mice and some bat species are the 
most common mammals on the island. Harbour Seals 
are also seen now and then in the waters surrounding 
the island.

Rabbits are regularly seen along the nature trail.  
(Photo: Jim Wilson)
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The following mammal species have been recorded at 
Harper’s Island Wetlands up to the time of publishing: 
Otter, Pygmy Shrew, Greater White-toothed Shrew, 
Wood Mouse, Bank Vole, Fox, Badger, Stoat, Rabbit, 
Hare, Red Squirrel, Common Pipistrelle Bat, Soprano 
Pipistrelle Bat, Leisler’s Bat, Brown Long-eared Bat, 
Natterer’s Bat, Harbour Seal.

A Greater White-toothed Shrew found on Harper’s 
Island.  (Photo: Jim Wilson)

The tiny Pipistrelle Bat, one of five species found on 
Harper’s Island.  (Photo: Jim Wilson)
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Insects

Because the nature reserve has such a wide variety of 
habitats a broad range of insects can be found there, 
and studies in recent years have shown just how im-
portant the nature reserve is for these mini-creatures. 
Preliminary surveys have noted the presence of a 
number of rare insects: for example, a survey of the 
bees, hoverflies and flies has revealed two rare spe-
cies, Halictus tumulorum (Bronze Furrow Bee) and 
Chrysotoxum festivum (Hook-banded Wasp Hoverfly). 
Halictus tumulorum is a small solitary bee, which is 
classified as near-threatened on the Irish Red List. 
Chrysotoxum festivum is a rare hoverfly that was 
considered to be associated with high quality unim-
proved dry grassland habitats, such as calcareous 
grasslands in the Burren and coastal dunes. However, 
in recent years it has been recorded from a number of 

The Moss Carder Bee was recorded on the reserve 
in 2018 which is classified as a declining species in 

Ireland.  (Photo: Jim Wilson)
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sites around Cork City and just north of Midleton and 
Harper’s Island. The Moss Carder Bee was recorded 
in 2018 and sadly is classified as a declining species in 
Ireland.

Dragonflies and Damselflies

So far five species have been recorded on the nature 
reserve: Blue-tailed Damselfly, Common Darter, Four-
spot Chaser, Migrant Hawker and Emperor Dragonfly. 
The Emperor Dragonfly, now our largest dragonfly, is 
fairly new to Ireland, first appearing in Wexford in 
2000 and spreading since to the east and south coast. 

It is now found in many areas south of a line from Belfast 
to Galway and is spreading north-westward. In 2020 

A beautiful Emperor Dragonfly on the lookout for its 
next meal.  (Photo: Mark Carmody)
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it appeared on the recently created reed bed/marsh 
habitat on the reserve. While we are not completely 
sure why they are now in Ireland, expansion of their 
range in Europe is most likely linked to climate change.

Butterflies

After birds, butterflies are probably the one of the best 
known flying creatures. While up to now there has 
been no structured study of these insects at Harper’s 
Island Wetlands, 18 of Ireland’s 33 resident and regular 
migrant Irish butterfly species have been recorded. 

A Comma butterfly feeding on Bramble nectar. It gets 
its name from the comma-like mark on the underwing.  

(Photo: Jim Wilson)
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Most of these are residents, while some, such as the 
Painted Lady and Clouded Yellow, are migrants, flying 
to Ireland from continental Europe each summer.

The Comma butterfly was first recorded at the reserve 
in 2020 and only first recorded in Ireland in 2000.  
Like the Emperor Dragonfly it has been spreading 
north-westward across Ireland since then, though not 
as quickly. It gets its name from the comma shaped 
mark on its underwing. In 2021 a regular monitoring 
survey of the butterflies was established on the reserve.

The following butterfly species were recorded at 
Harper’s Island Wetlands up to September 2020: 
Clouded Yellow, Large White, Small White, Green-
veined White, Orange-tip, Small Copper, Common Blue, 
Holly Blue, Red Admiral, Painted Lady, Peacock, Small 

A Common Blue butterfly in the meadow on a sunny day.  
(Photo: Jim Wilson)
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Tortoiseshell, Comma, Speckled Wood, Meadow Brown, 
and Ringlet. Dark-green Fritillary, which is classified 
as ‘Vulnerable’ on the Irish Red List, and Wall Brown 
which is classified as ‘Endangered’ on the Irish Red 
List have also been seen on the reserve. 

Moths

One group of insects that is rarely seen by visitors to the 
reserve is moths, because almost all of them are only 
active after dark. Up to the time of publishing 154 moth 
species have been recorded at Harper’s Island. Prior to 
2020 the only detailed survey of the moths was carried 
out by leading Irish moth expert Ken Bond in 1992, 
during the construction of the N25 dual carriageway 
that crossed the island. In the summer of 2020 a more 
detailed survey of the reserve’s moths was carried out 
between the 30th June and the 18th September. 

A 6 watt Actinic Heath Trap used for catching moths.  
(Photo: Jim Wilson)



- 56 -

To study the moths a light trap is used. The moths 
are attracted to the light and when they fly towards 
it they bump into vertical partitions around the light 
and then fly into the dark box through the bottom of 
the funnel. In the box layers of egg cartons are placed 
and the moths then hide and rest under the cartons. 
The following morning the egg cartons are carefully 
removed and the moths identified and released. Luckily 
almost all the moths remain on the cartons and do not 
fly away when being identified. Warm and calm nights 
are the best for trapping moths; they don’t like flying 
when it is cold because this requires more energy. No 
surprise then that more moths fly during the warmest 
months (June/July/August) than at any other time of 
the year. Different moth species emerge as adults at 
different times of the year and may then live for as 
little as two weeks, so trapping was carried out over a 
number of months to maximise the chances of catching 
as many species as possible.

A colourful Garden Tiger moth at Harper’s Island. 
(Photo: Jim Wilson)
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When most people think of moths they think of dull 
brown insects, but that perception could not be further 
from the truth. Moths are some of the most colourful 
and intricately patterned insects in Ireland, and 
Harper’s Island Wetlands is home to a great variety. 

These range from micro-moths that would fit comfortably 
on a one cent coin to one of the biggest flying insects in 
northern Europe, the Poplar Hawk Moth.

A micro-moth on on one cent coin  (Photo: Jim Wilson)

 Poplar Hawk-moth, the largest moth recorded on the 
reserve. (Photo: Jim Wilson)
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A few moth species are day-flying and if you visit the 
nature reserve during the summer you might see the 
stunning black and crimson Six-spot Burnet moth. You 
could also see the caterpillar of the Cinnabar moth, 
which loves Ragwort and wears the black and amber 
county colours of Kilkenny. You might be surprised to 
know that Harper’s Island Wetlands nature reserve 
also plays host to migratory moths, some flying all the 
way from southern Europe, such as the Silver Y and 
the Black Rustic. 

 During the 2020 survey it was discovered that Harper’s 
Island Wetlands nature reserve is very important 

The beautiful Six-spot Burnet in the meadow.  
(Photo: Jim Wilson)
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for the nationally scarce Dog’s Tooth moth, so called 
because of the tooth-like pattern on its wings. As can 
be seen from the Moths Ireland map below, this species 
which is associated with saltmarsh habitat, is not 
commonly found anywhere in Ireland and is extremely 
rare in Cork and Munster.

The names of moths are often very unusual sounding. 
The following are the top 10 most abundant moth species 
recorded at Harper’s Island Wetlands nature reserve 
in 2020: Large Yellow Underwing, Square-spot Rustic, 
Common Rustic, Smoky Wainscot, Small Square-spot, 
Lesser Broad-bordered Yellow Underwing, Setaceous 
Hebrew Character, Grey Poplar Bell, Common Marbled 
Carpet, Shaded Broad-bar. 

Distribution Map of the Dog’s Tooth moth (from “Moths 
Ireland” website).
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Plants

Harper’s Island Wetlands nature reserve supports a 
large variety of plants. In 1992 a survey of the island 
found 102 plant species. In 2018 a botanical survey of the 
wet grassland and saltmarsh alone found over 70 plant 
species and concluded that the vegetation in the main 

Greater Willowherb forming a landscape in pink.  
(Photo: Jim Wilson)

Glasswort. One of just a few plants that are tolerant of 
salt water.  (Photo: Jim Wilson)
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section of the saltmarsh zone is a Glasswort saltmarsh, 
so-called because it contains the salt tolerant succulent 
plant Glasswort (Salicornia). This is a very rare habitat 
in Cork Harbour and Harper’s Island probably holds by 
far the largest and best-developed example the harbour.

A number of notable plant species have been recorded 
on the reserve. The Bee Orchid is a stunning wildflower 
and an amazing example of what is referred to as plant-
pollinator coevolution. The scent from this orchid smells 
very like that of a female solitary bee, and the colour 
and pattern of the flower also mimics the appearance 
of the female solitary bee so well that the male tries to 
mate with it and ends up pollinating the flower. 

The beautiful Bee Orchid is found on the reserve  
(Photo: Jim Wilson)
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While the Bee Orchid is not common in Ireland the 
solitary bee species that usually pollinates the orchid 
is not found in Ireland at all, so our Bee Orchids self-
pollinate instead. The Bee Orchid also relies on a 
symbiotic relationship with mycorrhizal fungi. The 
fungi increase the plant’s ability to extract nutrients 
from the soil, particularly phosphorus and nitrogen, 
and in return the fungi absorb carbohydrates that the 
plant produces. Like all orchids, it can’t grow without 
its fungus. This makes it vulnerable to chemicals, 
particularly fungicides, but also to other chemical 
applications which could reduce the prevalence of fungi 
in the soil. 

There is a small stand of Wood Small-reed on the 
reserve,  and this is listed as Vulnerable on The Red 
Data List of Irish Plants,  that is, the list of plant 
species that are currently not endangered but would be 
extremely vulnerable if their habitat is disturbed in the 

Wood Small-reed is rare in Ireland and on the Red Data 
List of Irish plants.  (Photo: Jim Wilson)
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future. Two species that are quite widely distributed 
elsewhere around the Irish coast but are scarce species 
within county Cork are Reflexed Saltmarsh-grass and 
Slender Spike-rush.

Best time to visit to see wildlife?

Harper’s Island Wetlands nature reserve is not a zoo so 
you never know what you might see when you go there. 
The more you visit the more you see. Also, planning 
your visit will help maximise your chance of seeing 
different types of wildlife, for example for butterflies 
and other insects the summer months are when they 
are most numerous. For the wetland birds late autumn, 
winter and early spring is the best time. Also when the 
tide is high, especially on a spring tide, waterbirds from 
all over the harbour fly into Harper’s Island to rest 
and preen in relative safety, with only the occasional 
visiting Peregrine Falcon to worry about.
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