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Limerick not only instils curiosity by its very name, but it also gives a poetic lilt that almost always verges on the humorous. This book does not recount the usual curious tales of Limerick, such as the women who defended the walls during the sieges of the 1690s; no, not even that of the patron saint who cursed the inhabitants of Limerick city. Instead, this volume offers a smorgasbord of short, unique and lesser known stories from Limerick city and county. Here you will discover stories from the curiously questionable to the outright bizarre.


You will also find within these pages some captivating tales that have placed Limerick at the centre of historical events. Such as the daughter of a Limerick family growing up to become the Queen of Corsica; or the salacious tale of two young Limerick women running away together. Not to mention the humorous accounts of Limerick inventors and their strange and pioneering devices, such as a pair of shoes that allowed men to walk on the Shannon River.


The book also dives into some of the unusually named streets of the city and towns in the county, with places such as Effin and Hospital continuing to baffle visitors to the area even today. There are stories of the many city streets named after various Lord Lieutenants of Ireland to gain favour with these high-ranking officials.


There are several other tales that could have been included in this publication, but space dictated otherwise. Stories including the Limerick doctor William Brooke O’Shaughnessy, who introduced cannabis for medicinal purposes into the Western world; or how, before moving to a purpose-built chapel in 1748, the Roman Catholic parishioners of St Mary’s in the city worshipped in a malt house; and, the underwater exploits of a former Limerick teacher, John P. Holland, who was a submarine pioneer and supplied his craft to the US Navy.


Also missing is the story of Michael ‘Galloping’ Hogan, an epic tale of chivalry and defiance. Hogan was born in Doon and following the Cromwellian conquest of Ireland he became a hired bandit. In 1690, he guided Patrick Sarsfield and 500 Jacobites to the Williamite siege train at Ballyneety, where Hogan lit the fuse that blew up the train, slowing the Williamite attack on Limerick. Following the signing of the Treaty of Limerick in October 1691, Hogan became one of the Wild Geese and continued to fight across Europe.


In May 1712, he contributed to the victory of the Portuguese Army against the Spanish at the Battle of Campo Maior. He remained in Portugal until his death and reared a distinguished family, where descendants still live to this day. The story of Galloping Hogan is just one of the 14,000 soldiers who left Ireland in 1691 and spread their wings as far afield as Cuba and South America. This exodus is commonly known as the Flight of the Wild Geese.


And there is no room for stories such as the one reported in the Nation newspaper in 1923 about the last recorded case of a woman being legally burned to death in Ireland. It apparently took place in Limerick on 23 April 1768, when Alice Moran met her fate for poisoning Joan Sullivan. While interesting, unfortunately no further information could be found.


Nonetheless, the tales that have made it to the pages are just as interesting, and indeed as strange, and will hopefully give the reader insights into the weird and wacky history of Limerick city and county.


This book goes on a journey through the alphabet, presenting unique and bizarre tales in the A–Z of Curious Limerick, City and County.
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ANIMALS AND THEIR AWESOME ANTICS


Sometimes the antics of animals can be far more entertaining than their human counterparts. The Internet is filled with videos of humorous creatures amusing the masses. Long before the Internet, there are records of people being filled with joy at seeing animals in peculiar settings or acting in an adorable fashion.


The morning of Friday, 6 September 1867 began like any other day in Limerick with workers busying about their day. It was certainly not on the agenda to have a hunt that day, and a chase through the city was unquestionably not on the cards. Despite this, a young deer visiting the property of Mrs Hartigan had a different idea. The fawn, through a series of accidents, set in motion a great chase that day.


This fawn was a regular visitor to Mrs Hartigan’s land at Courtbrack. At the time Courtbrack lay at the edge of the city, surrounded by countryside, and it was this countryside that the fawn called home. The edge of the city, far from busy residential areas, was also the perfect location for the kennels of the Limerick Harriers. The land gave the hounds plenty of room to roam free and kept the associated barking and baying from disturbing the public.


On this fateful day, several of the dogs spotted the animal in a nearby field. Their noses perked, and their desire grew. These hounds were trained for the chase. They broke loose from their tethers and gave chase towards the city docks. At the docks they lost sight of the young fawn; it had successfully evaded the pursuers.


The hounds were confused, sniffing at the ground and air, attempting to locate their prey. Incidentally, it was at this very time and place that another deer, this one owned by a Mr Keayes, caught the attention of the hounds. What he was doing with a deer in the city is unclear, but these hunters cared not for the reasons.


To them it was a continuation of the chase, begun minutes before. Keayes’ deer lifted its head and piqued its ears at the perceived imminent danger. It immediately set off into flight. It raced up towards Hartstonge Street, circled around Pery Square, back down Barrington Street and into the Crescent. The terrified deer continued running down George’s Street (hereafter the references to George’s Street will use the modern street name, O’Connell Street). Both stray and pet dogs from around the city joined in the race. People of all ages were looking with bewilderment and confusion. Many also joined the chase alongside their four-legged friends.


The petrified deer set aim towards the city centre, but as the crowds gathered in front of it, the terrified animal turned into Roches Street. The entire spectacle of creatures circled Roches Street, Catherine Street and Glentworth Street three times before the hunt finally came to an end. Miraculously, the deer was rescued from the baying dogs and growing crowd.


This was not the first, nor the last, ‘wild goose chase’ around the city. It was a warm market day in Limerick on 20 August 1918. Farmers from all over the district were herding their animals through the city from all directions. As the day drew on, the numbers of animals dwindled as the buyers marched their new purchases home, and by five o’clock in the evening the streets were busy with workers finishing for the day. They would never have anticipated the terrifying sight that was about to greet them.


A bull was tied up on Lord Edward Street as its owner was carrying out some business. Suddenly, the beast stirred violently and broke free from its bindings. In a bid for freedom, the bull ran amok through the street. Several people avoided being gouged by the beast by jumping into the nearest house. Eventually, the bull wore itself out in Limekiln Lane, near Sarsfield Barracks. It was here that several men managed to rein in the maddened beast.


Another chase took place in Abbeyfeale in 1931. This one was not as intense as the deer or the bull but perhaps more interesting, as the residents of the town had never seen a creature like it before. During the night of 15 May, a resident of the town awoke to the sight of a peculiar-looking animal in their bedroom. The person in their slumber assumed it to be a Manx cat and managed to chase it from their room.


The following morning, the creature, which was the size of a rat, was spotted in the back of a drapery. The owner of the store attempted to catch the creature, but it escaped out the door. It ran up a tree, where it remained until members of the community began to poke it with a large pole. It was knocked to the street, where it was sadly savaged by a small Kerry blue terrier.


Such was the oddity of the creature that an inquest was held to attempt to identify it. After some in-depth investigation, it was discovered the small animal was an opossum. The American marsupials had escaped from Duffy’s Circus two weeks earlier.


There were other strange beasts roaming the Limerick countryside over the centuries. In 1838, three extremely large cats were spotted on Cragg Woods near Askeaton. The local wood ranger was attacked by the felines and narrowly escaped with his life. This attack alerted Mr Cahill of Whiskey Hall near Shanagolden to the danger in his community. He armed himself with a gun and went on the hunt. Cahill located and shot the cats, which were larger than a medium-sized dog. The cats’ hides were sent to the Royal Cork Institute, where they were inspected. The Royal Cork Institute ran from 1803 until 1885, when it closed due to lack of funds.


Back in the city in early 1909, the residents of St John’s Parish were wise to arm themselves with umbrellas despite the fine weather. A hawk with a wingspan of over 3ft had taken up residence in the area and had a habit of attacking unsuspecting passers-by. The Limerick Bird Fanciers offered a reward of a guinea for the hawk, dead or alive. A cheer rose in the area when a Mr Kennedy of Dooradoyle took up the challenge, and he took aim at the feathered foe with his shotgun in Clare Street. The dead bird landed in the Good Shepherd Convent (now the Limerick School of Art and Design), where Kennedy retrieved it.
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In 1973, postman John O’Sullivan in Patrickwell’s cat had kittens and his dog also had pups. Sadly, the dog was unable to provide milk for her pup so the cat nursed it instead. (Image courtesy of Limerick Leader)



APOLLO 13 ASTRONAUTS


The entire population of Limerick was glued to its televisions or radios on 11 April 1970, as Apollo 13 launched for the stars. It was to be NASA’s third mission to the Moon. This launch did not go as expected and James A. Lovell, John L. Swigert and Fred W. Haise found themselves stuck in space, hit with a series of problems, and uttering those infamous words, ‘Houston, we have a problem …’


Although a Moon landing was out of the question, getting the spacemen home proved just as nerve-wracking for those on Earth. Through feats of ingenuity from both those on the ground and in orbit, all three men returned home in one piece.


The men, once recovered, began a worldwide tour to tell of their astral exploits. One of the scheduled stops was in Limerick. On Thursday, 15 October 1970, Lovell, Haise and Swigert landed at Shannon Airport and spent the night in Dromoland Castle, recovering from a somewhat shorter journey than that to which they were accustomed.


The following morning the spacemen travelled by motorcade through the main streets of the city before stopping at the City Library in Pery Square. This library is now the Limerick Gallery of Art. The special guests were treated with a civic reception held by Mayor J.P. Liddy.


The day before, the mayor appealed to the principals of all the city schools to allow students time off to greet the astronauts. This request was granted, and the crowds were so large that is was difficult for the men of honour and two wives to make their way into the library.


The students were baying for autographs and one lucky student from St Munchin’s College, 15-year-old Brian English, chatted with the astronauts for several minutes. Lovell spoke for the three astronauts and, after thanking the mayor and the citizens for the fine welcome, he mentioned that he hoped to return to Limerick for a longer stay. He ended by reciting a limerick he had penned for the occasion:




In Limerick, our European tour ended,


And the people a warm welcome extended,


And indeed through Mayor Liddy


In charge of your fair city,


Our hearts to you are surrendered.






THE AMAZING AVIATRIX


Catherine Sophia Pierce-Evans, known simply as Mary, was born on 17 November 1896 in Knockaderry House, near Newcastle West. Traditionally, her fate would be set as the daughter of a wealthy family, where she would be raised to become the wife of a man of means, but there was nothing conventional about Mary’s life.


Her father, John Pierce, added the Evans to his name to become heir to his maternal uncle, Thomas Evans. He had not taken a well-to-do wife, but instead his eye fell on a servant, Kate Theresa Dowling. The pair married, and Mary followed soon after. Her parents’ marriage was brief and turbulent. While Mary was still an infant, her father hid the small child in a bag and took it with him on a journey to Cork by train. He was soon apprehended by police and returned to Limerick. The community was shocked but not surprised when a few short months later her father murdered her mother. John Pierce-Evans pleaded guilty due to insanity and was imprisoned in Dundrum Mental Asylum for the Criminally Insane. With that, Mary was left an orphan.


The young girl became the ward of her paternal grandparents and was raised by two spinster aunts in Newcastle West. Her tragic upbringing did not stop there, as she also lost her grandparents and her father during her teenage years.


The upbringing Mary had would have undoubtedly ended up given the young girl a sense of independence that was not common for the time. She was well-educated, having attended schools in Cork and Belfast before enrolling in the Royal College of Science in Dublin, earning a degree in Science, specialising in Agriculture.


She was fond of adventure and worked as a dispatch rider for the War Office relaying messages across England and France during the First World War. Mary was also very athletic and was a founding member of the Women’s Amateur Athletic Association. She became Britain’s first women’s javelin champion and set a world record for the high jump.


Despite all these noteworthy achievements, Mary became famous through aviation, when she became the first woman in Britain to hold a commercial flying licence, as well as the first woman to parachute from an aeroplane. In 1928, she became the first pilot, male or female, to fly a small open-cockpit aircraft from Cape Town, South Africa, to London.


Her personal life was similarly rather remarkable. In 1916, Mary met and married Captain William Davies Eliott Lynn, who was twice her age. They were together nine years before divorcing. Her second marriage, in 1927, to 72-year-old Sir James Heath gave her the title of Lady Mary Heath. While the relationship ended in divorce three years later, she kept the name even after her final marriage to Trinidadian jockey and pilot Gar Williams. This sparked a new controversy for the Limerick woman, as a mixed-raced marriage was extremely unusual.


In the air she continued to beat the ‘flyboys’ at their own game until 1929, when her aviation career suddenly ended following a near-fatal accident in Cleveland, Ohio. Despite this, she remained interested in aviation and the advancement of women pilots until her tragic death in 1939. At only 42 years old, she collapsed on the stairs of a double-decker tram, hitting her head. She died soon after being taken to hospital. Her husband, Gar, scattered her ashes in the most apt way possible for the amazing aviatrix; he spread them through the sky over Surrey while flying an aircraft.
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The amazing aviator Lady Mary Heath and her third husband, Gar Williams, in front of The Silver Lining. (Image courtesy of Lindie Naughton)


Limerick has another titled aviation expert. In 1988, Adare-born Austin Murphy was knighted by Queen Beatrix of the Netherlands for his work for over twenty-five years as manager of the KLM airline.


On 13 April 2020, during the lockdown for the Covid-19 outbreak, another young deer made its way into the city. It stopped at Sarsfield Bridge and became trapped behind the railing of the 1916 monument.
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THE BARON OF BROADWAY


How much money would it take for the British Government to sell Northern Ireland to allow for a reunited Ireland? In 1955, Limerick man John J. Hanley attempted to get an answer to this question. Hanley was born a few miles outside Newcastle West, but his life stretched much further than would have been anticipated. As with many Irish citizens before him, Hanley looked out west for his fame and fortune. He landed in New York, where despite the Wall Street Crash and the Great Depression, he became a very wealthy man by running a speakeasy that sold bootleg alcohol.


He became a well-known eccentric figure, rarely seen without his signature diamond-tipped walking cane, and was dubbed Baron Hanley or the Baron of Broadway. Hanley did not drive and on each returning visit to Ireland, he would hire a local as a chauffeur to drive one of his luxury cars that he had shipped for his visit.


Hanley became, unsurprisingly for the time, obsessed with the reunification of Ireland. On several occasions during the 1940s, he was driven across the border to Northern Ireland in a car painted green, white and orange to announce himself as a potential buyer for the six counties. It is not surprising that his offers were not taken seriously in Stormont, but this did not deter the Baron of Broadway.


Finally, in 1955, he decided to go straight to the source. He and his driver crossed the Irish Sea in the custom-painted automobile. He drove through the English countryside, receiving many curious looks on his way to the home of the British Prime Minister at 10 Downing Street. Here he would make an offer in the millions, an offer that the government could surely not refuse. Yet, refuse they did. Hanley left defeated for the final time. His attempts to reunite the country were all in vain.



THE BELLS OF A BUSINESS PAST


In 1980, the clothing store Penneys bought the former Cannock’s Department Store building on O’Connell Street and ended an era. The history of Cannock’s stretches all the way back to 1850 when John Arnott and George Cannock purchased the drapery business of Cummin and Mitchell. The building was constructed prior to 1800 by Christopher Meade and operated as a drapery from its inception.


In 1858, the clothing factory owner Peter Tait bought out Arnott’s share of the company. This was an interesting move as Tait had worked as an apprentice for Cummin and Mitchell when he first arrived in Limerick as a 16-year-old boy. Tait demolished the old building and built a magnificently ornate drapery store, although the clock tower was not erected during this rebuild. Tait left the business abruptly following his bankruptcy in 1869. The store continued to trade under Cannock’s name even though it was taken over by James Tidmarsh and Michael Cleary, who later opened Cleary’s of Dublin.


[image: Illustration]


The impressive Cannock’s lock tower, O’Connell Street, was erected in 1888. This tower was replaced in 1961 when the entire building was renovated. (Image courtesy of National Library of Ireland)


In 1888, Cleary was also responsible for expanding the building and erecting the famous Cannock’s clock tower. The clockmakers were Gillett and Bland of Croydon and they inserted the four clock faces, with each dial standing 6ft in diameter into the newly constructed tower. Inside, five bells rang the notes of A, D, C, G and F to mark the passing of time. In the decades before the radio, the correct time was taken from a ship’s chronometer in Wallace’s jewellers on O’Connell Street.


The iconic sights and sounds of these bells in the Limerick streets would stop in 1961 when they rang for the last time. That year the entire building, including the clock tower, was demolished and the building that stands today was constructed. The old hand-wound clock and its chimes did not suit the modern electric era. The last man to wind the clock, Jack Gleazer, would no longer have to climb the 180ft tower, ascending three sets of stairs, and two ladders, to amend the time as he had done for the previous thirty-three years. No longer would he silence the chimes each night by hand; instead an electronic motor would replace the man.
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