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 Westland Row
 Origins of the Parish, 

 Church and School         

In this section we set out a brief history of the 
origins and development of Westland Row:- 

The Parish 

The Church of Saint Andrew 

The School founded by The Christian Brothers 
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1 THE PARISH 

1.1 Dublin  -  the walled city 
 
Westland Row is located in South Central Dublin.  As a child, growing up nearby it 
seemed to me that we were in the very heart of Dublin City:  And yet, it was not 
always so. 
 
In John Speed’s map of the City, dating from 1610 and set out opposite, most of 
the landmarks from my childhood had not come into existence. On careful 
examination, many  familiar features do come into focus.  The split between north 
and southside was evident even then.  If anything, the divide may have been even 
more marked then than now. There was only one bridge crossing the Liffey at the 
time  -  at the location of Ormond Quay and referred to in the legend simply as 
“The Bridge”  -  it needed no further elaboration. 
 
That, more or less, represented the western boundary of the City; certainly on the 
Northside.  South of the Liffey, the city was rather broader from east to west. St. 
James’ Gate was at the western extreme; the eastern boundary was defined by 
“The Colledge”(12)  -  present day Trinity. 
 
Even at this early stage there was a St. Andrew’s Church (14) in present day 
Suffolk Street.  A later manifestation of the Church still exists there, having served 
as a tourist information office for a number of years. Many of the other church 
landmarks are familiar to us today. That familiarity is, in itself, deceptive.  Who 
exactly was Saint Audeon?  (Or Michan or Werberg, for that matter).  Saint 
Audeon or Ouen was the Bishop of Rouen in 640  -  the patron saint of the 
Normans who had, 400 years before publication of this map, captured Dublin 
from the Scandinavian founders of the city which they had called Diflyn  -  Danish 
for Black Pool.  
 
St. Michan’s Church, founded in 1095, was of Danish origin while St. Werbergh’s 
(1178) was named to honour the Abbess of Ely, patron saint of Chester who died 
in 699AD. 
 
All of this is a reminder that Dublin, then as now, was a melting pot of many 
nationalities. 
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1.2 Outside the walls 
 
Looking again at the map one notices how the Liffey broadens dramatically to the 
east of Wood Quay(7).  Beyond the Hospital(10) was open strand, subject to 
regular flooding, making the land unsuitable for building.  
 
One source(1) tells us that  -  “ The Danish landing place was at the Stein, an 
elevated ridge on which a leper hospital, on the site of the present ‘Lock’ Hospital 
was afterwards erected, a resort of pilgrims intending to embark for the shrine of 
St. James of Campostella, the patron saint of lepers, from which the termination of 
Townsend Street received the name of Lazar’s Hill, afterwards corrupted into Lazy 
Hill”. 
 
Townsend Street did not of course exist at the time. This was just the end of 
town, hence the name derivation. The Irish form of the name is Sraid Cnoc 
Labhar- the Strret of Lazar’s or Lepers Hill. All that existed at the time was a 
footpath leading south.  That footpath eventually led to the Dodder which, at the 
time had a very unpredictable course.  Beyond the Dodder was a small tongue of 
land known in Irish as Rinn. This is the origin of the name Ringsend. (2) 
 
One of my earliest memories is of walking along the South Quays with my dad and 
hearing from him that Ringsend got its name from the fact that the rings for 
berthing boats ended there. Not so I’m afraid.  Ringsend is first mentioned in a 
map of 1673, long before the quays were built.It was a small tongue of land- 
present day Thorncastle Street. 
 
About thirty years later the Normans invaded and banished the Danes to the 
northside of the river.  Henry 11 granted the city to the people of Bristol who 
made up the majority of the population south of the river. 
 
The area south of present day Townsend Street was open land with occasional 
large houses or castles like Baggot Rath and Rathmines.  I was intrigued to learn 
that Baggot Rath was on the location of the present day Searson’s Pub on Baggot 
Street, 
 
The land was owned by one family, The Fitzwilliams of Merrion.  A booklet 
produced by The City of Dublin Vocational Education Committee (The Township of 
Pembroke) (3) informs us that  -  “The Fitzwilliam’s of Merrion first came to Ireland 
in the reign of King John and became firmly established in the southern part of 
Dublin during the  14th century.  By the 15th century they owned four manors  -  
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Merrion, Thorncastle, Dundrum and Baggotrath.  Merrion, Thorncastle and 
Dundrum Manors covered the area now known as Merrion, Booterstown, Mount 
Merrion, Kilmacud, Dundrum, Ballinteer, Donnybrook, Ringsend, Irishtown and 
Sidney Parade.  Baggotrath was what is now Merrion Square and Fitzwilliam 
Square.  Generally speaking the property of the Fitzwilliams stretched from 
Blackrock and Kilmacud to Trinity College.” 
 
The expression “can there be such poverty” comes to mind.  The main source of 
income for the estates came from agriculture, the sale of rabbits and a tribute 
exacted from the fisheries extending from Blackrock to Ringsend which was also 
the main landing port for Dublin. The Liffey, although very wide at the mouth was 
also very shallow  -  only 4 feet deep in places  -  making it very difficult to sail up-
river.  
 
So it remained until 1708 when the Dublin Ballast Board was founded. They set 

about dredging the river to make it more navigable.  The soil raised by dredging 

the river was used to form the base for streets like Great Brunswick (now Pearse) 

Street.  Denzille (now Fenian) Street, Grand Canal Street and so on.  The land was 

allocated in lots  -  hence the South and North Lotts Roads. 

 
In his book published in 1907 Samuel Fitzpatrick tells us what a mighty task it 
was.(4) 
 
“ By driving piles and sinking kishes and large wooden frames filled with stones in 
the river bed below Ringsend, so as to raise the south bank of the river, the 
foundation was gradually laid on which the present south wall , three miles in 
length, was afterwards built, and the Poolbeg Lighthouse was commenced in 
1761, and finished seven years later.  The corrosive effect of saltwater rendered 
the breakwater, connecting the lighthouse with The Pigeon House, insecure and 
expensive to maintain, and it was accordingly gradually replaced by massive 
granite blocks, dovetailed into each other and clamped together by iron bolts;  the 
intermediate space was partly filled with gravel, on which granite blocks were 
again laid  on a bed of cement until the whole distance was so completed”.  
 
 The work stood the test of time.  In a court case in 1906 Counsel for the 
contractors for the Dublin Mains Drainage operators described the south wall as 
“A Chinese Wall having no foundation below ordnance datum. He accounted for 
its solidity by stating that it had settled into a solid block, 20 feet wide and ‘made 
a foundation for itself’.” 
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1.3 The Parish takes shape 
 
In 1713 John Rogerson acquired 133 acres of the south strand and set about 
building the quay which still bears his name.  In the years which followed the 
Dodder  -  earlier known as the Rafernam (Rathfarnham) Water was tamed.  It 
was not finally contained between its present artificial banks until 1796.  Bridges 
over the river allowed access to Ringsend and Ballsbridge. 
 
The area we now know as Westland Row Parish began to emerge and take on a 
familiar shape as is evident from the map of 1798, set out on the facing page. 
 

Nearly all the familiar landmarks of the parish were in place over 200 years ago.  

The Fitzwilliams of Merrion had left their mark everywhere. The main Squares  -  

Merrion and Fitzwilliam, with their imposing architecture, are the most obvious 

trace elements.  It runs much deeper than that however. 

 
One member of the family John Holles was the Earl of Clare.  His mother was the 
daughter of John Denzill of Denzill in Cornwall. His daughter married Thomas 
Wentworth, Earl of Stafford.  That little family group give us the name origins of 
Clare, Holles and Denzill(e) Streets as well as Wentworth Place.(5) 

 
Denzille Street is now Fenian Street. Wentworth Place is today called Hogan’s 
Place, named for the sculptor John Hogan who had his studios there- see section 
on Westland Row Church.  
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1.4 The real property crash 
 
At this time all of these streets were stylish areas with magnificent houses like 
those on Merrion and Fitzwilliam Squares. 

                              
 
The Act of Union in 1801 with the consequent loss of the Irish Parliament changed 
all that. Kevin Kearns writes(6):-  
 
“Directly following the dissolution of the Irish Parliament there occurred a mass 
exodus of prominent citizens who had occupied the spacious Georgian houses.”   
 
“Property values plummeted dramatically. Resplendent Georgian abodes 
purchased for £8,000 in 1791 sold for £2,500 a mere decade later and by 1849 
could be bought for a paltry £500.” 
 
“ Once the grand domiciles had depreciated sufficiently in value they were 
grabbed up by what the Irish Press described as ‘despotic and merciless’ slum land 
lords.” 
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This process led gradually to the emergence of the tall centre –city tenements 
many of us remember from our childhoods. 
 

 
There were other tenement dwellings of much earlier provenance spread 
throughout the parish.  Many of these were in small alleys off Townsend and 
Sandwith Streets. 
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Brady’s Court, off Lime Street, was a fairly typical example.  Two roomed white-
washed cottages with totally inadequate sanitary arrangements. 
 In the 1901 and 1911 censuses each of these small cabins housed families of 
about ten people.  Life expectancy was very low. 
 
The Dempseys at number 15 were fairly typical.  Thomas and his son Michael 
were originally fishermen from close to Arklow.  In the aftermath of the Great 
Famine they moved to Dublin to improve their prospects. 
 
Michael married Margaret Smyth from Belfast.  Her two brothers shared the small 
cabin with them.  Michael and one of his brothers-in-laws were merchant 
seamen. The other brother Edward was a stone cutter.  He later joined the 
Merchant Navy and died in the Battle of Jutland in the Great War. 
 
Michael and Margaret had nine children.  Only two survived to adulthood  -  Kitty 
and Michael Junior.  Kitty, in quite remarkable fashion, won a scholarship to 
Queen’s University Belfast.  After graduation she returned to Dublin as a school 
teacher until she married later in life.  She had no children. 
 
Michael junior was the only one of the family to have children  -  six in all.  His 
thirty or so grand-children live today in Dublin, Perth, Boston and St Hellier in 
Jersey.   
 
The parish was a mix of well to do families who lived in luxurious surroundings 
and those for whom survival was a real struggle.  Somehow they survived. 
 
In 1925 Hertbert George Simms was appointed as Architect to Dublin Corporation 
at the age of 27. In his sixteen years in office he oversaw the completion of 17,000 
housing units in an early attempt to deal with the tenement problem. In the 
thirties these included flat complexes based on the Dutch prototype in 
Markievicz, Pearse, O’Rahilly and George Reynolds Houses and Canon Mooney 
Gardens. In the sixties tenement clearance was given added impetus after the 
collapse of a number of dangerous buildings. Two young girls- Marion Vardy and 
Linda Byrne, were killed when tenements collapsed in Fenian Street in 1963. In 
the decade which followed, the population of Westland Row parish fell from 
20,000 to 6,00 
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1.5 From Trinity to Ringsend 
 
Great Brunswick (now Pearse) Street is perhaps the longest Street in the parish.  It 
was quite a handsome thoroughfare at the outset of the twentieth century as can 
be seen from the contemporary photograph set out below:- 
 

 
It is quite a remarkable picture, revealing a great deal of the history of the area. 
 
The handsome shop front at number 22 is Dublin’s first fish and chip shop.  In the 
1880’s Giuseppe Cervi disembarked from a ship bound for America in Cobh.  He 
made his way on foot to Dublin.  He began by selling ice cream from a bicycle cart 
in summer and in winter switched to fish and chips.  By 1900 Giuseppe and his 
wife had opened their shop at number 22.  The story goes that his wife Palma 
never fully mastered English.  She would simply point to the fish and chips saying 
“Una di questo, una di quello?”  In Dublinese this translated as a one and one.(7) 
 
The large building to the right of Cervi’s extending through numbers 23 -25 was 
the British Army recruitment centre throughout the Great War. Two doors down 
from that, beyond the awning, is number 27, the home of the Pearse family who 
we will meet later in this history  -  see The Revolutionary Years.  The white 
objects outside number 27 are, I imagine, examples of the families sculptures. 
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The elegant pillars running down the centre of the street hold the overhead 
cables for the trams running from Nelson’s Pillar to Sandymount. 
 
The street at this time was replete with historic artefacts.  The Crampton 
Memorial just to the west of the RIC Station opposite Trinity College was on the 
site of the Stein which marked the landing site of the Danes in Dublin.  Between 
there and Cervi’s was the main Dublin City Fire Station. Opposite it was The 
Queens Theatre  -  home to the Abbey during the 1960’s. 
 
Further east one would have encountered Saint Mark’s Church where Oscar 
Wilde was baptised and The Ancient Concert Rooms where John McCormack and 
James Joyce performed.  At the corner of Westland Row was the terminus to the 
Dublin to Kingstown Railway  -  Dublin’s first. 
 

Walking from there towards Ringsend you would have passed one of Dublin’s 

finest Libraries, Queen’s (now Pearse) Square  -  named to honour a visit by 

Queen Victoria at the beginning of the Century, the Dublin Coal-Gas Company and 

Dublin Glass Bottle plants. 
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1.6 Dublin to Kingstown Rail terminal 
 
The Dublin to Kingstown rail link opened in 1834.  The construction contract was 
won by William Dargan  -  Ireland’s counterpart to Isombard Kingdom Brunel.  The 
driving force behind the development, and the principal fundraiser was James Pim 
junior whose family owned Pim’s Department Store in South Great Georges 
Street.  The family had interests in the steam packet company serving Kingstown 
and the prime driver was a wish to speed up the mail delivery service between 
Dublin and London. 
 
The original line was just over eight miles in length but was so successful as a 
passenger as well as a freight carrier, that IT was extended to Bray, and later 
beyond. 
 
At the time the Westland Row premises were intended as a terminal, as in the 
illustration below(8)dating from 1849. 

 
The line connecting Westland Row to Amiens Street was a much later 
development, one that many people opposed on the grounds that it spoiled the 
appearance of Westland Row, Great Brunswick Street and, most especially the 
view across the Liffey to the Customs House. 
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2 ST. ANDREW’S CHURCH 
 

2.1 Townsend Street 
 
We saw earlier evidence of the presence of a Church of Saint Andrew in the 
general vicinity since the earliest times.  After the Reformation Dublin became a 
largely Protestant City.  Over the years the Protestant share of the population was 
estimated at 70 - 80%.  In the period preceding the building of the Catholic Church 
in Westland Row the parish boundaries related to the Established Church of 
Ireland. There were four separate parishes in the area as indicated opposite 
 
 
Under the Penal Laws there were serious impediments to the building of Catholic 
Churches.  Over the years there were a number of Catholic Churches of Saint 
Andrew, primarily in the Townsend Street Area.One early version was in a stable 
in awkins Street on the site of the later Royal Theatre.It was destroyed by fire. A 
later version in Townsend Street collapsed killing a number of parishioners.  
 
In her very valuable history (An Enduring Presence), Elizabeth Watson gives a very 
succinct summary of the move to Westland Row.(9) 
 
“Following the Relief Act 1793 Catholics could legally build their churches.  
However there were still some restrictions on where Catholic Churches could be 
constructed. The Townsend Street Chapel served the united parishes of St. 
Andrew, St. Peter, St. Mark and St Anne.  In 1826 the parish had grown to the 
extent that the present Chapel could no longer accommodate its needs.“ 
 
A heated argument developed on whether to extend the building in Townsend 
Street or move to a fresh site in Westland Row.  Following the Catholic 
Emancipation Bill, the Westland Row site was decided upon. The move was 
encouraged by Daniel O Connell a resident of nearby Merrion Square, who said 
“Too long have we Catholics been slaves and cowards, let us come forward into 
the light - we are no longer felons. Leave Townsend Street, let us build our Church 
in Westland Row”. 
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2.2 New Home in Westland Row 
 
The foundation stone for the new church was laid in 1832.  Work was completed 
and the church was opened for worship in 1834.  This sketch from 1849 suggests 
the church looked very much like it does today.(10) 
 

 
There is a, perhaps apocryphal, story which suggests that the original plan was for 
the church to face into Cumberland Street with the rear facing into Westland 
Row, reflecting the earlier ban on Catholic Churches facing on to main 
thoroughfares.  The story is that the plans were reversed after they had been 
approved.  It may not be true, but it is a nice story. 
 
One thing that is clear from the sketch is the fact that the Brothers house next 
door did not exist at this time. Henry Shaw’s Dublin Pictorial Guide and Directory 
for 1850 (the source of the sketch) tells us the site was taken up by Thomas 
Bushe’s Marble Yard. 
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The splendour of the interior must have astonished the parishioners.(11) 
 

 
 
More than fifty years on I can still remember Father McCarthy giving a talk on the 
origins of the Church to members of the Youth’s Sodality.  He was subbing for Fr. 
McMahon who was in charge of Youth Affairs  - Sodality, Boy’s Club and Scouts,  
and must not have had time to prepare a sermon. 
 
If I remember correctly he pointed out that Daniel O Connell had a regular seat in 
the right-hand transepts. 
 
The marble figures in the high alcoves on either side of the altar were two of the 
four Evangelists.  The other two were in facing alcoves out of sight in our picture.  
Each one could be identified by the symbolic creatures alongside them:-   
Matthew a winged man, Mark a winged lion, Luke a winged ox and John an eagle.  
Each symbol was a key to the writing style of the individual author. 
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I can still remember the little heads of his audience turning in unison as Father 
McCarthy pointed to the central Domed ceiling. The circular shape symbolised the 
whole of creation.  The twelve segments represented the divisions of the heavens 
and alluded to the twelve apostles.  The central figurine represented the 
coronation of Our Lady. Most surprising of all to me at the time were the 
identities of the four figures at the perimeter of the circle:-   St. Andrew, St. Peter, 
St. Mark and St. Anne, the four saints giving the church its full name.  
 
In thinking back to those times my most vivid recollections are associated with the 
wonderful organ and the choir in which I sang as a young boy. 
 

 
Elizabeth Watson tells us the organ was completed in 1873 and was rebuilt in 
1975 under the supervision of Fr. John O’Brien.  “The cost of the renovation of the 
organ was £14,500 and the donations of the parishioners and sponsors were such 
that the cost of the organ was paid within nine months”. (12) 
 
The figures of the four saints for whom the church is named were sculpted by 
John Hogan whose studios were in Wentworth Place, now renamed Hogan’s Place 
in his honour.  His masterpiece is the Dead Christ in St. Theresas, Clarendon 
Street. 
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A less well known sculpture in St. Andrews is that of Our Lady of Sorrow, a work 
by Willie Pearse who we will encounter elsewhere in this history. 
 

 
The new church was located on the edge of the parish.  Present day Pearse Street 
marked its northern boundary, City Quay Parish ran from there to the Liffey.  
These two parishes along with Ringsend formed the natural catchment area for 
the school.  
 
There had been several attempts to link Ringsend to the rest of south central 
Dublin over the years.  Bridges were built and washed away on several occasions 
until the present bridge was completed in 1803.(13) 
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3 WESTLAND ROW SCHOOL 
 

3.1 The Christian Brothers  
 
The story of the Christian Brothers in Westland Row has been told in earlier 
commemoration booklets but it is worth repeating.(14) 
 
The first Christian Brothers group arrived in the Parish of Saint Andrew over two 
hundred years ago, in 1812.  The Society had been founded by Edmund Ignatius 
Rice only ten years earlier.  This was the fifth Christian Brothers School and the 
first in Dublin.  The earlier establishments were in Waterford, Carrick-on-Suir, 
Dungarvan and Cork. 
 
At that time the Catholic Church in the parish was, as we have seen, based in 
Townsend Street.  The Brothers opened their school nearby in a large site at the 
intersection of Hanover Street and Lime Street.(15) 
 

 
Two Brothers were sent from Waterford  -  one of whom Br. Thomas Grosvenor, 
had been a companion of Br. Rice when he founded the Society. 
 
In 1828 the Government of the Institute and the Novitiate moved from Waterford 
to Hanover Street and remained there for three years until new premises became 
available in North Richmond Street. 
 
In its first year the school had 120 pupils.  By 1844 there were 400 pupils. In that 
year Br. Rice died and the school in Hanover Street was forced to close due to the 
bankruptcy of the lease holder. 



22 
 

When the new Church was built at Westland Row, new parish schools for boys 
and girls were built to the rere and left of St. Andrew’s Church and these were 
placed under the control of the National Board.  Twenty years later the 
Archbishop of Dublin, Cardinal Cullen, invited the Brothers to return to the parish 
and take-over the boy’s school. 
 
They took over where they had left off with 400 pupils in that first year. The 
Brothers continued to live at Number 9 Townsend Street until their Monastery in 
Westland Row was completed in 1868. 
 
In 1872 the rooms at the rere of the Church, which had up to then been in use as 
a girls school taken over.  The school continued as a “boys only” establishment 
until xxxx. 
 
I found the etching below in the National Library Archive. It is a view of Westland 
Row station from a vantage point in Cumberland Street in 1832. On the left one 
can see the entrance to the laneway runnong to the side of the Church, very close 
to an entrance to the school that was in operation in the sixties. 
 

 



23 
 



24 
 

3.2 The pupils 

 
The earliest roll records we have in legible format date from 1887.  At that time 
the bulk of the pupils were drawn from a fairly narrow catchment area 
surrounding the school.  One of these early pages is set out opposite. 
 
These Registers, from 1887-1927 will soon be available in searchable format on 
our website  -  www.rowppu.ie.  They give, in most cases the name of the pupil, 
date of enrolment, address and occupation of parent. Unfortunately they do not 
give parental names which made the task of definitively finding participants in the 
Great War, The Rising and the War of Independence quite difficult  - see The 
Revolutionary Years. 
 
From a sample of 150 pupils between 1887 and 1890 we can see that pupils at 
this time were drawn almost exclusively from an area running from St. Stephen’s 
Green to Ringsend. 
 
The Catchment area widened at the turn of the century with the advent of the 
Dublin City Electric Tram Service.  The original service began, as a horse drawn 
operation in 1867.  The original plan linked the main rail stations at Westland 
Row, Amiens Street and Harcourt Street.  The service was electrified in 1898 and, 
in expanded form, became very popular. 
 
This expanded the catchment area of the school.  A sample of 150 pupils taken 
from the rolls of the mid 1920’s confirms this.  Pupils were still drawn mainly from 
the streets near the school but with a healthy smattering of pupils from 
Sandymount, Donnybrook, Merrion. Ranelagh, Clonskea and Blackrock. 
 
The roll extract overleaf, from the mid 1920’s, gives some idea of this shift. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.rowppu.ie/
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The socio-economic mix remained primarily working class throughout these years 

as can be seen in the following table. 

Westland Row Pupils- 1890 - 1925 
Occupation of Father 

 
 1890 1925 Average 

 % % % 

Services 42 28 35 
Skilled workers 27 21 24 

Labourer 5 16 10 

Clerical 6 15 10 

Sailor 4 1 2 
Other 4 7 6 

Father dead 12 12 12 

 
 
Remarkably in both samples, the fathers of one in eight pupils were recorded as 
dead.  None of the fathers were recorded as unemployed. Undoubtedly many 
were, at least periodically. The jobs recorded were those at which fathers worked  
when work was available. 
 
The relatively low incidence of unskilled labourers may be somewhat surprising. 
Many fathers worked as skilled labourers, carpenters, plumbers etc.  The largest 
single group were in services  -  shop assistants, waiters, coachmen, car drivers or 
even butlers.  In the 35 year period spanned by this analysis many of these service 
jobs began to disappear, with an increase in labouring and clerical jobs.   
 
A small final point of interest.  The tram system, early on adopted the same 
numbering system as was used later by Dublin Bus. The Number 1 went from the 
Pillar to Ringsend. Numbers 2 and 3 served Sandymount Green and Tower 
respectively. The number 6 served Blackrock and so on. 
 
On the destination board they carried a range of symbols  -  a shamrock, a double 
diamond and so on, to allow people who could not read, identify their correct 
tram. (16) 
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