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Introduction

If you are looking for happy, positive or uplifting stories then this might not be the book for you. If, on the other hand, tales of human tragedy, executions, wars, grave-robbing, rioting, man-eating Kerry eagles, rat-eating Belfast gamblers and Ardee crossdressers are the things that fascinate you, come right on in.

When I began writing the very first edition of this book a number of years ago, the idea was simply to randomly compile interesting or quirky stories of Irish historical trivia for every date on the calendar. Although the book contains a few pieces from as early as the thirteenth century and some from as late as the mid-twentieth, the vast majority of the stories are related to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and they were almost exclusively sourced in Irish newspapers published during that period.

While researching for the book, I deliberately tried to stay away from the marquee events of Irish history (although you will find the odd one) as I wanted to try and dig out tales of Ireland’s lesser-known characters and events that don’t normally see the light of day.

This wasn’t initially intended to be a ‘horrible history’ of Ireland, but that’s more or less how it has panned out. The ordinary citizens of this country were really only mentioned in the nation’s newspapers if they had done something bad or if something untoward had happened to them.

Many of the tales relate to the punishment of poor people who found themselves on the wrong side of the law. Some ultimately faced the death penalty for quite barbaric crimes and many others underwent the most brutal and savage chastisements for relatively minor crimes. One man convicted of thievery in Armagh had his ears nailed to the pillory, while a pregnant woman found guilty of forgery was hanged, alongside her husband, in Dublin. Our ancestors were quite imaginative when it came to dreaming up punishments for transgressors of the law, and public hanging, burning, flogging and pillorying were all par for the course during those dark days.

Accordingly, the proprietors and editors of our newspapers were obsessed with crimes of every description and they are great sources for stories relating to highwaymen, pickpockets, gang warfare, grave-robbers, forgers, burglars, delinquency, infanticide, prostitution and every form of deviant behaviour known to man.

The years during and following the Great Famine in Ireland stand as some of the most harrowing times ever recorded in our newspapers. They range from a hungry little boy found dead in Clare after being forced to endure an eighteen mile march, to women reduced to rioting for bread in a Tipperary workhouse.

Surprisingly, animal tales featured large in our newspapers of old and in the course of my research I encountered many stories relating to sea monsters, man-eating pigs, rabid dogs, mad cats, savage eagles, an ungrateful Westmeath ferret and any number of horrifying rat stories. There are many new stories in this updated edition of the book – among them is the tale of a talking parrot called as a witness in a Dublin court case, a merry-go-round publicly burnt by a mayor, and an Arklow maid who accidentally shot herself while hunting sparrows.

Just as it is today, the weather was a topical issue in Ireland, but it was generally only mentioned when an extreme event occurred. Consequently there are some weather stories that are related to the sinking of ships, property damage and an earthquake in Cork.

Our eighteenth-century ancestors didn’t really do sports reports in their newspapers, but there were a few mentions. One of these relates to a hurling match played for money between Galway and Clare during the late 1700s. And in 1896 an English women’s football team played a match against an Irish men’s team who dressed in skirts for the occasion.

Each tale recorded in these pages is but a brief glimpse into many aspects of our hidden history and I hope you will find them as interesting and entertaining to read as I found them to research.



Frank Hopkins

Dublin, May 2021
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1 January

Sliders and skaters do battle in Dublin

Although we’ve had some pretty cold winters to contend with in recent years, I can never remember it getting icy enough to go skating on the many ponds and waterways around Dublin. However, in times gone by, skating was a fairly common pastime during the winter months. The area now covered by Herbert Park in Ballsbridge was a particularly popular venue for this seasonal pursuit.

On New Year’s Day in 1850, the Dublin skating fraternity was out in full force on Lord Herbert’s property, which, according to a report in the Dublin Evening Mail on 2 January 1850, ‘… has been for the last two days, covered with skaters … availing themselves of the transient visit of Father Frost’.

According to the Evening Mail correspondent, the skaters had been infiltrated by ‘a strong muster of idle Dublin blackguards, ragamuffins and vagabonds’, who were determined to ruin the fun for the law-abiding majority who had turned up at Ballsbridge.

For the greater part of the day, the rowdies kept to themselves, making a slide at one end of the ice while the proper skaters enjoyed themselves at the other end. However, at about three o’clock in the afternoon, the sliders made their way down to the skaters’ end and caused mayhem by sliding into skaters.

Some of the skaters retaliated and attacked the sliders with sticks, and in no time at all a full-scale melee had broken out. ‘The combatants were, however,’ according to the correspondent from the Evening Mail, ‘very closely packed together, and though there was a goodly display of sticks flourishing in the air, the best aimed blows did not, in all cases, alight on the heads for which they were intended.’

The row came to a sudden end when the ice broke and the protagonists were left floundering in the murky ice-cold pond. Some nearly drowned in the incident, but all were eventually rescued.

2 January

Sin city – Dundalk

I don’t know what was going on in Dundalk in 1864, but judging by the amount of fairly racy adverts for ‘marital aids’, pills, potions and books on the front page of the Dundalk Express on 2 January 1864, the town must have been Ireland’s answer to Sodom and Gomorrah. These adverts were particularly unusual for that period and were virtually never seen in any other newspaper at that time.

There were a number of marriage guides advertised in the Express that day. A ‘New Medical Work’ by a physician – who claimed to be an expert in the ‘physiology and philosophy of the generative organs’ – offered advice on ‘the most sacred duties necessary for the performance of married life’.

Other publications advertised a cure for ‘spermatorrhoea’ which Wikipedia tells me ‘is a condition of excessive, involuntary ejaculation’. Help was also offered to those who were ‘prevented from entering the married state by impediments’ and those suffering from ‘the dreadful results of early abuse, indiscriminate excesses’, gonorrhoea, syphilis and all urogenital diseases. Dr Curtis’s book, Manhood, offered a similar service.

Another book called The Silent Friend on Marriage, which was probably a forerunner of the pornographic magazine, featured prominently. The book, which featured fifty photographs, offered advice to ‘those who have imperilled the power of manhood by youthful indiscretions’ and included a recipe for a preventative lotion for all manner of sexually transmitted diseases.

3 January

Squib Molony’s squalid death

The following letter was published in the Ennis-based Clare Journal on Monday, 3 January 1848:

‘To the editor of the Clare Journal: Sir – In addition to my last letter, I hope you will give insertion to the following melancholy events which have taken place in the parish of Kilmurry, Barony of Ibrickane, Kilrush Union.

‘A man named John Molony, commonly called Squib, being an old infirm man, but of a gigantic frame, and possessed of no means whatsoever, but living on unwholesome food such as seagrass, seaweed and turnips, until a short time before his death, which event took place about twelve days ago. For a short time previous he had received weekly a little meal as relief, but not half enough to support nature. This poor man’s body remained stretched on his deathbed (if such I can call it), for eight days, as a coffin could not be procured for him. Application had been often made to the Relieving Officer for a coffin, but all in vain. This poor old starved man would have remained to this day without being interred, were it not that he had an old dresser which had been in his family for generations, and was so moth-eaten that it became almost impossible for the carpenter to work it. Of this old dresser a kind of coffin was made, into which his putrefied body was placed, the coffin being so slight and weak that it became exceedingly difficult to keep it together, so as not to let the body fall to the ground.

‘Will the Executive Government of our country allow those creatures to be thus starved, and after death to remain unburied without coffins, until the bodies become so putrefied that it is sufficient to bring a plague amongst us? – I remain, Sir, with respect, your most humble and obedient servant, Patrick Fitzgibbon.’

4 January

Ringsend death by sewer fumes

Tragedy struck at the Pigeon House Main Drainage Scheme at Ringsend in Dublin on the morning of 4 January 1913 when a labourer at the plant, Christopher Leonard, was asphyxiated by poisonous sewer gas. Several of his workmates nearly lost their lives in a valiant, but ultimately futile, attempt to rescue him.

The dead man was overcome by fumes while clearing out a sewerage pipe at the plant. Bart O’Connor noticed that Leonard was missing and he descended into the pipe to try to find him, but he too succumbed to the deadly gas. Pat Saunders, Michael Roche and Sam Beamish then attempted a rescue, but were forced back to the surface by the poisonous fumes.

Hearing the mens’ cries for help, the crew of the Shamrock, which was docked nearby, were alerted. Captain Patrick Archibald, First Mate John Tallant and Second Mate Henry O’Brien rushed to their aid. O’Brien tied a handkerchief around his mouth and Captain Archibald lowered him down through the manhole on a rope. However, O’Brien lost consciousness and he was quickly hauled up. Tallant bravely volunteered to go down the shaft and managed to tie a rope around O’Connor, who was quickly brought to the surface. Tallant descended a second time and attached the rope to Leonard, who was then hauled up.

The men were taken by ambulance to Sir Patrick Dun’s Hospital, but it was too late for Leonard, who was already dead. It was touch and go for Henry O’Brien and Bart O’Connor for a time, but both men eventually recovered.

At an inquest on 6 January, the jury found that Leonard had died by the ‘accidental inhalation of sulphureted hydrogen gas’. The men who had attempted to rescue Leonard were all commended for their bravery.

5 January

Visit for ‘improper purpose’ leads to prison riot

The City Marshalsea prison in Dublin was wrecked during a riot in early January 1787. One prisoner was killed in the incident and four others were so badly wounded that they were not expected to survive for very long.

The incident occurred when a Dublin police constable went to the prison to serve a warrant on two women prisoners who had been accused of assaulting another inmate. Some of the other prisoners resisted the constable, so he left and returned with more police, a party of soldiers and two magistrates. The prisoners again resisted and the police and soldiers opened fire on them, killing one inmate named Molloy.

Saunders’s News-Letter on 5 January described the scene in the prison as being one of ‘uproar, and the most horrid confusion; every part of the prison tearing down, and the police guard still obliged to keep close in their retreat’.

The true cause of the trouble later emerged when it was revealed that two of the women prisoners – sisters named Jones – had been falsely accused of assault by a ‘gentleman prisoner’, identified only as ‘Captain C’. The drunken captain had attempted to break into the women’s room for what the Hibernian Journal described as ‘an improper purpose’. He was caught and tried to save his own neck by claiming that the Jones sisters had in fact assaulted him.

The other prisoners who had heard the women’s screams tried to go to their aid and broke down several doors in an attempt to rescue them. When the Marshalsea guards tried to stop them, the prisoners tore down walls and attacked them with bricks and stones.

The constable who had initially tried to serve the warrant on the women was subsequently made a scapegoat for the whole affair and was locked up in Newgate Prison for an unspecified period.

6 January

Galway pugilists

At 4.00 p.m. on 6 January 1860, Mr Blake of the Galway Vindicator newspaper and a Mr Mangan of Salthill went at each other with their fists in Eyre Square ‘in an excellent battle for the championship of Galway’.

The fight only lasted five minutes but the encounter was so hot and heavy that there were literally ‘wigs on the green’. Local magistrate Captain Forster, who was alarmed at the ferocity and intensity of the bout, called the police to disperse the growing throng of spectators, but by the time they arrived the action was all over.

7 January

Frozen ducks

There was a very cold start to the year 1768. In early January in Dublin, several people walked across the frozen River Liffey, and in Cork the snow was said to be six feet deep in places. Meanwhile, in Galway it was reported on 7 January that over 200 ducks died on a nearby lake in west Connaught, where local people observed them frozen solid and stuck fast to the ice.

8 January

A man scorned

The Munster Journal of 8 January 1750 includes a definite case of a man scorned in the form of this advert taken out by Limerick man Michael Morony:

‘Whereas Ellinor Morony, otherwise Grady, Wife of Michael Morony of Knocksantry, having falsely accused her said Husband of Impotency, to excuse herself for plundering and robbing his House and Goods, and having granted such Freedoms to a Pedlar and others as are improper here to be mentioned; therefore she is not to be credited on my Account…. Michael Morony.’

9 January

‘A gang of unfortunate prostitutes’

An elderly woman was walking through Parliament Street, Dublin on the night of 9 January 1788 when she was attacked by a gang of young women. According to reports, there were at least eight and possibly ten young women involved in the attack. The gang, described in the Hibernian Journal as ‘a gang of unfortunate prostitutes’, beat and abused the elderly woman in a ‘most barbarous manner’ and stole her cloak. Sometime later, the same gang attacked a maid near Essex Gate, assaulting her ‘in a very cruel manner’ and stealing her apron and cap.

10 January

Sent to jail for her own safety

On 10 January 1759, Pue’s Occurrences carried a report on two Donovan brothers who created uproar at St Patrick’s Church in Waterford a fortnight earlier when they attempted to prevent their sister marrying an English soldier. The Donovans entered the church at the head of a mob and tried to remove their sister by force. The bishop, Dr Fell, had the doors closed and sent for the picket guard. The mob left in a hurry because they were afraid of being trapped in the church and arrested. One of the Donovans attacked his sister with a whip, but the bishop intervened and had her sent to Waterford Jail for her own safety.

Matters were let rest until another attempt was made to hold the wedding ceremony at the same place a week later. The mob returned in even greater numbers, smashed all the windows in the church and damaged the bell rope. The bishop sent for the picket guard again and four rioters were arrested. The as yet unmarried woman was taken to the safety of the prison once more.

The ceremony eventually went ahead a few days later, but only after the bride was escorted to the church by a strong force of soldiery and police.

11 January

Bread riots

Monday morning, 11 January 1847: the Limerick and Clare Examiner reported that the city of Limerick ‘was thrown into the greatest state of confusion and excitement’ by ‘attacks’ on bakeries in Broad Street. In fact, only a few loaves of bread were taken by a handful of starving people, but the response by the authorities in Limerick was disproportionate to the crime and only served to cause great alarm in the city.

At mid-day an entire company of soldiers was seen marching through George’s Street in the city, followed by a large body of policemen and a ‘troop of dragoons’, effectively placing the city under military law. The Examiner writer was of the opinion that it would have taken no more than half a dozen policemen to handle the disturbance.

Meanwhile, in Dublin on the same day there were bread riots all over the city. Shops and bakeries were attacked on Bridgefoot Street, Church Street, Pill Lane and in the Liberties. One of the more serious incidents took place in Dorset Street, where a mob of over 200 hungry people attacked and robbed a bread cart.

12 January

A warning to amateur bird hunters

The Hibernian Journal of 12 January 1778 warned Dubliners who liked to go out walking during the winter months to be wary of amateur bird hunters who were ‘popping on all sides at poor birds,’ that had come into the city for shelter during the inclement weather. These amateur fowlers were as much a danger to themselves as to others and the newspaper highlighted one such tragedy that had occurred a few days earlier in Arklow.

‘However, accidents of this kind are not confined to Dublin alone as we hear from Arklow, that one day last week, a servant maid belonging to Mr Cosgrave, at Sheephouse, near that town, having taken a fowling piece upstairs into her room with an intent to shoot sparrows from the window, the report of it being shortly after heard, several of the family went up to the room and found the unhappy girl lying dead, the victim of her rashness and ignorance’.

13 January

Fury at Kingstown board meeting

Tempers flared at the January meeting of the Rathdown Workhouse Board of Guardians in Loughlinstown, County Dublin on 13 January 1909. Two journalists covering the meeting were threatened with violence, while two members of the board became embroiled in a fist fight after one threw a handful of gruel at the other.

The meeting began in stormy form when Mr O’Donnell, a Kingstown (now Dún Laoghaire) representative of the board complained vociferously that a local journalist had misrepresented remarks that he had made at an earlier meeting. If it happened again, he said he would ‘throw the press representative out the window’.

Chairman Thomas Clarke, speaking for the board, complained that the paper in question had given space to a ‘man of bad character’ to criticise the nuns who ran the Rathdown Workhouse by referring to them as ‘a band of proselytisers’. That set the tone for the rest of the meeting. The Chairman became embroiled in a row with Isaac Jones, who accused him of insulting other board members during meetings. Mr O’Donnell then accused Jones of insulting him at a previous meeting and told him that he would ‘throw him through the door’ if he ever did it again. Jones replied that he would pull out Mr O’Donnell’s ‘long tooth’ for him.

O’Donnell, who was by that stage ‘very much excited’, first threw a punch at Jones’s head and followed up by hitting him in the face with a handful of gruel and calling him a leprechaun and a ‘puckaun’.  A general melee followed and O’Donnell was eventually subdued.

Once order was restored, Mr Rocheford, another board member, wryly observed that, after his behaviour, it would be very difficult for O’Donnell to ever complain again about what the press might chose to write about him.

14 January

Turnpike tragedy

A young boy who collected tolls at the turnpike between Doneraile and Mitchelstown in Cork was killed on 14 January 1772. The boy, who was supporting his bed-ridden father, had set off in pursuit of a carriage that had driven through the turnpike without paying the toll. He chased the carriage, which contained two ‘gentlemen’ and their servant, for about 400 yards. When he eventually caught up with it, the servant hit him over the head with the handle of the whip, killing him instantly.

15 January

Snow joke

The weather was extremely cold on the east coast of Ireland in January 1789. Huge amounts of snow fell on Dublin and it was reported on 15 January that the village of Crumlin was covered to a depth of fifteen feet. The cold snap led to a number of deaths and injuries and there were scores of snow and ice-related incidents recorded all over the city.

Two young men who had been skating on a lake in the Phoenix Park were drowned when they fell through the ice. A man passing through Kevin Street shot a boy dead because the boy had thrown a snowball at him. Another young man was blinded by a snowball in Hanover Street. There were numerous instances of limb breakages and other injuries.

One boatman had to be rescued after his boat became jammed between two large lumps of ice on the Liffey. A considerable crowd looked on as some men at Coal Quay undertook a hazardous operation to rescue him. The crowd cheered and held an impromptu collection to reward the men for their bravery as they brought the boatman ashore.

16 January

Run over by a sleigh

During the month of January 1881 Ireland shivered under some extremely cold weather conditions. The north of the country was particularly badly affected. As you might expect, there were a number of snow- and ice-related accidents and fatalities caused by the cold snap, such as deaths from hypothermia and falling through the ice on frozen ponds.

There was one unusual case recorded in Strabane, County Tyrone, where a man died after being run over by a sleigh. George Bailey, a resident of the Strabane Workhouse, was found lying injured in the snow in a ditch in Strabane on 16 January 1881. A man named Madden went to his assistance and Bailey told him that he was unable to walk because he had been run over by a sleigh. Madden helped him to the workhouse where he was given some food and put to bed, but he died a few hours later. The inquest into his death found that Bailey had died from exposure to the cold weather.

17 January

Death of Watty Cox after unusual times

Watty Cox, gunsmith, journalist and wannabe United Irishman, was probably born near Summerhill in County Meath sometime around 1770, the son of a prosperous tradesman.

As a youngster, Cox trained as a gunsmith in Dublin and, on completing his apprenticeship, went into business for himself at a premises in Bedford Row. He married his first wife soon afterwards, but Cox, described by R.R. Madden as being ‘a man of violent and ungovernable passions’, was said to have treated her badly. She died during childbirth.

Then, in 1797, Cox married the widow of Benjamin Powell, his former master. He soon squandered all of his new wife’s fortune. While he continued to live in her fine Abbey Street residence, she was forced to live – in an almost penniless state – in what was described as ‘a miserable lodging’ on Clarence Street in North Strand.

Although it’s not clear if Cox was ever officially a member of the United Irishmen, he was involved with several radical organisations in Dublin such as the Huguenot New Penny Club. In 1797, he began production of the Union Star, a pro-United Irishmen news-sheet, in a cellar in Little Ship Street. However, the Union Star – which advocated the assassination of leading Dublin loyalists – was too radical even for the leadership of the United Irishmen, who quickly distanced themselves from Cox and his rantings.

Cox’s role in the rebellion of 1798 is unclear, although he would claim in later years that he ‘enjoyed the confidence of’ several leading members of the United Irishmen, including Lord Edward Fitzgerald and Thomas Addis Emmet, brother of Robert Emmet.

Following the debacle of Robert Emmet’s insurrection 1803, Cox went to the US. He returned to Dublin three years later to establish his Irish Magazine and Monthly Asylum of Neglected Biography, which was similar in tone to the Union Star. His new venture didn’t win Cox any new friends in Dublin Castle and he was publicly pilloried (punishment by public humiliation) and jailed on a number of occasions. Cox continued to run the magazine from his cell in Newgate Prison until 1815, when the government offered him a pension of £100 per annum and a once-off payment of £400 on condition that he left the country for good.

Cox took the money and ran, but returned to Dublin during the 1820s. He died in poverty on 17 January 1837 after spending his final years living in No. 12 Clarence Street, North Strand, where his second wife had died many years earlier. For a long time afterwards the house was known locally as ‘Cox’s Cot’.

18 January

Ireland’s Eye murderer released

William Burke Kirwan was released from Spike Island prison in Cork Harbour on 18 January 1879 after serving twenty-seven years for the murder of his wife Maria Louisa on Ireland’s Eye, an island in Dublin Bay.

Kirwan was found guilty in 1852. The trial was one of the most sensational ever seen in Ireland. The prosecution believed that Maria Louisa had been stabbed to death with a sword cane. Kirwan had originally been given the death sentence, but his wealthy friends mounted a vigorous campaign to save him from the noose and the sentence was commuted to penal servitude for life.

Kirwan was released on compassionate grounds on 18 January 1879 on the condition that he left Ireland forever. He was taken under escort to Cobh (then Queenstown), where he was placed on board a ship bound for the US. He was never heard from again.

19 January

Birth of the letter box

Could Dublin possibly have been the birthplace of the humble letter box that we now all take for granted? This extract from the Hibernian Journal of 19 January 1774 certainly suggests that a Dublin carpenter might have come up with this very simple and effective feature that no self-respecting front door should be without.

‘A carpenter recommends it to all house-keepers in lonely streets, and of [sic.] small families, to have a square hole, with a slide to cover it inside, in the same manner that they have at the Bagnios [brothels], to receive all messages or letters, without opening the door, as it would by the means of preventing many robbers from getting into houses under colour of being messengers or servants. It is hoped this scheme will take place, as it will prevent many robberies from being committed.’

20 January

Overloaded ship sinks – thirty-five lives lost

On the night of 20 January 1838, the SS Killarney sank off the Cork coast, sending thirty-five of its passengers and crew to their deaths. The Killarney, a cargo ship, had left Cork the previous day, and was bound for Liverpool with a cargo of 600 live pigs and forty-eight passengers and crew.

The ship – clearly overloaded – ran into a blizzard soon after leaving the harbour, and Captain George Bailey decided to put in at Cobh to wait out the storm. However, by 8.00 p.m. that evening, with the blizzard still raging, Bailey made the fatal decision to put to sea again.

The Killarney had no sooner left the safety of Cobh when it ran into trouble again. The wind had increased and the vessel was soon rolling helplessly in the heavy seas. To make matters worse, the pigs in the ship’s hold caused the vessel to list alarmingly. The captain ordered the crew to throw the pigs overboard, but in the appalling conditions this proved to be an impossible task.

The men worked at the ship’s pumps throughout the night in an attempt to clear the hold of water, but at daybreak the pumps failed and the water levels rose rapidly. At midday on Saturday the ship’s steward ordered all passengers and crew to go on deck, warning them that the vessel was in imminent danger of sinking. To make matters worse, a dense fog had fallen and no one – including Captain Bailey – had any idea of the ship’s position.

When the mist cleared a few hours later, it became clear that the vessel was drifting towards the rocks in Robert’s Cove near Kinsale. By this time the wind was, as one survivor later put it, ‘blowing a complete hurricane’, and passengers and crew realised that it was only a matter of time before the ship would be thrown onto the rocks.

Just then, a tremendous wave struck the Killarney, clearing the deck of its cargo of pigs and some of the steerage passengers. A second wave struck the doomed vessel soon afterwards and drove it onto the rocks some fifty metres away from the mainland.

The passengers and crew tried to make their way onto the rocks as best they could, but many fell to their deaths in the attempt. The survivors were forced to spend the remainder of Saturday night and all of Sunday in freezing conditions on the rocks.

Several more died during the night from hypothermia, while a man and a woman were washed off the rock early on Sunday morning. The alarm wasn’t raised until midday on Sunday, when the survivors were spotted from the shore, but even then the possibility of rescue seemed remote. The storm was still blowing and it was not viable to attempt a rescue by sea.

Those on shore did manage to pass a rope to the marooned survivors, and two survivors attempted to use it to climb up the cliff to safety. But the rope snapped, throwing them to their doom in the churning sea below.

The remaining survivors, who were by then starving and in an advanced state of hypothermia, were forced to spend another night on the rocks. On Monday morning, they managed to gather a small amount of seaweed which helped to keep them from starving to death.

Several more rescue attempts were made on the Monday morning, all to no avail, and four more of the shipwrecked survivors died. Then, on Monday afternoon, a rescue team from Cork managed to get a line to the island by firing a two pound shot from a cannon with a rope attached, and the remaining thirteen survivors – including one woman – were safely brought ashore.

21 January

Noble shoemaker

Cases of domestic violence were regularly reported in newspapers in nineteenth-century Ireland, but some newspaper reporters were prone to treat these in an offhand and flippant way. Some were even inclined to see these cases as a source of hilarity and amusement. This case, heard at the Trim Petty Sessions Court on 21 January 1859 and reported in the Meath Herald, is a good example:

‘Constable Mills charged an unfortunate besotted-looking shoemaker, named Noble Carroll, late of the Royal Meath, with beating his better-half in the streets of Trim on the 9th inst. The defendant in his defence said she was “hard of hearing” and for the purpose of making her feel, when she could not hear, he gave her a thump. Moreover, she had sup in, which probably in conjunction with the “thump” caused her to lose her equilibrium. He had been locked up all night for the offence. The defendant acknowledged he got drunk “by times” and it also appeared that his wife attempted to stab him once or twice, so that the home of the worthy Crispin does not appear to be a pattern of domestic bliss.

‘The Chairman said that as the defendant’s wife had not appeared to complain, he supposed she had forgiven him, but if she had come forward, he would be compelled to fine him 10s. Fined 6d. and costs.’

22 January

Poured boiling water on her children

The Freeman’s Journal of 22 January 1840 recorded the details of an appalling court case held at Henry Street Police Office in Dublin on the preceding day. Patrick Owens of 28 Denmark Street was accused of boring a hole in the floorboards of his apartment with a hot poker and pouring boiling water down on the children of the McSweeney family, who lived on the floor below, scalding some of them.

It was reported in the newspaper that Owens had admitted his guilt to a policeman, complaining that the McSweeney children were disturbing his wife, who was seriously ill at the time. Owens also issued a counter-summons against Patrick McSweeney and his brother, claiming that they had threatened to assault him.

The counter-summons was dismissed and Owens was found guilty of a breach of the peace and was bound over to keep the peace. The judge expressed his regret that he had not been able to try Owens on a charge of assault and described his conduct as ‘most cruel, inhuman, and utterly unjustifiable’.

23 January

‘The celebrated Owen Christie’

Belfast Police Court, 23 January 1858: ‘The celebrated Owen Christie’, who had previously served separate prison terms amounting to seven years, six months and fourteen days, was jailed for the 136th time. He had been arrested by Constable Haslett, who told the court that Christie had been trying to kick down the door of a brothel in Belfast’s Talbot Street at 1.00 a.m. the previous Sunday.

Christie told the judge that he had only been knocking at the door in order to get payment for some chickens that he had sold when he was rudely interrupted by the constable. ‘An honest man can’t live in Belfast,’ he said. He was fined five shillings plus costs.

Owen Christie went on to commit similar offences for another 20 years or so and by the late 1870s he had been hauled before the Belfast courts at least 280 times, which must constitute some sort of a record. His regular appearances in the crime columns of the Belfast newspapers were usually prefaced with the headline, ‘OWEN CHRISTIE AGAIN!!!’

24 January

A savage custom

Munster News, 24 January 1751: ‘A few days ago an honest Farmer, who was carrying home his Bride from a Priest’s House at Ballyna in the County of Kildare, where he was married, was, agreeable to a savage Custom, so pelted with Cabbage Stalks etc. as to occasion a Fracture in his Skull, of which he died the next Day.’

25 January

Attempted suicide

Timothy O’Brien described in the Dublin Daily Express on 25 January 1870 as ‘another of the lads who sing in the third class carriages of the Dublin and Kingstown Railway trains, – Fenian subjects being generally the burden of their ditties,’ was charged with riding on a train without a ticket. He was fined 20 shillings, but was sentenced to a month in jail because he couldn’t or wouldn’t pay the fine.

26 January

Municipal sheep roasting

On 26 January 1740, the year of the ‘Great Frost’, the Dublin Evening Post reported that a feast was held on the frozen River Boyne at Navan, County Meath. It was reported that a ‘municipal sheep roasting’ took place there, while the local gentry and their wives had ‘several dances on the ice, being attended by a large band of music’.

27 January

Meath murder

On 27 January 1308, Hugh Le Rede stood before the Court of Common Pleas in Dublin on the charge of murdering Richard Saundre in Painestown, County Meath.

On the day of the murder, which occurred at the end of June 1307, the two men met in the main street of Painestown – then known as Paynestown Dullard – and harsh words were exchanged in relation to an earlier grievance between them. The row quickly escalated and Hugh threw a rock at Richard, hitting him in the face. Richard retaliated and a number of blows were struck before Hugh, believing his life to be in danger, drew his knife and stabbed Richard in the belly, killing him instantly.

Hugh then fled to the church in Painestown where he claimed sanctuary from the law and, the record states, ‘abjured the land of Ireland and chose … to pass to Dublin’. Under the medieval laws of sanctuary, Hugh was permitted to claim immunity for his crime, but only on the basis that he renounced his right to live in Ireland.

The court found that, while he had indeed killed Richard, Hugh had been acting in self-defence. He was pardoned and permitted to go to England.

28 January

Pelted with cabbage stalks on her wedding day

New Ross, County Wexford, 28 January 1824: a large mob assembled outside the Catholic church in New Ross, County Wexford, in which a young local woman was being married to an English sailor. Father Doyle, the parish priest, dispersed the crowd and the newly married couple decided that it would be best to return to her lodgings on the quay separately.

As the bride was making her way home, she was accosted by the mob – reported to be at least 500 strong– and pelted with cabbage stalks and other missiles. She was forced to run the gauntlet for the length of two streets and no one tried to help her. When the local magistrate heard about the incident he had two of the perpetrators arrested and issued warrants for the arrest of the others involved. The only excuse given for the attack on the young woman was that it was an old tradition in New Ross.

29 January

Burke and Hare

William Burke and William Hare were two Irish navvies who progressed from working as labourers on the Union Canal in Scotland to becoming two of the most infamous serial killers of the nineteenth century. William Burke is believed to have been born in Tyrone in 1792, while Hare’s origins are unclear.

Burke and Hare first teamed up in 1826 in the West Port district of Edinburgh, where Hare was running a beggar’s hotel. They embarked on their nefarious career in 1827 when an old lodger named Donald died, owing Hare four pounds in unpaid rent. Hare reckoned that he could make up the arrears by selling old Donald’s corpse to one of the many anatomists then practising in the city. Burke and Hare took the old man’s body to Professor Robert Knox, who paid them the princely sum of seven pounds, ten shillings, leaving them with a handsome profit for their efforts.

The two partners in crime agreed to supply the surgeon with more corpses, but they were of the opinion that grave robbing was too much like hard work. They decided that it would be much easier to supply the medical schools with bodies by murdering some of Hare’s aged and infirm lodgers.

The men’s first victim was a sickly lodger named Joe the Miller. The two ‘entrepreneurs’ plied Joe with enough Scotch whisky to render him unconscious and they finished him off by suffocating him with a pillowcase. In fact, this method of dispatching their victims was to become Burke and Hare’s grisly trademark. Their deeds would later give a new phrase to the English language – to ‘burke’, meaning to suffocate.

During the following year, Burke and Hare were alleged to have killed at least sixteen people. While Burke was eventually charged with sixteen murders, it has been estimated that the two men could have been responsible for the deaths of up to thirty people.

Burke and Hare’s grotesque money-making scheme finally came unstuck after they murdered their sixteenth known victim, a widow named Mary Docherty. They hid her body under a bed, but another lodger found her and called the police.

Burke and Hare were arrested. There wasn’t enough evidence to convict them both, and Hare was offered his freedom in return for giving evidence against his friend. At the trial, which began on Christmas Eve 1828, Hare’s evidence was enough to guarantee his former sidekick an early date with the grim reaper.

Burke was sentenced to death, and the execution was carried out on 29 January 1829. He made a full confession of his crimes before he went to face the hangman. After his execution, his body was handed over to the College of Surgeons in Edinburgh for dissection.

30 January

Cromwell dug up and buried again

On 30 January 1661, just over two years after his first funeral at Westminster Abbey, London, the body of ‘Cursed’ Oliver Cromwell – Ireland’s public enemy number one – was exhumed from his tomb, publicly hanged, beheaded and thrown into a pit at Tyburn, Middlesex.

Following Charles II’s restoration to the English throne in 1660, the royalists had the bodies of Cromwell, Henry Ireton and John Bradshaw exhumed and subjected to a symbolic execution at the gallows at Tyburn. The three badly decomposed bodies were dragged through the thronged streets of London in their coffins and publicly hanged. It was a grisly sight, very well described by a man named Samuel Sainthill: ‘…they were hanged by the neck, from morning till four in the afternoon. Cromwell … very fresh, embalmed; Ireton …hung like a dried rat, yet corrupted about the fundament. Bradshaw in his winding sheet, the fingers of his right hand and his nose perished…’.

As dusk fell, the three bodies were taken down from the gallows and beheaded to the loud approval of the cheering mob. Cromwell lost several teeth and an ear in the process, and Bradshaw’s toes were lopped off and distributed to the crowd. The three corpses were thrown into a pit at the foot of the gallows, and their heads were mounted on poles on top of Westminster Hall.

(For Cromwell’s first funeral, see the entry for 23 November.)

31 January

Dublin skinner stripped

In eighteenth-century Dublin, the crime of child-stripping was a fairly common one. The crime was usually carried out by a woman who would lead a child to a quiet spot, strip them of their clothing and abandon them, but it could occasionally happen to adults as well and the Dublin Courier of 31 January 1767 reported on one such incident. A Watling Street skinner, ‘being in liquor’ was wandering near Gallows Hill when he was attacked by two footpads who stripped him of his hat,waistcoat and overcoat. The thieves even made off with his wig.

It was a case of lightning striking twice for the hapless skinner as he had previously been stripped while out walking near the cemetery at Bully’s Acre.


[image: image]

1 February

Animal cruelty

Three horses were mutilated in an appalling case of animal cruelty at Tallaght, County Dublin on the night of 1 February 1824 and the incident was reported in the Freeman’s Journal. The three horses – which belonged to Ballinascorney man Bryan O’Hara – each had an ear hacked off. One horse had its jaw split, while another had its lips cut off. An ass belonging to Hugh Dolan, who lived nearby, was also attacked and had part of its head cut off.

The perpetrators of these savage acts left the following note pinned to one of the horse’s tails:

‘O’Hara, we expect this is sufficient warning for you to give up the poor people’s land immediately, and if it is a thing you persevere in holding, you may depend a small piece of land will serve you before you are much older. O’Hara, advance this letter to your intended neighbour, Dolan, as soon as you read it; and Dolan, take this as a warning for you, or if not [sic.], you shall share the same fate.’

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
A STORY A DAY

szden 5

. A { FROM OUR LITTLE KNOWN PAST ¢








OEBPS/images/title.jpg
IRELAND’S
HIDDEN
HISTORIES

A Story a Day
From Our Little-Known Past

FRANK HOPKINS

o






OEBPS/images/AC_Logo_fmt.jpg








OEBPS/images/Image_33.jpg
FEBRUARY






OEBPS/images/Image_5.jpg
JANUARY






