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Kilmainham and district (from John Rocque, Plan of
the city of Dublin and the envirens, 1756)




HISTORICAL INTROPUCTION

KILMAINHAM is a town and townland in the parish of St
James, was formerly located in County Dublin but is
now within the wunicipal boundaries of Dublin city,
The name 'Kilmainham' derives from the Gaelie Cill
Maignenn, which means the church of Maignenn, an
garly seventh-century Irish saint. Little is known
about 5t Maignenn, but there are suggestions that his
eastablishment at Kilmainham may have encompassed a
hospice of some sort as well as a religious centre
(Falkiner, 1906-7, 279)., It is not clear when the
monastery of 5t Maignenn ceased to exist, but the
cross-shaft still to be seen in the gravevard known
as "Bullvy's Acre' may be the remains of a '"termon' or
boundary cross associated with the monastery.

Kilmainham next featured as a place of strategic
importance in the confliects between the native Irish
and the invading Norsemen or Vikings in the eleventh
century. While the precise location of the first
Norse longphort or settlement in Dublin in the ninth
century has not yet been established, archaeological
evidence of a great Viking cemetery was discovered in
the Kilmainham-Islandbridge area during railway
excavations in the last century (Cosgrove ed, 12-13),
Aecording to traditionm, the bodies of the son and
grandson of Brian Beoru, and even Brian himself, were
buried in Kilmainham near the cross-shaft after the
battle of Clontarf in 1014,

In the wake of the Anglo-NHorman invasion, a priory
was established in Kilmainham in 1174 by Richard earl of
Pembroke, better known by his nickname 'Strongbow'.
The priory was established for the Enights Hospitallers
of St John of Jerusalem, and not, as used to be
believed, for the Knights Templars (Falkiner, 1906-7,
276=7). The term 'hospital' of course formerly had a

wider meaning than an institution for the care of the
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sick, and the primary functions of the Knights
Hospitallers were to provide hospitality for pilgrims
and to take care of the poor. The church of St Maignenn
appears to have been succeeded by the church of 35t John,
which was run by the Enights Hospitallers and was
parochial as well as monastic (Barrow, 108, 110),

As a result of the Reformation of Henry VIIL, Irish
monasteries were suppressed, and the priory at
Kilmainham was abolished in 1540. Aside from a brief
reconstitution during the reign of (Queen Mary,
ownership of the priory and its lands was retained by
the crown. The priory was occasionally used as a
residence by the viceroys and for state functions, but
after 15858 the buildings were allowed fall into decay
and 5t John's Church became a roofless ruin {(Falkiner,
1904, 44-6, Morrin ed, 1, 57, 136},

On taking up the office of viceroy for the second
time in 1677, the duke of Ormond put into effect plans
to establish a hospital or home for retired soldiers
onn the site of the former priery at Kilmainham. The
foundation stone of the Roval Hospital Kilmainham was
laid in 1680 and the first pensioners had taken up
residence by 1684. The Roval Hospital is an outstanding
building designed by the architect William Robinson,
and not as was claimed in the past, by Wren. The
hospital continued as a home for old seoldiers until
1927, five years after the winning of Irish independ-
ence, and then served as Garda Headquarters until 1949
when it was vacated because of its poor structural
condition (Craig, 58-9, 65). Having been used for
storage for many years, the Royal Hospital was
magnificiently refurbished in 1980-4 and is now a
national centre for arts and culture open to the public,
being well worth a visit. During a trip to Innsbruck
in Austria, the writer was most impressed with the
Museum of Tyrolean Folk Art, and suggests that a
gimilar Irish folk museum might eventually be
established in the Royal Hospital as a permanent
anchor exhibition, while the centre's present varied
programme of functions, concerts and art and other



Introduction 7

exhibitions could of course be maintained.

The cemetery attached to the church of St John of
Kilmainham continued in use despite the suppression of
the priory of the Knights Hospitallers, and even after
the establishment of the Royal Hospital. The graveyard
was considered to be on common ground and was especially
popular with the poorer citizens of Dublin and of the
Liberties in the south=-west of the city in particular,
as burials could be performed without payment of fees,
or on payment of reduced fees extracted by unofficial
caretakers., The religious motivation of desiring burial
in holy ground connected with a monastery is also of
importance in the Irish context, and would explain why
the graveyard continued to be used by the relatively
well-off as well as the poor.

The graveyard became known popularly as 'Bully's
Acre' and more officially as the 'Hospital Fields'.
Two explanations have been advanced for the popular
name, one that 'Bully’ was a corruption of 'bailiff'
or 'baily', one of the officials of the Kilmainham
Priory, the other that it derived from the cemetery
being a place where pugilists or boxers fought
(Childers et al, 24). Another dictionary archaic
meaning of 'bully' is 'lover', and given that grave-
vards have often been put to more vital uses, this
should be added to the list of possible explanations
of the name. In addition to being a unit of measurement,
"acre' of course alsc meant a field or piece of land,
and Bully's Acre actually measures 3.7 acres.

By the eighteenth century the use of Bully's Acre as
a common burial ground had become a cause of consider-
able annoyance to the Royal Hospital authorities. The
problem was exacerbated by the fact that the holy well
of 5t Johm adjoining Bully's Acre attracted large
crowds on to Royal Hospital property every year around
24 June, for the 'pattern' or celebration of the
feast of St John the Baptist. A passage through the
grounds of the hospital had been created especially
for the convenience of the earl of Galway, who lived
in Islandbridge, but 'Lord Galway's Walk' was
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appropriated for general use as a short cut to the
city, despite efforts to close it after the earl's
death., Thus in June 1737 a committee of Royal Hospital
governors complained that one of the hospital fields
was 'generally by day and night full of idle and
disorderly people, the grass is trod down [and] the
cattle stray', while in August of the same year walls
erected to exclude trespassers were 'insolently and
maliciously thrown dewn' (RHK minutes, 5, 174-5).

An account writtem by the Royal Hespital surveyor
Sir John Trail in 1795 and recorded in the institution's
minutes, provides us with fascinating details of the
history of Bully's Acre in the middle years of the
eighteenth century (RHEK minutes, 7, 111-15). According
to Trail, one Andrew Cullen, a farmer, dairyman and
publican of Gallew's Hill, farmed land including
Bully's Acre from the Royal Hospital, while the area
around St John's Well was controlled by a family
named Flanagan. Cullen charged from ld to 3d per
funeral in Bully's Acre, according to the means of the
mourners, while the equally enterprising Flanagans
sold vessels to drink water from St John's Well, and
also ale, spirits and refreshments for the 'cradulous
devotees'., While conceding that Cullen enforced some
arder in the graveyard, Trail claimed that the whole
situation was generally productive of riot and
debauchery, due to the vast crowds attracted to the
graveyard and the well.

Thus matters continued until the Roval Hospital
governors decided en 11 November 1755 to take steps
to end the practice of using part of the institution's
land as a burial ground (RHE minutes, 5, 85). Perhaps
significantly, this decision was taken following a
petition of Rev William Tisdall, chaplain to the
hospital and vicar of St James's parish, who may have
been motivated by loss of burial fees in 5t James's
parochial graveyard in James's Street. Major General
Michael 0'Brien Dilkes was appointed master of the
Royal Hospital by commission dated 18 November 1755,
and he soon took steps to implement the governors'
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decision. He applied to the magistrates to have the
"nocturnal revels' on hospital property ended,
enclosed Bully's Acre with walls, levelled the graves
and removed the headstones, even going so far as to
inter the cross-shaft popularly associated with Brian
Boru. Despite protests by Cullen and the Flanagans,
Dilkes was able to keep the graveyard closed, and the
more respectable elements of society applauded his
action.

However, when Dilkes attempted to go further and
had gates eracted across the path from Islandbridge,
men of property joined the opposition to him. A
grand jury of County Dublin declared in late 1763
that the way from Islandbridge should not be
abastructed, and the Roval Hospital's appeal in the
court of king's bench failed in 1764 (RHK minutes, 5,
189}, Encouraged by those who had applied to the
grand jury and incited by Cullen and the Flanagans,

a mob set out to pull down the gates, but Dilkes
anticipated their action by having the gates removed
himself. After a momentary hesitation, the mob turned
its attention to Bully's Acre and demolished the west
wall in less than half an hour, allowing the place to
be used once more as a common burial ground. Dilkes
appears to have had enough at this stage, for he made
no attempt to punish the wiolators or re-enclose the
burial ground. Cullen no longer charged for burials,
but he continued to enjoy the advantage of pasturage
on the disputed land, while the Flanagans resumed
business in the wvicinity of St John's Well. Thus was
the might of the British Army constrained in
eighteenth-century Dublin by the actions of the mob,
civilian enterprise and the power of popular devotion,

A highly imaginative account of the 1760s disturb-
ances, obviously based on local folklore, had a mob
of the notorious Liberty Boyvs led by a certain
Timothy Fairbrother attacking the Royal Hospital,
in revenge for the loss of Fairbrother's girlfriend
to a sergeant resident in the hospital! This unlikely
tale, contained in an 1843 history of the hospital,



























































































































