
River Barrow Field Trip February 2019 

Sixteen members met up in St. Mullins, Co. Carlow on Saturday 9 February for our walk 

along the Barrow Way. Peter Miller, who is very familiar with the area, gave the assembled 

group a very interesting talk on the history of the Barrow navigation and some of the 

characters who worked along it (see below).  
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Leaving some cars at this location we headed to Graiguenamanagh from where we started 

our walk back to St. Mullins observing and noting wildlife as we went along. 
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The following species were recorded: 

Mallard, Cormorant, Grey Heron, Buzzard, Sparrowhawk, Dunnock, Robin, Song Thrush, 

Redwing, Mistle Thrush, Blackbird, Wren, Great Tit, Long-tailed Tit, Treecreeper, Chaffinch, 

Goldfinch and Bullfinch. Marsh-marigold and Lesser Celandine were seen in flower. 

Numerous clumps of frogspawn were seen on dry areas of the pathway where possibly they 

may have been left by Grey Heron.  
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Grey Heron (Photo: Peter Miller) 



 
Mistle Thrush (Photo: Peter Miller) 

  

Barrow Navigation 

As the river Barrow is tidal all the way from Hook Head up to St. Mullins the river has been 

used for boat traffic for hundreds of years.  The famous Arthur McMurragh Kavanagh (1831-

1889) kept his large boat on the tidal part of the river just below St. Mullins where he 

travelled back and forward to Parliament in London. 

In the late 1700’s it was decided to make the river Barrow navigable by a system of dredging 

a channel in the river, along with building weirs and locks.  The new system connected St 

Mullins with Athy on the river and then on to Lowtown and Dublin by the Barrow navigation 

and Grand Canal, and also to the River Shannon.  The only disadvantage was that it was only 

possible to reach the first Lock (also known as the Sea Lock) at St Mullins about 1 ½ hours 

either side of high water.  Over the years many ideas were examined to have a lock system 

around St. Mullins village but sadly none ever materialised.  The four locks from St.Mullins 

to Graiguenamanagh are St. Mullins, Carriglead, Lower Tinnahinch & Upper Tinnahinch and 

like all other locks on the system are all of slightly different sizes so when making new lock 

gates it is necessary to make each set of lock gates individually. 

St.Mullins “Sea lock” is the largest lock on the system and originally had a large store nearby 

where barges carrying up to 50 tons could unload and smaller loads of 30 tons could 

proceed up river.  In summer when water is low in the river, it was sometimes necessary to 

reduce the 30 tons down to 20 tons. In the early days barges were horse drawn but in the 

1930’s Diesel engines were fitted and the barges were given the Suffix “M” after their 

number to donate motorised. Most of the engines were supplied by the Swedish Bolinder 

company and were single cylinder two stroke, and with no gear box fitted it was possible to 



reverse the boat by reversing the engine rotation.  A great number of the barge men came 

from the town of Graiguenamanagh. 

 

The Grand Canal and Barrow navigation was taken over in 1950 by C.I.E. who finally closed 

the system to commercial traffic in 1960, although it is thankfully still open to pleasure craft, 

and now possible to travel from St.Mullins to Lough Erne in Northern Ireland by inland 

water travelling through some 70 Locks. (140 return!!!) (Text & photo: Peter Miller) 

 

 


