Ballybrack through the Ages

Pól Ó Duibhir

The Dublin context

The evolution of Ballybrack is closely bound up with that of the City of Dublin itself. Similar issues have arisen in both areas though the form they took and the response they evoked may have been different in some cases. These issues included: defence -  both land and sea; a changing landmass; development of local government; and expansion and intensification of residential development.

The Goodmans

The Goodmans were given Loughlinstown (including Ballybrack) around 1500 on the basis that they would ensure an outer perimeter defence of the city against the O'Byrnes and O'Tooles from Wicklow who, on occasions, had penetrated the county as far as the city's own defensive walls. While Goodmans seem to have been a crowd of gangsters they did succeed broadly in defending the area and also in keeping the Roman Catholic faith alive and well in the face of increasing attempts by the administration to enforce the reformation throughout the land. As with the rest of the Old English they came into conflict with the authorities and after the 1641 rebellion lost their lands and in many cases their lives. After a brief period of new ownership during the Commonwealth, the lands were given to the Domville family on the Restoration and they remained with this family into the twentieth century.

The French and 1798

From 1793 on the authorities in Ireland feared a French seaborne invasion, particularly of Dublin, and in Dublin particularly of Killiney Bay where the water was deepest. With this in mind they commissioned a specific survey in 1797 of the vulnerabilities of Killiney Bay to attack. This produced recommendations for earthworks to impede the progress of any invaders who might succeed in landing, the fortification of the big houses, and the bringing in of big guns to clobber any attacker before he could effect a landing. The big militia camp (up to 5,000 strong) in Lehaunstown would provide sufficient troops to counter any attack.

However, the United Irishmen had other plans for the, mainly Roman Catholic, militia stationed in the camp. From the authorities' point of view, the militia would be available not only to repulse a seaborne invasion but also to maintain order in the capital. The United Irishmen figured that if they could subvert the same militia, they could carry the day for the Rebellion. To this end they recruited Captain Armstrong, who was stationed at the camp, to their cause. The only problem was that he proved to be a double agent and sabotaged the subversion. Lehaunstown thus lost an opportunity to enter the mainstream of Irish revolutionary history. The camp was, unsurprisingly, shut down in 1799.

1803 saw renewed fears of an invasion and the authorities set about constructing permanent defences, including in Killiney Bay. These consisted of Martello Towers and Gun Batteries whose overlapping fire provided a defensive buffer stretching a mile or more out from the coastline.

Ballybrack in the Nineteenth Century

The area around Ballybrack was essentially rural and quite sparsely populated. In 1744 the Kilruddery Hunt could chase the fox from Bray to Dalkey and in 1815 the Duke of Dorset died from a fall from his horse while hunting in Ballybrack itself.

In 1810 the first development leases were given. These imposed a number of conditions on the lessees, in addition to the payment of an annual rent. They had to construct substantial buildings on the lands within a short span of years and certain actions were forbidden which might ultimately detract from the value of the property.

The coming of the railway in 1854 gave a huge boost to residential development in Ballybrack and the surrounding areas and the establishment of a separate township for Ballybrack, Loughlinstown and Killiney in 1866 set the seal on the area's development status.

Many nationally significant figures took up residence in the area, including Michael Davitt, the Dillon family, Sir Robert Kane, Sir John Barrington and Fr. Healy of Little Bray.

The area saw mixed fortunes in the twentieth century as continual residential development, including a significant volume of public housing, encroached on what remained of any green or open space. In the later part of  that century the area was in the news on an almost daily basis for armed and drug-related crimes. The area is currently in rehab and will hopefully emerge as a constructive and vibrant community.

Background

I had become interested in the history of Ballybrack, where I lived from 1954 to 1975, and wrote three papers as entries for the Oireachtas local history competitions in three consecutive years in the early 1970s. 

These dealt with the the Goodman family (1500-1652), fear of a French invasion and the United Irishmen (1793-1815) and the Development of Ballybrack in the Nineteenth Century (1800-1900). The first two were published in Irish in FEASTA (Iúl 1974 p7 & Meán Fomhair 1974 p 8). The military one, translated into English, expanded, and with Armstrong' notes, was published in the Irish Sword (Vol XII No. 46 p. 55 & Vol XIII, No. 50 p 70) and the development one in the Dublin Historical Record (Vol XXXI No. 1 p. 22). An edited/summary version of the military one was also published in the proceedings of the Blackrock Society (1997 p4).

I worked the last two up into slide shows with display panels. The first one was presented at the Old Dublin Society, and both variously at the Rathmichael, Dún Laoghaire, and Blackrock Historical Societies.

I hadn't done any work on the basic research since the mid 1970s, but in the light of today's presentation I got sucked into some some slight updating and transforming the presentation  into Powerpoint.

Online versions

The Powerpoint presentation, the paper on 1793-1815 (including the extracts from Armstrong's Diaries), and the paper on the Development of Ballybrack in the Nineteenth Century are all available online through links here: http://www.photopol.com/dca/ . 

There is also a brief photo tour of Ballybrack today. 

People interested in the Google maps can access them directly and play around with them. I have also included some useful links for those who may want to construct their own maps.

