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This book is dedicated to the memory of Tommy Smith.















It was closing time. The barmen in McDaid’s were shouting ‘Time, gentlemen, please’ with an automatic insistence that intimidated nobody. Drinks continued to be sipped slowly and sensually, and the barmen’s end of day ritual was, as usual, an unrelieved failure. Yet it would be the barmen who would win in the heel of the hunt, for it was within their power to cut off supplies from behind the counter, forcing us to leave. But that would be later, perhaps fifteen minutes later, and in the meantime, there were things to be said.





Joseph Cole


Dublin Magazine, 1969
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A scene from McDaid’s on Harry Street, with barman Paddy O’Brien at work. (Fáilte Ireland Tourism Photographic Collection, Dublin City Library and Archive)
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In 1977 I made my first and last appearance as a traditional Irish musician in a Dublin pub. O’Donoghue’s of Merrion Row, the haunt of musical greats like The Dubliners, Seamus Ennis and Joe Heaney when he passed through town. One of the seven musicians playing there one Sunday afternoon handed me a bodhrán. ‘He’s eighteen, unemployed, broke and a poet,’ he told the others, who nodded and made room. Then he gave me two instructions, ‘Firstly, hold the bodhrán like you know how to play it. Secondly, don’t attempt to play it or we’ll break your neck.’ My silent performance was rewarded by a barman ferrying down at regular intervals not seven but eight pints of Guinness, accompanied by thick ham sandwiches. It didn’t matter that I couldn’t play a note; these things happen in a Dublin pub.


Some months later in another Dublin pub, The Granby, a trade unionist handed me a woollen hat and a donkey jacket to disguise my identity before joining a throng of workers in a nearby hall where I raised my hand, along with everyone else present from Finglas, to vote for continued strike action. It didn’t matter that I was still unemployed, with no right to be there; these things happen in a Dublin pub.




Seven years later in another Dublin pub, The International, I met my first wife by chance, an encounter that led to us being together for a quarter century until her death. It didn’t matter that she was stunningly good looking and I wasn’t; these things happen in a Dublin pub.


All this is just to say that, like a lot of Dubliners, I can map out my life by naming Dublin pubs. Like many who will read Donal Fallon’s superb distillation of the evolution of the Dublin pub, I keep encountering ghosts on his wondrous voyage through the licenced premises of my native city.


But this book is an equal joy to read if you are not from Dublin or never got a chance to sup in some of the pubs that Fallon evokes which no longer exist. His book is not just an informative, entertaining guide to the backstory of many famous pubs still with us, but conjures the spirit of establishments that have disappeared but were once a vital part of Dublin’s social fabric.


Because often Dublin pubs were not just social meeting places, but central planks of their communities. Dockers seeking a day’s work would pack early morning houses in East Wall to discover what ships had docked in the night and which stevedores and coal merchants would be hiring men to unload them at dawn.


In these pages we find artists like Harry Kernoff, whose work brilliantly captured Dublin pub culture; cherished singers like the great song collector Frank Harte in the Strawberry Beds; revolutionaries like Theobald Wolfe Tone plotting insurrection on nights when his diary did not admonish himself for being ‘drunk again’ in the Eagle Tavern or Brazen Head; poets like Patrick Kavanagh nursing a ball of malt in the bohemian maelstrom of McDaid’s; journalists like the legendary Con Houlihan nursing a first drink in Mulligan’s after delivering his newspaper column, written in black marker on reams of the white paper in which butchers wrapped sausages; and appearances from Dublin’s standing army of eccentrics like The Bird Flanagan, turning up on horseback at the Gresham Hotel to demand a parity of liquid refreshment for horse and rider.




But Fallon also captures the atmosphere of lively pubs that sprang up to serve the population of growing working-class suburbs, like The Embankment in Tallaght or The Towers in Ballymun, where a tradition of ending many nights with a raucous rendition of ‘Skippy the Bush Kangaroo’, as drinkers formed human chairs to dance along, was, as I can testify, a godsend to future generations of orthopaedic surgeons.


In Joyce’s Ulysses, Leopold Bloom muses that a ‘good puzzle would be cross Dublin without passing a pub’. This feat of cartographic dexterity is beyond me. But it is now perhaps more theoretically feasible than if traversing the nineteenth-century streetscape that Fallon brilliantly conjures up, in which myriad numbers of breweries and distilleries started along the banks of Liffey tributaries, helping to shape areas of the city. Fallon uncovers the meanings behind names of old pubs like Hole in the Wall or the Turk’s Head; pays homage to great owners and barmen like the legendary Tommy Smith of Grogan’s; delves into the discreet environs of Dublin’s first gay pubs like Bartley Dunne’s; captures the atmosphere in watering holes for parched thespians like The Flowing Tide; and explores the occasionally uneasy meeting of the waters when the old landed gentry and the nouveau riche mingled in the Shelbourne Hotel’s Horseshoe Bar.


All of Dublin life is in these pages, jostling at a counter before the curate calls ‘Last orders’, swapping anecdotes, songs, propositions of dubious intent and downright lies. This is the finest, most extensive pub crawl you will ever embark on, and all without leaving your armchair. Readers will raise a glass in salutation to its author.


Dermot Bolger











Introduction
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This book is not a history of licensing laws and public house legislation, or the economic trials and tribulations of an industry. Instead, what is presented here is a miscellany of histories drawing on the public house in Dublin and rooted in their social and cultural importance. Some stories are anecdotal, others are set against the backdrop of defining moments of the city.


While several entries open in an era before the modern public house had arrived, all touch on communal drinking in Dublin through the ages, and many are connected to the contemporary city. Over the course of this book, the reader will encounter public houses that were entangled in the drama of the Irish Revolution, pubs that were part of significant social change in modern Ireland and so-called literary pubs.


The pub is a real physical space, but it is also one that emerges time and again in the literature of the city. In his collection More Pricks Than Kicks, Samuel Beckett describes a pub interior and its fixtures in minute detail: ‘the stools, the counter, the powerful screws, the shining phalanx of the pulls of the beer-engines, all cunningly devised and elaborated to further the relations between purveyor and consumer in this domain’.1 Entering the door of Grogan’s on South William Street, a UNESCO City of Literature plaque is immediately visible, cementing the idea that the public house and Dublin’s literary heritage are interconnected.




The author and former politician Stephen Gwynn maintained in his 1938 study Dublin Old and New, intended as an introduction to the city for the visitor, that ‘Dublin’s pubs were, and I suppose are, the equivalent of Parisian cafés. Literary groups, artistic groups, political groups, had their regular or irregular meeting places in them.’2 Fair enough, but let us not forget the importance of Dublin’s cafés, and that literary and social discussion thrived and thrives in a variety of settings. Tony Farmar rattled off the names James Joyce, Arthur Griffith, Paddy Kavanagh, Maud Gonne, Jimmy O’Dea, Micheál Mac Liammóir, Mary Lavin, Terry Wogan and Ludwig Wittgenstein when reflecting on the regulars of one alcohol-free Dublin establishment: Bewley’s.3 To the shock of the occasional visiting writer, not all Irish writers hung around in pubs. When Honor Tracy profiled Peadar O’Donnell, the novelist and editor of The Bell, she felt it worth telling her readers that ‘a curious thing about Peadar is that he doesn’t drink: curious, because most good Irishmen do, and heavily’.4


Pubs were not the only space in which people socialised and plotted. Still, their physicality (a land of snugs, dim lighting and wooden partitions), the presence of alcohol and their existence in the ‘after-hours’ city makes them especially interesting settings in the social story of the capital.


Reminders of Dublin’s UNESCO City of Literature status are easily found in the city’s public houses. However, the pubs themselves, the Vintners’ Federation of Ireland (VFI) have argued, are also deserving of UNESCO heritage status. While seeking to have pubs listed amidst the National Inventory of Intangible Cultural Heritage of Ireland – a necessary first step on that journey to heritage status – Pat Crotty of the VFI has insisted that the pub ‘transcends its physical space to become a cornerstone of community life’.5 Perhaps in seeking such status for our public houses, there is an acknowledgment of a changing Ireland. A report commissioned by the Drinks Industry Group of Ireland noted that, in the period between 2005 and 2022, ‘the number of pubs is down by 22.5 per cent from 8,617 in 2005 to 6,680 for the most recent period in 2022. This represents a closure of 1,937 public houses across the country since 2005’.6




[image: A photo of customers drinking in a low-lit, quiet pub with wooden panelling, patterned wallpaper and a roof supported by wooden columns.]

An interior shot showing the Welcome Inn, Parnell Street. (Courtesy of photographer Andy Sheridan)





On both sides of the Liffey, Dublin city is dotted with closed former public houses. On Parnell Street, both the Welcome Inn and Conway’s (where many a father-to-be eagerly awaited news from the Rotunda) are in a state of physical decay, the latter propped up in place awaiting the redevelopment of Moore Street and its laneway environs. Barney Kiernan’s, so important to the chapter in this book exploring photographer Lee Miller, wasn’t saved by its importance to Ulysses. Hourican’s on Leeson Street, once popular with students from the nearby National University on Earlsfort Terrace, has sat empty for almost a decade. Beyond the city centre, the shells of former public houses slowly rot as areas are transformed and house prices rise, like the Horse and Jockey on Inchicore’s Emmet Road or the Fassaugh House pub in Cabra. Licences are transferred, buildings gradually fall apart, something else follows. All these pubs and others were once someone’s local, and important to the people who lived and worked in their vicinities.






[image: A photo showing the deteriorating site of a pub with signage reading 'Patrick Conway'. The plum-coloured paint is peeling and there is graffiti scrawled on the shutters.]

Patrick Conway’s public house on the corner of Parnell Street and Moore Lane, January 2025.





Gone without trace are other establishments, as the city streetscapes have been transformed. Alderman Tom Kelly, city representative and local historian, wrote in 1910 of how ‘in no other locality in Dublin has there been such a change within recent years as there has been in Patrick Street and its neighbourhood’.7 Drastic road widening in more recent times has changed Patrick Street and Clanbrassil Street further still, as the city adjusted to increased car traffic. Who would recognise Patrick Street as we see it here, in an image that captures John McCall’s public house, a pub that lured James Clarence Mangan and Arthur Griffith in their respective times. When a young Griffith went to the ‘quaint old tavern’, it was said that ‘one could still be shown the actual place once favoured by Mangan, and even occupy his accustomed chair or bench’.8
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An unrecognisable view of Patrick Street showing John McCall’s public house. (Courtesy of the National Library of Ireland)





Alcohol and its consumption has been a feature of the city from its earliest times, of course. Culinary historian Máirtín Mac Con Iomaire has written of ‘gastro-topography’, and how our maps today reflect our rich culinary heritage.9 To walk Dublin is to walk streets like Bull Alley, Cornmarket, Cow Lane and Fishamble Street. And let us not forget Winetavern Street, ‘a busy drinking spot since the medieval period’, now devoid of a public house.


The soldier and author Barnabe Rich, in describing the Dublin of the early seventeenth century, complained of the abundance of taverns in the city. These ‘nurseries of drunkenness’ were proof that ‘the whole profit of the town stands upon ale houses and the selling of ale’. Drinking was unregulated, with taverns seemingly open ‘night and day, and in every minute of the hour’, even during religious services on Sunday.10 According to Dublin Corporation records, by 1667 the city was somehow home to more than 1,500 ale houses and taverns.11 Dublin was more than just a centre of administration; its population increased significantly over the course of the seventeenth century, when it became not merely the largest city in Ireland, but ‘indisputably the second city of the British isles’.12 It was home to perhaps 60,000 people by 1680, and no other city could boast of a similar number of drinking establishments for its population size.


The eighteenth century brought an explosion in brewing and distilling in the city. H. S. Corran of the Guinness Museum describes how the Liberties became the epicentre of these industries:




The Liberties was always well supplied with water. The nearness of the River Poddle to the east and the Camac to the west, together with the City Basin adjoining what was to be developed into Grand Canal Harbour ensured this. As a result, the industries which grew up during the eighteenth century tended to be those which could take advantage of this useful raw material.13





By 1804, the Dublin Directory lists no fewer than fifty-five breweries in the city, and an impressive twenty-five distilleries. Over the course of time, the powerhouse brewery of Arthur Guinness & Sons would absorb ‘about ten smaller breweries’ premises’, while, Corran noted, ‘there were eventually three major distilleries left at the end of the nineteenth century’.14 Alfred Barnard, the English historian of the brewing and distilling industries, would visit the city to chronicle these historic sites of production. ‘The porter and whiskey made in Dublin are of high repute,’ Barnard told his readers, ‘not only in their native country, but in England and the Colonies.’15 Some of what Barnard describes is not only still familiar, but has grown in stature, like the St James’s Gate Brewery. Other producers have disappeared, or have been absorbed into the built landscape. Today, apartments occupy some of the site of the Jones Road Distillery, constructed in the 1870s for D. W. D. (Dublin Whiskey Distillery Company), but Barnard described it as something of a colossus:
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Alfred Barnard (1837–1918).







… it was commenced on the 22nd day of July, in the year 1872, and on the 22nd day of July, 1873, the Company were mashing; thus showing what Irish enterprise is capable of doing. The Distillery buildings are a fine stately work in red brick, some sixty-five feet high; at a distance the place looks like some public building, the architect having given it that character. The chimney stack, one hundred and thirty-five feet high, is also built of red brick, handsomely designed, and of great ornamentation; it rears its proud head from the centre of the courtyard in front of the gateway, and at a distance looks like a monument built to commemorate the virtues of some dead hero.16





Breweries and distilleries were not only significant employers, but a force in shaping the city. Statues of Lord Ardilaun (Sir Arthur Guinness, 1840–1915) and Sir Benjamin Lee Guinness (1798–1868) are testament to the philanthropy of the largest brewing family in the city, who constructed public housing and transformed physical spaces. When the socialist James Connolly wrote a short story set in the city in 1895, he described Dublin as a city where ‘the very air is redolent of patriotism and rebellion and Dublin Bay herring’, before alluding to how ‘you have Christ Church and St. Patrick’s Cathedral restored by the rival efforts of two dealers in strong drink’.17 When it came to Irish alcohol exports, Dublin brewers ‘produced about three-quarters of the total output, and accounted for 96 per cent of exports at the outset for the twentieth-century’.18


Naturally, drink was readily available in a city that produced it in such quantities, but it was consumed in a wide variety of settings that reflected the class divisions of the city. For the poorest, there was the nineteenth-century phenomenon of the dram shop, a makeshift shop one could step into off the street and down a quick drink of spirits, described thus in one contemporary magazine:




The Dublin whiskey shops, like the London gin shops, are undoubtedly the cause of much intemperance by affording the poor the opportunity of indulging their depraved taste; but here the likeness ceases, for a whiskey shop here and a gin temple in London are as unlike in all other respects as can possibly be imagined …


Imagine a small shop at the corner of a street in Dublin, with a doorway on each side of the angle of the house, so that those who wish to cut off the corner may do so at please, and of which privilege not a few avail themselves, for here there are no mahogany doors, with ground-glass windows to offer an impediment; you can therefore enter the shop without difficulty, should the doorway not be occupied by two or three old women.19





The Victorian era transformed drinking in Dublin and across Britain, with significant legislative measures drawn up, aiming to control the selling of alcohol and impose structure on the industry. Culturally, public houses changed too, becoming places that prided themselves on their interiors and sociability. At least partially, this was responding to the emerging strength of the temperance movement, an international movement pushing for moderation or total abstinence from drinking alcohol, ‘as drink came to be identified as a major social problem’.20


Paul Jennings, leading authority on the public house in English history, pinpoints the 1850s and 1860s as the time ‘that one can begin to think of an institution called “the pub”, subsuming under that name the various types of drinking place’ that had come before.21 It is to Dublin’s good fortune that so many of these Victorian establishments have survived, fully or partially, as explored later. Some of them hark back to earlier times, listing themselves in signage as not merely public houses, but spirit grocers. The practice of allowing a customer to purchase alcohol and groceries on the same premises was condemned in some quarters for creating an environment in which women succumbed to drunkenness. Later, the suffragette newspaper The Irish Citizen would argue for the abolition of these relics of the Victorian era:




Women’s societies should agitate for the abolition for the spirit grocer’s licence. A large part of the drinking among women is due to this spirit grocer’s licence. How many women, and even men, who would shrink from being seen going into an open bar find an excuse to buy something else in order to slake their alcoholic thirst surreptitiously?22
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A map produced by the Church of Ireland Temperance Society highting the number of public houses in Dublin city centre. (Dublin City Library and Archive)









[image: A poster for the temperance cause, arguing that 'Ireland Sober is Ireland Free.']

The primary slogan of the temperance movement in Ireland. (Capuchin Archives)





The extraordinary scale of the Irish temperance movement, following on from Daniel O’Connell’s movement for constitutional reform and the struggle for Catholic Emancipation, would also shape cultural attitudes to drunkenness in Ireland. The visiting American abolitionist Frederick Douglass would himself take ‘the pledge’ before Father Theobald Mathew, proudly writing that ‘I now reckon myself with delight the fifth of the last five of Father Mathew’s 5,487,495 temperance children.’23 The cause of temperance was not an exclusively Catholic one, as an 1892 map from the Church of Ireland Temperance Society reminds us.


While public houses are primarily places of jovial social recreation, there are also moments of tragedy throughout this story. Pubs can be places that facilitate self-destruction. Brendan Behan would recall a phone call from Seán O’Casey, at the height of his stardom in 1962, who told him to stop drinking: ‘“Why?” I asked. “Because you have work to do”, he replied. “I think he’s right.”’24 He was dead within two years. Pubs are also places of vulnerability, demonstrated by the number of killings within them. We encounter death in the public house during the revolutionary period in this book, but in more recent times pub killings have occasionally been a feature of gangland violence in the capital. Though outside the remit of this publication, it would be impossible to write a history of the Troubles that didn’t feature public house assassinations and bombings. On occasion, such as the bombing by the Ulster Volunteer Force of the Widow Scallan’s pub on Pearse Street during a republican fundraiser in 1994, the capital witnessed a form of violence that was relatively commonplace in Ulster during the conflict. McGurk’s, Kelly’s, the Four Step Inn, the Mountainview Tavern and the Bayardo Bar are just a small selection of Belfast pubs variously targeted by loyalist and republican paramilitaries during the conflict.
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Mary Cooney, the much respected owner of the Brazen Head public house. (Photograph by Colm Keating)





Still, the story told here is overwhelmingly a positive one, passing through subjects as diverse as the folk music revival of the 1960s and the visible emergence of once-marginalised communities in the city from the 1970s onwards. This is a book about pubs, but it is also fundamentally a book about people. When working on this book, mentions of certain public houses in conversation immediately gave rise to the names of people associated with them. The Brazen Head for many was inseparable from Miss Cooney, its one-time proprietor, who resisted any move towards draught beer, serving only large bottles to the singers who flocked there. Writer Benedict Kiely recalled her, with her voice ‘crisp, clear, sweet as a blackbird, each word defined and lingered over, and her eyes all but closed, as was the mode once with old people singing in country places’.25 Likewise, Grogan’s is intrinsically tied to the memory of former co-proprietor Tommy Smith, explored later in this book. But on occasion the connection between an establishment and an individual concerns those on the other side of the bar. Mulligan’s will forever be linked with the newspaper columnist Con Houlihan, with the pub mentioned in almost all obituaries of the Kerryman, and to whom a secular shrine stands on the premises.26


Certainly, these were all individuals of engaging dispositions, but the public house also matters in terms of what it means to people collectively. We see symbols of identity in pubs that mean so much locally, but which a visitor may miss. At the Yacht Tavern on Ringsend’s Thorncastle Street, for example, rowing oars take pride of place above the bar, in a community so proud of its proximity to, and inseparability from, the Liffey. While other parts of Dublin have football rivalries (Ringsend also has that in abundance), one of these oars comes from local rowing club Stella Maris (1937), and the other from St Patrick’s Rowing Club (1936). These kinds of local symbols can be found in public houses all across the city, connecting them to victories and the occasional heartbreak.


Here’s a good question to ask any Dubliner (that is, anyone residing in the city Joyce called ‘the Hibernian Metropolis’): what is a pub? Outside of licensing laws, there is sometimes disagreement over what falls into the category of ‘pub’. The Bailey, explored in this collection, is perhaps thought of now more as a restaurant than a pub, for example. There are other venues that exist in this curious space, where the lines between a bar and a restaurant are blurred. On Mary Street, the former St Mary’s Church (a building with a rich history linking it to names as diverse as architect Thomas Burgh, Theobald Wolfe Tone and Arthur Guinness) is today The Church, a popular restaurant-focused space that allows for one of the most unusual pint experiences in the city, amidst memorials to the deceased and a working church organ. When the venue opened in its present guise, in 1997, the Irish Independent commented that Dublin had witnessed such curious transitions before:
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An advertisement for John Jameson & Son whiskey designed by the artist Harry Clarke. (Courtesy of the National Library of Ireland)









Dublin for many years revelled in the fact that it was probably the only city in Europe that could boast a church which was once a pub and a pub which was once a church. The Blessed Sacrament Chapel on D’Olier Street was formerly an oyster bar, while the sometimes notorious McDaid’s on Harry Street began life as a place of worship for the Moravian Church.27





In as much as this book is concerned with history, I hope it serves as a guide of sorts to the public houses of Dublin today. I make no claim that the pubs here are ‘the best’ pubs in the city; indeed many of my own favourites aren’t present, such are the constraints of any publication when it comes to matters of size or the fine dance of thematically working institutions into the narrative. The proliferation of ‘influencers’ in the digital realm today, and the monotony of the obsession with finding ‘the best pub’ or ‘the best pint’ means that, while the industry is in a moment of flux and pubs are closing in unprecedented numbers, a handful of pubs are increasingly venerated. You will find most of the big-name institutions here, but I hope others are surprising or new to you, and that the absence of a personal favourite won’t grate too much.


Some of the types of establishment in this book are rapidly disappearing, with just a handful of early houses remaining in the city. Others are innovative and fresh approaches to what a licensed premises can be, like Fidelity, which has the feeling of a ‘listening bar’ one might encounter in Tokyo. Most of the public houses within this book would be considered ‘traditional’ pubs, but we also encounter spaces where culture takes an important place. Reading earlier books, like pub historian Eamonn Casey’s 1992 Dublin Pub Saunter, it struck me how much can change in a relatively short period of time. Here is a history of publand, yes, but here is a moment in time as well.
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This image from the Lawrence Photograph Collection shows St Mary’s Church, now trading as The Church bar and restaurant. (Courtesy of the Naitonal Library of Ireland)





With no little pride I conclude by saying that, if it still exists, and it is in these pages, I have passed through it. Such is the life of the committed researcher.











Chapter 1. The Pugilist Publican of the Coombe
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There weren’t too many tears shed for the old motor tax office, River House, when the wrecking ball came for it in 2018. On a corner of Chancery Street and neighbouring the much-loved M. Hughes’ pub, River House had been repeatedly described in the press as ugly; the Sunday Times called it a ‘brutalist eyesore’.1 In his classic study, The Destruction of Dublin, Frank McDonald, a champion of good architecture in Dublin of all different schools and styles, described it as an ‘incoherent building’.2 Today, it has been replaced by a hotel and there is no remaining trace of River House or M. Hughes. Gone without trace also is the plaque to the pugilist Dan Donnelly, marking the location of one of his four public houses across the city.




The son of a carpenter, Donnelly was born in 1788 in Townsend Street, going on to become a folk hero and the first Irish-born heavyweight champion boxer. In the true spirit of such folk heroes, stories of his exploits are both iconic and inconsistent. In the Dictionary of Irish Biography, sports historian Paul Rouse acknowledged this problem at the very outset of his entry on Donnelly: ‘His life is one in which reality and mythology are not easily separated.’3 The Dan Donnelly who emerges in nineteenth-century histories like The Life and Battles of Dan Donnelly is a giant of stature and spirits. ‘Dan was all fight,’ it begins, ‘and being very partial to a drop o’ potheen, his combativeness showed itself all the more when the craythur got into his upper story.’4


Donnelly’s fighting prowess is well documented. His victory over English boxer Tom Hall in September 1814 on the Curragh of Kildare was witnessed by a crowd of thousands, and the spot of that victory (and others) is now marked by a memorial and known as Donnelly’s Hollow. The Irish victory was met by bonfires on hillsides as Donnelly returned to Dublin but, ominously, the main celebrations occurred in the taverns of the capital when the pugilist eventually made it home. In November 1815 Donnelly snatched victory from the jaws of defeat against George Cooper, a tougher opponent, who Donnelly’s biographer notes was nicknamed the Bargeman ‘because he worked as a labourer on canal barges’, and who a previous opponent described as ‘the best natural fighter I have ever worked with’.5 Donnelly’s homecoming is quite the mental image, the Dublin Penny Journal recounting:




We remember well Donnelly’s triumphal entry into Dublin after his great battle on the Curragh. That indeed was an ovation. He was born on the shoulders of the people while his mother, like a Roman matron, leading the van in his procession and with all the pride of a second Agrippina, frequently slapped her naked bosom, exposed for the occasion, and exulting exclaimed: ‘There’s the breasts that suckled him; there’s the breast that suckled him.’ Was the pride of a mother ever more admirably expressed?6







[image: An engraving of a man looking towards the right of the page, with lightly curling hair and sideburns, dressed in a shirt with a frilled open collar that displays a patch of chest hair. Text underneath the engraving reads 'Engraved by H. Brocas. Dan L. Donnelly, The Irish Pugilist. Published by M. Sandford, 45 Henry Street.’]

A Henry Brocas engraving celebrating Dan Donnelly. (Courtesy of the National Library of Ireland)







Not unlike fighters of more recent times, Donnelly’s downfall was perhaps rooted in his success, with the cork rarely put back into a celebratory bottle. Following in the footsteps of many leading English prizefighters, Donnelly became a publican, opening his first premises on Capel Street with the support of a wealthy merchant. Later came a pub on Poolbeg Street, near his Townsend Street birthplace, and one on the Coombe – the only surviving premises today. As his biographer Patrick Myler noted, ‘a sober publican might be able to avoid squandering much of his profits, but for someone as gregarious and fond of the bottle as Donnelly, it was a fatal occupation’.7


Donnelly’s appearance at the Donnybrook Fair in 1819 in some ways typified his celebrity status. In the boxing booth, he put on sparring matches for large audiences, who were disheartened not to see him competing. The fair was a notoriously drunken environment, and one that Dublin’s temperance movement had long sought to close. The campaigner James Haughton (dismissively referred to as one of the anti-everythingarians by opponents) would recall it as a fair ‘so famous in song and at a distance, so notorious in reality!’8 The fair, by then a centuries-old drinking binge, is immortalised in the ballad ‘The Humours of Donnybrook Fair’:




Brisk lads and young lassies can fill up their glasses


With whiskey and send a full bumper around


Jig it off in a tent till their money’s all spent


And spin like a top till they rest on the ground.





It was a sad environment for a figure like Donnelly. Within a year he was dead, dying in February 1820 on the premises where River House would later stand. According to The Life and Battles of Sir Dan Donnelly, ‘it is said that his blood was overheated from drinking forty-seven tumblers of whiskey punch that Dan had taken on the previous evening, to show some of his companions the insensible effect spirituous liquor had upon his constitution’.9


[image: A painting showing a crowd, including one man on horseback and several people on foot, talking and drinking. Tables and seats are visible inside makeshift tents to the right of the image. Other people are walking or riding away from the scene.]

‘Buying Ale at the Donnybrook Fair’ by Francis Wheatley. (National Gallery of Ireland)





Stories about Donnelly are endless; unsurprisingly, he emerges several times in the Schools’ Collection of the Irish Folklore Commission, which recorded thousands of tales from across Ireland in the late 1930s. One child recounted a tale concerning Donnelly and his pub, and talked up the fighting prowess of a local hero:




Dan Donnelly was a famous Dublin boxer. Big Phil often carted from Dublin as well as from Drogheda and he knew all about Donnelly who ran a public house somewhere in the city.




One day when Phil had some drink taken he challenged Dan in his own pub to fight him. Dan refused for he thought this unknown cartman from Breffni could be no match for him. But as Phil persisted in his challenge, Dan promised to match him next day with the second best man in Dublin. Phil was satisfied and spent that night lying in a barn. A glass of whiskey was the only thing he touched next morning before his fight.


He knocked his opponent unconscious with the second blow.


Dan Donnelly who was present at the fight refused to face Phil after what he had seen of him.10





The pub now trading as Fallon’s, located at 129 The Coombe, is proud of its connection to former proprietor Donnelly, his image hanging on the wall of what is essentially one room and a (highly sought-after) snug. All in the vicinity of this pub has been transformed since the time of Donnelly, when the street outside was known as Cross Poddle, in reference to the river that runs below it. The area around St Patrick’s Cathedral was one of great poverty and unregulated market activity, with everything from slaughterhouses to poorly run dairies amidst the ‘unwholesome trades’ of the area that troubled Dublin Corporation.11 It would be philanthropic Guinness money that would later help transform this district, creating the Iveagh Trust housing scheme, St Patrick’s Park and the properly regulated Iveagh Market. The bells of the cathedral can be heard from Fallon’s pub, and a glimpse of it can be caught too from the stools neighbouring the door, provided you peek up for a look. Owing to the high wooden partition, blocking the view of those outside looking in, this is known as Meerkat Corner.


One thing you won’t find in Fallon’s is Dan Donnelly’s mummified arm. Following his burial in Kilmainham’s Bully’s Acre, Donnelly’s grave was disturbed by graverobbers, a not entirely uncommon scandal in the Dublin of the time. Some called such thieves ‘resurrectionists’, and money was made by selling cadavers to medical institutions, before the 1832 Anatomy Act brought an end to the morbid but profitable business. There are conflicting tales on how Donnely’s right arm came to be severed and mummified, but its afterlife is a curious and fascinating journey that included display in Belfast’s Duncairn Arms and a residency for several decades in Kilcullen’s Hideout from 1953. ‘It is a pity to dismiss the myth,’ his biographer Patrick Myler notes, ‘but Dan’s preserved arm is not of abnormal length. It matches the measurement of a man of just above six feet, which Donnelly was, when using the guide of an average arm span, from fingertip to fingertip, being about the same as a person’s height.’12 The arm has gone on to tour the world, being displayed in Boston College and even returning for an exhibition in Dublin’s Croke Park. With Donnelly’s plaque on the since-demolished River House missing, a triumphant return to the Coombe for the arm that beat George Cooper might be a fine commemoration.


[image: A framed memorial to Dan Donnelly, showing an illustration of a man with unusually long arms standing shirtless and barefoot in grass, with indistinct paragraphs of text on either side. The following lines of text are legible: 'Donnelly's arms were the longest in the history of pugilism. He could button his knee-breeches without stooping!!']

A tribute to Dan Donnelly inside Fallon’s today.














Chapter 2. Drinking with Wolfe Tone





[image: A painted portrait of a man dressed in eighteenth-century military uniform, facing to the left.]

Portrait of Theobald Wolfe Tone. (National Gallery of Ireland)





Amongst the books at home was a copy of Wolfe Tone’s Autobiography, published by his son in America in 1826 … I read Tone slowly … Other leaders, with the exception of Hugh O’Neill, had been abstractions; at school we had read of them in relation to events; they had nothing to do with living. Tone was the first human note; ‘drunk again’ in his diary meant much: it brought him down to mortal level.1


Ernie O’Malley’s recollection of reading Theobald Wolfe Tone’s diaries in his childhood captures something fundamental about Tone. What emerges from those pages is, as a young Ernie discovered, a human being. We follow Tone as he pursues reform and then revolution, gaining insight into his deepest feelings and closest alliances. We sense his heartbreak at being removed from his family, and his curiosity at the new societies he finds himself moving in, seeking the support of the fledgling French Republic in pursuit of an Irish Republic. To historian Thomas Bartlett, these diaries show us ‘his fondness for irony and self-mockery, his impatience with anything that looks like humbug or pretentiousness, and a sense of fun and gaiety that has endeared him to readers ever since’.2




As the social media network formerly known as Twitter began its descent into bothood and madness, one saving grace emerged in 2024 in the form of a page entitled ‘OTD Wolfe Tone Diary’. Posting entries on the corresponding date to Tone’s observations, many are deeply serious. We also find plenty of nights out:




July 14 1792 – Generally drunk. – Broke my glass thumping the table. Home, God knows how or when. Huzza!


October 3 1792 – Dinner, and a great deal of wine. Frivolous day. Generally drunk.


November 18 1792 – Huzza! Drink like a fish till past twelve. God bless everybody.





On Eustace Street in Temple Bar, the first meeting of Theobald Wolfe Tone’s Society of United Irishmen in Dublin is today commemorated by a plaque marking the site of the Eagle Tavern. For the movement, taverns were an important centre of organisation. Before it was driven underground and outlawed, many meetings in establishments like the Eagle Tavern were widely documented affairs. With James Napper Tandy as secretary, the Dublin men passed a constitution that acknowledged how ‘the society is constituted for the purpose of forwarding a brotherhood of affection, an identity of interests, a communion of rights, and a union of power, among Irishmen of all religious persuasions, and thereby obtaining an impartial and adequate representation of the nation in parliament’.3


At meetings of the Society of United Irishmen and other radicals, toasts were raised in these taverns, and they were occasionally deeply seditious. Tone drank to a toast wishing ‘The spirit of the French mob to the people of Ireland’, while there could be more radical toasts still, including ‘May mankind trample upon royalty.’ A toast wishing ‘The fate of Louis to all crown’d heads’ was a celebration of the French guillotine, but toasts raised to ‘King George the Last’ revealed the best of Irish optimism and humour.4 The tradition of seditious toasts continued long after the United Irishmen, as evidenced by a file in the National Archives of Ireland concerning ‘disloyal toasts made in Dublin public house’ some twenty-four years later. Then there was fury at the raising of a toast proposing ‘a Bloody end and extermination to all Orangemen’ in a Crampton Court public house.5


[image: A photo of a plaque with text reading 'Society of United Irishmen of Dublin. Founded 9th November 1791 at The Eagle Tavern on this site.']

Plaque commemorating the site of the Eagle Tavern.



Taverns and coffee houses were becoming increasingly important spaces in the age of the United Irish movement, with historian Timothy Murtagh noting how ‘the reading of newspapers in coffee houses and taverns was a central part of the social life of journeymen and apprentices, with the days’ events not only read aloud but debated over as well’.6 The American Revolution had demonstrated the importance of taverns as spaces where the people – and not just their political leadership – could debate political points and find those who shared their own world view. One history of revolutionary America describes how ‘accounts from the 1790s contain many reports of taverns filled with Americans singing French revolutionary songs and heatedly discussing the latest political developments in Europe’.7 The tavern was becoming the parliament of the lower orders. ‘Every porter house,’ one commentator noted, ‘could boast a set of statesmen who, without the aid of education or experience, considered themselves competent to every branch of legislative occupation.’8


In Belfast, taverns would quickly carry the names of Dumouriez and Mirabeau, heroes of the French Revolution in the popular mind. This, no doubt, marked out such places to the authorities. While taverns were a vital recruitment ground for the Society of United Irishmen, ‘the very public nature of such meetings was probably also the undoing of the organisation’.9


In mapping the Dublin taverns frequented by the Society of United Irishmen, a vital tool is the evidence of informers, who kept Dublin Castle abreast of the movement and its protagonists. When the informer Francis Higgins sent a songbook to Dublin Castle, loaded with parodies and patriotic aspirations, he reported that the book was being ‘used in taverns, clubs and ale houses where United Traitors frequent’.10 Informers not only frequented taverns and ale houses, where people talked more freely under the influence of alcohol, but could even come from within the profession. R. R. Madden, historian of the movement, documents a publican who asked his handler to secure payment of his licence for him, ‘as he had to give all his money to the brewers and distillers. He adds that his being in business will enable him to do much more good for the cause.’11




[image: An advertisement with text reading 'John Sweetman & Co's Superior Leinster Ale', featuring an illustration of a seated woman with her elbow leaning on one of several wooden casks, a harp balanced against her hip, surrounded by an arch of flowers.]

An advertisement for Sweetman’s Superior Leinster Ale. The Sweetman family were commited members of the Society of United Irishmen and successful brewers in the Irish capital. (Courtesy of the National Library of Ireland)





Whatever the politics of publicans, brewers also held a wide variety of viewpoints. John Sweetman, a member of the Directory of the Society of United Irishmen, would be described as ‘an eminent and opulent citizen of Dublin, of an old and highly respectable family’.12 His Francis Street Brewery was used by the movement as a meeting place, and was the successor to an earlier Sweetman’s Brewery beside St Stephen’s Green. Sweetman would be arrested at his brewery in March 1798. The Sweetman family – Catholic and republican – could not be further removed culturally from the nearby brewery of Arthur Guinness & Sons.


The pub most synonymous with the movement today is the Brazen Head on Lower Bridge Street, where heroic images of Tone and Emmet – many produced for the 1898 centenary of the 1798 rebellion – abound. Only The Lord Edward at Christ Church, opposite St Werburgh’s Church and the final resting place of Lord Edward Fitzgerald, presents a greater assortment of 1898 memorabilia. That year lit a fire in the heart of the young and would-be revolutionary generation, Irish Republican Army (IRA) leader Seán Moylan later recalling how ‘the ’98 Centenary brought my first vivid lessons in Irish history … In my mind’s eye I saw the Wexford pikemen and the swift fierce onslaught of the French.’13 It was also a good year to be in the printing business, as the walls of The Lord Edward attest.


On a street that was home to the leading United Irishman Oliver Bond, the Brazen Head was the scene of a lucky escape for some in the movement, when information channelled by one informer led to a raid on Bond’s house, as most of the Leinster leadership of the movement met in March 1798. The Wexford representatives, Ruan O’Donnell notes, ‘had delayed in the nearby Brazen Head pub long enough to hear the commotion across the street and slipped away with incriminating papers which would have proved the strength of the organisation in their native county’.14


At the time of the Lower Bridge Street raid, Tone was in Paris. There he met the English-born radical Thomas Paine, author of The Rights of Man and an honorary member of the Society of United Irishmen. Tone found Paine to be ‘vain beyond all belief, but he has reason to be vain, and for my part I forgive him’. Tone also felt it worth noting that ‘he drinks like a fish, a misfortune which I have known to befall other celebrated patriots’. In England, radicals would in time bestow names like The Rights of Man on taverns, though praising Paine too loudly in his own lifetime brought real risk.




[image: A greyscale photo showing an old building with a large sign reading 'Brazen Head Hotel', the word 'Brazen' curved in an arch at the top of the sign.]

A view of the Brazen Head that is little changed today. (Fáilte Ireland Tourism Photographic Collection, Dublin City Library and Archive)



Following the crushing of the 1798 revolt and the death of Theobald Wolfe Tone, the revolutionary movement would retreat into the shadows, re-emerging with Robert Emmet’s 1803 insurrection. Lore had it that Emmet availed of the Brazen Head as a centre of operations, plotting the subsequent uprising at least partially there and availing of a room that provided him a glimpse of who was approaching the inn, yet by then the institution was very much under the watchful eye of the Castle authorities. Instead, Emmet’s movement was to retreat into a series of depots and hidden offices within the warrens of the Liberties, successfully evading the authorities until bad luck and misfortune forced his men into premature action.






[image: A photo of a middle-aged woman with short curly hair, wearing a white cardigan, seated at a bar smoking a cigarette. Surrounding her are bar paraphernalia including glasses, bottles, crates of drinks and posters.]

Colm Keating’s photo of former owner Miss Cooney at the Brazen Head. Musician Alph Duggan sits on the other side of the bar.





Still, the writer James Plunkett would write in the 1970s of how the Brazen Head ‘has retained the aura of its past in a distinctive way. It whispers of conspiracies.’15 For Myles na gCopaleen – a writer whose real name was Brian O’Nolan and who also wrote under the pen name Flann O’Brien – it was the ‘one-time resort of Robert Emmet and the United Irishmen. Here, the most random spit will land on ten centuries of antiquity.’16 A history of the haunted inns of Britain and Ireland speaks of the Brazen Head and ‘the patriot’s ghost’, a claim repeated in a guide to paranormal Ireland, which says that Robert Emmet is ‘reported to still wander the upper floors of the inn’.17


On Thomas Street, the White Bull Inn and the Golden Bottle were two other taverns owned by members of the movement. And those seeking the ghost of Tone instead of Emmet may find him at the Tailors’ Hall on Back Lane, near Christ Church, a venue where he made many memorable speeches. A public house and restaurant in recent times, Tailors’ Hall was long the venue for meetings and assemblies in the city, before falling into disarray. In 1983, the Irish Times complained:
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		The guest book of John Kavanagh’s includes many notable international visitors. Anthony Bourdain’s comments are a source of considerable pride for all at the pub.



		The magnificant and little-changed interior of Mulligan’s.



		Ronnie Drew attends a book launch of his friend Con Houlihan in Mulligan’s.



		Mulligan’s on Poolbeg Street.



		Hugh Hanratty’s statue of Con takes pride of place inside the doorway of The Bank. A copy of the Evening Press sits in Con’s pocket.



		A plaque outside The Palace on Fleet Street.



		A rapidly changing Liffeyside and Wood Quay amidst the redevelopment of the site for the Civic Offices.



		The Irish House on Wood Quay.



		These images show details of the figures that once adorned The Irish House. A beautiful publication exploring the public house is available from Dublin Civic Trust, who generously provided these images.



		Designer Niall Sweeney’s iconic sign for Pantibar on Capel Street.



		Rody Boland’s began life in Nenagh, before transportation to Rathmines.



		The sign for Cleary’s on Amiens Street is the work of sign writer Colm O’Connor.



		Mack Signs produced this mirror for a Belfast public house, but first placed it on the streets of Dublin.



		The signage for O’Regan’s on South Great George’s Street by the artist Eoin Byrne is an example of a new and unique approach to a time-honoured tradition.



		The signage of newcomer disndat includes a nod to the nearby ‘Why Go Bald?’ signage on Dame Lane. The original has been a feature of the locality since the 1960s.



		Paddy Kennedy and Tommy Smith were co-proprietors of Grogan’s on South William Street.



		A historic advertisment for Grogan’s from the 1970s.



		A mural by Owen Walsh in The Star Bar, Baggot Street.



		The poet Paddy Finnegan is visible in ‘The Night People’ stained-glass window. A familiar face selling poetry and the Big Issue on the streets of Dublin, Paddy even wrote a poem on being banned from McDaid’s.



		Detail from a stained-glass window in Grogan’s showing Thérèse Cronin.



		Fidelity sits at the intersection of Queen Street and Benburb Street. A sign above the pub lays claim to a 1770 origin for the pub site.



		What remained of the Museum Rest pub in May 2025.



		Mulligan’s Pub, 1960s.



		Mick’s Bar at 49 Parnell Street. In 1964, the front section of this beautiful premises crashed into the street.
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