
The Oldtown Art & History Trail by 
Reimagine Cork aims to reveal the heart 
of the city in a fun and engaging way. 

We’re not historians, we’re mostly not 
even artists, but we’re passionate about 
our city and believe it’s time to mix the old 
with the new. 

We believe in celebrating the 3 H’s 
of Cork City – its history, heroes and 
humour.

We sincerely hope this light-hearted 
stroll around our ‘medieval’ centre will 
leave you agreeing - it’s not pretty, it’s a 
little bit gritty, but it’s Cork like!
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In its halcyon days Medieval Cork had up 
to 75 laneways off the North & South Main 
streets. Today only 7 survive as public 
passageways with another 7 modified to 
serve as relatively broad streets such as 
Kyle Street & Adelaide St.

Many laneways have been eradicated and 
others have attracted anti-social behaviour 
leading to a restriction of access. We 
stumbled upon Coleman’s Lane in 2015 
amid murmurs that it too would suffer the 
ill fate of closure. A regeneration project 
started in haste and today it is a haven for 
artists and locals alike.

Look out for the many footpath plaques 
that reveal the location of the old laneways 
of the city.
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These four proud Corkmen are forever 
etched in history for sacrificing their lives 
for the greater cause of Irish freedom 
between the years of 1916 to 1921. 

Terence MacSwiney’s life is described in 
greater detail in Number 2 above.

In March 1920, Tomás MacCurtain, Lord 
Mayor of Cork, was shot dead at his home 
in front of his family. His last words to his 
wife being ‘Remember… It’s for Ireland’.

Michael Collins, commander-in-chief of 
the Irish independence movement, was 
instrumental in securing the Irish Free 
State in 1920-1921 but was tragically shot 
and killed by opposing Irish forces in 1922.

Thomas Kent was court martialled and 
executed by firing squad in Cork 1916 
following a gunfight whilst defending his 
home.

Kyle Street is the spiritual home to much of 
the city’s colour and character. The street 
lies at the centre of the Reimagine Cork 
movement for mixing the old with the new.

Today’s Kyle St gardens stand on the site of 
the first Theatre in Cork. A spacious malt-
house situated on a cobblestone passage 
called Dingle Lane was purchased in 1713 
and Cork’s first dedicated theatre was born.
(see pic below)

Shawlies were typically working class 
women who wore black cloaks across their 
shoulders. Ever present on the market 
streets of Cork, they were renowned for 
having the skill of being able to sell you 
scarfs in the summer and sunglasses in the 
winter!  

The original church of St Peter dates back 
to 1270AD. It is said to be the burial place 
of many of the old families of Cork.

This historic building is now a cultural 
centre for art and music events and can 
even be rented out for weddings!

St. Peters church 
Eaglais Naomh Peadar

Coleman’s Lane & the story 
of the laneways

Lána Uí Cholmáin agus Scéal na Lánaí

Patriots of Irish Freedom murals
Tírghráthóirí Shaoirse 

na hÉireann

Kyle Street & ‘the shawlies’
Sráid Kyle agus Mná na Seálta

An author, playwright and politician, 
MacSwiney grew up on 23 North Main 
Street across from St Peters. 

He was a founding member of the Irish 
Volunteers Cork Brigade and was elected 
Lord Mayor of Cork in 1920. He was 
immediately arrested and died after 74 
days on hunger strike. His sense of purpose 
unwavering till the end when he confided  ‘I 
am confident that my death will do more to 
smash the British Empire than my release’.

Check out our ‘homage to Catalonia’ for 
another of his famous quotes; ‘It is not 
those who inflict the most, but those who 
suffer the most who prevail’

Terence MacSwiney mural
Traolach Mac Suibhne 
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St. Finbarr himself housed the monastic 
settlement at the site of today’s cathedral 
in the 7th century. 

The Vikings came and went before the 
Normans, in the 12th century, created a 
limestone walled town, Civitas, centred 
on what’s now South Main Street. 

In the following century the second part 
of the city, Dungarvan, was fortified with 
sandstone around the northern island 
centred on what’s now known as North 
Main Street.

Cork became an important trading hub 
and home to the famous Merchant Prince 
families of Cork City. Many streets we 
now walk on are still waterway channels, 
covered up over time to house a bigger 
city.

This mural charts our city’s wonderful 
journey as interpreted by the pupils of the 
Cork Educate Together National School 
housed on Grattan Street.

River of Time mural
A chronological history of Cork
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Cork’s allegiance to the Crown flip flopped 
over the centuries. However, in 1690 its 
citizens sided with the deposed King 
James’ Jacobite army. The wonderful 
William of Orange was undeterred, and 
after a significant victory at the Battle of 
the Boyne he headed south for Cork and 
Kinsale.

Williamite forces settled in the South 
Parish’s Red Abbey and soon captured 
Elizabeth Fort, bombarding Cork’s walls in 
the process. A breach was soon to follow 
and James was on the run again to the 
annoyance of Commander Marlborough.

Our mural is a colourful depiction of this 
battle and was expertly conceived by artist 
Peter Martin.

7 Siege of Cork Mural
Múrphictiúr Léigear Chorcaí
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The Standoff on Sheare’s St would haunt 
Terence MacSwiney to his dying days. 

1000 Irish Volunteers gathered on Easter 
Sunday 1916 awaiting instructions to go to 
war with British occupying forces. However, 
conflicting orders from Dublin Tomás 
MacCurtain (future Lord Mayor and leader 
of the Cork Brigade), deciding to stand his 
forces down. 

An agreement to temporarily hand over 
arms to the British was agreed but the 
terms were infamously breached, weapons 
confiscated, and Republican leaders 
rounded up and sent to prison. 

It was to lead to the start of a bitter war for 
Irish independence.

Sheare’s St Volunteer Hall
Halla na nÓglach ar Shráid 

na Síorach
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ART TRAIL FUNDED 
BY CORK CITY COUNCIL

A community effort focused 
on transforming Corks 
laneways, urban green 

spaces & derelict buildings.
your city, your canvas

Follow us on social media 
for news, updates & more. 

#reimaginecork 
www.reimaginecork.com

The Boys of Fairhill is an Irish 
ballad popularised by Jimmy 
Crowley in the mid 1970’s. 
Fairhill, on the Northside, is a 
hillside road that allows the 
‘boys’ to observe and comment 
on all things Cork City.

www.reimaginecork.com

Oldtown
Art &History

trail

Did you know?
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The famous mathematician arrived in Cork 
in 1849 to take up his position in UCC. 
During his six year tenure he resided on the 
banks of the Lee at 5 Grenville Place. 

It was here that he penned the now famous 
An Investigation of the Laws of Thought 
where he revealed Boolean Algebra for the 
first time. 

Today Boolean logic is credited with laying 
the foundations for the ‘information age’. 

George Boole house

It is claimed that Boole conceived the Theory of Relativity 
whilst on a night out on the Coalquay in 1857. The famous 
equation was written out on a beermat and resides in 
Dennehy’s pub to this very day.

Local myth or legend ?

The Boys of Fairhill...

Shandon Steeple stands up 

straight and the River Lee flows 

underneath.  Here’s up them all 

says the Boys of Fairhill

“

”

The Boys of Fairhill...

Kathy Barry was a legendary Cork 
character who ran an eating house on 
Dalton’s Avenue. The menu was robust 
peasant fare and the atmosphere was 
raucous and convivial. The clientele was 
said to range from peers to paupers; all 
joined in the nightly stories and songs, and 
all were treated alike.

Although people relied on getting a late 
night drink at Kathy’s, she had no licence, 
and was often charged for breaches 
of the licensing laws. On her frequent 
appearances in court she recognised many 
of her customers among the barristers and 
judges.

Kathy Barry

“

”

The smell from Patrick’s Bridge 

is wicked, how does Father 

Matthew stick it? Here’s up 

them all says the Boys 

of Fairhill

The Boys of Fairhill...

The Boys of Fairhill... ”

Kathy Barry 
sells drisheens, pints of Murphy and pigs crubeens. Here’s up them 

all says the Boys of Fairhill

“

“

”

Blackpool girls are 

very rude, they go swimming 

  in the nude

The Boys of Fairhill...
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Shandon BELLS, also known as the Four 
Faced Liar (due to its 4 clock’s rarely 
telling the same time!), is clad in red 
sandstone on its northern and eastern 
facades and limestone on its southern 
and western facades, so they face the 
parts of the city where most buildings are 
constructed of the 
particular stone.

Northside

Southside

Did you know?...

Not so long ago on Wisdom 
Lane, an old man would set 
up his shop for the day as a 
knife sharpener!!
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Legend

Did you know?...

Ab

Cornmarket Street was once called Coal Quay. 
Yes you guessed it, what is now a bustling street 
was once a quay where ships delivered goods and 
supplies for the merchants of old Cork City. The 
‘Coal-K’ is still affectionately used by locals to 
describe this popular market area. 

Did you know?... A

B

d

Cc

Start here

red line = Trail walking route

Did you know?... d
The Grenville Place Turkish baths were built in 
1859.  At the time, disease of all types was rife in 
the city given the atrocious sanitary and housing 
conditions in the Old Town area.  Piped water 
supply was not yet available.
 
During their first ten years, an average of over 360 
bathers per week used the baths.

It is thought that the baths were closed towards 
the end of the 19th century.  The building, which 
still stands on the site today, externally retains 
only the front facade at the ground floor.

The photo below shows two separate doors, which 
were, according to the Cork Examiner of 1 July 
1859, for males (on the left) and females 
(on the right).

Did you know?... e
During the middle ages the North Mall was the site of a Franciscan friary. The friary was known 
variously as Shandon Abbey, North Abbey, St Mary’s Shandon and St Francis’s Abbey. 
The friary was almost certainly founded by Diarmaid MacCarthy Mór, King of Desmond, in 1229. It 
was suppressed during the Reformation but the ruins of the friary survived until 1836 when they 
were demolished.  A well, whose waters were popularly supposed to have healing properties, 
still remains today at the rear of the Franciscan Well brewpub.  Some say a pint of Rebel Red 
possesses similar transformative qualities and heal many’s the ailment.

e

The windows on the corner of 
ADELAIDE Street & Grattan Street 
are visibly bricked up. This is 
because of the infamous window 
tax brought into effect in the 
1800’s which quickly coined the 
phrase - daylight robbery


