The Corsican Defence  

A History of Martello Tower No.7 (South) Killiney Bay

Integrated Network

The Martello Towers are an integrated coastal defense network, built to repel an expected invasion  of these shores by Napoleon. They were built in 1804, were largely historically obsolete after 1815 and technologically obsolete from a much later date. Those that survived were eventually disarmed and sold off by the military by the end of the 19th century. People today may be familiar with individual surviving towers: the Joyce museum in Sandycove, the bathing place at Seapoint, the aborted restaurant at Sandymount and even Victor Enoch's monstrosity on Killiney beach. They may be less familiar with the integrated defensive network which the Towers and Batteries represent.

This Talk

This talk aims to give an idea of this network, particularly as it applied to Killiney Bay, which was heavily fortified as it was considered the part of Dublin's coastline most likely to be attacked. The talk will go on to focus on the restoration of Tower No.7 in the Bay. This has been a massive project and an encouragement to those who wish to bring history to life and give us an insight into worthwhile aspects of our past at local level.

My Involvement

I became interested in the history of Ballybrack/Killiney when I lived in the area (1954-1975). It turned out to be a very rich area for research. It had a changing military significance over time. It was also a fascinating example of a suburb in transition during the 19th century as leases strarted to be given out for residential development, the railway came, and the area became closer to the City, in terms of travel time, than it is even today.

In the 1970s I “discovered” the La Chaussée manuscript in the British Museum (thanks Richard Hayes) and it became the centrepiece for my study of the military significance of the Bay. When Niall O'Donoghue began restoring Tower No.7 in 2002, the  research which he  commissioned shed   more light on my earlier work (thanks Niall & Doug & Sylvia).

Resuscitating History

The original defence of the Bay and the subsequent restoration of No.7 make for a fantastic story and we are fortunate to have so many physical remains of this period. The restoration of No.7 stands out as a shining example of what can be done. Sensitive use has been made of some other remaining towers such as: restoration of  No.14 (South - Seapoint), the Joyce Museum in No.11 (South - Sandycove), Ye Olde Hurdy-Gurdy  Museum of Vintage Radio in No.2 (North – Howth) and the fabulously converted residence in No.10 (South – Bartra) which has been done with supreme sensitivity to the integrity of the tower. 

Against this we have the desecration of No.6 (South – Killiney Beach) by the addition of two ugly panoramic storeys which reduce the original tower to shameful insignificance. 

I understand that Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown Council are contemplating restoring the Dalkey Island fortifications, funds permitting, and this will be really something to look forward to.

Publications

After the burst of public curiosity at the time of their construction, public interest in the Towers and Batteries as as whole waned, and it was only in the last 40 years or so that it slowly picked up again. 

Sheila Sutcliffe published her book, simply entitled Martello Towers, in 1972. I bought it at the time and learned a lot from it but was very disappointed by its patchy and misleading coverage of the Irish Towers, and those in Dublin Bay in particular. Paul M. Kerrigan published an initial version of his seminal work as Defences of Ireland 1793 – 1815  in An Cosantóir between April and August 1974. I published La Chaussée and briefly referenced the Towers in The French are on the sea … A Military History of Killiney Bay from 1793 to 1815 in the The Irish Sword in 1975, the same year Victor Enoch published his pamphlet Martello Towers of Ireland. Paul Kerrigan published his Castles and Fortifications in Ireland 1485-1945 in 1996.  Bill Clements published his Towers of Strength: Martello Towers Worldwide in 1999, and updated it in Martello Towers Worldwide in 2011. Andrea Lazenby-Simpson did her inventory and recommended guidelines in her (unpublished) thesis Martello Towers of Ireland in 2001. John Hartnett McEnery, who, like Clements, had a military background, published Fortress Ireland: The Story of the Irish Coastal Forts and the River Shannon Defence Line in 2006. And we now have The Martello Towers of Dublin from Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown and Fingal County Councils. As background to this last book, the two Councils commissioned a report Martello Towers Research Project from Bolton Consultants and this is now published on the Fingal County Council website. 

Next Steps

I understand the Councils are now working on a Martello Trail which should enhance the understanding of these fortifications as part of an integrated network of defences of Dublin Bay. And Niall still has a way to go to complete the restoration and development of the full site at No.7. This talk, and two others on Seapoint and Howth, during Heritage Week, will hopefully stimulate further interest in this amazing network. 

Built on the precautionary principle, we still don't, and may never, know if it was an effective deterrent or just an enormous folly.

Online

I have put up a page on my website as background to this talk. [ http://photopol.com/dca4/ ] This includes links to other pages and sites. I also have an ongoing page dedicated to No.7 (South – Tara Hill) . [ http://photopol.com/martello/no7.html ]

Title

The title of the talk may seem obscure, and remain so if you haven't managed to attend. So I'll upstage myself a little and explain that the Martello Towers were originally inspired by a defensive tower at Cape Mortella in Corsica. Hence The Corsican Defence. There is an irony here, however, as the Irish defences were intended against Napoleon who was himself born in Corsica. So it's the Corsican Defence against The Corsican, so to speak. Another irony in this period was the preparation of a plan of defence of Killiney Bay, against a French attack, by La Chaussée, himself a Frenchman. Yet another irony was the destruction of a cromlech and standing stones in Dalkey to provide material to construct the Towers which are now themselves protected structures. No doubt other ironies will emerge over time.

Niall is contactable at niall.tower@iol.ie or 087 288 5522 and he is only too happy to arrange a viewing of the tower by individuals or groups.
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