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Historic Kilmainham Jail, Dublin
(connected to Ireland’s history of revolutions)

Whenever the area of
Kilmainham is discussed the
first question usually asked! It
is a jail?. The simple answer
is no but the jail does play a
significant part of the area's
history. Built to replace an
older prison it was opened in
1796. For Ireland’s continuous
fight for freedom it is
synonymous with the leaders
of the1798,1803,1848,1867
and more recently the Easter
Rising of 1916.

After the surrender of the
Volunteers in 1916 many
were imprisoned there
with fourteen of its leaders
executed, and all those that
signed the Proclamation
declaring Ireland a Republic
which included, Thomas
Clarke, Patrick Pearse, (who
read it from the steps of the
GPO on Sackyville Street, (now
O’Connell Street), Joseph
Plunkett (who was allowed to
marry Grace Gifford the night
before he died. Their love
story is now immortalized in
the song “Grace”), and James
Connolly, recovering from his
wounds was also brought to
Kilmanham for execution.
The area of the jail used for
these executions is known as
the Breakers yard.

Two other leaders not
executed there were, Thomas
Kent in Cork’s (Kilmainham)
Military Barracks, had lived
in Boston before returning
to Castlelyones in Cork. and
Roger Casement at Pentonville
prison London. The horrors of
their executions disgusted the
citizens and was responsible
for garnering support for the
War of Independence after the
release of the other prisoners.

The halting of the
executions saved the lives of
two other leaders, Countess
Markavich (Constance Gore-
Grimes), by her own account
she was not grateful to her
captures as they did not have
the decency to treat her
as they did the men. Also
spared was American born
Eamonn deValera. Both would
later make their mark in Irish
politics. Markavich becoming
the first women to be elected
to the British Westminster
Parliament in London during
the 1918 General election
(due to Sinn Fein policy she
did not take up her seat in
Parliament, while deValera
became Taoiseach and
President of Ireland, in a twist
of faith deValera as President
of the Irish Republic officially
reopened the jail in 1966
on the fiftieth anniversary
of the Rising, (after it was
restored by the Office of
Public Works). He took the
opportunity to revisit his old
cell during the day. Today the
jail continues to be a major
tourist attraction.

The leaders were influenced
by previous Risings with

Pearse, an admirer of Robert
Emmett “the Darling of Erin”
( Erin being the poetic name
for Ireland), and in particular
by his speech from the dock,
"my epitaph only to be
written when Ireland achieved
Independence.”

Robert Emmett
(Darling of Erin

When Robert Emmett's
rising of 1803 failed and was
captured he was jailed in
Kilmanham before he was
executed.

He had wished to marry his
secret love Sara Curran, unlike
Plunkett and Grace Gifford,
her father John Phrlott Curran

did not allow the marriage
due to his revolutionary
beliefs. Their romance is
also immortalized in Thomas
Moore’s song, “She is Far from
the Lan.” He was hanged,
drawn and quartered in nearby
Thomas Street. Today there is
a plaque marking the site of
his execution. His sacrifice
became a powerful symbol
for future Irish Republicanism.
His final resting place is still
unknown but it is believed his
body was hidden for a time
in Bullies Graveyard, on the
grounds of the nearby Royal
Hospital.
Royal
Kilmainham
The Hospital was built
between 1679 and 1687 as a
retirement home for British
soldiers but also catered for
their disabled soldiers, the
building was modeled on
the French Les Invalides in
Paris. Despite it was not being
deemed a general hospital
but in a few short years of its
opening in 1690 it was used
to accommodate some of the
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wounded after The Battle of
the Boyne. A Battle that still
today continues to impact the
island of Ireland.

The following year the
Battle of Aughrum in 1691
saw Ireland come under the
control of Royal Protestant
rule. The fighting was one, if
not the bloodiest battle ever
in Ireland with the Catholic
forces being driven south
from Galway to Limerick
City. In modern terms it is
often described as the “Irish
Alamo.” It is reported that in
the region of 1200 wounded
soldiers were treated at the
hospital despite it being
designed to cater for only 250.

The Protestant forces
besieged Limerick City
until the Catholic forces
surrendered resulting in

the Treaty of Limerick. The

Treaty allowed many to leave

Ireland for France. Those who
emigrated became known as

the “Wild Geese/” As battle °

hardened soldiers they were
welcomed into the French
army. Their leaving had a

dire consequence for the -

remaining Catholic population
with many changes as to how
the country was governed
leading to the dreaded Penal
Laws. These Laws treated
them as less than second

class citizens. These laws can *

be described as attempting
to making them subhuman,
by denying them Education,
Religion rights, land and
property ownership.

Phoenix Park

The hospital grounds also
includes the famous Bullies

Graveyard, set in almost 4 ¢

acres is one of Dublin's most
historical burial grounds. The
grounds are reported as one of
the hiding places of Emmett's
remains after his execution.
The park is one of the largest

the size of Central Park in
New York.

Today the park includes
the President of Ireland's
residence (Aras an
Uachtarain), Farmleigh
House now owned by the
State to accommodate visiting
guests of the Government
(originally the home of the
Guinness families), and
it is also the place of the
American Ambassadors
residence, along with many
historical monuments which
now includes the recently
restored Magazine Fort. The
Fort was raided to secure
arms and ammunition prior
to 1916 accounting for its
first casualty, when a young
boy was killed trying to raise
the alarm.

The Hospital, while never
att cked durmg the Rlsmg,
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was nevertheless occupied
by British Forces and had
guns mounted to protect any
attack from the Volunteers.
With the establishment of
the Free State in1922 the
British Army vacated it along
with their Jails and Barracks
as a condition of the Treaty.
After serving as a hospital
for retired soldiers for almost
250 years it finally closed
in 1927 as a military home.
The building was used as a
Police (Garda) administration
venue for a few decades.
In1991 after a comprehensive
restoration it is now the home
of the Irish Museum of Modern
Art (IMMA), where it hosts
exhibitions of contemporary
and modern art, cultural
events, concerts, weddings,
social and commercial events.
Its gardens are also open
and welcome to visitors.The
most important event held
there is the National Day of
Commemorations.

National Day of

| Commemorations

The annual National Day of
Commemorations is normally
held at the Hospital (2023 was
an exception when it was held
in Collins Barracks, County
Cork) with military precision.

It is always a privilege for

. me to receive an invitation

from the Department of the
Taoiseach to attend this event.
Those in attendance include
members of the Diplomatic
Corp, Serving and Retired
Military personnel, varlous

enclosures in any European David Moran, Lord Mayor Damian Boylan, Jim Hegarty
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faiths and members of
political parties, North
and South of the border.

The televised event
includes religious
prayers, music from [
the Army Band and
accompanying Soloist,
plus a Lone Piper
performance.
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in procession.
Taoiseach is escorted
into the quadrangle and
a salute is sounded. The
President is escorted [y
onto the quadrangle
(the assembly stands
until the President reaches the saluting
position). The Presidential salute is sounded.
The President inspects the Captains Tri
Service Guard of Honour, The Honour Guard
march off parade (2026 saw a newly elected
President Catherine Connolly in office).
The Taoiseach invites the Church and Faith
Representatives to participate after which
the Cadet Honour Guard marches on parade
and reverses arms. The Taoiseach invites
the President to lay a wreath to honour all
those Irishmen and Irish Women, who died
in past wars or on military service with the
United Nations or with other equivalent
international organisations committed to
the service of peace. After the laying of
the wreath,a period of one minute’s silence
is observed,followed by a Piper’s Lament,
Trumpeters and Drummers sound the Last
Post. The National Flag is hoisted to full
mast. Finally the National Anthem is played,
ending with a fly past and all are escorted
from the quadrangle. Everyone retires to
partake in refreshments and socialise with
new and old friends.
Footnote
Having many historical sites restored
over the years, great credit is due to the
Government and their Department of
Public Works. There are now however, two
very important sites that still need to be
preserved before they are lost to the Nation.
In Dublin there is Moore Street, near the GPO
on O’Connell Street, the site of the final
stand of the1916 Rising.
In Cork the Military Jail, (Cork’s
Kilmainham) whose walls store so much
history from Famine Times, Fenians, to the
War of Independence, being the last place
that held Lord Mayor Terence McSwiney
before he was transferred to Brixton Prison
in London, is also under threat of demolition.
When speaking to McSwiney’s grandson
Cathal McSwiney Brugha, he stated “how
important it is that the site is preserved
and that he fully supports all efforts in
its preservation.” Being the site of Kent’s
execution in 1916 is also of historical
importance. | will do a follow up article on
the site’s importance to Cork and to Irish
Herstory and History.
Remembering the past keeps our history
alive. Hopefully both sites will be preserved
and developed for future generations.
Herstory and History is full of famous
people. But it’s also important to remember
the unsung heroes, ordinary people who did
extraordinary things.
jimhegartyauthor@gmail.com
@hegartyjim
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