

[image: cover-images]







A SHORT


HISTORY OF


DUBLIN


RICHARD KILLEEN


Gill & Macmillan









Contents


Cover


Title page


Chapter 1: Riverrun


Chapter 2: Beginnings: the Viking Town


Chapter 3: The Norman City


Chapter 4: The Long Medieval Decline


Chapter 5: Ormond and the New Dublin


Chapter 6: The Ascendancy Capital


Chapter 7: The Mid-Eighteenth Century


Chapter 8: The Sunset of the Classical City


Chapter 9: The Start of the Long Decline


Chapter 10: Victorian and Edwardian Dublin


Chapter 11: Capital of Independent Ireland


Chapter 12: Dublin Since the 1960s


Select Bibliography


Dedication


Copyright


About the Author


About Gill & Macmillan














	

01




	

RIVERRUN










Dublin wraps around a C-shaped bay, but it offers no natural deep-water harbour. The bay is shallow and tidal with a series of treacherous sandbars. None the less, the bay is the widest potential refuge for shipping on the east coast of Ireland. It is fed by a modest river, the Liffey, but one which is navigable at high water. It also commands the shortest sea crossing to Britain carrying shipping to north Wales and to the estuaries of the Mersey and the Dee, thus giving access to the rich middle and south of England.


In Roman times, the imperial outpost of Chester at the mouth of the Dee was the most significant port in north-west England. It is only a half-truth to state that the Romans never came to Ireland. There have been many archaeological finds of Roman coins and artefacts on the east coast, proof of commerce and intercourse between Roman Britain and the smaller island. The connection between Chester and Dublin endured for centuries. The patron saint of Chester in early Christian times, Werburgh, is commemorated in a prominent parish church in central Dublin, just a stone’s throw from Christ Church Cathedral.


The mouth of the Liffey afforded easy access to the Irish midlands. Due west, there are few natural obstacles to the progress of immigrants, settlers and invaders. While the same might be said of the mouth of the River Boyne, about forty kilometres to the north—whose valley holds the richest evidence of prehistoric settlement on the island—the river itself offers no harbour or bay to compare with Dublin.


The only other location that might have challenged the Liffey was Waterford at the south-east corner of the island, with its magnificent three-river estuary offering shipping an unrivalled safe haven. However, its most direct cross-channel passage carried you to west Wales, a region of stubborn remoteness, impervious over the centuries to settlement by Romans, Vikings, Normans, the English and the rest of the world generally. Waterford was in time to develop into an important port, but it never offered a serious challenge to Dublin for overall primacy.


——


Dublin offered a series of advantages, therefore, which in aggregate made it the most plausible location for a significant east-coast settlement. The origins of the first settlers are long lost to history, but it appears that the landward side was as important as the seaward in this process. At Church Street Bridge, a natural ford allowed passage across the river at low tide. From this point, a series of ancient roads penetrated to the interior. The ford itself was prone to inundation at spring tides and storms, so a sturdier artificial ford was constructed slightly upstream. This was the Ford of the Hurdles or, in Irish, Átha Cliath, from which the modern city takes its name in that language: Baile Átha Cliath, the town of the ford of the hurdles. These fords were a necessity, for the business of crossing the river was fraught with hazard. Over 700 members of a military raiding party are recorded as having drowned in the attempt in the eighth century.


Modern Dubliners are accustomed to the embanked river being contained behind its quay walls from Heuston Station to the sea. The embanking of the river began in Viking times, as the town gradually became a centre of trade and commerce, but for centuries it was a haphazard process. In its natural state, the watercourse covered a much greater area than today. It is only possible to speculate on its exact course, but it can be reconstructed with reasonable confidence.


On the north bank, the probable course of the river seems to have roughly followed the modern boundary as far east as the present Capel Street bridge, before gradually spreading to cover what is now the lower reaches of O’Connell Street. On the south side, however, a much more dramatic effect was created in what is now Parliament Street, the southern end of Temple Bar and the City Hall area. Here, a huge pool delivered the waters of the Poddle, a tributary whose course was later to wrap itself around the southern and eastern walls of Dublin Castle, into the Liffey. All the modern streets and places just mentioned stand on land reclaimed from this triangular Poddle pool. The dark waters of this pool bore the Irish name Dubh Linn, which in time came to denote the whole district to the east of the Poddle confluence, while the area to the west retained the older name of Átha Cliath. The eastern settlement was principally the site of religious houses; the older, western one was mainly secular in purpose. Of the two Irish-language names, it was Dubh Linn that was eventually anglicised to give the city its name.


——


There was evidence of settlement around the bay from Mesolithic times, more so from the later Neolithic period. Still, this takes us back to about 4000 BCE. The Celts, who first irrupt into Ireland around 250 BCE, also appear to have had some sort of settlement on the rising ground above the ford close to Christ Church. This was the obvious location for a settlement, being contiguous to the ford—and therefore to the system of roads and trading routes—and defensible. This also became the focus of the Viking and Norman towns.




Ptolemy’s map of the second century CE shows Ireland as a triangular island to the west of Britain, with a settlement about half way along the east coast called Eblana. This is the earliest cartographical acknowledgment of Dublin. There has been a great deal of scholarly dispute about this claim, but it seems that there was a settlement of sufficient significance in this region to come to the notice of Ptolemy in faraway Alexandria. On the logic of the discussion above, any such settlement was most likely to have been found around the shores of Dublin Bay.


Whatever its nature, the settlement never developed the sinews of a town in any sense that modern people could acknowledge. That had to await the arrival of the Vikings, with whom the history of the city proper may be said to begin.
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BEGINNINGS: THE VIKING TOWN










The term Viking refers to groups of Scandinavian people from two principal regions: the south and west coasts of Norway and the Jutland peninsula to the south across the Skagerrak. These people, in possession of their lands from ancient times, had originally migrated across the Great Northern Plain of Europe, which offered few natural obstacles to such migration.


Quite what impelled the Vikings to their sudden, violent and energetic expansion overseas from the eighth century CE is uncertain. There may have been population pressures, which would have been particularly severe in Norway with its rocky coastal valleys trapped and surrounded by impassable mountains on the landward side. The combination of limited and poor land together with the unforgiving northern climate would have made such habitats especially vulnerable to population growth, with any surplus population impelled to shift for itself. The gradual development of the proto-kingdoms of Norway and Denmark in the early Viking period may also have caused tribal groups alienated from the move towards centralised kingdoms to seek their fortunes elsewhere.


Whatever the reasons, the facts are incontrovertible. The Vikings developed the finest fleet of seafaring craft in contemporary Europe, which carried them to Britain and Ireland, north-west France, and as far east as Novgorod in Russia. The first Viking raid on Britain occurred in 789, but the most dramatic early assault was on the holy island and monastery of Lindisfarne in Northumbria.


Two years after Lindisfarne, in 795, the Vikings appeared for the first time off the Irish coast and attacked the wealthy monastery on Lambay Island, just north of Dublin Bay. They were raiding in search of loot and treasure and in this they were not alone, for native Irish raiders did not scruple to emulate their example. Undefended monasteries and their riches made tempting targets. For almost half a century, these Viking depredations continued, with the Norse the principal presence on the east and south coasts while the Danes pushed farther inland in their shallow-draughted longboats.


This so-called ‘hit and run’ period ended in 841 with the establishment of a proto-settlement, known as a longphort, on the banks of the Liffey. A longphort was a defensible enclosure for shipping which offered adequate berthage and easy access to the open sea. The establishment of the settlement marks the foundation date of the city of Dublin. The towns of Cork, Limerick, Wexford and Waterford, each of Viking foundation, followed before 900.


The longphort was not a town, although a town was to grow from it. Its purpose was to give shelter. Shelter suggested some degree of permanence, if only in the winter months. Permanence suggested continuity; the domestication of skills; trade and commerce. The Vikings had established secure control of the sea lanes all around the larger island of Britain, including staging posts in places like the Isle of Man. In 866 they established themselves in the old Roman city of York, from where they controlled the first Norse kingdom in the north of England. In short, Dublin became a link in a chain of Viking trading centres, joined by their secure control of the sea.


The Dublin longphort lasted until 902, when the native Irish drove the Vikings out. The Vikings did not win all their battles with the Irish. On the other hand, there is evidence of intermarriage and social intercourse from the earliest days, of linguistic confusion and melding, and of ad hoc military and other alliances, both formal and informal. It has been speculated that the expulsion of the Vikings in 902 only affected the military leadership and that domestic tradesmen and suchlike remained behind.


What is clear is that Viking power on the banks of the Liffey was broken until 917, when the leading families returned from their English exile. In England, where urban settlement and development was more advanced than in Ireland, they would have seen towns that were sophisticated by the standards of the age. They brought this knowledge back to Dublin. From this point on, it is customary to refer to the Viking city’s dún phase, from the Gaelic word for fortification. No longer merely a longphort, the town now had a permanent stockade within which the community could find security. That security was not absolute: there were Gaelic incursions throughout the tenth century. The settlement was burned down in 936 but Norse power was subsequently reasserted and the little town rebuilt.


Throughout the tenth century, control remained for the most part in Viking hands, although there were interludes of Gaelic success and the town passed into Irish hands for at least one short period towards the end of the century. From Dublin, the Vikings were able to raid inland, but it was their commerce across the Irish Sea—by now a Viking lake—that gave the town its raison d’être.


The commerce of Viking Dublin entailed trade with the Isle of Man and with Viking centres in Britain such as York. The slave trade was a significant feature of both its imports and exports, which also included animal hides, wool and jewellery. The stability of commerce found expression in the development of the urban infrastructure. The ever-increasing pressure from the Irish kings and warlords from the 980s onward was a problem, but also provided an opportunity. For as long as the battle for control was inconclusive, provisional arrangements and compromises in the form of inter-marriage alliances gave the town an increasingly mixed ethnic character. This in turn led to linguistic ambiguity, as Norse and Gaelic borrowed from each other and a hybrid form developed.


However, the pressure from the Gaelic world was persistent and ultimately proved decisive. From around 1000 CE, Viking power in the town was fatally compromised. In part, this was due to the rise of Brian Boru as a true high king of a united Gaelic polity, providing for the first time in the island’s history a more or less central political and military authority. Even then, Brian’s centralising impulse met with resistance from provincial sub-kings and their princely underlings. In order to deal with them, Brian was content to permit Viking Dublin a continuing degree of local autonomy. However, the king of Leinster, Máel Mórdha, outbid Brian with promises of autonomy to Dublin and succeeded in enlisting the support of the Viking ruler, Sitric Silkenbeard, in a provincial revolt against the power of the high king.


The issue was joined at Clontarf, on the north shores of Dublin Bay, on Good Friday 1014. The Dublin Norse and their Leinster allies were augmented by Viking troops from Britain, Norway, Denmark and the Isle of Man. Against them was ranged Brian’s coalition, principally comprising troops from Munster, Connacht and the midlands.


The Battle of Clontarf, one of the most famous fights in Irish history, is a misnomer. It did not take place on land now occupied by the modern suburb of that name, but most likely to the west of it in the general area of modern Ballybough. In fact, the most plausible location for the main battle is in the general vicinity of Croke Park.


Brian won, although the battle cost him his life as well as those of his son and 15-year-old grandson. This is important given the context of the battle. It is usually celebrated as the moment that Ireland was rid of the Viking yoke. This is an exaggeration. Norse power was undoubtedly weakened: they had backed the losing side in a major battle. But Sitric remained the ruler of the town until his death in 1036. Vikings then retained the leadership of Dublin until at least 1042 and remained a significant presence until the arrival of the Normans over a century later. Even more significant was the failure of the Irish kings to deepen the centralising process that Brian had established in arms. His successors were unable to emulate him, leaving Gaelic Ireland politically divided and vulnerable to the next major invasion from a more sophisticated military society.


——


The effective assimilation of the Vikings was complete with their embrace of Christianity in the years after Clontarf. However, in a development that was to be hugely significant in the next century, they refused to accept the authority of the see of Armagh—the primatial Irish see—but placed themselves under the protection of Canterbury instead. This status was challenged at the Synod of Kells in 1152, which created the archdioceses of Dublin and Tuam to join the existing archepiscopal sees of Cashel and Armagh. It meant that the ecclesiastical status of Dublin was contested.


Christ Church Cathedral dates from 1038. It stood, as its successor stands today, on the southern lip of the ridge that rises from the river and along which ran the main thoroughfare of the town. Across the river, the church of St Michan dates from 1095 and formed the focus of a small suburban settlement. It was joined to the main town by a permanent bridge where Fr Mathew Bridge now stands. For 600 years, it remained the only parish church on the north bank of the river, but it became the focus of a series of religious settlements. A monastery dating from 1139 later became part of the Cistercian foundation known as St Mary’s Abbey.


The most dramatic urban development of the so-called Hiberno-Norse period in the town’s history—from 1014 to 1170—was the construction of the city walls. Hitherto, the various defensive enclosures and stockades had comprised earthen banks with timber reinforcements. But from the late eleventh century, the entire urban area was protected by a continuous stone wall, one of the very few contemporary towns in northwest Europe to be so defended. The walled area enclosed a space roughly bounded by Parliament Street, Essex Street East and Cook Street and then arcing back in a loop that embraced Christ Church but excluded the site of what would later be St Patrick’s Cathedral. St Audeon’s Arch and another small section of the Hiberno-Norse wall are still extant between Cornmarket and Cook Street.


In many respects, the history of the city has been its expansion beyond these walls. This happened gradually in all directions over time, but the key direction was east, towards the bay. Over centuries, the city’s centre of gravity moved east from the Christ Church area towards College Green and O’Connell Street, especially in the Georgian period. It is a pattern that is being repeated in our own time by the development of the docklands.


A crucial moment in this eastward drift came in the 1160s with the foundation the Augustinian priory of All Hallows at a site called Hoggen Green, now College Green. The site of the priory, which was closed at the dissolution of the monasteries, is now occupied by Trinity College. The provision of green areas for commonage and grazing was an important part of the town’s extramural development. Horses and cattle were required for draught purposes and as a source of food, so grazing areas were a crucial part of the town’s supply chain of essentials. The best known modern green—St Stephen’s Green—started life in a similar way.


There was also a westward expansion beyond the walls along the line of what is now Thomas Street and immediately north and south of it, from the river into what later became the Liberties. But this area was never fashionable, nor was it a centre of power. It remains one of the poorer parts of the modern city. Power and influence tended east, following the progressive development of the port—with its crucial trading function—towards the bay.


In the period immediately before the arrival of the Normans, Dublin is estimated to have had a fleet of over 200 trading ships, plying routes to distant continental and Scandinavian ports as well as to major towns in the west of England. Of these, Chester and Bristol were the most important. There was also an important shipbuilding yard in the town.


——


The next major development in the city’s history was the product of an intrigue and a turbulent life. Diarmait Mac Murchada, the king of Leinster, abducted one Dervorgilla, the wife of a minor regional king called O’Rourke. Whether the lady consented to be abducted or not is unclear, but the upshot was that O’Rourke—understandably humiliated to be made a cuckold—appealed to Rory O’Connor, the king of Connacht and the provincial ruler with the nearest claim to call himself high king. O’Connor’s muscle saw Mac Murchada lose his kingdom. He was forced to flee abroad.


Diarmait eventually found his way to the Norman king of England, Henry II, then on campaign in Aquitaine. Henry was sympathetic but could not spare any of his troops to help Diarmait recover his kingdom. He did, however, however, give him letters authorising him to raise troops in Henry’s lands back in Britain. In return, Diarmait pledged to hold Leinster as Henry’s vassal and to offer his daughter’s hand to whatever military leader might be found in Henry’s lands.


This possibility immediately secured a potential interest for the crown of England in the island of Ireland. There was already the uncertain ecclesiastical loyalty of the see of Dublin to confuse the issue, not to mention a papal bull of 1155, Laudabiliter, which authorised Henry II to invade Ireland in order to enforce religious conformity. This bull was almost certainly prompted by the see of Canterbury—nettled by the ‘transfer’ of Dublin to Armagh’s jurisdiction under the terms of the Synod of Kells. Moreover, Canterbury would have had a ready ear in Pope Adrian IV (Nicholas Breakspear, the only Englishman ever to hold the office). The net effect was that Henry II had a papal warrant to invade Ireland should it suit him. It did not, but he had no objection to helping Diarmait recover his kingdom.


And so it was done. Diarmait raised troops in Wales, returned and recovered some of his lands in 1167, and was reinforced by more Norman troops that landed in 1169 and an even more formidable force in 1170. Its leader was Richard fitzGilbert, deposed Earl of Pembroke, known to history as Strongbow. It was he who claimed the hand of Diarmait’s daughter Aoife.


Strongbow and his men captured Dublin in that same year. The Anglo-Norman era had begun.
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