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To my late father, Bernard Owen Kearns, who lifted a few jars in his time




Pub Crawl


Maid of Erin, ere we part has the barman ere a heart?


Give, oh give me time to state I’d like three pints upon the slate!


Or since that might seem in vain, may I call “the same again?”


Or must I beat a quick retreat and take my custom down the street


To hie away and pocket pride, and try my luck at Flowing Tide?


Or wander to some other bar, the Abbey Mooney, the Plough and Star


Or Madigan’s house, snug and cosy, and gossip there with Moore St Rosie?


Or cross the bridge with eager paces—Scanlan’s, Dwyer’s or then to Grace’s


With docker and with stevedore to enter through The Twangman’s door?


Or Regan’s pub in Tara Street, where firemen oft are wont to meet


(Were porter freely to cascade it could not quench our Fire Brigade!)


Or Poolbeg Street—that famous joint, where Mulligan’s boast the grandest pint


And students line the ancient bar and “Press” men down their cutline jar—


For “cubs” and “comps” can quickly sink pints as black as printers ink!


Or Flynn’s of Fleet, and Bowie’s nice, beside the Pearl of such great price


Where drama buffs and theatre critics quietly sip their glass of Smith’icks


While jotting down the various scenes just enacted in the Queens


Commenting on the actors’ capers for tomorrow morning’s papers—


With faintest praise quietly damning the histrionics and the hamming.


Or in my quest for festive jar should I wander wide, and forage far?


To Harry Street, and thus, McDaid, where poet and playwright often paid


A visit to this fine abode to recite their latest ode.


Or Davy Byrne’s, so smart and trendy “Re-may Mar-tong and gless of shendy!”


Or other houses that I know Do’eny Nesbitt, Merrion Row


Or Toner’s where the balladeers will sing their songs and sink their beers


(For Dubliners are all good sports—And there’s pubs galore up near the courts


Like Wig & Gown, where lawyer with brief debates the law with petty thief,


Where bailiffs booze an ’ttornies tipple, and all engage in legal piffle!)


Or further still—the countryside! (Ah, God be with the bona fide!)


To step it out with marching feet to Eugene’s or The Sheaf of Wheat,


Or thumb a lift from passing car out to the Boot or Man-O’-War


Or Tolka House, or Cat & Cage—where soccer talk is all the rage,


Or opposite end of Richmond Road The Widow Meaghar’s and Gaelic Code


Or Kelly’s, Cole’s or other pubs where they all booh Kerry and cheer the Dubs!


Or further on the road to Howth—that other inn of happy note


Harry Byrne’s of noble fame, and echoes of Bram Stoker’s name. . . .


But I’ve gone too far in “bounds an’ leps”, and must, alas, retrace my steps


Past all the pubs of Ballybough, with visits brief, before the clock


Warns me that it’s “closing time”, and puts a finish to my rhyme.


So here I am, back at the start and musing if the barman’s heart


Is made of substance hard as stone—he ignores my loud impassioned tone:


“Three pints of stout, for Goodness sake! I’ve hoorin’ thirst that’s hard to slake!”


(He’s pretending that he cannot hear—perhaps he thinks I’d too much beer?)


Perhaps he’s right—I’ll call a halt “Aidan, please—a ball o’ malt!”


(Courtesy of Vincent Caprani)




 


 


“All that is left of the old Dublin seems to concentrate itself in the old pubs, and sometimes, when you go out, you could almost expect to find the trams running outside.”


Maurice Gorham, Irish Pubs Of Character, 1969


“The walls of so many Irish pubs have heard stories of great joy and celebration, also those of tragedy and great sadness. They have listened impassively as one might expect, taking neither side of any argument, like the same diplomatic barmen under whose cautious eyes all of humanity passes by.”


Liam Blake, Irish Pubs, 1985


“The fame of some of Dublin’s pubs has spread to the far corners of the world.”


Living in the City, 1991
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Introduction


“In the pub one can gather up stories and legends . . . and lore.”


G. Ivan Morris, In Dublin’s Fair City, 1947


“In its influence on public opinion, the pint has been as powerful a catalyst as the pulpit, and the pub is as worthy of serious discussion and consideration as the Church.”


Liam Blake, Irish Pubs, 1985


In 1610 Englishman Barnaby Rich in A New Description of Ireland proclaimed with dismay that “in Dublin the whole profit of the towne stands upon alehouses . . . there are whole streets of taverns.”1 By the eighteenth century in some city parishes nearly one out of every four dwellings was a tippling house. So prevalent were public houses in James Joyce’s day that in Ulysses the protagonist Stephen Dedalus muses how it would be a challenging game to try and get from one side of the city to the other without passing the doors of a pub. For centuries Dublin has been renowned for its profusion of pubs and exuberant pub life. Pubs have been the nucleus of social life for Dubliners of every ilk, from plebeian dockers and drovers to aristocrats and genius writers. The public house has providentially survived into the modern age as a vibrant social institution and the most ubiquitous feature of Dublin’s cityscape. Venerable pubs are the quintessence of old Dublin, embodying local customs, traditions, folkways, wit and characters which give the city its unique ethos. No other city in the world is so famed for its rich pub culture. Indeed, public houses are so synonymous with Dublin that it is scarcely possible to envision the capital without them.


The traditional Dublin public house evolved from the dusky drinking dens of an earlier epoch. During the Middle Ages ale was the most common table beverage in Dublin and most brewing was done in the home by women. The good reputation of a house’s ale undoubtedly led to the first public houses being set up for local folk. By the early 1600s an unbridled proliferation of alehouses led to blatant drunkenness and riotous behaviour. English visitors condemned it as a “swinish vice” and moral scandal.2 In 1650 when the population of Dublin was reckoned to be about 4,000 families there were 1,180 drinking houses.3 Along many streets half or more of all buildings were taverns. At the close of the seventeenth century Dublin had gained an “unenviable notoriety” for its multitude of public houses and insobriety.4 Even the crypt in Christ Church Cathedral was converted into a tavern where “sepulchral boozing flourished”.5


The eighteenth century saw a dramatic increase in the number of pubs and alcohol consumption. Ale, whiskey, wine and other drinks were so cheap that one could get quite drunk on tuppence. By 1760 there were 2,300 alehouses and taverns in the city.6 Dublin was noted for its ebullient public houses and their often fascinating names like the “Old Sots Hole”, “Bleeding Horse” and “Wandering Jew”. They ran the gamut from squalid to splendid and became rendezvous points for various groups such as labourers, tradesmen, lawyers, businessmen, professionals, political party members and common rogues for all of whom the pub became their “local”.


In 1791 the creation of the notorious spirit grocers markedly increased drunkenness among women as well as men. The sight of people staggering out of drinking houses in a pathetically sodden state alarmed “respectable” citizens. Insobriety permeated every social rank. By the end of the eighteenth century “compulsory drinking customs among all classes had firmly established a drunken tyranny”.7 Moralists, social reformers and medical men sermonised about the need to eradicate public houses and champion the cause of sobriety. In 1805 the Reverend James Whitelaw in his Essay on the Population of Dublin railed passionately against the abominable public houses and the human degeneration they caused:8


“Dram-shops are the most alarming of all nuisances . . . [they] vend raw spirits, a poison productive of vice, riot and disease, hostile to all habits of decency, honesty and industry and, in short, destructive to the souls and bodies of our fellow-creatures. These houses, open at all hours by day and night, are scenes of unceasing profaneness and intemperance.”


The Temperance Movement, which began in Ireland in 1829, focused vigorously on the capital which claimed the highest concentration of public houses and most distressing rate of inebriety. Temperance groups such as the Dublin Total Abstinence Society held public rallies and parades, gave free lectures and introduced coffee houses as an alternative to pubs. By the time Father Theobald Mathew, Ireland’s most famous temperance reformer, held his third public meeting in Dublin in the 1840s he had given the pledge to 173,000 citizens.9 Despite the early successes, the calamitous Potato Famine struck the Temperance Movement a blow from which it never recovered and Dublin sadly returned to its wanton ways. By the 1870s the number of arrests in the city for drunkenness exceeded that of London which was ten times larger. One female drunkard had 264 convictions. Owing to excessive drinking the city was besieged by crime and riotous conduct.


Finally, in 1876 a Select Committee of the House of Lords on Intemperance was appointed to inquire into the problem of inebriation and the role of public houses. After gathering a plethora of testimony from experts and commoners alike, much enlightened sociological evidence was forthcoming. There clearly emerged a link between the poverty and hardship of the lower classes and their need to use the public house as an “escape” from their plight. The pub was recognised as an emotional and psychological “safety valve” and refuge for the impoverished masses. Sir Charles A. Cameron, Chief Health Officer in Dublin during the latter part of the nineteenth century, validated the justification for public houses in his sympathetic report on How the Poor Live:10


“The workman is blamed for visiting the public house, but it is to him what the club is to the rich man. His home is rarely a comfortable one and in the winter the bright light, the warm fire and the gaiety of the public house are attractions which he finds it difficult to resist.”


On the basis of such rationale, the Committee accepted the legitimacy of pubs as a beneficial social institution—but they strongly condemned the habit of customers drinking to excess. As a consequence, they favoured eradicating illicit drinking places, tightening the controls and limiting the number of legally licensed pubs and encouraging publicans to prohibit drunkenness on their premises.


After centuries of being cursed and condemned, “buffeted by storms of public controversy, assailed by the slings and arrows of temperance reformers”, H. A. Monckton concludes that it is “remarkable that the public house has survived in so ubiquitous a way”.11 Its very survivability is unmistakable testimony to its enduring importance in Irish society. As Gorham affirms, the pub has evolved as a “living” social institution which plays a profound role in the daily lives of the populace.12 Indeed, it has been calculated that “of the social institutions that mould men’s lives” the pub has more buildings, holds more people, takes more of their time and money, than church, cinema, dance-hall and political organisations together.13 As a consequence, pub goers develop a strong institutional identity with their local pub where they find communal solidarity with their mates. And perhaps more than any other social institution, the pub is founded on the principles of equality and democracy. In 1936 Burke praised the egalitarian nature of the public house, noting “It is the one place where a man may greet and talk with strangers on level terms. It is the common and open club.”14 Only the pub provides a climate for intimate social interaction in which persons of every social and economic class can share personal feelings. The pub thus becomes a true microcosm of local life, reflecting the socio-economic ethos of its host community. Furthermore, writes Smith in the British Journal of Sociology, the neighbourhood pub is the “locus of popular culture”.15 Every pub possesses its unique “cultural character” based upon distinctive lifeways, customs and values of the local people.


The most coveted social niche in the life of many Dubliners is their status as a “regular” in their local pub. It has traditionally been the epicentre of social life, local news, companionship and even entertainment since every neighbourhood pub is blessed with its own local talent of singers, musicians, dancers, comedians and story tellers. But the art of conversation has always been the very heart of pub life and here it survives as in no other forum. The pub setting is like a stage with a cast of characters each acting out his natural role. Be they philosopher, wag, wit, grouser, political pundit, buffoon or mere listener—all are welcome in the conversational circle. Gregarious cronies cluster in cliques to discuss and dissect sports, politics, literature, local happenings, world events and the general state of mankind. All are treated with equal solemnity or frivolity depending upon the prevailing mood of the moment. There may be hushed tones during a serious story, clamorous laughter at a good yarn or roaring oratory amidst political debate or literary analysis. The scene is not only orally stimulating but physically animated for amid the banter and badinage men pound the table to make a point, slap their knee in appreciation of a witty word and gesticulate wildly with their arm to beckon the barman for another pint. At peak moments a pub can crackle with human electricity.


Even more important than the entertainment they enjoy in their local pub is the deep friendship they cultivate. The social chemistry among regulars creates over time a “support group” environment in which they can openly share personal feelings about domestic life, work, health, finances and phobias. Based upon interdependence and mutual trust, strong fraternal bonds are forged. Men often confess to feeling closer to pub mates than some members of their own family. For some pub regulars, especially bachelors and widowers, their pub pals actually become a surrogate family. As they grow old together when a lifelong friend passes away it is regarded as a death in the immediate family.


The publican has always been one of the most essential ingredients in the composition of a public house. His role goes far beyond that of congenial host behind the bar. Historically, he has been a leading figure in the local community performing valuable services for people in times of need. Publicans lived above their shop, knew customers intimately, generously dispensed advice, guidance, financial assistance and even mediated family disputes. They customarily provided money and drink for life’s great moments—births, christenings, first holy communion, weddings, wakes and burials. Such debts were routinely “put on the slate” to be paid off over months or years. Often, they were simply forgotten. Explains 75-year-old publican John O’Dwyer: “The publican was the man who [financially] christened them, married them, buried them. He was the man, he was there for them.” He was also frequently called upon to read and write correspondence for persons with relatives abroad and to provide letters of reference for people seeking employment or buying a piece of furniture or a bicycle. There was no one else to serve as their financial benefactor and guarantor. Because of his indispensable role in Dublin’s poor and working-class neighbourhoods 60-year-old Clara Gill, a publican’s daughter, always felt that “a good publican was like the father of the community”. Thus, in respect and status he was often at a level with the parish priest. Publican Jack Cusack, 76, of the Coombe, contends that some enjoyed an even more exalted pedestal—“Oh, those old publicans, they were the captains of us all . . . a publican years ago was Jesus Christ!”


Women have long been part of the Dublin pub scene, though as a sequestered and numerical minority. By long and sacred tradition, Dublin’s public houses were exclusively a male domain or, as some flinty old regulars prefer to put it, the “holy ground”. Neighbourhood pubs stood as an anachronistic bastion of male supremacy until recent decades. Back in the 1920s recalls 90-year-old May Hanaphy of the Liberties: “Oh, a woman’d be murdered if she was caught in a pub. It was a disgrace for a woman.” There were, however, two conspicuous exceptions—revered grannies and hardy women street dealers. Owing to their longevity and difficult life they were excluded from the social mores which barred other women. For them it was perfectly acceptable to sit beshawled in a cloistered snug sipping a glass of porter and perhaps smoking a clay pipe. Some of the most amusing tales about old Dublin pub life focus on their behaviour. Their special place in the history and folklore of Dublin pubs is well preserved in the oral tradition, as evidenced by many of the personal narratives in this book.


Dublin has always been noted for its remarkable variety of pubs, from the most raunchy to elegant. Such posh, pedigreed pubs as the Scotch House and Palace Bar drew professionals and intelligentsia who “held court” over the finest whiskey and brandy. By contrast were the dingy matchbox-size locals in working-class neighbourhoods frequented by manual labourers and tough dockers who could put away pints of porter by the dozen. Then there were the truly wretched watering holes like Crilly’s of Sarsfield Quay, packed with diseased prostitutes, pimps, thieves and hustlers of every sort. There was a pub for every human species.


Between the 1930s and 1950s Dublin was acclaimed for its singing pubs and literary pubs, both of which received international attention. Gala singing houses like Lalor’s of Wexford Street were crowded nightly with visitors from Europe and America as well as every class of Dubliner. During their heyday they were touted as one of the city’s greatest attractions. Equally heralded were Dublin’s literary pubs, the likes of the Bailey, Davy Byrne’s and McDaid’s. Here Dublin’s poets, novelists, journalists, artists and intellectuals congregated in a Bohemian atmosphere of stimulating conversation and social interaction. In its halcyon days McDaid’s boasted the grandest galaxy of literary luminaries on the Dublin scene. Regulars included Brendan Behan, Patrick Kavanagh, Brian O’Nolan, Gainor Crist, Austin Clarke, Anthony Cronin, J. P. Donleavy and Liam O’Flaherty. Head barman Paddy O’Brien, who had to cope daily with this coterie of egotistical and temperamental writers, fondly remembers “all types of literary people, poets and writers. There was this great blend. And the conversation at McDaid’s . . . great!” It is not likely that any Dublin pub will see their collective likes again.


Apart from the legitimate public houses in Dublin there was an underworld of illicit drinking dens known as shebeens, kips and speakeasies which did a flourishing business. Though illegal, these places were public drinking houses which played an important part in the lives of Dubliners. Hence, their story is told here as well. Indeed, much fascinating history surrounds these clandestine premises which were always risky and exciting by nature. The city’s more famous madams, prostitutes, kip-keepers, shebeeners and speakeasy operators hold a special niche in the folklore of the public house.


Although the public house has for centuries played a significant role in the social, economic, political and literary life of Dublin it has been a woefully ignored topic of study by scholars. Blake outrightly declares the local pub a seriously “neglected part of our national heritage”.16 Monckton theorises about this scholarly omission:17


“The very existence of the public house seems to have been rather taken for granted in much the same way as the air we breathe. It is perhaps this attitude which accounts for the dearth of literature about its historical connections with national life.”


As a historical and contemporary social institution and locus of community culture it deserves serious attention. However, as Clinard discloses, “Despite the obvious importance of the public drinking house most publications about it have been popular articles or propaganda.”18 Typically, literary pieces are of a superficial, stereotypical nature, depicting the pub as a sort of comical set on the Abbey stage filled with contrived characters and dialogue. As a consequence, there has been “little attempt to make an objective appraisal of how the pub works out in human terms of everyday life”.19


To chronicle the human dimension of pub life and lore as it existed in the early part of this century we must use the oral historical method of seeking out elderly publicans and regulars and tape recording their verbal testimonies for posterity. As “old-timers” from generations past, they are a rich repository of pub history and folklore. Local historian Vincent Caprani acknowledges the existence of this valuable “pub lore of our city”, as does Gorham who identifies old Dublin public houses “around which a folklore has grown up”.20 But such accounts of pub life and lore have never been systematically gathered, recorded and preserved in written form. There is now an urgency to document this history before all the old publicans and pubmen pass from our scene, for they are a fast-vanishing breed. Most of the individuals whose oral narratives appear in this book are between 60 and 90 years of age. Their recollections of pub life a half-century and more ago are astonishingly vivid, filled with accounts which are variously humorous, raw, compassionate and brutal—but always fascinating and authentic. Through their collective oral testimonies the bygone world of old Dublin pubs comes to life once again in exuberant form.


Not only are the old publicans and regulars fading from the scene, but over the past fifty years the traditional Dublin public house has undergone dramatic social and physical transformation. Change began in the post-war 1940s with the gradual admission of women, the creation of lounges and the insidious intrusion of television. But the most ferocious assault upon old public houses began in the 1960s when Dublin was swept up in a mindless craze of modernisation and urban redevelopment. Vulnerable pubs were assailed by developers, demolitionists and greedy investors who had no sense of historical appreciation or heartfelt affection for them. As a consequence, hundreds of public houses of historic importance, architectural integrity and unique social character have been altered and adulterated beyond original recognition, or bulldozed into oblivion. Elegant Victorian interiors have been ruthlessly gutted of their lovely marble, mahogany and brass, replaced with gaudy plastic and formica. To traditionalists and preservationists it has been heartbreaking. Today, only about twenty of Dublin’s 775 public houses retain an authentic Victorian interior and ambience.21 Equally distressing, wealthy businessmen now buy pubs from elderly publicans for astronomical sums and install in their place accountants and professional business managers with no historical ties to the trade. The result is a sad and ridiculous paradox—pubs without publicans!


Having evolved from its primitive alehouse days many centuries ago, the Dublin public house enters the twenty-first century a providential survivor. It stands as a last tangible relic of a simpler, more romantic, genteel age. But many of the city’s surviving venerable pubs are fragile and imperilled by economic and physical forces. With emotion, publican Larry Ryan, whose pub was on the Coombe forty years ago, expresses his sentiments about the passing of Dublin’s old pubs and their regulars:


“I hope that all the old Dublin men die before the old pubs go . . . because pubs was a tradition in Dublin, a way of life.”




1


History and Evolution of Dublin Public Houses


“Public drinking houses have their origins in the foothills of time.”


Peter Clark, The English Alehouse, 1983


“The Irish have had a long and picturesque history with alcohol—a history in which the use of alcohol has penetrated deeply into nearly every aspect of their social life.”


David J. Pittman, Society, Culture, and Drinking Patterns, 1962


ORIGINS AND USES OF ALCOHOL


Alcohol probably dates back to the Stone Age when primitive man serendipitously discovered that grapes left to ferment produced a drink pleasing to the taste and intoxicating to the senses. It is not known when the art of distilling alcohol from a fermented mixture was perfected but it existed in the age of Aristotle. When exactly distilling was introduced into Ireland remains obscure. Beverages such as ale and mead had long been staple drinks among the Celtic peoples and Irish folk tales contain many references to great feats of drinking. Folklore has it that when St Patrick was travelling through Connaught he was visited by a king who appeared before him “sadly in liquor”.1 Displeased with this discourtesy, St Patrick foretold that all the king’s descendants would be drunkards and come to a bad end. It is said that his prophecy came true. Although St Patrick could reprove a drunken king he had no compunction about retaining a brewer of his own. In those ancient days ale was the most common drink and was consumed daily in monasteries. Even St Brighid was praised for the excellence of the ale she brewed.


Uisge beatha, the Irish word for whiskey, means “water of life”. Though it is not known when this aqua vitae first appeared in Ireland it is thought that whiskey was first distilled in the country by monks who had come in contact with spirit-making on missionary journeys through Europe. In Ireland the natives were producing a drinkable spirit when the soldiers of Henry II invaded the country in 1171.2 Actual references to uisge beatha and aqua vitae began appearing in Irish sources in the fourteenth century. Throughout the Middle Ages whiskey was the staple alcoholic beverage of the Irish countryside. Conversely, in Dublin ale was the common table beverage and most of the brewing was done in the home by women. The good reputation of a house’s ale undoubtedly led to the first public houses being set up for the local folk.


Ale, whiskey, wine and other alcoholic drinks were consumed for both medicinal and convivial purposes. There are indications that medicinal uses of alcohol, preventive, palliative and curative, were prominent in Irish culture from very early times. The appellation “water of life” is a clear tribute to whiskey’s perceived medicinal qualities. It was used to treat illness, cure disease, revive fallen warriors and combat the damp climate. It is well documented that large quantities of brandy were used to fight the cholera epidemics of 1831 and 1849.3 Copious amounts of both whiskey and beer have traditionally been consumed to dispel fatigue and instil bodily strength. Both have also long been seen as a purifying agent used to cleanse innards and kill germs. In fact, on the birth of a child it was “no uncommon thing to give the poor innocent babe itself a sort of baptism by sponging it over with whiskey directly after birth.”4


Historically, convivial drinking in Ireland has been even more prevalent. Over the centuries the Irish have developed a strong tradition of social and circumstantial drinking in which virtually every “occasion” must be celebrated by sharing drink—births, christenings, marriages, indentures, fairs, business transactions, wakes and social gatherings of every sundried sort. Drinking has also long fostered a spirit of courage and rebelliousness among the Irish, especially in terms of arousing patriotic sentiments and opposing British rule. Over centuries the perceived powers of drink to engender health, strength, courage and friendship became deeply ingrained in Irish culture. Indeed, the drinking custom became so inculcated in Irish life that “from cradle to grave it accompanies almost every individual”.5


A CITY OF TAVERNS AND ALEHOUSES


Dublin became the centre of heavy drinking in Ireland and gained an unsavoury reputation for its insobriety. By the early 1600s “Dublin was not clean, neither was it sober.”6 Entire streets were given over to drink houses while brewers’ carts were wheeled creakily about the streets, creating great nuisance. Excessive drinking was commonly associated with bawdy conduct, prostitution and riotous behaviour. Critical commentaries on Irish drunkenness were common in the writings of English visitors who regarded it as a “swinish vice” and moral scandal.7 In 1610 Barnaby Rich, an English pamphleteer and soldier who served a term of duty in Ireland, wrote caustically in his New Description of Ireland about the deplorable drinking habits of the Dublin “natives”:8


“In Dublin the whole profit of the towne stands upon alehouses and the selling of ale . . . there are whole streets of taverns . . . young housewives that are both very loathesome, filthy, and abominable both in life and manners are called tavern-keepers, the most of them known harlots.”


Rich’s proclamation was no exaggeration for Dublin was indeed awash with drink, much of it, he certified, the quality of “hogge wash”. The entire face of the city was pock-marked with watering holes every few paces. In Rich’s time ale brewing was largely a domestic craft conducted by women who were generously called tavern keepers. Every dwelling was potentially a public house. In fact, some of the most active brewers in the city were wives of City Aldermen. By the mid-1600s when the population of Dublin was reckoned to be about 4,000 families there were 1,180 drinking houses.9 Along many streets half or more of the houses were taverns. Winetavern Street, from which its name derived, was especially noted for its conglomeration of drinking places. Even Christ Church Cathedral was adulterated by drink when the crypt was converted into a tavern where the practice of “sepulchral boozing flourished”.10 It was alleged that even members of the clergy had fallen victim to drunkenness. In 1633 the Lord Deputy, Thomas Stafford, Earl of Wentworth, complained to Archbishop Laud in London that the entire crypt had been given over to the sale of drink and tobacco.11 This situation gave rise to an irreverent distich:12


“Spirits above and spirits below


Spirits divine and spirits—of wine.”


Concern over the spread of public drinking houses and drunkenness in Dublin led to the first statute governing the sale of intoxicating liquor in Ireland in 1635. This Act ordained that no one was to keep any tippling house or sell any alcoholic beverage unless licensed by commissioners. While this first licensing law was ostensibly aimed at limiting the number of public houses in the city and reducing insobriety, it had little effect. Virtually nothing was done to decrease the number of drinking houses because the financial benefits to be derived from regulating, rather than suppressing, the drink business were too great to be disregarded, particularly by a government much in need of revenue. As a consequence, according to the records of the Dublin Corporation, by 1667 the number of taverns and alehouses in Dublin had risen to over 1,500.13 Toward the close of the seventeenth century Dublin had such an “unenviable notoriety” for drunkenness that an Irish priest dubbed his native city “Dublin of the wine bottles”.14


The eighteenth century saw an increase in public houses and alcohol consumption. By 1750 there were 879 licensed stills and 930 breweries in Ireland.15 Most of the breweries were very small operations in which the publican was producing his own supplies. Dublin was the dominant brewing centre producing about 65 per cent of Irish ale and beer.16 Women still managed their alehouses and the quality of their drink remained quite poor. Commercially produced beer was very much a town drink at this time and being relatively expensive was restricted largely to the middle and wealthier classes while the working man’s drink was the cheaper whiskey and home-brewed beer. Heavy drinking permeated all social classes as the number of alehouses and taverns swelled to 2,300 by 1749.17


In the 1750s the brewing of beer commenced on a larger scale, thereby increasing the supply. The most important date in the history of Irish brewing was 1 December 1759 when Arthur Guinness opened his brewery at St James’s Gate on the banks of the River Liffey in Dublin. From this first small premises was to grow the great industrial empire that has become so entwined in Irish life and culture. The first beers that came from the Guinness brewery were simple ales but in 1770 a new beer of English origin was produced. It contained roasted barley which gave it its distinctive dark colour and since it was particularly popular with porters at London’s Covent Garden it was commonly known as “porter”. By the end of the eighteenth century Dublin was flowing with porter, ale, whiskey and wine as the “alarming number of dram shops” approximated 3,000.18


DUBLIN’S COLOURFUL PUBLIC HOUSES


The traditional Dublin public house evolved from the dusky drinking dens of an earlier epoch. The distinction between alehouse and tavern was always a bit vague but the latter was generally distinguished by the provision of wine and spirits in addition to beer. By the mid-1700s the term “public house” was commonly applied to both, and eventually shortened to “pub”. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries Dublin was noted for its colourful, effervescent public houses and their often fascinating names. All had hanging wooden signs with both the name of the public house and its symbol boldly painted. These signs swung and creaked in the wind. In an age when many people were illiterate, pubs were readily identified by their bright symbols, such as the “Bull’s Head”, “Dog and Duck” or “Coach and Horses”. Many of the old names of Dublin public houses from this period were quaint and curious:













	

House of Blazes—Aston Quay




	

The Flying Horse—Mountrath Street









	

The Blue Leg—High Street




	

The Sots Hole—Essex Street









	

The Holy Lamb—Corn Market




	

Three Candlesticks—King Street









	

Golden Sugar Loaf—Abbey Street




	

The Bleeding Horse—Camden Street









	

The Wandering Jew—Castle Street




	

Black Lion—Temple Bar









	

The Unicorn—Capel Street




	







Dublin’s pubs in this period ran the gamut from squalid to splendid. As John Gamble wrote in 1826 in his Sketches of Dublin, the “taverns of old Dublin are either so miserably low that a respectable person cannot be seen going into them, or they are equally extravagant with the most expensive London ones”.19 Every public house built up a regular clientele for whom it became their “local”. Many pubs became regular rendezvous points for specific groups such as tradesmen, businessmen, lawyers, writers, political party members, unionists and even renegade cliques. At this time the public house was the most convenient venue for such gatherings. Publicans gladly provided separate space or a private room since a good amount of money would be spent on drink.


Many public houses gained historical and political significance for the groups they held. For example, the Rose Tavern in Castle Street was a favourite haunt of prominent lawyers during the 1700s. Likewise, the Castle was a regular meeting spot for Dublin city officials who daily discussed their affairs over drink. The Phoenix in Werburg Street, very fashionable in its day, was patronised by politicians, journalists and the Bar Society as well as the Grand Lodge of Freemasons. Dame Street boasted of several distinguished public houses like the Rose and Bottle which attracted important businessmen, and the Duke’s Head which was favoured by the nobility during the reign of James II. Another tavern on the same street called the Robin Hood was a hangout for a political club known as the Robin Hood Society who opposed the government during the early period under the reign of George III. The Bleeding Horse in Camden Street was a meeting place for United Irishmen in 1798 and of the Fenians at a later time. The Brazen Head in Bridge Street, Dublin’s oldest pub dating from the thirteenth century, was for centuries the site of much plotting and intrigue as revolutionaries of different eras found it a safe haven in which to conspire. Robert Emmet, Daniel O’Connell and Tim Healy, among a host of others, drank and planned within its ancient walls. Even the eminently respectable and charitable members of the Sick and Indigent Roomkeepers Society, prior to taking possession of their present office in Palace Street, held their weekly meetings at the Eagle pub in Eustace Street.20


One of Dublin’s most famous surviving pubs, in existence as a hostelry since the seventeenth century, is the Bailey in Duke Street. The history of the Bailey is closely associated with the cultural and political happenings in Dublin over the centuries and has a strong nationalistic record. Parnell and the Irish Party, Isaac Butt, the Invincibles, the United Irishmen, the Fenians, the Irish Republican Brotherhood and Sinn Féin all used its premises, while Collins and Griffith met there continuously during the Troubled Period. It is even said that Parnell met Kitty O’Shea for the last time in the upstairs dining room.


But if some public houses deservedly enjoyed their good reputation, others were known for their raffish character. The Eagle tavern on Cork Hill, for example, regularly entertained profligate young aristocrats known as “bucks” who were notorious heavy drinkers, gamblers, duellists and womanisers. Here they would hold drunken orgies all night long. Similarly, in the latter part of the seventeenth century there was a rough and forbidding tavern in St John’s Lane simply called “Hell” for its unbridled boozing and brawling. Nearby rowdy pubs were the Dragon Shipp, Red Stagg and the Half Moon. They became such a moral blight on the area that all were eventually suppressed after the Dean of Christ Church complained about the sounds of the revelry interfering with the services. Another pub noted for serving “gamblers and bad characters” was the Sun Ale House in Dame Street, while at the Black Lion alehouse on Sir Rogerson’s Quay it was said that the drink was cheaper than elsewhere only because the wines and brandies were smuggled in.21 In 1807 a Dublin inn and tavern called the Coach and Horses was visited by highwaymen who robbed the owner and visitors, caroused and drank for about an hour, and upon leaving offered profuse apologies for their rude intrusion.


DRINKING CUSTOMS OF THE SOCIAL CLASSES


“Inebriety was not only a custom but a cult.”


Dawson Burns, Temperance in the Victorian Age, 1879


By the latter part of the eighteenth century “compulsory drinking customs among all classes had firmly established a drunken tyranny”.22 However, drunkenness among the lower classes was the most widespread and blatant. The Reverend James Whitelaw determined that two-thirds of the city’s population of 172,000 were of the “lower class”, most of whom lived in “truly wretched habitations . . . crowded together to a degree distressing to humanity”.23 These tenement dwellers lived in horrid conditions of congestion, hunger, poor health, disease and human frustration. The local public drinking house provided temporary relief from their daily suffering. Men worked sporadically at manual jobs such as dock work, carting and construction. It was their custom upon collecting their meagre wages to head directly to their neighbourhood pub seeking drink and companionship. Pubs were packed from morning to closing time. The lower classes mostly drank beer and cheap whiskey and a man could get “dead drunk for two pence”.24 The popular custom—or “curse”—of standing rounds with mates was a major cause of drunkenness in public houses as every man sought to show his good fellowship.25


At this period, whiskey consumption especially seemed to debilitate and “madden” men. In 1772 John Rutty, the Quaker doctor, in his Natural History of Dublin described the degenerating effects of hard whiskey drinking:26


“Whiskey among the lower ranks has for some years so enormously prevailed, not only to the corrupting of morals and destroying of the constitutions of the drinkers, even of both sexes, but to the debasing and enfeebling of their progeny.”


Dubliners took their whiskey drinking so seriously that in 1792 there was rioting among the common people of the city when Parliament discussed measures to curb whiskey consumption. When rumours circulated that it was to be made a felony to drink a dram, people paraded through the streets protesting while balled singers sang sorrowful lamentations about the demise of their good friend “whiskey”.


Drunkenness among the poorer classes was an especially public exhibition. They were far more susceptible to intoxication than the upper classes because of their poor diet and weaker constitution. In fact, many virtually lived on drink. As a consequence, excessive imbibing led to spectacles of boisterous behaviour and brutal brawling. In 1836 G. C. Lewis in his Observations of the Habits of the Labouring Classes in Ireland commented on this conspicuous trait of the lower classes:27


“The Irish are not so dishonest as the English of the same class, but more riotous when drunk. They get drunk on Saturday evening and Sunday; having eaten little in the week a small quantity of spirits has much effect on them. They fight with one another in public houses and in the streets.”


Members of the upper classes in Dublin may have been more discreet in their drinking habits but many were just as prone to drunkenness. In fact, in this period heavy drinking was actually fashionable among the higher social ranks. The leisured class spent much of their spare time “hunting and whoring, drinking and gambling”.28 They favoured fine whiskey, brandy and wine. Heavy drinking among the rich often led to duelling. It was said that “a gentleman’s chief ambition was to be able to imbibe an enormous quantity of wine and use the small sword with dexterity” to dispatch in single combat any man who presumed to question or insult him.29


The upper classes devised their own rules for drinking. One was that no man was allowed to leave his company until he was highly intoxicated. If on any occasion a guest had to leave the room bits of paper were dropped into his glass indicating the number of rounds the bottle had gone in his absence. Upon his return, he was obliged to swallow a glass for each, under penalty of so many glasses of salt and water. There were many subterfuges invented to make one drunk. For example, it was a practice to have decanters with round bottoms so that everyone was obliged to keep filling up his glass as the bottle was passed around on peril of upsetting its contents on the table. Another common custom was to knock the stems off the glasses with a knife so that they had to be emptied as fast as they were filled since they couldn’t stand. At some public houses where the “young bloods” revelled it was a rule that all boots and shoes be removed by the tavern boy and taken out of the room. Then broken glass was scattered around the door to prevent drinkers from leaving too early. Such drinking orgies were a regular custom of the wealthier classes. Insobriety infiltrated the most august bodies in Dublin as even the most distinguished members of society were given to habitual intemperance:30


“The Bar, the Church, the Senate, the Medical Profession, even the Bench itself, were alike subject to this degrading excess; and drunkenness was so common, especially among the higher classes of society, as to entail no censure whatsoever.”


Indeed, even judges on the Bench were seen frightfully inebriated and utterly without shame.


DISREPUTABLE DRINKING DENS


Spirit grocers, cursed as the “greatest evil in Ireland”, became one of Dublin’s most notorious types of public drinking establishment for more than a century.31 The spirit grocer’s licence, which led to “untold mischief and damage”, was introduced in 1791 and survived until 1910 when it was finally abolished.32 Under this Act any grocer dealing in tea, sugar, pepper, chocolate and other basic commodities could acquire a liquor licence allowing him to sell any quantity of spirits not exceeding two quarts at a time for consumption off the premises. No certificate of “good character” was required, as for publicans, and it was said that many, indeed, were not of good character. Their licence was not even endorsable in the event of conviction for selling drink consumed in the shop. Since this licence was easy to obtain any person unable to acquire a legitimate publican’s licence owing to the more stringent requirements and the reluctance of the magistrate to grant new ones, simply set themselves up as a spirit grocer.


At the outset it was naively reasoned that the Spirit Grocers Act would spare women the moral danger of having to enter public houses to purchase spirits. Instead, it lured scores into alcoholism. The lax laws invited abuse. Although the grocer was permitted to sell up to two quarts at a time the most frequently purchased amount was a “noggin”, or two glasses. The grocer would supply this in a bottle, although many customers brought in their own bottle and proceeded to drink it on the spot. Women who would dare not risk being seen in a public house had no compunction about slipping into a spirit grocer’s and sipping away contentedly behind high stacks of biscuit tins or partitions deliberately constructed as cover. For women it provided the ideal clandestine way to get drink. For countless numbers the temptation was too great. At many grocers it was common practice to provide full protection against discovery by stationing young boys outside the front entrance who would alert the grocer at the sight of a policeman. It became a common sight that women departing the shop after their “grocery shopping” were in noticeably good cheer, if not singing uproariously. Others, sadly, staggered down the street and clung to railings for stability. One dismayed observer alleged that many spirit grocers operated as illegal public houses catering to the weaknesses of women:33


“I attribute a great deal of the drinking habits among females to the spirit grocers which are about the very worst houses to which licences have been granted. At first, a female would not like to go into a public house, but would have no objection to go into a spirit grocer’s house, either to buy groceries or otherwise, and there she becomes more or less tempted to take a drink. As long as the grocer is allowed to sell one glass of spirits, and keeps a watch upon his door, his shop is literally nothing better than a public house licensed for consumption on the premises.”


Indeed, by the mid-1800s many proprietors were “simply spirit grocers in name and publicans in reality”.34 Clearly, the spirit grocers law had become a mockery. In 1867 the superintendent of the DMP contended that the majority of spirit grocers in Dublin violated their licence and freely got away with it. To prove this point, a member of a Dublin temperance society went around to fifteen spirit grocers’ shops in one night and declared that he had been offered liquor for consumption on the premises in every one of them. He found men and women drinking openly at the counter, behind partitions or in a back room. In some cases police were standing on the pavement outside the shop with a clear view through the window at imbibing patrons. Because of the reluctance of licensing authorities to grant new public house licences there was a steady increase of spirit grocers. In 1877, of the 641 spirit grocers in Ireland 310 were in Dublin.35 Because they were a source of considerable tax revenue there was little political will to shut them down.


Shebeens were the lowest form of drinking den on the Dublin scene. They were illegal drinking quarters usually located in a squalid tenement room or huxter shop. Every sort of alcohol was served at all hours of the day and night. Untold hundreds of shebeens were scattered through the maze of tenements doing a thriving business. Shebeen operators commonly placed a piece of turf or an oil bottle in the window as a sign of identification for customers. Scouts, usually young lads, were posted outside in the street to keep a vigilant watch for policemen. When a policeman was spotted the scout would let forth with a mighty whistle alerting those inside to scatter. Shebeens did their biggest business on Sundays when the pubs were open only for a few hours. There were endless complaints against the “degrading shebeens where they can get drink, as much as they ever choose to drink, from petroleum champagne to bad whiskey”.36 The often poor quality of drink commonly led to drunkenness and civil disorder.


Critics charged: “The police in Dublin could put their hands in a morning upon nearly every shebeen in the city; those places are very well known.”37 Police rebutted that while they did indeed know the location of many shebeens they were unable to collect solid evidence against them because of the early-warning system which allowed operators and patrons to carry off the drink and go their merry way. In 1877 when there were 117 well-documented shebeens in operation a police magistrate explained the difficulties in shutting them down:38


“In the low, squalid districts are miles of filthy streets with lanes off them where there are houses known to the police carrying on illicit trade where crowds of people congregated and got drunk—but there was no getting legal evidence of this fact. As many as 50 or 60 people, labourers, common people, upon a Sunday morning would be seen going along whistling and chatting in groups and gradually disappear into a house. But by signals and otherwise communicating rapidly from one end of the street to the other it was utterly impossible for the police to reach that house in time to get evidence.”


One Sunday the police observed 168 people entering a shebeen between the hours of ten and two and yet they were “unable to establish a case against the house” because of the operator’s advance warning system.39


The problem was exacerbated by the fact that the modest £2 fine for arrest was so small that it was no deterrent to the crafty “shebeeners”. Certified one policeman: “The profits are so large upon the sale of this liquor that they can afford to pay the £2 every week.”40 However, it was also well known that the laxity of many police was due to bribes they were receiving for turning a blind eye. In Belfast, Cork and Limerick the police were often dispatched in plain clothes to hunt down and close the illegal shebeens. However, in Dublin this tactic was strongly rejected by the police who feared that plain clothes officers would be regarded as detested “informers” by the local people. Thus, Dublin policemen preferred to carry out their duties openly in uniform because they were more respected for it. Owing to their elusive nature shebeens survived all the way into the 1950s.


PROUD AND PROSPEROUS PUBLICANS


Relations between Dublin’s respectable publicans and the disreputable spirit grocers and shebeen operators were far from amicable. Legitimate publicans, most of whom were honourable and law abiding, resented the reckless and illegal conduct of their bogus brethren. They were also angry over losing business to these renegade traders. Dublin’s publicans, or tavern keepers as they were originally known, took great pride in their heritage, having belonged to the old Cooks and Vintners’ Guild which survived for nearly four hundred years. After the guild fell into desuetude there were several feeble attempts among publicans to form a trade association but they faltered after a few years. In 1817 publican James Lube of Ship Street called the tavern owners of Dublin together to discuss the protection of their interests.41 In that year the Grocers Bill was going through Parliament and the publicans felt that if they joined forces with the grocers their combined influence would be better able to protect their livelihoods. This linking of the grocery trade with the vintner’s trade produced a public house with long counters with brass scales hanging down at one end where the grocery items were weighed out. Most publicans, in addition to dispensing drink, did a brisk business selling such basic commodities as tea, sugar, biscuits, tobacco, meal and other items. Publicans lived above their shop, took great pride in their work and were noted for their neat attire and gleaming brass and glass:42


“Everything shone, the windows, the register, the pumps, the glasses, the barman’s boots, his artificial cuffs and collar and his hat. No barman would go behind the counter without his hat. The boss would wear a waistcoat complete with watch and chain and whatever medals he had honestly come by. It was said that no one would get a foreman’s job until he had a walrus moustache.”


Around the middle of the nineteenth century Dublin’s pubs became increasingly valuable properties. Sir Fredrick Shaw, the Recorder of Dublin for forty years, decided in the 1850s that the city had a sufficient number of public houses for its needs. He thereafter became very reluctant to grant certificates for new ones. This policy, as intended, stabilised the number of public houses but it also had the effect of substantially increasing their value. It was estimated that between 1858 and 1878 the marketable value of public houses in Dublin soared over 500 per cent.43 Owing to their valuable property and booming business, publicans became a very prosperous class. When the Liquor Licensing Law of 1872 tightened the requirements for obtaining a public house licence, a publican’s good reputation became an indispensable asset. Licences were issued only upon the production of a certificate granted by the Recorder or the magistrates which attested to the unblemished “good character” of the prospective publican. To obtain such a cherished certificate six householders had to attest to the applicant’s honourable reputation and record. Licences were then renewed each year based upon the publican’s continuing good character and the orderly conduct of his house during the preceding twelve months.


There were specific rules governing the orderly conduct of a public house. It was against the law for a publican to permit drunkenness or riotous conduct on his premises, to knowingly permit prostitutes to frequent his house, or to allow unlawful gaming. Illegal gaming was determined to be any games played for money. Billiards, bagatelle, cards, dominoes, chess and draughts were not unlawful unless played for money. Publicans also had to adhere strictly to closing hours and were not to be open on Good Friday and Christmas. If a publican was found guilty of violating any of these laws he was liable to a fine of £10 but, far worse, he could have his licence refused when it came due for renewal. Because few publicans were so foolish as to break the law and risk losing their lucrative licence they were regarded as a very “respectable and law abiding body of men”.44 In 1878 the good reputation enjoyed by the publicans was verified in the Report From the Select Committee of the House of Lords on Intemperance:45


“In Dublin a public house licence is so valuable that publicans are most careful in no way to contravene the law; as a rule, they are a very respectful body of traders, and the value of the licence makes them most watchful, so that the offences against publicans are very rare indeed.”


By the last quarter of the nineteenth century Dublin publicans, represented by the Licensed Grocers’ and Vintners’ Association, were regarded as successful businessmen and prominent members of the community. Many were financially quite wealthy. Their living quarters above the pub were spacious and well furnished, they employed maids to do the cooking and cleaning, their family were well dressed and children highly educated. Their sons often went into the priesthood or medical profession. Many publicans delighted in showing off their horse and trap and seating their family in a prominent pew in church. They became quite active in civic affairs and charitable causes and were known for their generosity. As they became increasingly prosperous and socially respected, they also sought political influence. Publicans became well represented on various corporations and by the 1890s twenty of the sixty Aldermen and Councillors on the Dublin Corporation were publicans. Some even ascended to become MPs. Thus, by the turn of the century they wielded, as a group, considerable political clout.


DUBLIN TEMPERANCE MOVEMENT


Toward the end of the eighteenth century when there were about 2,300 taverns and alehouses flourishing in Dublin, drunken men and women were strewn about the streets to the horror of “respectable” citizens. The Surgeon General for Ireland testified that nearly one-fourth of all deaths of persons in Dublin 20 years of age or above were caused prematurely by excessive drinking.46 Moralists, social reformers and medical men began sermonising about the need to eradicate public houses and champion the cause of sobriety. As a consequence, in 1798 the Dublin Committee Against Drunkenness was formed. They expressed particular concern over the increase in drunkenness among women, asserting: “If whiskey produces brutish rebels among men, among women it destroys all feminine modesty, producing viragos and sluts.”47 In 1805 the Reverend James Whitelaw in his Essay on the Population of Dublin railed passionately against the abominable public houses and the human misery they wrought, exclaiming “Dram-shops are the most alarming of all nuisances . . . destructive to the souls and bodies of our fellow-creatures.”48


By the 1820s there was a concerted effort in Dublin by members of the Catholic clergy to reduce the number of public houses and drunkenness. Father Henry Young, one of the most vigorous opponents of drink, wrote a piece in 1823 entitled A Short Essay on the Grievous Crime of Drunkenness in which he vilified drink:49


“A witch to the senses, a demon to the soul, a thief to the purse, the wife’s woe, the husband’s misery, the parent’s disgrace, the children’s sorrow, and the beggar’s companion.”


He had particular condemnation for unscrupulous publicans and spirit grocers who, he warned, “have a most dreadful account to render in the divine tribunal of our Sovereign Judge after death” for selling corruptive spirits to the vulnerable masses.50 As an alternative to the detested public houses he set up in the city several stalls selling coffee and buttermilk but they were not financially profitable and were soon discontinued.


The actual Temperance Movement in Ireland is generally considered to have begun in 1829 with the establishment of anti-spirits societies in New Ross, Belfast and Dublin. One of the most energetic was the Dublin Total Abstinence Society which was the first to introduce coffee taverns in the city as a rational substitute for public houses. For obvious psychological reasons, these early coffee houses were often called coffee “taverns” and the man behind the bar was the “barman”. Some of the coffee taverns had a lecture hall and reading room and became quite popular, like Lucas’s coffee house on Cork Hill and the Globe in Essex Street which was frequented by merchants, physicians and lawyers. The most opulent was the Coffee Palace at 6 Townsend Street which boasted a magnificent thirteen foot long marble-topped bar, huge polished copper urns, gold fish tank, reading room with all the current newspapers and magazines, club room with games such as chess and draughts, smoke room, library and elegant temperance hall in which free lectures were given on health, science and temperance. For the first few years these alternative establishments did a brisk business, perhaps as a novelty as much as anything. It was impossible to gauge how many patrons were actually being drawn away from public houses.


As Dublin stumbled through what O’Brien calls its “besotted Victorian years” the temperance movement was led by Father Theobald Mathew, the Capuchin friar from Cork who, by his dynamic zeal, turned the tide within a few years with his total abstinence campaign.51 He stormed the country preaching against “those pestiferous erections, public houses”.52 In concert with other temperance groups he held massive rallies and put on spectacular parades. For Dubliners, the lively temperance processions and public meetings were great street theatre. Bands, floats and colourful pageantry usually accompanied a procession. Huge crowds gathered and men even flocked out of the pubs, drink in hand, to witness the gala event. A good illustration was the grand procession put on by the Irish Total Abstinence Society in Dublin on St Patrick’s Day, 1839:53


“The officials were riding in a carriage preceded by the society’s banner, then following a carriage drawn by four horses in which sat the Rev. Dr Spratt and Rev. Mr McClure; then a third carriage containing a band of musicians, followed by John Smith, the king of reformed drunkards on a white charger, and the rear being brought up by a body of mounted police. The shops of the streets were all closed and every balcony and window was filled with spectators. The whole affair was imposing, interesting and instructive.”


Some of the marching teetotallers became too exuberant, having their bands blare loudly outside churches on Sunday. Groused one policeman:54


“The teetotal societies with their band nuisances is very great. We have great difficulty in making them stop when they come near a church where divine worship is going on and assaults have arisen out of them.”


In one case, the drum major attacked a policeman who was trying to quell the disturbance. Other band members immediately joined the fray, physically assaulting the police who were interfering with their holy crusade.


By the early 1840s, when Father Mathew held his third public meeting in Dublin, he had given the pledge to 173,000 Dubliners. But then the calamitous potato famine occurred and “struck the temperance movement a blow from which it never recovered”.55 Temperance reformers turned to relief work as temperance halls and coffee houses closed down and alcoholism went on the rise again. By the late 1850s there was a modest revival of the temperance movement in Dublin and the reopening of a few coffee taverns. But the main thrust of reformers in this period was to close down the public houses on Sundays. In 1865 the Irish Sunday Closing Association was founded and their prime target was Dublin. The opponents, known as the Anti-Sunday Closing Movement, were those who would not countenance any interference with the sociability of enjoying a drink on Sundays. Naturally, the city’s publicans were very generous in their financial support of this group. The two groups held open meetings in the Phoenix Park in which “divergent views were simultaneously expressed on different platforms, fortunately with no more serious consequences than occasional heckling, bad language and clod throwing”.56


By the 1870s the proposal to close public houses on Sundays was being bitterly debated in Parliament as persuasive arguments were heard on both sides. Proclaimed one man in favour of keeping the pubs open: “On Sundays the working man gets the best dinner of the week and cannot possibly enjoy it unless he sends down to the public house for a pot of freshly drawn beer to wash it down.”57 In rebuttal, it was reasoned that there was a simple solution:58


“Publicans supply the working man with bottles of beer and if he will send down his bottle to the public house on Saturday night and get it filled fresh from the barrel and get it corked up till Sunday dinner time it will be just as good as if brought fresh from the public house. Of course, the difficulty is, as some suppose, that the working men would not keep the cork in the bottle till dinner time.”


One of the strongest arguments put forward, even by police, for keeping licensed public houses open on Sundays was that if they were closed down it would inevitably result in hordes of thirsty men being driven to shebeens where they generally drank more, got bad whiskey and became rebellious. Thus, keeping the pubs open was considered by many as the lesser of two evils. In order to determine the volume of business on Sundays the police were dispatched to watch 210 public houses on the Sunday of 9 January 1876. They counted 46,257 people entering them between the hours of 2:00 and 8:30. They concluded that on this day of the week “people who used the public houses in the city are lower-class and middle-class” while the higher ranks, it was reasoned, go to clubs, hotels and on excursions.59 As a result of this sociological revelation, it was argued that closing the public house would be clearly perceived as a discriminatory act against the lower classes of the city:60


“People might feel sore if they observed that their public houses were shut down on Sundays while the club houses and hotels remained open . . . there would be jealousy. They would feel that they were worse treated than the upper classes where a gentleman can go and get a glass of sherry.”


Authorities did, in fact, express concern that it could lead to rioting in some of the poorer parts of the city. Eventually, owing to passionately expressed public opinion and the powerful influence of publicans, the efforts to close Dublin’s pubs on Sundays failed. The revered custom of Sunday drinking in the city was simply too popular for the government to dare abolish it. Thus, the publicans and Sunday tipplers won the day.


GOVERNMENT INQUIRY INTO INTEMPERANCE AND THE ROLE OF PUBLIC HOUSES


“Dublin is saturated with drink, it is flooded with drink, it is the staple manufacture. Every kind of drink which the people care to consume is manufactured in unlimited quantities in Dublin; every third or fourth house deals in drink.”


(Report from the Select Committee of the House of Lords on Intemperance, 1878)


So testified one frustrated magistrate in 1877. Marlborough Street alone had sixteen public houses. Widespread intemperance bred crime and civil disturbances. It was the opinion of one medical doctor that nearly 90 per cent of all crime in the city was induced by drink.61 In 1875 arrests for drunkenness in Dublin exceeded that of London which was ten times larger. One female drunkard with 264 convictions wound up in Grangegorman Prison on fifty-two occasions in one year. On Saturdays, especially, men brawled wildly in pubs and out in the open streets. In some of the poorer and rougher districts such as Corporation Street, Queen Street and parts of the Liberties the DMP had to travel in squads and baton charges were almost nightly occurrences to quell drunken mobs. Men and women addicted to drink would satiate their thirst by any means necessary, as evidenced by the great whiskey fire of 1875. On that occasion a malt house and bonded warehouse in the Liberties went up in flames and sent an intoxicating stream of burning malt and Irish whiskey down Ardee Street. Scores of people had to be dragged off the street insensible, having lain in the gutter to lap up the free booze.


Finally, in 1876, a Select Committee of the House of Lords on Intemperance was appointed to inquire into the problem of insobriety and the role of public houses in Dublin. Testimony was gathered from temperance reformers, clergy, medical doctors, police, judges and common folk as well. Much enlightened sociological evidence and theory were forthcoming. There clearly emerged a “connection between intoxication and the poverty, dirt, ignorance and want of amusement” of the lower classes.62 There were over 100,000 impoverished Dubliners living in squalid one-room tenements with virtually no diversions from the drudgery and suffering of the slums. Conversely, the higher classes had their comfortable homes, clubs, hotels and excursions. For the underprivileged masses the local public house with its warmth, drink and social camaraderie provided an “escape” from bleak tenement life. The poor and lower-income classes relied psychologically and emotionally on the public house as a sort of “safety valve” and refuge in a world of deprivation and hardship. As one witness before the Select Committee sincerely contended:63


“Public houses are chiefly established, I think, for the use of those who have no private houses, and two-thirds of the population of Dublin have literally no dwellings, no private houses; they have simply a place to sleep in, and if you consider a man with a wife and children and perhaps the children a little cross occasionally . . . what are they to do? They cannot go and sit on the flags in the open street . . . the accommodation that they have in a well-conducted public house in proportion to their circumstances is as good as gentlemen have in a club.”


In their local pub men could drink, play games, socialise with their mates and at least temporarily forget their woes. Certainly it seemed that the less fortunate of the city were entitled to such small enjoyment in their lives. One sympathetic upper-class gentleman eloquently put forth his candid view of the plight of the poor and their right to a bit of pleasure:64


“Thousands upon thousands of the multitudes in this city live and die in places whence a humane sportsman would be ashamed to whistle forth his spaniels. Surely it is vain that I, or such as I, should bid them, steeped in squalor and besieged by disease, joyless, hopeless, Godless, not seek the light and warmth of the gin-palace, and the oblivion, however temporary and baneful, they can purchase therein.”


To be sure, some witnesses condemned public houses outright and argued passionately in favour of their eradication. But there was much support for the concept of the local pub as the “poor man’s club”. Properly conducted public houses had a valid raison d’être on the Dublin scene since they served the social and psychological needs of the less-privileged classes. Thus, in terms of social function, comparing the local neighbourhood pub to the gentleman’s club seemed a fair perspective. Even Sir Charles A. Cameron, Chief Health Officer of Dublin in the latter part of the nineteenth century, agreed with this premise in his compassionate report on How the Poor Live:65


“The workman is blamed for visiting the public house, but it is to him what the club is to the rich man. If he spends a reasonable proportion of his earnings in the public house is he more to be condemned than the prosperous shopkeeper or professional man who drinks expensive wines at the club or restaurant?”


Many witnesses also expressed the belief that the habit of excessive drinking was due in great part to the inherent social nature of the Irish people. Pronounced one observer: “Men in Ireland do not take drink for the sake of drinking, but for the sake of companionship.”66 This strong trait of sociability in the Irish character could scarcely be denied. That it centred on the local public house seemed quite natural. Furthermore, by the Victorian period the custom of “rounds” in pubs was deeply entrenched as the lower classes seemed especially gregarious when it came to sharing drink with their mates. Reasoned another witness: “Where a man has the example of a number of persons drinking around him, and where his vanity as a good fellow is tickled, he is induced to go on drinking by the persons around him.”67 Some of the most compelling testimony regarding the sociability factor was proffered by a parish priest from the Liberties who concluded that the drunkenness he so commonly saw around him was due in large part to social pressures and simple camaraderie:68


“Our people are exceedingly sociable and I think that I could scarcely venture to say that I have met a dozen men in my life who got drunk for the pleasure of drinking; they go into the public house without any intention of excess; there they are joined perhaps by a friend and are naturally hospitable and they are impelled to ask their friend to drink with them; then their friend being hospitable himself must return the compliment, and then three or four more coming in, the circle is enlarged; and every man must be as good as his neighbour and the consequence is, perhaps, that they all get drunk, not through the love of drink but through the love of society.”


Based upon volumes of interesting testimony from a multitude of witnesses, the Report from the Select Committee of the House of Lords on Intemperance was issued in 1878. In essence, the Committee accepted the rationale that the public house was a legitimate and beneficial social institution when well conducted—but they strongly condemned the habit of customers drinking to excess. As a consequence, they favoured eradicating illicit drinking places, tightening the controls and limiting the number of legally licensed pubs, and encouraging publicans to prohibit drunkenness on their premises. As Monckton concludes, after centuries of being cursed and condemned, the beleaguered Dublin public house proved to be a resilient survivor:69


“It is indeed by uneasy steps that the pub has wandered through the paths of history, buffeted by storms of public controversy, assailed by the slings and arrows of temperance reformers, sometimes harassed and sometimes supported by instruments of legislation. That it has survived in so ubiquitous a way is remarkable.”


ORAL HISTORY AND PUB LORE


“Using an oral tradition, as old as human memory, we are reconstructing our own past.”


Sherna Gluck, Oral History: An Interdisciplinary Anthology, 1984


Oral history may be defined as a “process of collecting, usually by means of tape-recorded interview, reminiscences, accounts and personal interpretations” of past places, conditions, events, people and human experiences.70 Simply put, oral history is a data collection technique which can be applied to any topic that is “within living memory” of the people.71 With the advent of oral history in the 1940s scholars began focusing attention on the lives and work of common people, generally in the rural setting. By the 1960s American pioneering oral historians were collecting testimony for city folk such as merchants, tradesmen and factory workers. Dorson professes that “city folk possess a culture and a history well worthy of study”.72 He implored oral historians to concentrate on specific urban neighbourhoods to learn about people’s relationship to their workplace, church, schools, shops and drinking houses where they gather, socialise and share life’s experiences. This is what Morrissey terms “grass roots” history, proudly asserting that the new breed of oral historians is a fresh vanguard of scholars practising their craft in the “real world”.73 As Thompson explains, by recording the life experiences of ordinary city folk we truly democratise history.74 As a consequence, a new genre of literature appeared which historians and folklorists call “urban folklore”. Recording urban folklore via the oral historical method makes possible the “preservation of the life experiences of persons who do not have the literary talent or leisure to write their own memories”.75 It thus creates a new kind of history, the history of common people.


In Ireland oral history and folklore are still strongly associated with rural life and customs. People do not ordinarily think of the city as a repository of old customs, traditions and folkways as they do the countryside and village. Actually, Dublin is fertile ground for the gathering of oral urban lore because of its surviving inner city neighbourhoods, shops, public houses and large elderly population. In recent years the concept of collecting Dublin’s folklore via the oral historical method has gained both credibility and support. In part, this is due to Comhairle Bhealoideas (the Folklore Council of Ireland) which came to recognise the “similarity between traditional customs and social attitudes of Gaeltacht people and those of native Dubliners”.76 Coincidentally, in the early 1980s Professor Seamus O’Cathain, lamenting that “ordinary people have been largely written out of history” in the city, launched the Dublin Folklore Project in which students were dispatched to collect the recollections of elderly residents.77 A few years later the North Inner City Folklore Project was initiated with modest government financial support to record the life experiences of ordinary city dwellers.


There could be no truer “grass roots” or “real world” history to be extracted from Dublin neighbourhoods than that of the local public house, the very centre of social life and conversation. Dublin’s pubs are the richest oral repositories of local history and folklore. For centuries they have been the central gathering places for Dubliners of every socio-economic type—the poor, working class, professionals, politicians, intellectuals, writers, even pariahs. Seventy-five-year-old publican John O’Dwyer, who served as a barman in his early days in a “rough and tumble” pub in York Street, recalls how the public house functioned as the core of all local life:


“In my time the local pub was the thing, very important in people’s lives. Everything that happened was all discussed in a pub. That was the place to be. Drink and conversation! Whatever happened would always drift back down into the pub. It was like a confession box.”


As a consequence, long-established public houses have accumulated their own unique history and lore built up over generations and even centuries. Since this information is not recorded in written form it can only be extracted through the oral historical method from publicans, barmen and regulars who possess an invaluable memory bank of information about bygone days.


Over the course of three summers in Dublin I tracked down over fifty public house “old-timers”, most of whom are now between 60 and 93 years of age. Many of the pubs with which they were associated have long since disappeared from the cityscape. However, through their remarkably vivid memories such vanished pubs and pub life can be authentically reconstructed. Because most old publicans, barmen and pub regulars were good conversationalists and learned to be keenly observant of life about them, they possess a gift for recall and detail which enrich their oral historical testimonies. All expressed a historical appreciation for the role of the public house in Dublin. They were unfailingly eager to share pub life and lore as they experienced it over several generations. Taping sessions typically lasted from one to three hours, though some extended to twice that. A number of individuals were revisited and taped again to better distil some relevant points or to elaborate on a dangling theme. Tapings were normally conducted in the respondent’s home or local pub, the settings in which they were the most comfortable. Final transcriptions were condensed and arranged to create literary cohesion and natural flow. But their words, expressions and intonations were not tampered with in any manner. Their oral narratives are variously humorous, raw, compassionate, and brutal—but always fascinating and authentic. Through their collective oral testimonies the bygone world of old Dublin pubs comes to life once again in exuberant form.
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Dublin Pub Culture and Social Life


“True pubs are the microcosm of Dublin life.”


Desmond Clarke, Dublin, 1977


“Whether you love it or loathe it the pub is at the hub of Irish life and to ignore its existence is tantamount to losing sight of the heart of the people.”


Liam Blake, Irish Pubs, 1985


THE PUB AS A LIVING SOCIAL INSTITUTION


The remarkable survivability of the public house is unmistakable testimony to its importance in Irish society. As Gorham affirms, the pub has evolved as a “living” social institution which plays a profoundly important role in the daily lives of the populace.1 Indeed, it has been calculated that “of the social institutions that mould men’s lives” the pub has more buildings, holds more people, takes more of their time and money, than church, cinema, dance-hall, and political organisations together.2 In analysing the social importance of the pub a research group in 1943 determined in their publication The Pub and the People that “there is a close relationship between the pub and the drinker— a state of affairs in which they are part of an institution to which they belong”, like members of a political organisation to their party or a congregation to its church.3
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