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The Great Southern Trail
1991-2010

A personal reminiscence

by Licim O Mahomy

{This is a factual sccount, augmented with occasional subjective apinions which are mine alone)
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The railway came 0 Meweastle West in 1867 and its
arrtival 15 well docurnented in previous issues of this
Joumal. For over g cenlury itwas an jofegral parl of the
landscape and a very impaortant piece of infrastructure
m the area, Lis decline accelerated with the withdrawal
of regular passenger services in 1963 and culminared
with the final roods train of 31% Cotober 1975,

Vor another decade or so the iracks remained imtact and
were lraversed once a year by the weed-spraving train
until 1984, There was also a sole CTE employee, Denis
Foley of Templeglantine, whose responsibility it was
o patral the 33 miles of railway between Ballingrane
Junction (near Raithkeale) and Tralee. Denws was
provided with a rail-bike to facilitate his work. 10 had
an engine but was prone to mechanical difficulies
from time o time. Before the tracks were lifted some
CIE personnel pedalled a similar machine aleng the
line, broke down near Neowceastle West and pot Sednie
Kelly ol Maiden Street to re-rail them!  As the years
wenl by 1l seemed that this “mothballing” of the line
would conunue midelinitely. At one stage in the [980s
the hne was olTered 10 a steam rallway preservation
group who declined becavse It was simply too long.
(A offshool from this body eventually developed
the “Dingle Steam Railway’ which operules between
Tralee and Blennerville's Windmill).
internal combustion engine, the mslrument ol the
initial decline of the railways, was 10 inlervens agam;
this time it manifested iiself via lhe Ruthkeale bypass
which was being planned by Limenck County Couneil
in the mid-19%{s,

However, the

Tor minimize nterference with farmland the Couneil’s

design team proposced layving the new road on top of

the railway’s track-bed in the vicinity of Rathkeale
Railway Station.  Despite a vigoTous campalgn
mownted by the Limerick & Kerry Railway Socicly,
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of which the author was Secretary, the Council’s
will prevailed and in November 1987 the Board of
Coras lompair Cireann formally “abandoncd” (the
legal terminolopy) the railway. (L appears that CIE
delibarated as to whether or nol they should accede
to the Counly Council™ request. As late as May 1987
g fnal mspection car travelled the line with the latc
Gerry Dallon, Limerick Junction Engineering Dept.,
making an inventory of the extant assels and of the
conditions encountered, However, in the end all 33
miles had to go 3o a4 Lo fethitale aboul a halFmile of
the N2 ol

[u1y worlhy ol perpetoal consideration to compare and
conlrasl the e of the Ballingrane Junction to Tralee
ruilway with that of the Sligo to Claremorris line. Both
were similar in length; hoth were omee operated by the
Waterford, Limericlk & Western Railway (WLEAWR);
both lost their passenger rams in 1963; both closed
for business on 31" Cetober 1975 — and there the
similarity ends.  The local authorities in Sligo and
Mayoe continually supporicd the campaign to retain
the Sligo-Clarcmorris frack o sile pending sventual
recopening.  Their line was never ‘abandoned’ and
today, as the Western Rail Corridor 1s progressively
reapening northwards thom Limerick through Enms
1o Athenry (Galway 2010 and Tuam (expecled n
2001/20102), there is an increasing prospect ol Shgo
being once more dircetly aceessible by ruil [rom
Limerick., In fact. €im. has been spent a couple of
wears apo in restoring fencing, level crossing gates and
mileposts along with clearing wees/vegetation from
the Sligo Claremorris route.

MNow, let us examing the post-1987 history of the West
Limerick/Maorth Kerry railway. The nibbling begun in
Ruthkeale continued in other locations. At Bameagh
two railway bridges were remowved and part of the track
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was incorporated into the slow lane of the M21 near the
viewing point lay-by, Kerry Counry Couneil acquired
a section at Listowel which is now the John B. Keane
road linking the Tarbert and Ballvbunion roads.

In Mewcastle West the 6-acre station is now DBishop
Court with all railway buildings consigned to history
excepl for the Staton House iselll s counterpart in
Rathkeale also survives as the Malatine Centre although
1t was repositioned, being relalt stone by stone, since
the N21 runs through its original location.

The twin-gyed bridee at MNewcastle West was
demolished in 1999 (o accommodate the widening of
ihe incomrecily numed “Slaion Road™. {This should
have been called “Railway Road” becavse stalion roads
invariahly provide vehicularpedestrian access to the
station, which our “Station Road ' never did. Therefore,
n Meaweastle Wesl 11 15 Bishop Sireel that was the real
*Station Road”. Hewever, | digress ..

That the mibbling of the County Councils didn®t
became a veritable feast on the carcass of the railway
15 a5 1 result of a dogged and persistent compaign by
the *Great Southern Trail’, an organisation founded in
July, 1991 to bring to fruition an idea conceived three
vears earlier. The vear 1988 began with the physical
breaking of the traclworle at Ballingrane in January,
therely disconnceling the moribund railway from the
still functioning and quite busy Fovoes w Limerick
lme. The late Noel Phair from Clonakilty was the
coutractor who oversaw Lthe removal ol Lhe 33 miles of
railway over the next three years or so. Some 10 mnles
of the better tails were shipped from Foynes to the
Sudan as part of Ireland’s conmibution to the ceonomy
of that African Stare.

Bur what to do with the now rail-less ralway?
Shannon Development came up with an mnovalive
solution — convert it to-a linear patlvway which would
accominodate walkers, cvelists and horse caravans.,
This would be a first for Ireland. They commissioned
John Grimshaw, the tounder of the Bristol, England
based SUSTEANS (an acronym for SUStainahle
TRANSport) to survey the route and lo wiile a report.
John was already experienced in developing the rail-
trail comeept in Britam where a disused Bristol to Bath
railway route became one of their pioncering cycle/
walkways.

The SUSTRANS Report was broadly m favour of
developing what was to be called The Greatl Southerm
Trail, Newcastle West railway station was to be a major
hub with the station buildings being revitalised to be
used as crall shops, museum, Lea rooms, hostel and
tourist facility. A Project Manager, Sean ) Nuandin,
was appointed and a joint venture with the local

34

authoritics was planned. A pablic consuliation was
also embarked upon with a series of public mestings
to which adjeining landowners were invited, 1t was
at these thal a vocal opposition Lo the scheme became
manifest. A very strong anti-GST lobby was activated
and the grand plans of Shannon Development  were
gradually whittled away with the project being finally
ahandomed i June 1997 despite there bomg the nueleus
of a counter-balancmg pro-trail group i the wings
sinee the previous vear.

Im 1990, the author had oreanized a few walks helween
Meweastle West and Ardagh under the label *TRAK-
TREK' just after the rails had been removed and had
also vommenced a local information campaign in
Lavour of the ranl-trail concept. Thus, i 1991, wilh the
principal promoter {Shannen Development) sidelined
and the prospect of funding gone the sitwation looked
pretty bleak. The line locked set to po the way of
other former railways — o be sold off o the adjoining
landowners in piccemeal lots. This s the fate which
betell the Patrickwell-Croom-RBrree-Charleville line
some twenty years carlier, in the late 196(0s.

Huivwever, ax a resull of the Timerick & Kerry Railway
Society’s [956-27 campaign 1o keep the tracks in place,
a core group of like-minded persons was in existence
und determined Lo mount 2 rearguand getion to prevent
the disposal of the CIC lands. They were augmented
by some new hlood with the result that the void created
by Shannen Development’s stage exit was shorl-lved.
So it was that a public meeting was convened for
Mewcastle West Parish Hall on Thursday, 4 July, 1991
under the aegis ol "TRAK-TREK™. Forty-live persons
attended and The Great Southern Trail Action Group
was [ounded. Mike Mac Domhnaill, Jim MeMamara
and Liam O Mahony were clecled o eo-ordimate anid
plan the strategy of the nevw organisation.

Justover Lhres weeks luter, on Sundiay, 28" Tuly, Geardid
Tierse of Lislowel organised a cycle from Listowe] to
Rathkeale to raise awareness for the coming campaign.
The cyele was along the public roads bt the bikes did
venture into Barnagh Tummel. A crowd of 100 people
was present o greet the cvelists at Rathkeals Station.
Laarm Barretl, the S Kigran's clubman and Limerick
senior foothall captain, also lent his support. His team
had just been narvowly beaten in the Munster lmal by
Kerry on the previous Sunday.

The following month, on Saturday, 319 August,
anolher lange gathering convened at Barmagh Gardens
by perrmssion of the lale Mossie Sheehan (Devon
Hetel), The GS'17s first promotional material, a simple
A4 information leaflet, was launched by Clr. Jim
Houlihan, Chairman of Limerick County Couneil and
the late Jim Kemmy, T.D., Mayor of Limerick. Both
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men later led a walk through Barnagh Tunnel ai which
Tim, a stonemason himself, marvelled at the crallsmen
who ereated the tunnel in 1880, Both dignitaries, along
with the rest of the large group of walkers, had to roll
up their trousers such wus the extent of waterlogging
due to blocked drains on the tunnel approaches.

Throughout the nineties il was sleeves that were rolled
up as the ledgling organisation ok up the endgels for
whit was to be a marathon campaizn,  Interminable
meetigs with local authorities and various state and
local agencies clearly illustrated the lack ol any will on
the part of ‘officialdom” to be pro-active on Lhe issue.
[ndividuals within were supporlive in many instances
ftut the body corporate didn't want to know.  he
public’s suppart was also being closely memitored by
The Great Southem Trail Action Group (GST) through
its wvarious public events. These consisted, in the main,
af

(1) Annual walks with guests such as Donncha O
Dulaing (Ardagh Walk); Mavors of Limerick
Jan O°Sullivan  (Abbevfeale Walk) and Joe
Harrington (Tulliz Wood, Templeglantine Walk);
Cathayirleach, Limerick Co. Co. Eddic Creighton
(Newcustle West Walk), These all artracted large
numbers ol participants which wus very heartening
for the organisation.

Exhibitjons at libraries (Mewcastle West and
Abbeylealey, Waest Limerick Resources Trade
Shows { Mewcastle West and Rathkenle),
Lauwnching a book entitled “GST Review” in 1994
The work was undertaken by students on the
Summer Jobs Scheme (55J5) and highlighted the
potential of the GST in accessing scveral historic
and recreational attractions, 1t also coniained an
cealogical study of Tulliz Wood, Templeglantine
by the botanist, Gordon D Arey.

{2)

(3)

() A Survey carried out by Summer Jobs Scheme
students in 1997 in the hinterland of the railway
highlighted positive attitudes to the GS1.  LThe
students intervicwed o large representative sample
ol the communities along the rowte. Nick O Neill
of the Social Weltare Department launched the
Survey.

His previous political boss, Minister Michael
Woods, had visited the GST at Newcastle West
on 29" September, 1994 to inspect the physical
work done by a separale S8IS workforee on Lhe
mile from Neweastle West Station to the Old Mill
Road level crossing. In the mid-19%)s the S8IS
was invaluable to the GST as the students clearad
vegetation and laid a basic walking surface along
the line from Ardagh to Newcastle West and a
short section ol the Barnagh trackbed. Their work
was supervised by Jim Ronan of the GST.

A vudeo promoting the GST was filmed ang
produced voluntarily by Geoerge Daly, Newcastle
Westin 1995, This video was sent to the relevant
Government  Ministers and  their  Opposition
“Shadows.

(5)

(o}

Despite these myriad activities it was still not possible
to make much progress on the ground without Munding,
Despite the visits of politicians trom oulside the
local area it proved well nigh impossible 1o involve
locally based public representatives, apart from a tew
honourable exceprions.

As 1999 heckoned one could question the viability of
the eampaign. Obstacles (o progress were nol confined
to the lobbying corvidors but became visible in tangihle
formas trenehes were dug across recently cleared arcas,
barmers erected and drains were deliberately blocked
to create Hooding, therchy ineapacitating walkers.
Compounding this was the spreading of smima) effiuent
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at a number of locations and the demolition of a bridge
— which evenl allracled the allention of Gay Byrne in
his Radio | programme.

Two events took place in 1999 which heralded a new
era. Firstly, CTE entered a contract with mobile phone
company HSAT Ly lay Obre-opuice eables along theic
railway oetwork, with ihe Ballingrane-Tralee line
being the only ‘rail-less” route included., Thus, while
Shigo-Claremornis stll had its visibly symbolic thread
of steel running through the Westeorn Corridor we in the
southwest had our underground thread re-cstablishing
CIE awnership of the route. To instal the cable o new
set of contractors followed in the footsteps of Noel
Phair who had ripped up (he racks len years earlier.
Onee again the corridor was cleared of briars, hushcs
and other ohstacles. The GST seized the apporiunity
and in 19992000 organized large group walls along
every inch of'the Co. Limerick section of the line along
with stretches in Co. Kerry also.

It algo became cvident thal a prece ol land with
an underground cable wasn't the most saleable of
commaodities as it restricted development. 11 was no
longer as atbractive a purchase as hitherto,  Prior to
the cable laying it looked as if CIE, who had been
paticntly waiting for the local authorities (o purchase
the line, would indeed be Torced to sell off the rowie to
the adjoining landowners as the GST debate had heen
ongoing withoul resolution for ten long wvears. The
GST Action Group had been aware of the possibility
and had written incividual ly to each member of the CIE
Board appealing o them not o make any wrevecable
decigion, Late in 1999 the Board decided that it was
their wish to see the railway developed as a public
walkway, This was the second event of 1999 and,
coupled with the ESAT cable, it appearad thar the tide
hid finally tumed to favour the GST,

Ag the new millenmum dawned the GS1T had o
keep up the momentim. Like an athlete getting his!
her *second wind® they continued with the regular
walks which were supported by an intepid band
of advenmrers. Those whe nuued up Sunday after
sunday to walk the line in all kinds of weathar, not
knowing what obstacles they would encounter, are the
sall of the earth. Ther "true grnl™ was mstrumendal
i achieving what we have today, The distribution of
regular Newsletters/Christmas cards to several hundrad
people an the supporters list was complemented by the
expanding of the Group's website www southernirail.
net, Cerard O"Connor of Gurrane, MNewcastle West
has dome Trojan work in this respect and the sile 15
Sviewed by o globul audience.

On Fridaw, 3 November, 2000 a major exhibition!
seminar o1 the Rail-Trail took place in Halla Inse Bdn,

Templeglanting with Broan Crowley, MEP being the
suest speaker. lle was joined by the various interest
groups and the audience of a fow hundred people was
treated t0 a4 robugt debate on the merits/demerits of the
GET. As the proceedings concluded i wus evident
that this seminal meeting to which all parties had
been invited was clearly in favour of developing the
ald railway for 21" century amenily use bul Lhal this
was not to be at the cxpense of the righls/proivacy and
enjoyment of life of those residing near the Trail,

Gradually, the new era dawoed and in 2002 the
Heritape Council grantaded o habilal survey of
Barnagh Tunoel and environs, D John Breen of TLT.,
edited this study to which Sylvia & Julian Revnolds
{Botany, Zoology), Conor Kelleher {Bats) and Geoff
Hunt (Birdwatch) contributed.  Ancther renowned
environmentalist, Bro, Anthony Keang, OS85, Glenstal
Abbey has also been w good fend (o the Trail having
led many walks over the vears,

By Autwmn 2002 the late Joan Leen, Ashford was
on site preparing the Newcastle West to Ardagh rail-
trad] (2% miles) and surlaemy the eleared rowte. This
section was officially opened by Tim Finn, Tamrdd
Eireann’s Strategic Planning Manager, on August 15",
2004,

On Maw 31 2007 the Abbeyfeale-Bamagh section
(B4 miles) was officially opened by an t-Adre Gndthai-
Paobail, Tuaithe & Gaeltachra Eamon O Cuiv, T.D. who
unveiled 2 commemorative plague made ai Inchicore
Railway Works, Dublin by master cralisman Conor
Murphy, The Abbeyleale-Barnagh works were carrigd
out over a 2 year period by Declan Stack, Contractor
(of Devon Road).

Barnagh Tuanel is accessible from the lay-by on the
M21 where the colourful, informative and attractive
signage desypmed by Austin Bovenizer (Rathkeale)
and funded by the Tlerilage Council 13 located al the
entrance to this 1km. ‘stand alone’ section.

In July, 2008 the GST received a massive boost when
funding of almost €600,000 was provided by Tailte
Irzland and Limerick County Couneil to link Barmagh
wilh Mewcastle West, When this seclion ol the ratlway
was built i the lale 18705 it proved to be the most
challenging and a similar experience was encountered
over a century and a quarter later.

The metal bridge at Madden's, Garrvduf? — known
ws Fermuson™s Viaduel  was resiored by the lamrod
Llireann’s Bridge tearn (rom Meuston Station, Dublin
under the supervision of engineer Michal Majka and
foreman Jimmy Hickey. The other 8km. of work was
carried out by Jons Contractars in late 2008 and the
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early months of 2009, Tadhg MceGillicuddy of Tralee
was the Consulting Engineer.  Anthony Coleman of
Limericle County Council was also integral to the
syceess of thus major extension to the Trail.

A5 2010 dawned, attention was directed towands the
Ardaph-Rathkeale seclion with Declan Stack effecting
the imitial clearance ol the route. The oew Minister
for Community, Cquality and Gaeliacht Affairs, Pat
Carcy, T.D. visited Ardagh Station on Friday, 16"
April, 2010 sccompanied by Tarnrod Eireann and other
public officials, Further lunding from bis Depl. has
made this five mile section accessible o the public and
in excess of 100 people raversed it on Mational Trails
Day, 3% October, 2010, 1t is hoped 1o [urther upgrade
the surface presently.

The co-operation of the landowners adjoining the Trail
iz grearly appreciated. The GST understands that ity
neizhbours have reasomable comcems aboul security,
privacy elo, Vigilance has to be maintained to ensure
that the Trail is a safe and peaceful casis in our noisy,
specdy world, Tt is the tervent wish of the GST that
the positive reaction to the developed portion will
hasten the day when the gnire route will be beneliling
locals and visitors of all ages and abilities in both West
Limerick and North Kermy.

Close to €1m. has now been expended on the Trail
development, The GST is most grateful to Dept. Social
Wellare; Hertage Couneil; Limerick County Couneil,
Shannon Development; West Limerick Resources;
Roinn Gnéthai Pobail, Tuzithe & Gaellachla; FAS;
Rural Social Scheme (RS5); Ville Ireland; Foras na
Gaeilge, Thew Tunding has been augmented by the
(G33T's own fundraising events (which have included
group visits 1o rail-tvails in the North of Treland,
Belgium, Garmany, Spain and Ttaly).

Two further short sections, one at Rathkeale Station
(the Matmx Way) and the other near Listowel Lartigue
Railwaw {the Sive Walk), have been developed
independently of the GST,

The purposc of this cssay was to record the happenings
of the two decades which have passed since the
physical destruction of the rilway line that once
served Neweastle Wesi,
to future researchers. | bave named bul a lew ol those
who have been very supportive of the Trail and have
deliberately refrained from naming those who are
long term activists. [ will howeser include the current
Officers of the Great Southern Trail orpanisation.

I trust that it wall be uselul

Cathacirleach: Liam O"Mahony (Action Groupp™Mike
Mac un tSaoir (Limited Cormpany ).
Wice-Chairman: Denis MeAulitfe, Templeglantine
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RATHEEALE AND NEVWWCASTLE
JUNCTION RAILWAY.

DPENING OF LINE]

NOTICE.

W] OTICE is hereby given, that this Lins will bs
i Opened for Traffia (Sundeye eroeplad) on and
alter TUESDAY, 18l JANUARY, 1867,

THAIRER WILL EUN AR DNDER {

T
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y Matbkoale T it B 121
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! w, Andigh 1118 B&TE
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{By Ordar}
: HENEY JACOD,
i . Buperiatendant,
Liragerick Terminoe, 245 Dhes, 1604,
{1852)
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Rumai: Mike Mae Domhbnaill, Gorthuol, Caisledn Mua
Thiar, Co, Luimnigh {069-62597)
Ireasurers: Pal Condon, Newcastle West, Mdire Wi
Chearmada, Teampall an Ghlganntiin.
Works Officer: Torm MeCoy, Neweastle West.

‘alles Ofhcer: Lileen Woulfe, Cratloe, Abbevieale.

Summary

* Twenly years aller the acks were vipped up
the rail-trail is firmly established,

*  The three main West Limerick twowns and [our
ncighbouring parishes have a sale oll-road
recrentional facility o enjoy.

¢ The entire Ballingrane-Tralee route is included
i the new National Cyele-Path plan launched
i August 2000

=  Work has just started on the Tralee end in
developing the cycla-way along tha Fenit Line.
i This parallels the GST route [or a couple of
mles). .

*  Local groups in Listowel and elsewhere in
Morth Kerry are secking exiensions o the
GST 1o inelude their areas,

In conclusion, twenty worthwhile and froitful yeurs ler
the many scliless and dedicated volunteers who made
the once seemingly impossible happen. Ni neart go
cur le chéile!

Further information on the GST is available on the
internet at www.southerntrail.net where puhblications
maps‘photos/imformation  leaflets may  be  viewed
and downlouded. The websile also provides links to
rail-trails worldwide as the recreational re-use of old
railway ronttes is now extremely commonplace.



