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Donal Fallon is the presenter of the Three Castles Burning podcast, which explores the social history of the Irish capital. As a broadcaster he is a regular contributor to Newstalk and RTE television (including Brainstorm, The Way We Were and The Liffey). Formerly Historian in Residence to Dublin City Council, his publications include 14 Henrietta Street: From Tenement to Suburbia (Dublin, 2021) and Three Castles Burning: A History of Dublin in Twelve Streets (Dublin, 2022), winner of the Easons Readers Favourite Book of 2022.

Brothers Jim and Frank Flanagan grew up beside the Phoenix Park in Dublin. They have worked as lamplighters in the Park throughout their lives, carrying on a family tradition since Victorian times.
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The Phoenix Park is the greatest and most abiding monument of that extraordinary revival and extension of the Irish capital which followed the Restoration, and which in the space of a few years transformed Dublin from a mediaeval city into a modern metropolis.

C. Litton Falkiner,
Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy, 1903

We can visualise the cavalry charges down the Fifteen Acres, the old armoured cars of the Tans and the Wiltshires, the polo horses of old, the many generations of deer culled down to fifty during the War … Amidst these we carry on the tradition of the old lamplighters and we love it.

Frank Flanagan, Phoenix Park lamplighter
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James Flanagan attending to a gas lamp in the Phoenix Park (Luke Fallon).




Introduction

James Flanagan was standing at the top of a ladder in the Phoenix Park, attending to the timer of a gas lamp near to the Hole in the Wall public house. The weather was turning, and the latter seemed more and more appealing. Below, wiping raindrops from the front of his camera, my brother snapped one of a series of images for this book. ‘Is that an old film camera?’, James asks down to Luke. ‘You don’t see many of them now.’ There’s a moment of laughter as Luke replies, ‘I don’t know, you’re the one fixing a Victorian gas lamp!’ Across Europe and beyond, such lamps are quickly fading from the streetscape. It’s a very different fortune from the resurrection of the film camera.

2022 was an interesting time to undertake a study like this, against the backdrop of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. In Berlin, a city which has a longstanding love affair with gas lamp lighting, it was reported that ‘what was once a quirky curiosity easily afforded by the capital of a wealthy country is now a problem for city authorities as Germany prepares for a future without the Russian gas that has fuelled its industry for decades’.1 A visitor to Berlin will encounter the Gaslaternen-Freilichtmuseum in Tiergarten, where dozens of gas lanterns from across Europe are displayed, including one from the Phoenix Park.

The distinctive glow of gas lamps can still be seen in the Charlottenburg area of the city especially. Nearly half of the world’s gas lamps today are to be found on the streets of Berlin, but rising costs, political uncertainty around the provision of gas and environmental concerns all seem to be working against the lights there. Bertold Kujath, a campaigner for the preservation of the gas lamps, has insisted that ‘Berlin’s gas street lighting is a glowing testimonial to an outstanding era of style and industry. We cannot allow globally unique cultural heritage to be thrown on the scrapheap.’2 Since making that appeal a decade ago, almost twenty thousand gas lamps have been replaced in the city.

Berlin’s relationship with gas lamps raises interesting questions around authenticity. The World Monuments Fund placed Berlin’s gas lamps on its 2014 list of endangered cultural resources, but this only led to discussion over what exactly should be preserved, the lamps themselves or the gas lighting? Several thousand gas lights have now been retrofitted with LED lighting, specifically designed to give off the same unique colour as gas lighting. If there is ‘no perceivable difference in brightness, colour or form’, what does this mean? For some residents, historians and others, a gas lamp without gas does not constitute genuine heritage.3

Beyond the streets of the Hauptstadt, as Berliners affectionately know their capital, there are other European cities that bring gas lamps to mind. Reversing trends, Prague has sought to increase the presence of gas lamp lighting on its streetscape in recent times. In London, a pioneering city in the development of the technology, more than 250 gas lamps survive in the Westminster area. Having withstood not only technological change but the Blitz too, these lamps are one of few constants in an ever-changing city. London’s fog has been described as ‘the greatest character of nineteenth-century fiction’, but her gaslit Westminster streets are part of her unique atmosphere too.4
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The wall separating Blackhorse Avenue and the Phoenix Park (Luke Fallon).

Yet few places are as synonymous with this historic lighting as Dublin’s largest park. Writing about a drive through the park in the 1970s, a journalist with the Evening Herald described the experience as ‘Sherlock Holmesian. The gas lamps swelled with yellow softness as we approached them and the fog coiled in great serpent-like undulations amid the trees.’5 The best place to see these lights is on Chesterfield Avenue, the main artery of the Phoenix Park, which brings the visitor from Parkgate Street to the Castleknock Gate, at just over 3.7 miles. Now free of cars since the pandemic led to a rethinking of the park and access, both sides of the road are lit in a beautiful, soft yellow glow each evening. Some people even come to watch them flicker on, in slow procession as the timers do their jobs.

The Flanagan family have a connection to the Phoenix Park which stretches back even before the introduction of these lamps into the park. Their family have worked in the stately homes that dot the park, such as the Viceregal Lodge; have laboured throughout the park and its environs; and have been at the heart of the community of Blackhorse Lane and Blackhorse Avenue, the community that exists outside the park walls. The Phoenix Park assassinations of 1882, the repairing of the Wellington Testimonial – a towering tribute to the Duke of Wellington that is visible from far beyond the park – the glory days of the Phoenix Park racecourse and other events and places are all recalled within their collective family memory. Going about their work of illuminating the park, they have met presidents, beginning with Douglas Hyde, and have encountered many others for whom the Phoenix Park is a place of work and residence, like U.S ambassadors. What perhaps began in my mind as an oral history of a single family and their labour instead became something much broader. Is it possible to tell the story of the Phoenix Park, an integral part of the story of the capital, through the prism of the Flanagan family and the events that have occurred in the century and a half that the family has worked in and around it?

In Dublin, it is not entirely uncommon that families remain within a tradition. When the iconic Dublin City Fruit and Vegetable Market opened for business in 1892 just off bustling Capel Street, one of the first traders was Kate Leonard. Today, Jackie Leonard & Sons continues in that same family tradition, just around the corner from the redbrick markets building on Cuckoo Lane. Fanagans Funeral Directors began life in 1819, and remains in the same family today, while Nichols is another name in the same industry stretching back even further in the hands of one family (and even warranting passing mention in Ulysses).6 There are families of three generations and occasionally more within the emergency services, inheriting the nicknames of loved ones from different times. What is unique about the Flanagan family is that the skillset itself, unlike burying the dead or fighting the fires of the city, has been so radically altered by a changing world. Those who followed grandfathers into cooperage behind the walls of the St James’s Gate brewery were considered amongst the aristocracy of labour, until changing practices relegated their skillsets. The Flanagans are the last outpost of something that was once commonplace, and now exists exclusively within the walled Phoenix Park.
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Frank Flanagan photographed in the Phoenix Park, April 2023 (Luke Fallon).

At ninety-two, Frank Flanagan’s memory stretches back clearly to the Emergency (as the Irish State knew the Second World War), a transformative time for the Phoenix Park. He describes a place that is unimaginable today, as the park shifted from a centre of recreation to one of wartime resources. While the pandemic may have closed Chesterfield Avenue to car-parking, Frank can remember in vivid detail the days of the ‘New Bog Road’, when mountains of stacked materials lined both sides of the avenue, in the hope of providing fuel and heat to a wartime nation, one which was not entangled in the conflict itself but still felt its repercussions sharply. The name was not official, but it was difficult for anyone who lived through the war years to imagine Chesterfield Avenue ever returning to its former glory. James Flanagan, the younger sibling at 79, has a particular interest in the technology around their family tradition. He talks of the latest developments in gas lighting, and the contemporary manufacturers in places like Germany and India, in a way some talk about the latest in computers or communications devices. Frank illuminated the past and the family journey, but James made me think about these lights not as a Victorian curiosity, but something which adds to the living feeling of an urban or park environment.

There are other voices within these pages too. John McCullen, former chief park superintendent, who radically transformed the perception of the Phoenix Park in the 1980s. Refusing to allow it to become little more than a road for suburban traffic, McCullen focused media attention onto the possibilities of the Phoenix Park, believing the park could shine as a resource for those who visited it. He has also published the most ambitious history of the Phoenix Park to date, and is working on its sequel. We meet Margaret Gormley (chief park superintendent) and Paul McDonnell (park superintendent), both central to the operating of the park today, who have brought it to leading international recognition, winning the prestigious Gold International Large Parks Award in 2018. We also meet Ronan Clarke and John Kelly, sons-in-law to the Flanagan brothers, who could never have imagined that they would become a part of a family story stretching back to Victorian times. They married into a tradition, and have fully embraced it. With grandsons Matthew Flanagan and Conor Clarke assisting too in the lighting and maintenance of the lamps, this story now stretches over five generations of an extended family.

Like any city, Dublin has had a complex relationship with its parks. Some remained private, residents-only spaces into the late Victorian age, like St Stephen’s Green, landscaped and gifted to the people of the city by Arthur Edward Guinness, Lord Ardilaun, only in the 1880s. Before that, it had been in and out of public access. In 1635, Dublin Corporation resolved that ‘Hoggen Greene, St Stephens Greene and Oxmanton Greene … may bee wholie kept for the use of the citizens and others, to walke and take the open aire, by reason this cittie is at present groweing very populous’.7 Having fallen into disrepair, it was locked to the public, remaining so until Ardilaun’s great gesture. His statue sits in the park today, looking towards the family empire and the brewery in the heart of the Liberties. Prior to that date, those who lived around the park could enjoy it at their own leisure, renting its keys. Its opening coincided with a moment of such reforms elsewhere, a time that Harriet Jordan, an authority on the history of public parks, describes as ‘the height of the parks movement’, against the backdrop of ‘a fashion for magnificent philanthropic gestures [where] the gift of a park from a wealthy citizen became a common occurrence’.8

Merrion Square Park remained a privately controlled space until 1974, when the press reported that ‘hundreds of children cheered when, for the first time in 200 years, the padlocks were removed from the gates of [the park] yesterday’.9 Long before either of these spaces were given over to public use, the Phoenix Park was familiar territory to all social classes in the city. Its opening to the public, in 1745, came against the backdrop of a changing and expanding city. A Dublin that would come to consider herself the second city of the empire project (other cities would contest the title), though which was also a city of real tensions in class and culture. By the end of that same century, the Phoenix Park would be hosting its first labour demonstrations.10

The Phoenix Park holds a special place in the collective memory and identity of the city. We find it, again and again, within the collected works of James Joyce. It touched on several of Joyce’s obsessions, ranging from the village of Chapelizod to the Fenian movement. We find it in the poetry of Thomas Kinsella, who grew up just across the Liffey in The Ranch, an area of redbrick housing on the border of Ballyfermot and Inchicore. There, the streets carried the names Phoenix Street and Park Street.11 The park fascinated Kinsella, as it did Joyce before him. Other poets, like Paula Meehan, have been drawn to it too. In ‘The Pattern’, Meehan remembers her own mother:


There’s a photo of her taken in the Phoenix Park

alone on a bench surrounded by roses

as if she had been born to formal gardens.12



Is there a family photo album, from one end of Dublin to the other, without the Phoenix Park somewhere within it?

Beyond literature, the park holds special meaning to many different people. In the sporting arena, it is the birthplace of association football in the city and still its beating heart. Located near to the city, but also providing plenty of green space, it was a natural draw for anyone seeking to develop the game. If soccer was our ‘garrison game’ of choice, it’s worth noting that migrants from Pakistan, India and other places know the Phoenix Park fondly as the home of cricket in the capital. Cricket may have felt like a colonial legacy in the landscape of the Phoenix Park, but it has won new adherents from these communities and from new Irish players. Today, the Phoenix Cricket Club fields six men’s teams and two women’s teams. In addition, children learn to cycle there, or make memories in the zoo which will last a lifetime. And not just childhood memories for the children of the capital, but for the thousands who make the pilgrimage to Dublin Zoo every year. For others, the park
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