Heritage Week Round Up

Amanda Pedlow – Heritage Officer
Heritage Week this year had a great variety of events on offer.  The groups and individuals that organised them put in great thought and planning to make it a unique week in Offaly.  Heritage Week is all about celebrating our heritage and very often there are sites and events just around the corner from you that you might never have explored before. 
The first event of the week was the castles tour of east Offaly which was booked out long before Heritage Week began.  Those who were lucky to have got the places were brought on a tour of the Fort in Daingean, Tubberdaly Castle, Ballybritan Castle and Monasteroris.  Tour leader, Caimin O’Brien, provided both an archaeological understanding of the physical remains and the historical information which made the comprehension of the sites very interesting.  Many thanks to all the land owners who facilitated these visits and to Jerry Healy who not only welcomed the group to Ballybrittan but provide very welcome tea and pie! 

Offaly Eco Walks have been established in the Slieve Blooms (see www.slievebloom.ie) and during Heritage Week Gloria Carter led a walk on a damp Sunday which worked surprisingly well as the heavy canopy provided by the trees left the 25 participants free to look at the eskers and plants underneath! 

Bat walks have been on the programme for Heritage Week before but for the past two years Noel Bugler of the National Parks and Wildlife Service has brought the Heritage Week group to see bats exiting from an established roost in Shinrone town.  About 18 of us gathered at 9.00pm to see the first bats swooping out from under the fascia board  - about 45 pipistrell bats exited in all – but there can be up to 180 at this particular roost – as they eat up to 3000 midges per night each – we have plenty to appreciate our bats for! 
The Monday night saw the unveiling of the Maria OBrien Sculpture in Killina Secondary School by Hugh Maguire of the Heritage Council and the blessing by Bishop Smith.  This night is what Heritage Week is all about – the finding of the sculpture, its conservation and erection in the school and a very well attended event where they whole story was relayed by Sr Oliver who was the driving force in this project. 

David Hutton Bury gave a fascinating insight into what is going on behind the new fence which is up around the lake at Charleville – on the left as you leave Tullamore.  David has been working with the Native Woodland Scheme to try and encourage native plants, particularly oak, to regenerate and to remove the non native plants such as beech and rhododendron.  He discussed the importance of this ancient site nationally and the variety of species at many different levels, despite the Native Woodland Scheme being one of the first to suffer cutbacks, there is substantial work already achieved at Charleville. 
Edenderry Historical Society’s Ciaran Reilly gave a talk to a packed room in Edenderry Library on the Wednesday night – discussing the Great Famine in Offaly and making some pertinent comparisons to the Ireland of today!  This followed an ecumenical service at St Vincent’s Graveyard.  Edenderry library has put on two exhibitions in the library so there was plenty of discussion and material to appreciate. 
The Shinrone Heritage Group have been working over the past year to provide information and to commemorate the monastic site at Kilcomin – there is now a permanent information board on site.  Mary Jane Fox and Noel McMahon gave a talk and walk around the site showing the different features.  

Michael Byrne delivered an unusual talk on Tullamore in the 1880s as the Offaly Historical and Archaeological Societies contribution to the week.  Unusual because it was about the ordinary and Michael used so many threads of information that he had gathered up over the years to present an insight into life at that time – this was not a talk about a major historical event but every day life - using diaries, photos, newspapers and reports Michael built up a picture of the town for a memorable night. 

Tullamore Library featured an exhibition looking at different aspects of Tullamore town using photos and maps from the local studies collection. 

Over the past number of years the Birr Historical Society has come up with a very interesting programme for Heritage week – This year was no exception with the commemoration of the World’s first motoring fatality when Mary Ward was killed from a vehicle turning the corner from Oxmantown Mall 140 years ago.  The Countess of Rosse began by telling us about the life of Mary Ward, her connections with Ballylin and Castleward and her interest in science and art.  Isobelle Fallon then shared some of her research into the history of automobile injuries and Denis Dowdall then gave us an update on what the automobile industry had done to improve safety features.  The group of over 100 then proceeded to the site beside St Brendan’s Church where Lala Ward, a great grandchild of Mary Ward’s, unveiled the plaque along with an ecumenical blessing.  All then enjoyed teas and coffees in the Stables.  The Society had worked hard to prepare the panel and congratulations to Ben Oakley and Ann Ward for the end result. 
Birr also hosted the exhibition of GAA jerseys from all of the hurling clubs in Offaly in the Library. And Banagher also hosted an exhibition of photos of Banagher and its people. 
At the other end of the county there was another unique event– called the ‘Kilbeggan Challenge – Back to the Future - Irish whiskey travels again by canal for the first time in over half a century’.  In order to mark the 50th anniversary of the Grand Canal’s closure to commercial traffic in 1959, to celebrate the achievements of the boatmen who worked the commercial boats and to promote the restoration of the Kilbeggan Line, the combined muscles of Cooley Distillery,  Offaly Inland waterways Association of Ireland (IWAI), Heritage Boat Association HBA), 107B Barge Project, Kilbeggan Harbour Amenity Group and the Irish Whiskey Society (IWS) moved two specially selected 9 year old single malt whiskey casks by canal from Locke's Distillery in Kilbeggan to the Grand Canal at Ballycommon on Saturday 29th August.

The project involved the transportation of the casks from Locke’s distillery in Kilbeggan, to Kilbeggan Harbour via a vintage Leyland truck escorted by outriders on Vintage bicycles. It was then transferred to a vintage cart pulled by a local Clydesdale horse and moved along the Dry Kilbeggan Line of the Grand Canal to Ballycommon. There it was transferred to the heritage 107B project barge for onward transportation by veterans of the commercial canal era, who will escort it to Dublin.

For more details see www.grandcrew.iwai.ie
Bloomville Parkland in east Offaly is owned by Christopher Fettis who very kindly opened it to the public for an afternoon in Heritage Week, despite the rain, there were a number of visitors who were able to explore the trees and parklands. 
Irene and Marcus Sweeney opened up their ‘monster’ otherwise known as Fancroft Gardens and Mills.  This is a vast project which they have undertaken over the past three years and they welcomed us all with tours of the mills, maps of the garden and a fabulous tea.  This was a popular event with many interested in mills travelling many miles to see the progress on this conservation project.  Mills are particularly challenging conservation projects as they tend to be vast and not easy to reuse if you want to keep the character of the mill.  Belmont Mills near Ferbane is also worth visiting for those interested in industrial archaeology. 
Clonmacnoise Monastic Site is run by the Office of Public Works and they had free entry for the last Sunday of Heritage Week.  Templeconnor Church of Ireland was opened for the day which was an extra bonus for those visiting. 

Many thanks to all of the groups, individuals and library staff who organised events and made them so personable and enjoyable. 

If you would like notification of future heritage events in Offaly email heritage@offalycoco.ie to be included on the emailing list.  For more information on heritage in Offaly see www.offaly.ie/heritage. 
