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Local history is the history of place, but, though place is central to its 

meaning, it is much more than this. Local historical research, in the first place, 

teases out the interplay of landscape, economy, culture and population to 

explain the shaping of the local community over time. Secondly, by asking ‘big 

questions about small places’, it prompts the reassessment of assumptions 

about developments over a wider spatial canvas.1 Thus, local history is about 

both people and place, and it provides a lens through which to view the 

evolution of both the micro world of the locality and the wider world composed 

of many such localities. 

 

Modern Irish local history has been in the making since the mid-

eighteenth century, the first significant landmark in its development being the 

work of the Physico-Historical Society. Established to investigate the roots of 

contemporary economic development and to combat Ireland’s image as a 

barbaric country, this society initiated a series of county studies, only four of 

which were published.2 Though primarily economic in focus, these surveys 

into ‘the ancient and present state’ of the counties in question effectively linked 

past with present, and prefigured the interdisciplinary approach of two 

centuries later by combining elements of geographical, economic, historical 

and political enquiry.3 Similar researches were continued by the nineteenth 

century’s dedicated amateur historian-antiquarians, and from the 1850s 
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onwards Kilkenny, Wexford, and Limerick saw the publication of local studies 

– all primarily genealogical, historical, scenic and antiquarian in focus.4 It was 

during this period, too, that there came into existence a number of long-lived 

periodical publications: the Ulster Journal of Archaeology, established in 1853, 

was one of the first, with the Ossory Archaeological Journal following in the 

mid-1870s, and the Kildare Archaeological Journal, the Journal of the 

Waterford and South East of Ireland Archaeological Society and the Journal of 

the Cork Historical and Archaeological Society in the1890s.5 While most of 

these works focussed on the county or a wider region, other contemporary 

studies like Lenihan’s Limerick: its history and antiquities or Gibson’s History 

of the County and City of Cork celebrated the history of a particular urban 

centre in its broader regional setting.6 

  

 For Lenihan, Gibson and the other dedicated men of letters in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, there was little difficulty in defining ‘local’ 

and in deciding the spatial unit on which to base their studies. Their primary 

unit of investigation and celebration was the county, diocese and/or city, and 

the focus of attention was on ‘great men’ and ‘great events’, and the stress 

was on gathering and listing information rather than on posing and answering 

questions regarding the nature and dynamics of local communities. Gibson’s 

work was dedicated to Lord Fermoy and Lenihan’s to the Earl of Dunraven, 

while their chapters concentrated on leading figures of the past like the Earl of 

Desmond, Florence McCarthy and Daniel O’Connell, and on chronological 

‘landmarks’ like the Battle of Kinsale, the 1798 rebellion and Catholic 

Emancipation.7 This pattern continued into the twentieth century, virtually 
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untouched by the Annales school of the 1920s, which emphasised the need to 

explore historical themes through the multiple lens of a wide range of 

disciplines. Rev. John Begley’s monumental Diocese of Limerick is 

characteristic of the ‘old style’. This work was complied over a thirty-year 

period but the approach remained essentially antiquarian, the third volume 

(published in 1938), just like the first, being divided into chapters determined 

by century, and dedicated to the bishop and the diocese.8  

 

The real turning point in the approach to Irish local history can be dated to 

the 1970s, and it was influenced by three parallel developments.  The first 

such development was the increasing popular interest in local history, 

culminating in the founding in 1981 of the Federation of Local History Societies 

whose purpose was to encourage research in history, archaeology and 

folklore and to provide a forum for those so involved.9 During this period, too, 

there was an awakening consciousness of the potential of local history to act 

as an influence of reconciliation in divided communities.  The Ulster Scots 

Historical Foundation, originally set up in 1956, changed its title in 1975 to the 

Ulster Historical Foundation, still stressing its unique regional identity but in a 

less exclusive manner than heretofore. Two decades later, parallel to 

attempted solutions to Northern Ireland’s complex political situation, the 

Border Counties Historical Collective was set up to ‘reconcile identities, create 

relationship and celebrate unique ways of life and cultural tradition’.10 The 

second formative influence on the development of local history in late 

twentieth century Ireland was that of the University of Leicester’s Local History 

Department, founded in 1948 and, by the 1970s making its mark on the work 
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of Irish local historians.  The Leicester school stressed an analytical and 

quantitative approach, emphasising the broader contextualisation of regional 

experience, and shifting the focus from elites to the broader local community.  

The third influence was the emerging revisionist trend within both geographical 

and historical scholarship, and the parallel increase in emphasis on Irish 

social, economic and labour history.11  Though the main emphasis remained 

more on re-examining the grand narrative through concentration on local 

variations and aberrations than on analysing the local community per se, these 

three influences accelerated the growth-rate of locally based studies on issues 

including urban growth, popular politicisation and regional agrarian change, 

using the regional experience to cast new light on broader historical 

developments in the island as a whole.12   

 

In the 1980s the approach to local historical research was further 

sharpened and refined by the increasing prominence of historical geographers 

in the area, a development prompting among historians a more open attitude 

to the interdisciplinary nature of local history and a greater awareness of the 

importance of examing the locale in its own right. This was reflected in 

Geography Publications’ launching of the ground-breaking History and Society 

series, interdisciplinary studies which sought to ‘explore at county level the 

dynamics of economic, cultural and social change.’13  The emerging pre-

eminence of the ‘new’ local history was also made manifest in the 

establishment in the 1990s of local history degree and certificate courses at 

the National University of Ireland Maynooth, the University of Limerick, and 

University College Cork.14 Stressing the interdisciplinary nature of local 
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history, and influenced especially by the Leicester school, these courses 

fostered co-operation between university-based and ‘amateur’ local historians, 

posed questions regarding the interpretation of terms like ‘local’ and 

‘community’, and promoted research at micro-level, concentrating on smaller 

communities and territorial divisions than those of county, diocese or city. 

 

From the 1970s onwards, therefore, Irish local history has been opened up 

to explore a broad range of issues which both elucidate the local and regional 

experience, and prompt reassessment of island-wide developments: the 

evolution of the local landscape; the process of landscape change and shifting 

boundaries; the contact between the local and the wider world; and the 

dynamics of intergenerational conflict, all traceable through topography, the 

evolution of settlement patterns and the development of the local cultivated 

and built environment. The study of this ‘living landscape’, shaped by the 

confluence of environmental conditions and economic processes, has been 

possible only through the interdisciplinary approach, the contribution of 

geographers, anthropologists, sociologists and archaeologists being equal in 

importance to that of economic and social historians.15   

 

Archaeological research, in particular, has greatly advanced the 

understanding of early Irish urban and settlement in its regional and wider 

setting. New questions have been posed regarding pre-Viking agricultural and 

exchange systems by excavations on Ulster ring-forts by McCormick, while 

work by Bradley, Hurley and others, has been used in conjunction with 

documentary sources ranging from Giraldus Cambrensis’ Expugnatio 
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Hibernica to The Song of Dermot and the Earl to reconsider the pre-Viking, 

Viking and Norman genesis of centres like Waterford, Cork, and Dublin.16 

Archaeological research, especially that by Orser in the context of Co. 

Roscommon, has also begun to contribute to our understanding of the material 

culture of pre-famine clachan settlements, while industrial archaeology has 

added immeasurably to our understanding of the development of the 

eighteenth and nineteenth century city.17 

 

A similar interdisciplinarity, this time between history and geography, is 

evident in recent research into settlement patterns over time. Geographers’ 

and historian’s exploration of the history of the names of fields, townlands and 

streets has facilitated the tandem tracing of socio-economic and 

landscape/streetscape change from the seventeenth to the nineteenth 

century.18  Similarly, history and geography combined have helped to trace the 

ebb and flow of settlement from the seventeenth century onwards, not only in 

the more intensively planted Ulster region, but through the island generally.19 

Smyth’s examination of ‘property, patronage and population’ in mid-

seventeenth century Tipperary traces the long-term effects of the Cromwellian 

conquest and the growth of a new landowning elite, while O’Dowd’s study of 

Sligo in the same period reveals the complexities of Gaelic society, the 

progress of settlement in an area outside the main locus of government-

sponsored plantation, and the effects of such plantation on the subsequent 

character of the county.20  The nature of plantation and its effects are 

analysed in David Dickson’s monumental work on Cork as ‘Old World Colony’ 

which, like Jacqueline Hill’s study of Dublin Protestantism, reaches forward 
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into the early nineteenth century to trace the undermining of ‘ascendancy’ and 

the parallel acceleration of social and demographic research which would 

have been impossible without the local and regional focus, again owes much 

to the geographers who by mapping population clusters and surname 

distribution, tracing the rise and decline of high- and medium-status families, 

and examining the distribution and shape of villages and the nature of 

parochial structures, have traced patterns of population expansion and 

contraction, land reclamation and abandonment over a span of some four 

centuries.21 Parallel to this, historical and anthropological researches into the 

means of production, such as Bell’s study of farming methods in nineteenth 

century County Derry and Cohen’s examination of linen production in Down, 

allow the examination of contemporary social gradations and entrepreneurial 

attitudes through the lens of  ‘improved’ and ‘traditional’ farming.22  

 

Fundamental to place-centred research is an ever-growing awareness of 

the centrality of mapping – no surprise to geographers, admittedly, but 

underplayed by most Irish historians before the 1980s. This stress on the 

spatial aspect of local history, epitomised in the ongoing Irish Historic Towns 

Atlas project23, has resulted in the emergence of two types of map-related 

research over the past two decades: (1) studies identifying and discussing 

contemporary motives for surveying and mapping and (2) those using maps as 

the primary lens through which to examine local and regional developments.  

J. H. Andrew’s study of map-making in Wexford, for instance, highlights the 

role of the 1798 rebellion as a major incentive to mapping, while Patrick 

Power’s examination of Wicklow maps in the early modern period throws light 
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not only on the development of surveying, but also on parallel changes in both 

the landscape and in the complex political structures of the time.24 Two 

invaluable map-centred works examining both rural an Durban evolution over 

time have been published in the recent past.  The Atlas of the Irish Rural 

Landscape,(1997) though not a local study, uses local and regional case 

studies to explore issues of settlement, production and communication, while 

the Atlas of Cork City (2006) takes a more deliberately local vantage point.25 

Perhaps the most assiduous recent use (and deconstruction) of maps in 

researching local socio-economic change is by Jacinta Prunty, whose Dublin 

Slums 1800-1925 (1998) discusses and maps living conditions, industrial 

location and the relationship between property valuation and social position.26  

Other studies fit, like Prunty’s, into the rapidly developing area of Irish urban 

history.  Particularly revealing are Clarkson’s examination of late eighteenth 

century Armagh and King’s study of Carlow in its transition from manor to town 

over the course of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.27 

Anngret Simms’ Irish Country Towns and More Irish Country Towns (1995) 

and Howard Hughes’ Irish Cities, by bringing together studies on thirty-seven 

individual urban centres ranging in size from Downpatrick to Dublin, and from 

Carrickmacross to Cork, have provided both an overview of, and an agenda 

for Irish urban history.28  Originally broadcast in the Thomas Davis Lectures on 

Radio Teilifís Eireann between 1991 and 1995, these particularly accessible 

urban studies explore not only the spatial and socio-economic development of 

the centres in question, but also the more elusive matter of the local character 

and sense of place. 
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The precise delineation of ‘place’ remains the primary question facing 

every potential researcher in the field of local history. The administrative unit of 

the county, so beloved of the earlier antiquarians, still continues to provide a 

vital focus for local studies. Now, however, its study moves far beyond the 

recording-listing function to that of re-assessing the grand narrative. Dickson’s 

work on Cork and O’Dowd’s on Sligo, for instance, explore not only the forces 

defining ‘region’, but also the nature and impact of colonisation and settlement 

over a broader geographical canvas, while Jordan’s Land and Popular Politics 

in Ireland (1994) traces the economic transition from subsistence to agrarian 

capitalism from the vantage point of County Mayo, discussing the varieties of 

economic region and experience initially masked by arbitrary county divisions 

– a theme also captured in the aptly named Various country: essays in Mayo 

history (1987) edited by Gillespie and Moran.29 The county-centred study has 

also contributed hugely to our understanding of the background to, and 

dynamics of, nationalist politics and militancy in the period 1910-1923, 

beginning with David Fitzpatrick’s ground-breaking study of Clare, and now 

extending to the various, yet linked, experiences of the War of Independence 

in several parts of the island, especially Tipperary, Cork, Derry and 

Longford.30  While taking the county as their primary focus, these works 

continue, like those centred on earlier land-related themes, to highlight the 

varieties of experience within each county, Derry’s nationalism, for instance, 

being more radical in the city and the eastern portion of the county than in the 

more westerly areas.31 The History and Society series, too, stresses the 

parallel cohesion and diversity within counties by combining the county focus 

with that on smaller spatial units, each of the sixteen county volumes so far 
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published comprising a number of thematic chapters which together build up 

not only a profile of the dynamics of long-term economic, cultural and social 

change but also stress the combined cohesion and diversity of county 

experience.  

 

The smaller spatial units upon which the more recent studies are 

focussed range downwards in size from the Poor Law Union to the townland.  

The Poor Law Union, in existence since the late 1830s and early 1840s, was 

an important public administrative unit over a span of more than eighty years, 

and the survival of impressive (if incomplete) runs of minute books and 

registers ensures that the unions provide a useful lens through which to study 

the regional experience.32  Landed estates, too, for which a variety of records 

survive in both private hands and in public repositories, have provided a focus 

for the historian of local social and community networks. Donnelly’s seminal 

study of Cork landed estates has been followed by another on the Kerry 

Kenmare estates, by Lyne’s examination of the Lansdowne Estate in the same 

county, and by Connell’s examination of agrarian changes in Meath in the 

century preceding the famine.33  Similarly, the diocese and parish – widely 

used as the unit of investigation by clerical local historians in the nineteenth 

century – still provide a useful focus, while at micro-level, village and townland 

open windows into the locale.34  Though the townland (the smallest territorial 

division in the Irish context) can prove difficult to research, lying as it does 

beyond the reach of many sources, it has been successfully unearthed by the 

interdisciplinary approach, with the emphasis not only on topography and 

archaeology, but also, like Scally’s work on the county Roscommon townland 
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of Ballykilcline and Carr’s study of Portavo in county Down, on tracing the 

inward and outward movement of influences and families over time.35 Villages 

too, have proved a useful keyhole into the broader society: the last ten years 

have seen published O’Flanagan’s work on Co. Cork villages, those by Hunt 

on the Co. Waterford industrial village of Portlaw and Lawlor on Dunlavin, and 

two collections of seminal essays exploring individual villages shaped by 

forces ranging from topography and monastic and manorial settlement, to the 

economics of fairs, markets and fishing.36  The parish, too, as ‘a place of 

neighbours, kin, marriage alliances and community solidarity’, has provided a 

useful lens through which to view the dynamics of local communities. 37 Work 

on Catholic parishes in Counties Dublin, Longford and Leitrim considers the 

interlinked issues of religious observance, parish loyalty and attitudes to 

economic change, while Eoin Devereux’s piece on ‘negotiating community’ in 

the Limerick urban parish of St. Mary’s explores the role of local development 

groups and parish-based activists in the later twentieth century.38 Moffit’s and 

Crawford’s studies of Church of Ireland Parishes in Connaught and Dublin 

respectively explore the experience of communities within broader 

communities – a theme also explored at city and county level by D’Alton in 

relation to Cork and Tunney in reference to Donegal.39 

 

This focus on the local experience has also enabled a deeper exploration 

of the issue of place beyond place – i.e. the complex interdependence 

between family and locality on the one hand, and Ireland abroad on the other.  

Studies by Edward T. McCarron and John Mannion on prosperous Offaly and 

Wexford farming and milling families’ move to New England and 
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Newfoundland in the eighteenth century explore their relations with their peers 

at home, their marriage-cemented status, and their upward thrust in 

economically liberating but politically constrained colonial societies.40  Further 

down the social scale, and echoing David Fitzpatrick’s Oceans of Consolation 

(1994) in a more local context, O’Mahony and Thompson’s appropriately 

named Poverty to Promise (1994) documents the experiences and emotions 

of the assisted emigrants from the county Limerick Monteagle estate in the 

immediate pre- and post-famine years.41 

  

It is at micro-level that the examination of the mechanisms of social and 

economic control can best be carried out, and the internal competition for 

power within local communities informs several recent studies, challenging 

any simplistic view of individual or group power as entirely dependent on, or 

proportionate to, social status. As indicated by several such studies from as far 

apart as Waterford and Monaghan, landlords were not always in control, nor 

were tenants without power. While improving landlords had a major role in 

shaping the local landscape and economy through house-building, hedge 

planting and clearing stones from fields, absentee landlords lost out on the 

chance to improve and modernise their estates. In the proprietor’s absence, 

consolidation and the elimination of the prevailing clachan and rundale system 

were prevented, or at least inordinately delayed, as tenants seized ‘control of 

the landscape’.42 Local studies also enable the tracing of a social hierarchy 

stretching from the strong farmer down to the labourer, Burtchael and Stout 

making particularly astute use of Griffith’s Valuation to confirm the occupancy 

of prime land and site by the strongest farmers, with smaller holders and 
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cottiers relegated to the margins.43 Status exploration at local level has also 

been painstakingly and convincingly analysed over the past two decades by 

the work of anthropologists. Gulliver and Silverman’s studies on the 

Thomastown neighbourhood of Co. Kilkenny, spanning a century and a half, 

explore the complex issues of respectability and status through the lens of the 

local labouring and shopkeeping classes, while Cohen’s work on the linen-

producing County Down parish of Tullylish casts much light on the varieties of 

class formation, paternalism, neighbourliness, interdependence and gender 

over a two-century span.44 

  

The study of powerful families and prominent individuals, part of local 

history since the eighteenth century, maintains its attraction into the twenty-

first century. However, while the celebratory and adulatory emphasis 

continues to dominate popular history, more serious studies effectively use the 

family or individual focus to open a window on the local and wider society.45  

Land ownership and lordship changes – some sweeping, some faltering – 

continue to be examined most effectively through the varied experiences of 

powerful regional septs and families in Gaelic and Norman Ireland, as locally 

based power was challenged first by ambitious families who set their sights on 

a more centralised power, and later by the evolving administrative apparatus 

accompanying Plantagenet and Tudor state building.46   

 

Centenaries and anniversaries have contributed their fair share of local 

studies, the best of which have prompted a re-examination of wider issues.  

The 1798 rebellion, itself generated by an uneasy mixture of national and 
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international forces confused by local rivalries, prompted in its bicentenary 

year a multiplicity of regional studies re-examining inter-generational political 

transmission and the complexity of regional economic networks. A number of 

these works concentrated on families or individuals involved in the disturbed 

events of the 1790s, exploring the complexities of personal, family and 

regional loyalties, particularly in Wexford and Wicklow.47  The 150th 

anniversary of the famine, too, produced its own crop of local studies revisiting 

the nature of poverty and the difficulties experienced by both state and local 

elite in dealing with the crisis, while the centenary of a very different event – 

the 1899 reform of Irish local government – gave rise to a number of local 

studies prompting a re-assessment of both political developments on the 

threshold of the twentieth century and the evolution of Irish democracy.48   

 

Some of the most useful individual local histories of the past two decades 

have centred on landlords in the context of their estates and wider society, an 

area of research which will be greatly helped in the future by NUI Maynooth’s 

setting up of the Database of Irish Country Houses and their Related Estates. 

The study of the estate, its locale and its impact in the future will be helped 

greatly. Robert French of Monivea, Ulick John de Burgh of Portumna, and 

John Hamilton of Donegal are among those whose careers highlight the 

dilemmas facing Irish landed proprietors in their role as brokers between 

locality and metropolis, caught between the conflicting motives of 

humanitarianism and economic survival in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

century.49  The complex relationships between landlord family, servants, 

tenantry and community in a later period are confronted in Terence Dooley’s 
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study of the ‘big house’ (concentrating largely on the Leslie estate in Co. 

Monaghan) and that by Purdue on the MacGeough Bonds of Co. Armagh, 

both teasing out the interwoven strands of deference, affection, paternalism 

and resentment and the passing in the early twentieth century of a whole world 

which had once seemed immutable.50  

 

Place-centred studies concentrating on individual businessmen and public 

figures have also facilitated the exploration of the urban social and political 

milieu. An analysis of the career of Thomas Synnott, a forgotten but significant 

representative of Dublin’s emerging shopocracy in the 1840s, throws 

considerable light on the civic, philanthropic and professional role of the 

upwardly mobile Catholic middle class in an age of ferment, while further down 

the social scale, the world of Cork city radicalism in a slightly earlier period has 

been explored through the public life of Thomas Sheehan, newspaper editor 

and political activist.51  From a somewhat different but no less revealing 

vantage point, Irish middle class social and intellectual life has been unveiled 

in Nuala McAllister’s examination of music in nineteenth century Londonderry, 

raising questions for further studies on leisure, status and the overlapping of 

the public and private spheres.52 Studies on individual singers and regional 

musical styles outside the urban setting have also raised questions of local 

cultural identity, Dáibhí Ó Cróinín’s study of Elizabeth Cronin and her songs 

throwing light not only on musical issues, but also on local norms of humour, 

status and hospitality.53 On the politico-religious front, studies of individual 

churchmen in their local-cum-national context have opened up the area of 

ecclesiastical politics, McGrath’s study of James Doyle (the redoubtable 
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J.K.L.), Bolster’s examination of William Delany of Cork, and Bane’s work on 

John McEvilly of Galway all explore the higher ranks of the Irish Catholic 

Church at diocesan and national levels, while the more populist aspects of 

religion are discussed in regionally-based studies on Catholic pilgrimage and 

Presbyterian revivalism.54 

 

The evolving ascendancy of the strong farmer in late nineteenth century 

Ireland has attracted growing attention among researchers, and a number of 

recent family-centred local studies focussing on the farming class have 

contributed to our understanding not only of particular regions, but of broader 

developments over time. Margaret Urwin’s research into the O’Hanlon-

Walshes discusses not only one Wexford family’s leading role in late 

nineteenth century land agitation, but also touches on the issue of women as 

agitators and the combined role of the priest as popular leader and as 

representative of strong farming society.  The private face of status building in 

a similar farming milieu is explored in Rosaleen Fallon’s County Roscommon 

Wedding 1892, (2004) which gives rare insights into a family’s marriage-

cemented attempts to ensure consolidation, prosperity and status for the next 

generation.55 Further down the social scale Kevin O’Neill’s invaluable 

Killeshandra study reconstructs family and household structures in South 

Cavan, raising questions regarding status, dependence and patronage. Based 

on an in-depth analysis of the family census forms of 1841 – the only such set 

to have survived intact in the Four Courts fire of 1922 – this study focuses on 

population (both in its size and its socio-economic profile) as product and 

shaper of place.  The relevance of the study extends far beyond Killeshandra, 
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raising questions regarding pre-famine society by challenging the picture of an 

uncontrolled demographic explosion among the labouring classes, and 

supporting the view of the precedence of market- over consumption-driven 

forces in the pre-1840s economy.56 

 

Identification and analysis of power networks is one of the primary quests 

of local history, particularly feasible in the area of public administration at local 

level.  The complexity of such networks is amply illustrated in Windrum’s 

analysis of prison reform in County Down from the late eighteenth to the early 

twentieth century.57  Similarly, exploration of the experiences of different Poor 

Law Unions has facilitated a reassessment of not only local living conditions 

and the administration of poor relief, particularly in times of crisis, but also the 

interweaving of politico-denominational with welfare issues, as well as the 

complex relationships between relief recipients, local elite and central 

authorities.58  Such contact and conflict between the regional and the central 

have also been successfully explored in several studies of events that, at first 

sight, appeared purely local in their impact. Tensions between community 

values and beliefs on the one hand and the apparatus of the modern state on 

the other underlie Angela Bourke’s study of the burning of Bridget Cleary in 

South Tipperary in 1895, an incident sparked off by a combination of inter-

personal tensions and a common, if imprecise, belief in fairies.  Similarly, the 

murder of Connor Boyle in North-West Donegal in 1898 explores the intrusion 

of the state apparatus into a small remote community whose Gaelic culture 

was in retreat. 59 Nor are such studies of central-peripheral conflict confined to 

the nineteenth century: more recent conflicts such as that concerning the 
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status of Magee College in Derry have opened the way for further exploration 

of how faulty communication between central powers, civil service and locality 

can complicate already smouldering political and sectional rivalries in a divided 

society. 60 

 

Conclusion 

 

Irish local historical research has changed considerably since the Physio-

Historical society set about investigating the past-shaped situation of Irish 

counties in the late eighteenth century, and since the committed antiquarians 

of the nineteenth century framed their county studies to fit the grand narrative 

of history. The break with these founding fathers is not, of course, total. The 

county still remains a primary focus for local historians in the early twenty-first 

century, but the focus stresses ‘micro’ rather than ‘macro’, and the 

concentration is less on prominent individuals and families than on those (of 

both high and low status) who provide a historical lens through which the 

community’s past can be examined. The contribution of Irish universities, 

publishers and local historical societies to this maturing of Irish local historical 

study is considerable, and pride of place must surely go to NUI Maynooth, the 

Institute of Irish Studies and Geography Publications, not only in terms of 

published research, but in relation to the production of research guides 

compiled by experts in the field, which point the way forward for both 

seasoned and apprentice researchers.61 
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One suggested way forward, building on all that has been researched and 

written since the 1970s, involves a more in-depth exploration of the elusive 

nature of local identity which, despite its tangibility, has been given only 

cursory attention up to now. There can be no doubting the role of the county 

as a prime shaper of regional identity, as borne out by the avowed objectives 

of historical societies, the names of local heritage groups, and the incidental 

comments of academic historians.62 While the county’s vital role as identity 

shaper is generally attributed to the influence of the Gaelic Athletic Association 

from the 1880s onwards, there is some evidence, well worth further 

investigation, that county-centred loyalties stretch back at least as far as the 

1830s when O’Connell’s public speeches took care to play on the perceived 

superiority of his audience’s native county.63 And what of that parish and 

locality identity which has generated shelves full of popular histories of 

sporting clubs, musical bands and – in one region, at least – Orange lodges?64  

 

Local identity within the urban setting has been subjected to more analysis, 

and identifying labels (partly stereotypical, partly well-grounded) have changed 

very little over time.  A pre-famine visitor described Cork character as ‘rather 

sharp. They like to make themselves merry at other people’s expense… and 

are merciless in the use of their keen but cutting sarcasms.’65 A century and a 

half later, John A. Murphy noted much the same qualities in Corkonians: ‘cute 

(in the Irish rather than the American usage) if not wily and cunning, 

opinionated, self-satisfied and self-confident, sometimes to the point of hubris’, 

even their county brothers being excluded from ‘the plenitude of Corkiness, so 
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to speak, being merely “Kerrymen with shoes”, to quote a contemporary Cork 

comedian.’66 

 

Researchers and writers outside the ranks of the historians have also 

contributed to the discussion on identity. A number of largely literary 

anthologies representing the principal urban centres have appeared since the 

early 1990s, all evoking landmarks, events, characters and attitudes capturing 

the essential ‘character’ of place.67 The celebration of local identity has also 

taken the form of a multiplicity of personal memoirs, some literary, some 

popular, on life in Dublin, Cork, and Limerick. The most well-known, the 

controversial Angela’s Ashes, centred on Limerick City in the 1930s, provoked 

reactions underlining just how alive passions are, even in the early twenty-first 

century, regarding the portrayal and reputation of localities.68  Oral testimony, 

too, now used increasingly in local studies, deserves more considered 

analysis. Flynn’s groundbreaking study on Dundalk, combining oral and 

documentary evidence, has paved the way for similar work, including 

McGrath’s study of social life and identity in the Limerick City parish of St. 

Mary’s in the early twentieth century, while Grace’s work on a Tipperary parish 

is an exemplar of accessible historical scholarship, combining exhaustive 

documentary evidence with local knowledge and personal memory.69 

Similar attention might be given to the local sense of community generated on 

those landed estates whose world ended sometime between the two world 

wars, and the combined fragility and solidity of whose identity is expressed in 

two separate but related anecdotes.  The first, noted by Dooley in his Decline 

of the Big House, (2001) sums up the bewilderment of the ‘big house’ 
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occupants who, following the burning of the house, found all the doors in the 

village closed to them: ‘No one would take us in. I knew every one of them, 

their fathers and mothers, their grandparents, all their children, and I thought 

they were my friends’.70  The second anecdote centres on the recent 

experience of an undergraduate student who wished to interview an elderly 

friend who had worked as head stable hand in a South Leinster ‘big house’. 

The friend was very willing to be interviewed on his memories of working on 

the estate, but as the interviewer got his recorder ready, his potential 

interviewee faltered, then baulked.  ‘I can’t bring myself to do it’, he said, ‘I 

can’t let them down.  It wouldn’t be right’. His personal loyalties to his former 

employer and the world he represented were too strong to discuss with an 

outsider – a tenacious, yet seldom recognised, sense of local identity which 

has transcended the changes wrought by time.71  
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