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Lines written on a Seat on the Grand Canal, Dublin 

“Erected to the Memory of Mrs. Dermot O’Brien” 

 

 

O commemorate me where there is water, 

Canal Water preferably, so stilly 

Greeny at the heart of the summer.  Brother 

Commemorate me thus beautifully. 

Where by a lock Niagrously roars 

The falls for those who sit in the tremendous silence 

Of mid-July.  No one will speak in prose 

Who finds his way to these Parnassian islands. 

A swan goes by head low with many apologies, 

Fantastic light looks through the eyes of bridges – 

And look! A barge comes through bringing from Athy 

And other far-flung towns mythologies. 

O commemorate me with no hero-courageous 

Tomb – just a canal-bank seat for the passer-by. 

Patrick Kavanagh



  

iii 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

Page 

LIST OF FIGURES ............................................................................................................ xi 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ............................................................................................. xiii 

INTRODUCTION ............................................................................................................... 1 

 

CHAPTERS 

1. LITERATURE REVIEW. ........................................................................................ 2 

 

2. METHODOLOGY ................................................................................................... 9 

 

3. BUILT HERITAGE. ............................................................................................... 11 

Canal Building ................................................................................................. 11 

Locks ............................................................................................................... 15 

Lock-Keeper’s Houses .................................................................................... 16 

Harbours .......................................................................................................... 17 

Bridges and Aqueducts .................................................................................... 18 

Hotels ............................................................................................................... 20 

Dry Docks ........................................................................................................ 21 

 



  

iv 
 

Page 

4.  FLOATING HERITAGE ................................................................................... 22 

Passenger Boats ............................................................................................... 22 

Barges .............................................................................................................. 26 

Barge ‘4B’ ....................................................................................................... 26 

Bargemen ......................................................................................................... 28 

Lock-Keepers................................................................................................... 30 

 

5. SIR JOHN PURSER GRIFFITH ............................................................................ 37 

Griffith Family ................................................................................................. 37 

Purser Family ................................................................................................... 42 

 

CONCLUSION ................................................................................................................. 49 

 

APPENDICES 

1. List of Ireland’s Lakes and River Navigations ....................................................... 51 

2. List of Ireland’s Canals ........................................................................................... 52 

3. Map of towns served by the Grand Canal Company .............................................. 53 

4. Grand Canal Chart .................................................................................................. 54 

5. Griffiths Valuation Map of Ballincloghan, Rahan, Co. Offaly .............................. 55 

6. A Selection of Grand Canal Company Newspaper Advertisements ...................... 56 



  

v 
 

Page 

7. Grand Canal Company Weigh-book, Lowtown, 1937 ........................................... 57 

8. Occupants of a Barge in Dublin, 1911 Census ....................................................... 58 

9. Conroy Collection ................................................................................................... 59 

10. Mitchell Residents in Rahan Lock-house, 1911 Census ........................................ 60 

11. John Purser Griffith Admittance to Institution of Engineers .................................. 61 

12. Offaly Maps ............................................................................................................ 62 

13. John Secondus Griffith: Directorships .................................................................... 63 

14. John Secondus Griffith: Directorships continued ................................................... 64 

15. Marriage Certificate for John Purser Griffith and Anna Purser.............................. 65 

16. Extracts of Calendars of Wills and Administrations for the Purser family ............ 66 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY ............................................................................................................. 67  



  

vi 
 

LIST OF FIGURES 

 

Page 

 Patrick Kavanagh Memorial Sculpture, Wilton Terrace, Dublin ............................ ii 

3.1 Locks ..................................................................................................................... 12 

3.2 Grand Canal Basin, Ringsend, Dublin .................................................................. 13 

3.3 Sir Richard Griffith ............................................................................................... 14 

3.4 Lock gates and sluice racks ................................................................................... 15 

3.5 Lock-Houses. ......................................................................................................... 16 

3.6 Barges in James’ Street Harbour, Dublin .............................................................. 17 

3.7 Boland’s Mill, Dublin and Athy Harbour ............................................................. 17 

3.8 Selection of Cut Stone Canal Bridges ................................................................... 18 

3.9 Bord na Móna Lifting Bridge ................................................................................ 18 

3.10 Aqueduct and Bridge in Monasterevin .................................................................. 19 

3.11 Canal Hotels .......................................................................................................... 20 

3.12 Shannon Harbour Dry Dock .................................................................................. 21 

4.1 Horse Boat number 2 ‘Dabu’ ................................................................................ 22 

4.2 The Bolinder Engine ............................................................................................. 23 

4.3 Collection of Barges .............................................................................................. 25 

4.4 Portadown Foundry Manufacturer’s Plate ............................................................ 25 

4.5 ‘4B’ in Grand Canal Dock, Dublin ....................................................................... 26 

4.6 Killaloe Weigh Book  ............................................................................................ 26 



  

vii 
 

Page 

4.7 Planes, Trains and Automobiles ............................................................................ 27 

4.8 The Daly Family ..................................................................................................... 28 

4.9 Marriage Certificate for Joe Daly and Marcella Delaney ..................................... 29 

4.10 Essie Conroy at the 19th Lock .............................................................................. 30 

4.11 Descendent chart for Murphy and Conroy family................................................. 31 

4.12 Walter Mitchell...................................................................................................... 34 

4.13 The Mitchell Family Tree ...................................................................................... 35 

4.14 Barge Photographs from the Shorthall Collection ................................................ 36 

5.1 Sir John Purser Griffith ......................................................................................... 37 

5.2 Independent Tabernacle Church, Holyhead, Wales .............................................. 38 

5.3 Dr Biggs School, Devizes, Wiltshire..................................................................... 38 

5.4 Scherzer Rolling Lift Bridge ................................................................................. 39 

5.5 Turraun Peat Works............................................................................................... 41 

5.6 Death Notice of John Purser Junior ....................................................................... 42 

5.7 Rathmines Castle ................................................................................................... 43 

5.8 John Secondus Purser ............................................................................................ 44 

5.9 John Tertius Purser  ............................................................................................... 45 

5.10 Poulaphouca Dam and the Moravian Cemetery .................................................... 47 

  



  

viii 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

My interest in the Irish canals and waterways was initially sparked by The Heritage 

Boat Association (HBA) and I wish to express my thanks to them for allowing me to 

access some of its member’s personal collections and for permission to reproduce a 

selection of wonderful photographs contained in the Robert Shorthall Collection.  Thank 

you to the Inland Waterways Association of Ireland (IWAI), the archivists in Waterways 

Ireland, Bord na Móna, Guinness, and to Dr Ronald Cox of Trinity College Dublin and Dr 

Colin Becker (IWAI) for their assistance.  I ‘met’ Trevor Brice and Megan Vernall on 

www.ancestry.co.uk forum and wish to thank them for sharing their Purser family history 

information with me.   

It was both a pleasure and a privilege to meet with John Daly from Turraun, County 

Offaly and to listen to his memories of our boat, ‘4B’, in the 1930’s when his father was 

the skipper.  John died aged 84, in 2011, but due to his willingness to be interviewed in his 

later years his memories of life along the canal are now safely recorded.  I am indebted to 

Niall Galway for recording an interview with John one day as we travelled together on our 

boat from Turraun to Tullamore.  Thank you also to Alan Lindley and James Conroy, who 

supplied information about lock-keepers and their own genealogies. Stephen Gentleman, 

Ian Johnson and Pat Walsh, three previous owners of ‘4B’, generously provided me with 

information on the history of the boat.   

Thank you to my supervisor, Dr David J. Butler, for his expertise, guidance and 

direction.  To my fellow classmates, it has been a pleasure to study with you all and I am 

confident that this amazing group will continue to work together in future genealogical 

projects.  I have thoroughly enjoyed an amazing two years full of helpful hints, tips and 

appreciated your encouragement along the way.  A special word of thanks must go to 

Cathy Cahalane for sharing the drive from West Cork to UCC every Tuesday evening.  

Some of the best ideas were teased out on those long dark winter journeys. 

Finally I must thank my husband Cliff, firstly for encouraging me to return to 

education, and subsequently for his endless patience, encouragement and proof reading 

skills.  I could not have done this without your help and support. 

http://www.ancestry.co.uk/


  

1 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 

As a child in the 1970s I remember my father stopping the car and pointing to a 

‘Guinness Barge’ travelling on the Grand Canal as we drove through Dublin.  We were lucky 

to have this rare opportunity of seeing a barge pass by as the canal was by then officially 

closed to commercial traffic.  This childhood memory has stayed with me and when I lived 

near the canal in Dublin twenty years later, I found myself regularly walking along the banks 

of the canal with my own children hoping to see another boat and recreate the same memory 

for them.  Little did I think that I would ever travel on the canal, and certainly never imagined 

I would one day become a custodian of a piece of its’ floating heritage. 

In 2006 my husband and I bought a converted Irish heritage trading barge and have 

holidayed on her ever since, travelling the length and breadth of the Irish inland waterways.  

‘4B’ the name of the barge, and not that of a pencil, was built in 1912 by Portadown Foundry, 

County Down; the same year that Titanic was built in nearby Belfast.
1
  We never really 

considered her a ‘Guinness Barge’ as she was purchased by the Leinster Carbonising 

Company to transport turf from the bogs of County Offaly to Dublin city while bringing beer 

and provisions from the capital back to the country-side on her return journeys.  One of the 

aims of this research is to establish whether or not she was a Guinness barge. 

‘4B’ worked as a trading barge through the Easter Rising of 1916, the Irish War of 

Independence ,  the Irish Civil War and both World Wars.  Since the 1970s she has been used 

as a live-aboard and as a leisure boat.  Since we purchased ‘4B’, many people have shared 

information with me on the history of the boat and the lives of the bargemen.  By piecing 

together these nuggets of information I have been able to construct her time-line and history. 

The following chapters examine the history of canals, the development of the Irish inland 

waterways, in particular Ireland’s Grand Canal and its built and floating heritage.  The story 

would not be complete without looking at the lives of people connected with the canal.  I have 

chosen to take a closer look at the lives and family histories of two lock-keepers, a bargeman 

and an engineer cum barge owner.  I have thoroughly enjoyed researching this topic and hope 

that I have described the history of Ireland’s Grand Canal and that I have also created a sense 

of its culture and heritage.   

                                                           
1
 Giles Byford, Reedbound (Leicester, 2015), p. 74. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

A Canal is ‘an artificial waterway, a highway of which the surface is water and the 

traffic boats, barges or ships’ extending the limits of navigation to inland locations 

previously inaccessible by boat.
2
  Where possible, canals were built on even contour lines 

as hills posed serious obstacles to early canal builders.  Water, the life blood of the canal is 

governed by the law of gravity and simply cannot flow up-hill.  The invention of the pound 

lock by a Chinese engineer in the thirteenth century opened up new possibilities for canal 

builders. Cox and Donaldson describe how the lock ‘enabled canals to overcome changes 

in levels’.
3
  Leonardo Da Vinci invented the swinging or mitred double lock gates in the 

fifteenth century and ‘apart from mechanising the operation, no one has managed to 

improve on his design since then’.
4
  The Anderton Boat Lift in England and the Falkirk 

Wheel in Scotland are examples of a modern twist on the original concept.
5
  

While China is famous for its Great Wall, it also claims the world’s oldest and longest 

canal.  Harrington tells the history of The Grand Canal of China which was started around 

500 B.C. and covers a distance of 1,100 miles.
6
  Most of China’s rivers run from east to 

west.  The Canal was built on a north-south alignment connecting the cities of Beijing and 

Hangzhou while intersecting the Yellow River and the Yangtze River.  It was built in 

several phases with construction continuing up to the twentieth century.   

The Bridgewater Canal, near Manchester, was the first modern age canal to be built in 

England. Wood describes how in 1737 the first Duke of Bridgewater explored the 

possibility of building a canal to transport coal from his mines in Worsley to the nearby 

developing industrial hub of Manchester.
7
  He died only eight years later without taking 

those plans any further.  In 1758 his son Francis Egerton met James Brindley, a millwright, 

                                                           
2
 P. J. G. Ransom, The Archaeology of Canals (Tadworth, 1979), p. 2. 

3
 Ronald Cox & Philip Donald, Ireland’s Civil Engineering Heritage (Cork, 2013), p. 26. 

4
 Ruth Delany,  Ireland’s Inland Waterways (Belfast, 2004), p. 9. 

5
 David Hayward, The Falkirk Wheel (2004). 

6
 Lyn Harrington, The Grand Canal of China (Folkestone, 1974). 

7
 Cyril J. Wood, The Duke’s Cut. The Bridgewater Canal (Didcot, 2009), pp 11-13. 
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who was to eventually become a master canal engineer.  Brindley surveyed and planned 

the route for the canal, overcoming the challenge of traversing a wide river-valley by 

designing the Barton Aqueduct.  As the Bridgewater Canal was nearing completion Josiah 

Wedgewood of Stoke decided that a canal was exactly what his pottery needed and 

campaigned for the development of the Trent and Mersey Canal.   

While these early canals were under construction the industrial revolution was rapidly 

transforming England, introducing new fuels and machinery.  James Watt who was also 

involved in canal building in Scotland invented the steam engine in 1781.  The 

introduction of the steam engine completely revolutionised manufacturing processes.  

Large factories were built, drawing thousands of workers into the towns and cities.  These 

factories produced large volumes of goods placing greater demands on the carriage of raw 

materials, fuel and finished goods.  Road transport at that time was not able to meet the 

growing needs and Brindley ambitiously planned a network of canals across England to 

join up the four main rivers (Mersey, Trent, Severn and Thames) and link the cities of 

Liverpool, Hull, Bristol and London.   This plan, known as the Grand Cross was passed by 

an Act of Parliament in 1766 and work on it got underway immediately.  Unfortunately 

Brindley died without seeing his plan completed.
8
   

Nick Corble states that ‘not even Brindley’s most ardent advocate could claim that he 

invented canals.  What he did do … was perfect the technology that made them viable’.
9
  

Rolt, an engineer, author and boater, credits Brindley as being instrumental in the 

formation of the English canal network, though he focuses more on the works of Thomas 

Telford (1757-1834), the Scottish engineer who succeeded Brindley (1716-72).  Telford 

continued to oversee the mammoth task of building England’s canals, including the 

Birmingham and Liverpool Junction Canal (now known as the Shropshire Union Canal).
10

 

In his study on the English canal system J. D. Porteus considers the impact that the 

arrival of a canal had on a landlocked town, elevating its status to that of an inland port and 

injecting a much needed boost to the local economy.
11

  Two other prominent canal 

engineers and contemporaries of Telford were William Jessop (1745-1814) from Devon, 

and John Smeaton (1724-92) a Yorkshireman.  Both of these men learnt their trade in 

                                                           
8
 L.T.C. Rolt, Thomas Telford (London, 1958), p. 34. 

9
 Nick Corble, James Brindley, The First Canal Builder (Stroud, 2005), p. 65. 

10
 R. H. Davies, The Birmingham Canal Navigations Through Time (Stroud, 2010), p. 19. 

11
 J. Douglas Porteous, Canal Ports: The Urban Achievement of the Canal Age (Birkenhead, 1977), p. 32. 
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England and brought their expertise with them to Ireland where they were involved in the 

building of Ireland’s canals.
12

  

The Suez and Panama Canals are probably the two most famous canals in the world.  

The Suez Canal was completed under French control in 1869 after ten years of 

construction.  It forms a 193 kilometre link between the Mediterranean Sea and the Red 

Sea, shortening the sea journey from London to Saudi Arabia by a significant 8,900 

kilometres.  Built at sea level it has no need for locks.  It is situated in Sinai, Egypt, a 

politically sensitive part of the world.  Karabell gives a detailed history of the construction 

of the canal and its legacy.
13

 

The Panama Canal was built between 1870 and 1914, creating a cut through the 

narrowest part of Central America and joining the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans saving ships 

a distance of 12,500 kilometres.  McCullagh describes the trials and tribulations of its 

construction.
14

  The French started the construction of the Panama Canal, but the project 

was doomed to failure due mainly to disease and engineering difficulties.  Many of the 

workers died from Malaria and Yellow Fever which was rampant in the humid tropical 

climate.  In 1904, the project was taken over and completed by the American government.  

It was built using superior mechanised equipment and modern materials such as concrete 

which were not available to Brindley over one hundred years earlier.  The Panama Canal is 

an astonishing piece of engineering and has lent its name to gigantic ‘Panamax’ ships.
15

 

Ireland is blessed with a vast network of slow-flowing rivers and large lakes which 

have been used since prehistoric times.  Archaeologists have discovered simple canoes in 

the tidal banks of the River Shannon which they have radiocarbon dated to 4,800 B.C.
16

  

Ruth Delany notes that the early Irish used these rivers as a means of transport as there 

were very few roads serving the interior of the county.  However, the rivers were also used 

by unwanted visitors (Vikings) who raided many inland sites including the famous 

monastery at Clonmacnoise on the River Shannon.
17

 

                                                           
12

 Len Paterson, From Sea to Sea (Glasgow, 2006), p. 7. 
13 Zachary Karabell, Parting of the Desert. The Creation of the Suez Canal (London, 2003). 
14 David McCullagh, The Path Between the Seas. The Creation of the Panama Canal 1870-1914 (New York, 

1977). 
15

‘Panamax’ ships are ships built to fit the maximum dimensions of the Panama Canal.  If they exceed these 

limits they physically cannot fit in the canal and must instead circumnavigate South America. 
16

Sean Spellissy, The History of Limerick City (Limerick, 1998), p. 121. 
17

Mary Tubridy, The Heritage of Clonmacnoise (Dublin, 1987), p. 32. 
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Delany is the most respected authority on Ireland’s inland waterways and has written a 

number of books on the subject.  Her works have been listed in the bibliography of every 

book I have researched on Irish inland waterways.  She and her late husband were founder 

members of the Inland Waterways Association of Ireland which was established by a 

group of waterways enthusiasts in 1954 to lobby against the proposed closure of our inland 

navigations.
18

  She has meticulously researched the history and carried out in-depth studies 

on the successes and failures of Irish inland navigations; from their conception and 

construction to their closures and more recently their revivals.  She has painstakingly 

trawled through many primary sources including Canal Company records, parliamentary 

papers, newspapers, manuscripts and periodicals.
19

 

 The first modification to natural rivers was the building of weirs to increase the depth 

and make them more navigable.  Spellisy refers to the eleven hundred year old Lax Weir, 

on the river Shannon in Limerick city.
20

  For centuries the concept of creating a network of 

inland waterways across Ireland was toyed with but it wasn’t until the eighteenth century 

that these notional concepts became tangible strategies.
21

  In 1715 the Irish Parliament 

passed an Act to encourage the drainage of bogs and the creation of inland navigations for 

the purpose of improving industrial transport and communications in Ireland.  Any 

schemes developed had to be privately funded and there were only two minor and 

unsuccessful attempts. Four provincial ‘Commissioners of Inland Navigation’ were 

established in 1729 by a new Act and were given powers to invest government funds into 

navigation works.   

After years of half-hearted attempts at canal building in Ireland, the 1730’s saw the 

first serious attempt to construct an inland waterway system.  The earliest canal to be 

constructed in the British Isles was the Newry Canal, joining Lough Neagh to the sea at 

Carlingford Lough, via the market town of Portadown.
22

  Completed in 1742, after eleven 

years of construction, it facilitated the transfer of coal from the Tyrone coalfields to the 

coast where it could be easily shipped by sea.  Irish Canal building got underway in earnest 

in the 1750’s after parliament amalgamated the four regional Commissioners of Inland 

Navigation.   

                                                           
18

 Brian Cassells, IWAI and the Waterways of Ireland (Donaghadee, 2014). 
19

 Ruth Delany, The Grand Canal of Ireland (Dublin, 1995). 
20

 ‘Lax’ is the old Viking word for Salmon. 
21

 V.T.H. Delany and D.R. Delany, The Canals of the South of Ireland (Newton Abbott, 1966), p. 16. 
22

 W.A. McCutcheon, The Canals of the North of Ireland (1965), p. 20. 
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Rynne, writing from an architectural heritage perspective, believes there were two 

motives for building canals.  Firstly, short term relief was provided to famine victims by 

providing employment to thousands of navvies in the construction of the canals.   

Secondly, it was hoped that the improved transport network would encourage the 

development of new industry, thereby creating further employment.  This second point is 

reinforced by Cox and Donald who refer to the necessity ‘to move coal and iron to 

manufacturing centres and subsequently to move finished goods within the country and to 

the ports for export’.
23

  In 1744 after a particularly bad harvest, McCutcheon describes how 

thousands of lives were saved from starvation, thanks to the ability to transport large 

quantities of grain inland on the newly opened Newry Canal. 

In 1801 Sir Charles Coote carried out a comprehensive survey of the King’s County 

now known as County Offaly.  The Grand Canal was by then operating from Dublin to 

Tullamore and work was underway to extend it westwards to the River Shannon.  Coote 

describes the roads and bridges of the county as being barely adequate and commends the 

canal, the only navigation through this country as ‘a material advantage to the district, 

through which it passes’.
24

 

The canals of Ireland were built prior to the invention of engines and excavators.  It 

was labour intensive as they were dug manually.  Nearly four thousand men were working 

on the construction of the Grand Canal by the year 1790, while another two thousand had 

begun work on the Royal Canal.  Ireland’s navigations are listed by Delany and separated 

into two categories; river navigations and canals (Appendices 1 and 2).  River navigations 

involved improvements made to existing rivers and lakes by building weirs, locks and 

sometimes short lateral canals by-passing falls and rapids.  Canals are entirely new man-

made waterways built across lands which had formerly been pasture, woodland and bog. 

The Grand Canal and its rival Royal Canal were the two most successful Irish Canals.  

They are parallel waterways traversing the country from Dublin in the east to the River 

Shannon in the west.
25

  The Grand Canal took a southerly route from Ringsend in Dublin 

and passes through Sallins, Edenderry and Tullamore joining the River Shannon at 

                                                           
23

 Colin Rynne, Industrial Ireland 1750 – 1930: an Archaeology (Cork, 2006), pp 337; 341. 
24

 Sir Charles Coote, General View of the agriculture and manufactures of the King’s County: with 

observations on the means of their improvement, drawn up in the year 1801: for the consideration, and under 

the direction of the Dublin Society (Dublin, 1801), p. 186. 
25

 W.A. McCutcheon, ‘The Transport Revolution. Canals and River Navigations’, in Travel and Transport in 

Ireland, Ed. Kevin B. Nowlan (Dublin, 1973), p. 73. 
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Shannon Harbour, County Offaly.  The Royal Canal, built slightly later was financed by 

private funding and employed many of the men who had earlier worked on the Grand 

Canal.
26

  It followed a more northerly route from Spencer Dock at Sherriff Street in 

Dublin, via Maynooth, Kilcock, Enfield and Mullingar terminating at Richmond Harbour 

at the Longford/Roscommon border where it too joined the mighty River Shannon. 

The Grand Canal not only provided transport for Irish industry but also provided water 

for the production of Guinness in its James’ Street brewery in Dublin.
27

  Patrick Guinness, 

as well as referring to Arthur Guinness’ famous nine thousand year lease, also describes 

Arthur’s dogged determination during the 1770’s at securing a cheap (free) water source 

for his plant.  His marathon struggle with Dublin’s pipe water committee concluded when 

an agreement was finally reached on the completion of the canal into Dublin, thus 

providing a new source of water to the city. 

During the two World Wars, when coal was in very short supply, peat and turf was 

highly sought after.  Cox refers to a trial scheme by Sir John Purser Griffith to improve 

methods of harvesting and processing turf.
28

  Turf was cut from bogs such as the one in 

Turraun, County Offaly which was adjacent to the canal.  Processed peat was loaded onto 

barges and transported seventy miles by canal to Dublin.  In 1946 Rolt cruised a loop of 

the Irish inland waterways (Grand Canal, Royal Canal and River Shannon) observing 

amongst other things a barge being loaded with turf at Turraun.
29

 

Most barges used on the Irish canals were built in either Dublin or Portadown.  The 

Heritage Boat Association has published a series of books cataloguing Ireland’s floating 

heritage.
30

  With the exception of a few steam-tugs, all Irish canal boats were horse-drawn 

until the introduction of the Bolinder Engine in 1911.
31

  While the introduction of the 

diesel engine improved the journey times on the canal it was of even more use to its 

nemesis — the railways.  

Trade on the canal continued until post World War II, when it could no longer 

compete with road and rail.
32

  In 1960, after years of loss-making, the Grand Canal was 

                                                           
26

 Ruth Delany and Ian Bath, Ireland’s Royal Canal (Dublin, 2010), p. 80. 
27

 Patrick Guinness, Arthur’s Round (Tonbridge, 2008), pp 105-9. 
28

 Ronald C. Cox, John Purser Griffith 1848-1938 “Grand Old Man of Irish Engineering” (Dublin, 1998). 
29

 L.T.C. Rolt, Green and Silver (Ireland, 2011), p. 73. 
30

 Cool Metal – Clear Water, Published by the Heritage Boat Association (Cahir, 2006). 
31

 P.J.G. Ransom, ‘The Bolinder Engine’, Waterways World (November, 1979), pp 38-41. 
32

 Gerard D’Arcy, Portrait of the Grand Canal (Dublin, 1969), p. 16. 
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finally closed to commercial traffic.  Unused and uncared for it fell into disrepair until 

1986 when the long-awaited Canals Act was passed.  This Act sparked a new public 

interest in the canals as now they were not only to be used as a navigation, but also as a 

public amenity for recreational activities such as fishing, walking and canoeing.
33

  The 

Grand Canal is currently used by tourists and locals. The canal itself is being used by 

boaters, fishermen, canoers and rowers while the towpaths are being developed as off-road 

walking and cycling routes. 

For a brief period, before the invention of modern road and rail transport, canals were 

the super-highway of their day. Their success was unfortunately short-lived as technology 

and engineering outpaced and overpowered them. 

  

                                                           
33

 Delany, Ireland’s Inland Waterways (Belfast, 2004), p. 185. 
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CHAPTER 2 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Before starting this dissertation I had carried out some research into the history of our 

barge, establishing significant dates and facts, though this was mostly confined to 

conversations with her previous owners.  My aim is to produce a dissertation which will be a 

lasting legacy to the barge by carrying out more contextualised and in-depth research on the 

history of Ireland’s Grand Canal, and the associated people, places and professions.  

Chapter one outlined the history of canal building, both at home and abroad.  Much has 

been written about our waterways but it transpired that very little has been produced about the 

boats and those who worked on them.  The literature used was sourced mostly from my own 

collection, the Boole Library, UCC and the Royal Irish Academy in Dublin.   

Chapter three focuses on the built heritage of the Grand Canal of Ireland.  I had hoped 

that Waterways Ireland archives may have held some relevant information, but unfortunately, 

their material covers the River Shannon and not the canal.  Most of the Grand Canal Company 

(GCC) records were transferred to CIE before eventually ending up in the National Archives.  

However, some GCC record books were discarded carelessly over the years and thankfully a 

few were rescued and preserved by private individuals.  These records appear not to have 

been referred to in other publications to date.  Both the works of Delany and Rynne, 

mentioned in the literature review, and the website of the National Inventory of Architectural 

Heritage have proved to be a treasure trove of information.  Maps from Ordinance Survey 

Ireland and Griffiths Primary Valuation were also used.  Searching the Irish Newspaper 

Archives turned some interesting and relevant articles. 

Chapter four examines floating heritage and some of the professions associated with the 

canal.  The Heritage Boat Association and the Inland Waterways Association of Ireland 

provided information on the boats used on the Irish Canals.  Both the Huntley Film Archives 

and British Pathé have wonderful footage of barges travelling on the canal in Dublin in the 

early 1900’s, though you will have to rely on my writing skills to convey their content. 

Family trees and narratives were produced for two lock-keeper families: the Mitchell 

family from Rahan County Offaly and the Murphy family of Lowtown County Kildare.  The 
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information provided in interviews I conducted with both Alan Lindley (Rahan) and James 

Conroy (Lowtown) was verified with church and civil birth, marriage and death records, 

census records, land records and newspaper archives.  Some dates given by the families 

required amending based on information found in the primary sources. 

 ‘Life and Lore’ is a series of interviews with ordinary people in local communities 

recorded in the 1980’s and 1990’s.  Three of these interviews related to canal workers and 

these were used in conjunction with interviews of my own.  Having met with most of the 

owners of our barge since 1960 when the canal was closed to commercial traffic, these 

encounters while not formally recorded were referred to, especially in relation to the change 

of use of the canal from commercial to leisure.  

Chapter five explores the intriguing story of Sir John Purser Griffith, the first owner of 

our barge.  Dr Ronald Cox, the Royal Irish Academy and the Royal Dublin Society have 

already published his biography from an engineering perspective but this work takes a closer 

look at his personal life and his involvement with the canals.    The primary sources of civil, 

parish and educational records, census records for Ireland, England and Wales, Calendars of 

Wills and Dáil records were all consulted.  Numerous journals and newspaper articles painted 

a detailed picture of Sir John’s life and they were used to build up his profile.  The genealogy 

websites of www.findmypast.ie and www.ancestry.co.uk guided the search and provided links 

to family members who were able to confirm details.  The Family Tree Maker computer 

package was used to create a family tree for the Griffith and Purser families and this is backed 

up by a genealogical narrative. The archivists in both Bord na Móna and Guinness generously 

provided relevant information from their collections.   

A selection of photographs and maps add a visual dimension to my dissertation.  I have 

been fortunate to discover many photographic collections in the course of my research though 

special mention must be made of the amazing collection of over four hundred photographs 

comprising the Robert Shorthall Collection.  Many photographs used in this dissertation are 

my own work, any that are not my own have been individually credited to their owner. 

  Creative use of internet searches opened up a limitless supply of clues and sources.  In 

the course of my research I encountered a few disappointing cul-de-sacs which I had thought 

would have been more productive.  Thankfully, I also discovered many unexpected sources of 

information which led me down new avenues contributing hugely to the research. 

http://www.findmypast.ie/
http://www.ancestry.co.uk/
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CHAPTER 3 

 

BUILT HERITAGE 

 

Ireland’s Grand Canal was built through the Bog of Allen.  Families who lived and 

farmed the small holdings on these marginal lands worked hard in their struggle merely to 

make ends meet.  People tended to live and work in the area where they were born and not 

travel far from home.
34

  While a journey by canal was slow and arduous in its early days, it 

was preferable to travelling by roads ‘since the state of the roads left much to be desired’.
35

 

By 1755 Thomas Omer, a Dutchman, had been appointed engineer in charge of the 

building of the Grand Canal by the Commissioners of Inland Navigation.
36

  His 

relationship with his employers appeared to be of a tempestuous nature as he was 

constantly questioned by them about his decisions regarding the route and size of the canal, 

its water sources, and of course the ever increasing costs.
37

  Despite their differences of 

opinion, construction finally commenced in Clondalkin, five miles west of Dublin city.  

Many of Omer’s reports containing his updates and the director’s feedback and criticisms 

are contained in the Haliday Pamphlet Collection in the Royal Irish Academy.  

Irish canals, unlike those in England, ‘initially gleaned a large percentage of their 

capital from Government funds and public subscription’ and as a result ‘the Irish 

Government kept expenditure on public works such as canals, as high as possible in order 

to enable themselves to get a share of hereditary British Funds’.
38

  In 1763 Omer reported 

that twelve miles of canal, three locks, six bridges, seven aqueducts and four lock-houses 

had been built at a cost of £57,000.  However in 1772 with rising costs and a lack of 

finance threatening the development of the canal, a group of noblemen and merchants 

formed the Company of the Undertakers of the Grand Canal taking over from the 

Commissioners for Inland Navigation.  This new company, known as the Grand Canal 

                                                           
34

 Helen Shiel, Falling into wretchedness; Ferbane in the late 1830’s (Dublin, 1998), p. 14. 
35

 Trade Roots published by the Grand Canal 200 Committee (June 2004), p. 9. 
36

 http://www.dia.ie/architects/view/4177/OMER_THOMAS [Accessed 4 January, 2016]. 
37

 Anon. Mr. Omer’s Letter to the Public.  Comptroller of the Inland Navigation of Ireland examined; and the 

observations on the said letter observed (Dublin, 1755). 
38

 Michael R. Foley, Transport and urban morphology: the impact of the canal and the railway on selected 

towns in mid-Leinster 1821-1946. UCC Theses, Geography Department. (1983). 

http://www.dia.ie/architects/view/4177/OMER_THOMAS
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Company (GCC) now had the power to charge tolls for freight, fares for passengers and to 

sell any excess water to Dublin Corporation. 

In 1773 three experienced canal builders (John Smeaton, John Trail, and William 

Jessop) were brought over from England to inspect the work already carried out by Omer.  

They decided that Omer’s planned dimensions for the canal were over ambitious.  The 

locks were too large, cost too much to build and used too much water.  Smeaton 

recommended the dimension of locks be reduced to a standard sixty feet long by fourteen 

feet wide. The depth of the canal was to be at least four feet nine inches deep, allowing 

vessels to carry up to forty tonnes.  The dimensions set down by Smeaton have determined 

to this day, the size of boats that can use the Grand Canal. 

The canal finally supplied water to the city basin in 1777, providing a much needed 

source of revenue to the GCC and by 1779 the first twelve miles of the canal from Dublin 

were open to traffic.  Boats were being built, lock-keepers appointed and goods such as 

potato and brick were being shipped into Dublin.  The first passenger boat service between 

Sallins and Dublin started in August 1780.
39

  Stone needed for building the canal could 

now be transported easily. Canal construction continued westward, climbing towards the 

summit at Robertstown, County Kildare, where it was fed by two major sources of water; 

the Milltown and Blackwood Feeders.  These are natural ‘fens’ which to this day provide 

                                                           
39

 Delany, Grand Canal of Ireland (Dublin, 1995), pp 12-21. 

Figure 3.1: 

Left: Double lock, Rathangan, County Kildare.  Centre: Lock 6, Dublin, showing the cut 

stone sill.   Right: Two barges descending Inchicore double lock. 
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the canal with a continuous supply of clean water.
40

  In 1799 the canal was opened as far as 

Tullamore.
41

 

Five further years of construction saw the Grand Canal finally join the mighty river 

Shannon at the newly created village of Shannon Harbour, three miles north of Banagher.  

Meanwhile the Barrow Line was completed in 1791, linking the River Barrow with the 

Grand Canal at the junction in Lowtown.  A passenger service from Athy to Dublin was 

operating by 1794.
42

  The next few years saw the navigation being extended with new spur 

lines to the towns of Naas, Portarlington, Edenderry, and Kilbeggan.  The Circular Line 

(from the first Lock at Drimnagh, to the Grand Canal Basin in Ringsend) was eventually 

opened in 1795, finally linking the Grand Canal with the River Liffey.
43

  (Appendices 3 

and 4). 

Most of the engineers involved in the construction of the Grand Canal came from 

England or Scotland whey they had learned their trade.  One of the directors and engineers 

of the GCC was Richard Griffith (1752-1820).  Born in Dublin, he moved to India aged 

eighteen, where he spent ten years amassing a small fortune by profiting from the opium 

trade.  Returning to Ireland in 1780 with between sixty and ninety thousand pounds, he 

purchased the Millicent Estate in Clane, County Kildare, adjacent to the canal.  He became 

a proprietor of the GCC joining its board of directors and serving as chairman for several 

                                                           
40

 ‘Fens’ are wetland systems containing naturally occurring springs with a permanently high water level at 

or just below its surface. 
41

 D’Arcy, Portrait of the Grand Canal (Dublin, 1969). 
42

 The Dublin Evening Post, Thursday, 20 March, 1794. 
43

 Henry Phillips, ‘Early History of the Grand Canal’, Dublin Historical Record, Vol.1 (1938) p. 114. 

Figure 3.2:  Grand Canal Basin, Ringsend, Dublin.43  
Left: 2010.  ©Priory Studios.   Right: 1940’s.  © IWAI Archives. 
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years. He supervised the completion of the canal to Shannon Harbour where the final road 

bridge before the canal meets the Shannon is named after him.  When the GCC got into 

financial difficulty in 1810, Richard lost his job and most of his fortune, forcing him to sell 

his home.  This resulted in him moving back to his ancestral Wales, settling in Holyhead, 

Anglesey where he worked for the Post Office.  

Richard had three daughters and one son, Sir Richard Griffith (1784-1878) who is best 

known to Irish genealogists for his mapping and surveying work.
44

  He was commissioner 

of the general survey and valuation of rateable property (1830-64) which produced the 

famous ‘Griffiths Valuation’.
45

   

  

                                                           
44

 http://www.rds.ie/cat_historic_member_detail.jsp?itemID=1100895&itaem_name= [Accessed 4 February, 

2016]. 
45

 Dictionary of Irish Biography (Cambridge, 2009). 

Figure 3.3: Sir Richard Griffith of Griffith’s Valuation.45 

( www.askaboutireland.ie) 

http://www.rds.ie/cat_historic_member_detail.jsp?itemID=1100895&itaem_name
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Locks 

A lock allows a boat to be raised or lowered from one level of the canal to another.  It 

is a gated set of steps, built into the canal consisting of a stone built chamber, only slightly 

larger than a barge, with two large wooden-framed gates at each end.  The gates hold back 

the water on the upper level maintaining the depth of the canal on that level.  Once safely 

inside the chamber, the gates behind the boat are closed.  Water is then either allowed into 

or out of the chamber via a system of sluices to gradually raise or lower the water level in 

the lock to that of the canal ahead.  When equal, the forward gates are opened by pushing 

the long balance beams, allowing the boat to exit the lock.  There are forty-three locks 

between Ringsend Basin in Dublin and the River Shannon, averaging a drop of nine feet 

each.  

 

Lock-Keepers Houses 

Lock-keepers on the Grand Canal were provided with a house, situated at the lock, as 

they were on-call twenty-four hours a day.  Most Grand Canal lock-houses are detached 

stone-built, three bay buildings.  All are south-facing and built on the north bank of the 

canal.  From the facade they look like a single storey, canal-side cottage but some are in 

fact split level two-storied houses built into the canal embankment.  Many of these houses 

Figure 3.4: 

Left:    Lowtown Lock gates opening. 

Right:  Lock key and ratchets used to open the sluices. 
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were built before the canal itself and initially housed managers and engineers during the 

construction phase.  They were much sought after as they were stone built and of a higher 

quality than most others in the surrounding area.  The fact that the house came with a job 

was an added attraction.
46

 

One unusual lock-house is located at the 26th lock, known as Boland’s lock, just east 

of Tullamore.  It is much larger and grander than other lock-houses and it caused a bit of a 

stir when it was built by Michael Hayes. Spending six times his budget for this lock-house, 

he nearly lost his job when the company directors discovered it cost £42 17s 7d to build.  

The house is a splendid ‘oval-shaped, four-bay, two storey house with a projecting bow 

from front to rear.  It has a pitched slate conical shaped roof with roughcast render to the 

walls and square-headed window openings with stone sills.’
47

 

                                                           
46

 Interview with Lock-keeper, Alan Lindley, by Eunice Jeffers, at the 30th Lock, Rahan, August 2015. 
47

 http://www.buildingsofireland.ie/niah/search.jsp?type=record&county=OF&regno=14917019  [Accessed 

15 January, 2016]. 

Figure 3.5:  Top Left:  14th Lock.                      Top Right: Omers Lock House, Clondalkin.  

Bottom Left: Boland’s Lock-house, Tullamore.
47  ©National Inventory of Architectural Heritage.   

Bottom Right:  30th Lock-house, Rahan, County Offaly.
75

 (Google Earth). 

 

http://www.buildingsofireland.ie/niah/search.jsp?type=record&county=OF&regno=14917019


  

17 
 

Harbours 

Harbours providing services such as cranes, sheds, dry-docks, maintenance crews, 

hotels, stables, smithies, fuel depots, shops, post offices and administrative facilities were 

situated at the main termini of Shannon Harbour, Athy, James’s Street, Portobello, and 

Grand Canal Dock, Ringsend.  The towns of Monasterevin, Edenderry, Kibeggan, Naas 

and Tullamore also provided a number of these facilities.  

 The village of Shannon Harbour was constructed where the canal joined the River 

Shannon and facilitated the trans-shipment of both goods and passengers.  River barges 

were larger than canal barges and by building the last two locks (between the river and the 

harbour) longer and wider than a standard canal lock, they were also able to access harbour 

facilities such as the dry docks, warehouses, refuelling facilities and quays where 

passengers could easily embark and disembark and goods could be loaded and unloaded.
48

  

                                                           
48

 Rolt, Green and Silver (1993, Ireland), p. 65. 

Figure 3.6:  Barges in James’ Street Harbour in the 1940’s. © Shorthall Collection. 

Figure 3.7:  Left:  Crane at the 27th Lock, Athy Harbour, County Kildare. 

       Right: Boland’s Mill, Grand, Ringsend, Dublin. © Dublin City Library Archives.   
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Bridges & Aqueducts  

During the construction of the canal in the late eighteenth century many roads were 

bisected and bridges were constructed to reconnect them. They are predominantly of 

random rubble construction though many have a dressed string course of cut limestone 

blocks.  Most of the Grand Canal bridges are named after the engineers or directors of the 

GCC.  Many bridges now proudly wear the scars from tow-ropes constantly rubbing off 

them from the days of horse-drawn barges.  The canal tends to narrow at bridges and quite 

often the channel for the boat is reduced to just fourteen feet wide (the same width as the 

locks) requiring just a single arch to span the gap.  The towpath usually continues 

alongside the canal under the bridge.  The few bridges built without a towpath are located 

at entrances to locks.
49

   

Not all bridges are fixed.  In some cases it was necessary to build a lifting or a 

swinging bridge.  An example of this is the Bord na Móna light rail lift or swing bridges.  

                                                           
49

 http://www.buildingsofireland.ie/niah/search.jsp?type=record&county=OF&regno=14914006  [Accessed 

20 January, 2015]. 

Figure 3.8:  Left: Gallen Bridge, County Offaly.    Centre:  Rope marks worn into the 

Stonework.    Right: Vicarstown Bridge, County Laois. 

Figure 3.9:  Bord na Móna Lifting Bridge near Daingean, County Offaly. 

http://www.buildingsofireland.ie/niah/search.jsp?type=record&county=OF&regno=14914006
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These bridges are laid with track allowing locomotives to tow long lines of turf wagons 

across the bogs which straddle the canal.  When the bridge is down for the train, it blocks 

the navigation since there is only a clearance of two or three feet above the water.  It has to 

lift or swing open to allow boats to pass. 

An excellent example of a lifting bridge can be found in Monasterevin, normally 

positioned down, allowing the road to remain open to traffic.  When a boat wishes to pass, 

the lock-keeper must stop the road traffic before raising the bridge to allow boats to pass 

through.  The lifting bridge is built at the end of an aqueduct which is a bridge of a 

different nature.  A bridge usually carries the road or railway over the canal but an 

aqueduct is the opposite, carrying the canal over the road, the railway or even over a river.  

At Monasterevin the aqueduct with three spans of forty foot each carries the canal over the 

River Barrow. 

Figure 3.10: 

Top Left: The Monasterevin Aqueduct, drained and undergoing repairs.   

Top Right: Barge passing over the Monastevin Aqueduct and the River Barrow.  

Bottom Left: Laden barge at Monasterevin Lifting Bridge in the 1940’s. ©Shorthall collection.  

Bottom Right:  The same Lifting Bridge positioned down in 2014.   
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Hotels 

When the canal was built, it was intended to be used by passenger boats.  As the tiring 

journey from Dublin to the Shannon took a number of days, five hotels were built in 

tandem with the canal; in Portobello and James Street Harbour in Dublin, Robertstown, 

Tullamore and Shannon Harbour.
50

 

The hotels were all built to a similar design of either seven or nine bay, three storied 

over basement with a pedimented central stepped breakfront with outbuildings contained in 

the curtilage. The window openings have tooled limestone sills and the windows to the 

breakfront are set in round-headed recesses.  The pediments contain an oculus which may 

have contained a clock.  A flight of limestone steps leads to the main door, which would 

have been made of wood and with wooden posts.  The doorway has a segmental headed 

door opening with a tooled limestone keystone.  The walls are rendered with pebble dash.
51

 

The building in Portobello, Dublin, has been converted into a college while the one in 

Shannon Harbour sadly now lies derelict.  Thankfully the Robertstown hotel retains some 

of its original features.  The R.I.C. occupied it for some time as a barracks after it closed as 

a hotel in 1864.  Bord na Móna then used it as accommodation for its workers from 1942-8 

and it has since been used by community groups for various local projects.  Examples of 

surviving original features are the cast iron clock to the tympanum as well as some early 

fenestration with the original three over three and six over six sash windows.
52

 

These fine imposing classical buildings remind us of a time when thousands of people 

travelled on a busy canal in the nineteenth century.   Many of these passengers used the 

                                                           
50

 D’Arcy, Portrait of the Grand Canal (Dublin 1969), p. 15. 
51

 http://www.buildingsofireland.ie/niah/search.jsp?type=record&county=OF&regno=14922005  [Accessed 

30
 
January, 2016].  

52
 http://www.buildingsofireland.ie/niah/search.jsp?type=record&county=KD&regno=11806009  [Accessed 

20 January, 2016]. 

Figure 3.11:  The Canal Hotels: Portobello, Shannon Harbour and Robertstown.50 

http://www.buildingsofireland.ie/niah/search.jsp?type=record&county=OF&regno=14922005
http://www.buildingsofireland.ie/niah/search.jsp?type=record&county=KD&regno=11806009
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canal to travel to coastal ports, before leaving Ireland for the new world.  While standing in 

front of the sad and slightly eerie ruins of the Shannon Harbour Hotel, I silently wonder 

about the forgotten and untold stories of those who stayed or passed through there and 

think  ‘if only those stones could talk’. 

 

Dry Docks 

Dry docks are used to facilitate maintenance of the boats.  They are similar to a lock in 

that the boat moves into a stone built chamber from which the water can be released.   

Once in the dry dock the boat is securely tied to the iron mooring bollards on the dockside 

to keep her in the correct position.  As the water drains out, the boat settles on raised stone 

blocks at the bottom of the dock.  Once empty, it is then possible to walk around and 

access under the hull to inspect it and carry out any repairs or maintenance in a dry 

environment. 

The dry dock is constructed of tooled limestone and is stepped, allowing access down 

into the dock.  The gate sealing the dock from the canal is raised and lowered by winches. 

The smaller central drain at the opposite end of the chamber is operated like a sluice in a 

lock gate.  Dry docks were built at Ringsend, Portobello, Sallins, Tullamore, Shannon 

Harbour and Athy.  Those in Ringsend, Portobello and Sallins are decommissioned but the 

others have been in use since the canal was built over two hundred years ago.  They were 

originally used by the trading barges but nowadays they predominantly serve the region’s 

tourism industry.
53
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 http://www.buildingsofireland.ie/niah/search.jsp?type=record&county=OF&regno=14922014  [Accessed 

20 January, 2016]. 

Figure 3.12:  Shannon Harbour Dry Dock. 

http://www.buildingsofireland.ie/niah/search.jsp?type=record&county=OF&regno=14922014
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CHAPTER 4 

 

FLOATING HERITAGE 

 

Canals and barges go hand in hand.  What would a canal be without boats?  The first 

barges to appear on the Grand Canal were horse-drawn as engine power was then only in 

its infancy.  The early horse boats were made of wood, but by the late 1800’s iron was 

being used.  Unfortunately there are no surviving examples of a wooden horse boat.  

However, the horse-boat ‘Dabu’, built circa 1878 by Bewley and Webb in Dublin, cost 

around £300 and was constructed of Swedish iron using hot rivets.
54

  She has since been 

converted to a leisure barge and had an engine fitted in the 1960’s.   Horse boats tended to 

have pointy bows and sterns to allow the laden hull cut more easily through the water. 

These barges had one man on the tiller steering the barge and another leading the horse 

along the tow-path.  

Passenger services started in 1780, transporting people between Sallins and Dublin 

and eventually along the full length of the canal.
55

  John Wesley, founder of the Methodist 

church, made mention of one such passage. 
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 Heritage Boat Association, Cool-Metal – Clear Water (Cahir, 2006). 
55

 D’Arcy, Portrait of the Grand Canal (Dublin 1969), p. 15. 

Figure 4.1:  Horse Boat Number 2, ‘Dabu’.54 
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Wednesday 22
nd

 June 1785.  I went, with twelve or fourteen of our friends, on the canal to 

Prosperous.  It is a most elegant way of travelling  ...  We had fifty or sixty persons in the 

boat, many of whom desired me to give them a sermon.  I did so, and they were all 

attention.
56

 

In May 1834, an express service known as a Fly-boat was introduced. Leaving 

Portobello at 7am in the morning, it reached Tullamore (a distance of 58 miles) at 4:05pm.   

In order to provide a faster service for passengers ‘Fly boats’ had teams of four horses, 

galloping shorter distances at faster speeds than the regular barges used for carrying cargo. 

(Appendix 6).  The horses were changed at stables located along the canal.  These stables 

were contracted by the GCC to continuously provide a pool of strong reliable horses. 

The 1840s saw steam power introduced to the River Shannon and by 1865 the Grand 

Canal Company provided a steam-tug which towed up to six barges at a time on the twenty 

mile level from Robertstown to Ballycommon.  The remainder of the journey was still 

horse powered.
 57

  The introduction of the single cylinder Bolinder diesel engine in 1911 

radically changed the pattern of life on the canal. Boats built post-1912 were all fitted with 

an engine, and many pre-existing horse boats had engines retro-fitted.
58
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 Journal of John Wesley, 22 July 1785, quoted in an article by N. W. English, ‘Waterways Travellers in 

Ireland’, Canaliana (1967), cited by Delany, The Grand Canal of Ireland (Dublin, 1995), p. 100. 
57

 D’Arcy, Portrait of the Grand Canal (Dublin 1969), p. 16. 
58

 Heritage Boat Association, Floating Heritage on the Barrow (Cahir, 2005), p. 8. 

Figure 4.2:  The Bolinder Engine58 

 (Courtesy of the Heritage Boat Association). 
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Barges 

The canal barges all had a similar design; roughly sixty feet long by thirteen feet 

wide with the engine in the stern, crew’s quarters in the bow and as much space as possible 

for cargo in the mid-section.  Many Irish Canal Boats were built in Dublin or Portadown.
59

  

Once built and ready for work, they had to be ‘weighed’ (Appendix 7).
 60

  Since the 1900s 

barges are classified into four main categories using a system of letters and numbers to 

identify and register them, for example 4B or 68M. 

B Boats were owned by By-Traders; independent self-employed operators or 

companies who owned their own boats.  They paid tolls to the GCC to travel on the canal 

and competed for work on the open market.  B boats usually had a crew of two men and 

were also known as hack boats. 

M Boats, known as Company boats, were owned and run by the GCC 

themselves and therefore did not incur tolls.  The M stands for motorised barge.  Their 

three bargemen were employees of the GCC; the skipper (captain), the helper and the 

‘greaser’.
61

 
62

  These boats were commonly, but mistakenly, referred to as the Guinness 

barges.
 
  The true Guinness barges were larger barges owned by Guinness. They operated 

on the River Liffey, delivering barrels for export to England from Victoria Quay, near the 

brewery, down-stream to be loaded onto the waiting Guinness ships in Dublin Port. 

E Boats were engineering boats, owned and operated by the GCC to carry out 

repairs and maintenance on the canal.  They were often older barges, withdrawn from 

cargo service. 

G Boats were Government boats, built during World War II in Carlow.  Horse 

drawn and built of timber, they were used to bring turf to Dublin, when fuel was scarce. 
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 George Robinson, ‘Portadown Port’, Journal of the Craigavon Historical Society, Vol. 6, No. 2.  
60

 ‘Weighing’ is a system used to mark the tonnage carried on the barge.  Known weights are placed on board 

in various increments, and the stem-post, at the bow, is marked accordingly.   It is then possible to calculate 

the weight of the cargo by reading that gauge.   See sample in Appendix 7, from the Essie Conroy collection. 
61

 A ‘Greaser’ was a young boy employed to work in the engine-room and keep the Bolinder engine topped 

up with oil and grease as it was running. 
62

 Irish Life and Lore Series, Offaly Collection, Second Series, CD No. 64. Interview with Tom Bracken, 

bargeman, by Jim Kenny (2007). 
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Many of the earlier boats were built of perishable materials and unfortunately time 

has not been kind to them.  The oldest boats to survive are built of iron and are around one 

hundred and fifty years old though not many of that age have survived.  There are around 

eighty steel trading barges built between 1900 and 1940 still afloat.  The majority of these 

have been converted to leisure craft and while the conversions may detract from their 

authenticity, it is the very reason they have survived so long.  Without the ongoing care 

and attention these vessels demand from their owners, they would have long since sunk 

into the murky depths of the water and of our memories. 

Figure 4.4:  Portadown Foundry 

Bronze Manufacturer’s Plate. 

Figure 4.3: 

Top left: A Wooden Horse-drawn Barge.     Top right:  Barge 46M  underway. 

Bottom left:  Barge G9.     Bottom Right:  Barge 113B and her crew.  

© Shorthall Collection. 



  

26 
 

Our own boat, ‘4B’, was constructed of riveted steel by the Portadown Foundry, 

County Down, for the Leinster Carbonising Turf Company, Turraun, County Offaly.  

Launched on the River Bann in Portadown, in 1912, she travelled along the Lagan Canal to 

Belfast, on her way to Dublin and her future life on the Grand Canal.  Leaving the port of 

Belfast to travel by sea to Dublin, she would have motored passed the great ship-yard of 

Harland & Wolff, possibly even passing Titanic undergoing her fit-out in their deep-water 

birth.  She was built as a motorised boat and fitted with a 15hp bolinder engine.
63

   First 

weighed at Killaloe in August 1912, her main role was to draw turf from Turraun, though 

she transported a variety of other goods on her return journeys.
 64
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 Ransom, The Bolinder Engine, published by Waterways World (1979). 
64

 ‘Killaloe Weigh Book’, formerly the property of G.C.C. and subsequently C.I.E.  It is now in the 

possession of Mr. Robert Bayly. 

Figure 4.5:  Barge ‘4B’, in Grand Canal Dock, Dublin, 2014. 

Figure 4.6:  The first record in 1912 of ‘4B’ owned by The Leinster Carbonising Company.
64
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The Turf Development Board took over the Turraun Peat Works in 1936.
65

  The boat 

was sold and she changed hands a number of times over the following twenty years to 

private traders on the canal and the River Barrow.  When the canal closed to commercial 

traffic in 1959, ‘4B’ moved to Carrick-on-Suir on the River Suir and was used firstly to 

carry timber and more latterly to dredge river gravel.  Her original bolinder engine was 

replaced with a second-hand Thames Trader lorry engine and shortly after that, she was 

sold yet again but this time to be converted into a leisure barge.   After nearly sixty years of 

working as a trading barge and forty years as a leisure boat, we celebrated her centenary in 

2012, gave her a new Perkins engine and hope to enjoy many more years aboard. 
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Figure 4.7:   Other forms of Transport encountered alongside the Canal.  Planes, Trains, 

Automobiles as well as Tall Ships and Modern Trams.
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Bargemen 

Census records of 1901 and 1911 contain many jobs associated with the canal; Horse 

driver, canal labourer, canal agent, canal boatman, clerk in canal stores, lock-keeper, canal 

boat owner, skipper and canal bank ranger to name but a few.  (Appendix 8)  Irish bargemen 

lived on the barges for much of the year with their fellow crew members.  This was very 

different to their English counterparts, where entire families, lived on and operated their own 

barge.  The wives of Irish bargemen stayed at home to mind the children who would only 

occasionally be brought for a trip on the barge with their father during their school holidays. 

While travelling on the waterways we were privileged to spend time with 82 year old 

John Daly from Turraun.  John’s father, Joe, had skippered ‘4B’ and John was more than 

happy to recall his memories of travelling on the barge during his school holidays.
66

 

Joe Daly had worked as a labourer on the bogs but became skipper of ‘4B’ around 1925, 

the year of his marriage.
67

  Joe Bracken, also from Pullagh, was the other crew member.  The 

work was seasonal and when the boat wasn’t moving Joe continued to work on the bogs.   At 

that time the canal was the only viable form of transport to bring turf to the cities.  It was 

loaded at a quay in a small cut, just off the canal at Turraun to be shipped to Dublin.  The 

return journey ‘was used to bring porter and every class of grocery, delivering them on the 

way back down’.  The boat ran for long hours, day and night, and her crew not only had to 
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Figure 4.8:  The Daly family.   

Left:  John Daly and Cliff Jeffers at the tiller of 4B, in Pollagh, 2010. 

Right:  Joe and Marcella Daly, (Daly family collection).  
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drive the boat, taking turns at the helm, but also load and unload it by hand at each end of the 

journey.  There was no loading machinery in those days.  Life was hard, working long hours 

outdoors in all weathers.  The bolinder, a tricky engine to start, had no reverse gear, which 

meant it had no brakes.  Arriving at a lock one of the men would have to jump ashore and tie 

a stop-rope around a large bollard which acted as a brake. 

John’s first experience of the barge was when he was ten and he joined his father on a trip 

to Dublin.  He remembers going through the locks on the canal and crossing the open waters 

of Lough Derg on their way to Limerick.  He stayed on the top bunk in the little cabin in the 

bow, with its solid fuel stove for heating and cooking.  Because there was no refrigeration on 

the boats salted bacon was used regularly lasting up to two weeks.  The main meal on the boat 

was potatoes, cabbage and belly of bacon with rashers and sausage for breakfast.  Fresh food 

such as milk, bread and butter was bought from small canal-side shops such as Devery’s in 

Pollagh and Brennan’s at the bridge in Rahan. 

The only horse boats that John remembered seeing were the G boats during ‘The 

emergency’.
68

  The horse boat was slower than the engine powered boats as ‘a fellow had to 

walk with the horse’.
69

  John recalled that ‘when the war broke out in November 1939, the 

whole country was jammed up because they couldn’t get coal as none could be imported’.  

Turf was shipped by canal from the midlands to Dublin where it was ‘clamped’ into turf-

mountains in the Phoenix Park.
70

  This turf was used in the hospitals and the army barracks.
71
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Figure 4.9:  Marriage Certificate for Joe Daly and Marcella Delaney, 1925.67 
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Lock-keeper and Canal Agents 

The Grand Canal Company employed a lock-keeper to operate and look after each 

lock.  The lock-keeper was provided with a house beside his lock and was always on duty.   

Like many other trades, it was a job that was passed down from generation to generation.  

The children learnt the ropes from their father and in turn, the father, once retired, would 

help his family with relief work.  Many of today’s lock-keepers are the descendants of the 

original lock-keepers. 

One example of this is the family of James Conroy, the Lowtown lock-keeper in 

County Kildare.  James’ great, grandfather, Murth Murphy from Ballycowan, near 

Tullamore is believed to have operated a barge with his father (Murtagh Murphy) 

transporting stone, for the building of the new church in Allen, near Lowtown.
72

  Murth 

met Mary Connor from nearby Robertstown and they married in the newly built church in 

Allen and settled in Lowtown when he was appointed lock-keeper in 1871.  Of their five 

children, one migrated to Scotland and the other four all went on to work for the Canal 

Company.  One of their sons, Thomas, took over from his father at Lowtown Lock.  He 

married Mary Ann Mulhall in 1921 and they had four children – two sons and two 

daughters.
73

  One son emigrated and the other one, Thomas, took over from his father as 

lock-keeper.  When Thomas died in 1970, his sister Essie who was married to bargeman 

John Conroy took on the job of lock-keeper.  Essie was forced to retire due to ill-health in 

1983 and it was then that her son James became the lock-keeper.  (Appendix 9) 
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Figure 4.10:  Essie Conroy, one of the 

few female lock-keepers operating the 

19th lock in 1975.  
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 Figure 4.11:   Descendant Chart for Murphy and Conroy family 
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Another family of successive lock-keepers is the Mitchell family from Rahan, County 

Offaly.  Alan Lindley is the eighth generation of this family, to work on the canal.
74

  

Alan’s six times great-grandfather, James Mitchell (1758-1819), was born in Antrim and 

came to work along with his brother as engineers on the construction of the Grand Canal 

from Tullamore to the Shannon in the 1790’s.  They had previous experience of canal 

building in Scotland and as both were in senior positions they were accommodated in the 

30th and 31st lock-houses which were built in 1798 and belonged to the Canal Company.  

When the canal was completed the Mitchell brothers settled in Rahan becoming lock-

keepers.
 75

 

The 1766 Religious Census records a James and William Mitchell, both Protestant and 

living in Ballentoy, County Antrim.  There is then a gap in primary source material for the 

family as the older records for the Church of Ireland parishes of Rahan and Tullamore only 

date back to the mid eighteen hundreds.  The lack of earlier primary source records meant 

that in order to produce a family tree, I had to rely on information provided by the family 

until I was again able to pick up Mitchells in the Rahan area in the Tithe Applotment 

Books of the 1820’s and Griffiths Valuation in the 1850’s.  From the 1850’s onwards the 

civil records of births, deaths and marriages have produced concrete evidence. (See family 

tree on page 35). 

The Mitchells of the 31st lock-house immigrated to Canada in 1831.  Robert Mitchell 

(1783-1849), Alan’s direct ancestor, remained in the 30th lock-house.  The job of lock-

keeper often passed down from father to son or occasionally daughter.  The fifth 

generation of Mitchells provided another Robert Mitchell (1867-1934) who married Dora 

Lowe in 1889.
76

 
77  

The canal was at its busiest at this time and Robert would have operated 

the lock for many barges passing through laden with cargo as well as witnessing a hundred 

thousand passengers a year travelling through the canal, many of them migrating to North 

America.   

Walter Alexander Mitchell (1904-84), son of Robert and Dora, was the second 

youngest of their ten children (Appendix 10).
78

  Walter was a keen mechanic, and he 
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bought his first car in 1929.  He married Louisa Lowe from the woollen mills family in 

Athlone and with his dowry from the mills he bought another car and an eight seater bus 

which he operated as a chauffeur and local taxi service with his brother. 

Walter became lock-keeper of the 30th lock in 1930 and lived there in the lock-house.  

In the late 1940s he also became canal agent which involved checking the cargo on passing 

barges.  In the 1960s the running of the 31st lock was added to his growing list of duties.  

Two of his brothers also worked for the GCC; George lived in the lodge across from the 

lock-house, looking after the horses while Bert did leather-work for the horses. Living 

conditions in the lock-house were fairly basic with just an outside toilet.  There was no 

bathroom or plumbing in the house until 1974 when a tap for cold water was installed.  Hot 

water and heating didn’t arrive until 1981 with the installation of a Stanley back-boiler.  

Electricity only arrived in Rahan around 1957.
79

  

As lock-keeper Walter meticulously recorded details of every boat that passed through 

his locks including the names of the boat, skipper, crew, cargo, date and destination.  Every 

bargeman had a deadline to meet or else face paying a fine.  They travelled day and night 

and lock-keepers had to work the lock for them even at three o’clock in the morning, 

though Walter would generally know when to expect them.  The barges could be heard 

approaching the locks with the famous sound of the putt putt putt of their single cylinder 

diesel bolinder engine.  

The duty of canal agent required Walter to check the cargo.  Tea was transported inside 

sealed, foil lined boxes and although he knew the boatmen were able to tamper with it and 

remove some, he could never work out how they did it.  Guinness was transported in the old 

wooden barrels and boatmen regularly ‘tapped’ the barrels.  The thirsty boatmen bored a hole 

into a barrel behind one of the hoops. Once he had quenched his thirst he would peg the 

barrel, shave off the end of the peg and slide the hoop back into place, leaving no obvious 

trace.  This procedure was common practice and Guinness made an allowance for 

‘evaporation or leakage’ on the trip. 

Alan recounted the story of one day in the 1930s, when Walter’s son, Ken was a young 

lad.  He hopped onto a barge in the lock and went into the main cabin at the back of it, where 
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he met a man standing with a bloodied knife.  Ken, petrified, ran out of the cabin and took off 

down the canal bank.  Around an hour later he told Walter what happened.  They contacted 

the local RIC but the boat wasn’t caught until it got down to the Shannon.  A body was found 

floating down the River Shannon.  The man had been murdered in Mitchell’s lock.   

Walter worked as lock-keeper for fifty years.  Alan lived with his grandparents in their 

later years until Walter died aged 80, in 1984.
80

  On Walter’s retirement his daughter took on 

the job of lock-keeper for a couple of years before Alan himself returned from England 

becoming the eighth generation in his family to work as the lock-keeper at the 30th lock. 

Times have changed since James Mitchell started working on the canal in the late 

eighteenth century when there used to be a lock-keeper living and working at each of the forty 

three locks on the canal.  Nowadays the canal is quieter and there are less than ten lock-

keepers covering the same area.
81

  Sadly, this year, Waterways Ireland has done away with 

the position of lock-keeper so there will be no future generations of Mitchell or Conroy lock-

keepers.  In future the canal users will be served by a team of ‘water-patrollers’. 
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Figure 4.12:  Walter Mitchell 

(Offaly Historical and Archaeological Society) 
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Figure 4.13:  The Mitchell Family Tree. 
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Figure 4.14:  A selection of barges from the 1930’s and 1940’s.  
 © The Shorthall Collection. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

JOHN PURSER GRIFFITH (1848-1938)  

John Purser Griffith descends from two north Wales Griffith families.  Born on 5 

October 1848, in Holyhead, Anglesey, he was the only son of William and Alicia 

Griffith.
82

  He was named John after his grandfather and his middle name, Purser, was 

given in honour of a longstanding friendship between the Purser family in Dublin and the 

extended Griffith family.  He had just one sister, Mary, a year older than him but who died 

as a child. 

 

John’s great-grandfather on his mother’s side, William Griffith (1719-92) was a 

farmer who used his home as a centre for the Moravian Mission in north-west Wales in the 

1770s.  He had one son and eight daughters, five of whom became active workers in the 

Moravian Church in Dublin and Bristol.  Another daughter, Dorothy, was John Purser 

Griffith’s grandmother.
83

  Dorothy’s daughter, (John’s mother) Alicia Evans, ‘was sent to 
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Figure 5.1:  Sir John Purser Griffith 

© Lafayette Limited, Photographer. 
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her aunt in Dublin in 1818, aged 12, to learn English and John explained that it was these 

life-long friendships that contributed to and resulted in his settling in Dublin.
84

 

 

John Purser Griffith’s parents, William and Alicia (Evans) Griffith were second 

cousins.  His father, William Griffith (1801-81), was the son of an independent church 

minister in Caernarvon.  William’s father John Griffith (1752-1818) was a minister and 

hymn-writer who translated many hymns into Welsh.  William himself was a minister of 

the Independent Tabernacle Chapel in Holyhead.
85

 

Young John spent his early years in Holyhead, Anglesey, ‘within sight of the great 

harbour and the railway construction works’ which sparked his interest in engineering.
86

 

Aged twelve, he was sent to Dr Biggs private school in Devizes, Wiltshire for two years 

and then to the Fulneck Moravian School in Leeds, Yorkshire, which was established in 

1753 to provide education to the sons and daughters of the church’s ministers and 

missionaries.
87

 
88

  While in Devizes he met other students from Ireland, all with Moravian 

                                                           
84

 Irish Press, 9 June.1936. p. 9. 
85

 1851 Census of Wales. 
86

 Irish Independent Newspaper, 8 April, 1936, p. 12. 
87

 1851 Census of England. 
88

 http://www.fulneckschool.co.uk/Heritage [Accessed 7 February, 2016]. 

Figure 5.2:  Old postcard of the 

Independent Tabernacle Church, 

Holyhead, Wales.85 

Figure 5.3:  Dr Biggs School, Devizes. 
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connections.  On leaving school he moved to Ireland to study engineering in Trinity 

College Dublin for three years and was awarded his Licence in Civil Engineering in 1868.  

In 1871, aged 23, he married a Dublin girl, Anna Purser, a cousin of some of his 

classmates from Devizes.
 89

 

 

John Purser Griffith was appointed assistant engineer to the Port of Dublin where he 

worked under the tutelage of the renowned engineer, Bindon Blood Stoney.  He was 

admitted to the Institute of Civil Engineers in 1877 and served as their president from 

1887-9.
90

  (Appendix 11)  He was appointed Chief engineer of Dublin Port in 1899.  Some 

of his most significant achievements while engineer in the Port of Dublin, were the 

redevelopment of the quays with the construction of new deep-water births and the 

deepening of the approaching channels.  He was also responsible for introducing 

electrically operated cranes and lifting bridges in the docklands. 

In 1911, John was knighted by King George V for his services on the Royal 

Commission of Canals and Waterways from 1906 to 1911.
91

  Interestingly Sir Roger 

Casement was knighted at the same ceremony.
92

  It was around this time that John started 

experimenting with the production of electricity using turf cut from the canal-side bogs as 

his fuel source.   
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Figure 5.4 Scherzer Rolling Lift Bridge, North Wall Quay, Dublin. 
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Retirement marks the end of most people’s working life, but when Sir John retired 

from Dublin Port, aged 65, in 1913 it seemed more of a career change than retirement.  He 

sat on and chaired many boards, was elected to the Seanad and was awarded many 

honorary degrees and titles and all while continuing to work as a consulting engineer.
93

  He 

was elected a Commissioner of Irish Lights in 1913, and served as honorary professor of 

harbour engineering in Trinity College Dublin.  In 1914 he received an honorary degree of 

MAI from the University of Dublin.  He chaired the Irish Peat Committee from 1917 to 

1918, and from 1919 to 1921 he chaired the Water Power Resource of Ireland sub-

committee.  The Institution of Civil Engineers elected him president in 1919 and in 1922, 

aged 74, he became vice-president of Royal Dublin Society.  He was appointed a senator 

of the Irish Free State in 1922 and served there until its abolition in 1936.
94

  That same 

year he was awarded an honorary doctorate by the NUI.  He was conferred with the 

freedom of Dublin City on 8th June 1936, ‘in recognition of the prominent position he 

occupied in his profession and in testimony of the esteem he had earned by his long and 

distinguished record’.
95

  He was thanked for gratuitously presenting his plans for the 

hydro-electric development of the River Liffey at Poulaphouca, to be used when and if 

desirable and described as ‘a courageous pioneer;’ by the Lord Mayor, Alderman A Byrne, 

T.D. 

In 1910, John Purser Griffith spent £70,000 purchasing a bog in Turraun, County 

Offaly from Kieran Farrelly.
96

 (Appendix 12)   Farrelly had strived to improve the methods 

of turf production until a breach in the canal in 1903 destroyed his factory and bankrupted 

him.
97

  Griffith invested in the bog believing that peat could be used as a primary source of 

energy in Ireland.  He established the Leinster Carbonising Company, also known as 

Turraun Peat Works and its registered office was at 17 Westland Row, Dublin.  He drained 

Turraun Bog at his own expense and built a peat operated power station on the site which 

he then used to power his factory machinery.
98

  His eventual intention was to build a series 

of these power generation plants and sell electricity to nearby towns, forming a rural 

electrification scheme.  The Mitchell family in their Rahan lock-house, without electricity 
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until 1957, would eventually benefit from his futuristic plan.  However, the power 

provided by the successful Ardnacrusha hydro-electrification scheme rendered his plan 

redundant.
99

 

One piece of equipment which he purchased as part of the development at Turraun 

was a barge which was to be used to transport the turf to Dublin.  This barge was given the 

registration ‘4B’.  Considering that John Purser Griffith came from such humble 

beginnings in Wales and even allowing for his successful career as an engineer, I couldn’t 

help but wonder how he could afford £70,000 (equivalent to €9.3 million today) to invest 

in a bog in County Offaly.
100

  My curiosity led me to his wife’s family, the Pursers. The 

Purser name is a little confusing here as it Sir John’s own middle name as well as being the 

surname of his wife’s family. 
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Figure 5.5: Top Left: Registered office of Turraun Peat Works at 17 Westland Row.   
Top Right: Turf stored at Harold’s Cross, Dublin. ©National Library of Ireland.   

Bottom:   Newspaper advertisement for Turraun Peat Works. 
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The earliest records of this Purser family date back to 1776 when the first John 

Purser, a journeyman porter brewer, of London was offered the job of chief brewer by 

James Farrell of Farrell’s Brewery in Blackfriars, Dublin.  Purser accepted the job in 

Ireland for two reasons.  Firstly, he had the skills to brew but lacked the capital to set up 

his own business in London while Farrell had the capital but needed the skill and 

knowledge of a good brewer.  Secondly, the Moravian church, of which he was a member, 

was undergoing a time of persecution and division in London.  It was the perfect time to 

relocate and make a fresh start in Dublin.  John Purser arrived in Dublin shortly before the 

first sales of Guinness porter in 1776.  He is the first of four generations of John Pursers to 

work in and profit from the success of Dublin’s famous Guinness Brewery.  John travelled 

to Cork in 1781 to survey the brewing industry there, but took ill and died on his travels.  

He is buried in Rathcormac, County Cork, giving the rebel county some claim to the 

famous ‘Black Stuff’.   

His son, John Purser, junior, (1760-1830), became head book-keeper at Guinness in 

1799 and worked directly for the first Arthur Guinness (1725-1803).  A deed dated 1780 

shows John Purser (junior) as the party and Arthur Guinness, the grantor.  While the 

Guinness family made all the financial and management decisions, the Purser and 

Geoghegan families controlled the brewing and production processes. The families 

intermarried and with fathers in senior management positions and sons apprenticed under 

them, nepotism was rife.  As the Guinness brewery grew and prospered the Purser family 

rose to success becoming partners in the company.  John Purser junior died and is buried in 

Manchester in 1830 aged seventy.
101

  
102
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John Secondus Purser (1783-1858), also joined Guinness’ as an apprentice brewer in 

1799 where he served his time learning his trade on his journey to become Guinness’ 

brewing manager.  A deed of 1841 lists both John and his brother Benjamin in a recited 

lease for a dwelling house, malt-houses, brew-houses and other ancillary buildings on the 

Guinness’ site.
103

  There are numerous newspaper articles referring to John Secondus 

Purser who married twice.  He had seven sons and one daughter with his first wife, Sarah 

Smith, who died in 1822.
104

  He remarried a year later and had one son with his new wife 

Sarah Allen.   By 1834, the Purser family had moved from the brewery at James’ Street in 

the city, to Rathmines Castle, a castellated mansion built in 1820.
105

  It remained the Purser 

family home until sold in the 1960’s and was demolished to make way for the new Church 

of Ireland College of Education and Kildare Place School.
106

  

 

Secondus was a director of many charities and organisations, including The Royal 

Zoological Society, The Royal Dublin Society, Female Orphan Charity, The Meath Street 

Savings Bank and Mount Jerome Cemetery in Harold’s Cross, where he is buried  

(Appendices 13 and 14).  He died, aged 75, at home in Rathmines Castle on 5 April, 

1858.
107
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Figure 5.7:  Rathmines Castle. © Church of Ireland College of Education. 
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By then three generations of John Pursers had prosperous careers with Guinness, but 

possibly the most successful was yet to come.  John Tertius Purser (1809-93) followed his 

forebears into the brewery.  His career culminated in the positions of chief brewer and 

brewery manager when he retired in 1882.  He was offered a partnership in Guinness but 

declined it on religious grounds.  Though not a partner his earnings were however linked to 

any increase in production and so during his lifetime Tertius amassed a considerable 

wealth.  

On 10 February, 1834, John Tertius Purser married Anna Benigna Fridlezius, the 

daughter of Rev. J. L. Fridlezius, a Swedish minister of the Moravian church based in 

County Antrim.
108

  The name Benigna is very unusual in Irish circles and has continued to 

pass down to more recent generations of the Purser family.  Tertius and Anna Benigna 

Purser had three children.
109

  Their eldest, John, was born in 1835.  Their only daughter, 

Anna Benigna Fridlezius Purser was born on 2 October 1837.  (Anna shared the same 

name as her mother but was affectionately called Nina).  The youngest of the three, 

Frederick, was born in 1840.  The boys were sent to Dr Biggs School in Devizes for part of 

their education.  The Purser family were still members of the Moravian church in Dublin 

where only two generations previously the Griffith and Purser families had been 

introduced.  Tertius Purser remained a life-long friend of John Purser Griffith’s father, 
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Figure 5.8: 

John Secondus Purser  Death Notice of John (Secondus) Purser.107 

© Guinness Archives.    
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William Griffith.  John Tertius Purser died on 5 April, 1893, just before his 84th birthday, 

at Rathmines Castle. 

 

Nina Purser (Anna Benigna Fridlezius Purser) married John Purser Griffith, on 8 

November, 1871, in the Moravian Church in Dublin.
110

 (Appendix 15)  She was a first 

cousin of three of her husband’s classmates from Devizes in 1861; Samuel and Jacob 

Geoghegan (of the brewing family) and John G. Purser.
111

  John and Nina Griffith lived on 

Temple Road, Rathmines; a well-to-do area on the south-side of Dublin.  They had three 

children; two sons and a daughter.
112

  Their eldest, John William Griffith was born on 18 

April, 1875.
113

  Following in his father’s footsteps he studied engineering and also became 

chief engineer to the Port and Dock Board.
114

  Alice Benigna Griffith was born on 26 

November, 1876.  Alice remained single throughout her lifetime.  Frederic Purser Griffith, 
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Figure 5.9:  John Tertius Purser 

© Guinness Archives 
Death Notice of John Tertius Purser.108 
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their youngest child was born on 23 March, 1878 and also studied engineering.
115

  The 

Welsh are renowned for their love of hymn singing and the Griffith men were no 

exception.  John’s father and grandfather had been hymn-writers and he and his son 

Frederick were both organists in the Moravian Church.
116

 

When John Tertius Purser died in 1893, he left his fortune of £211,717, to his three 

children, John, Frederick and Anna.  Neither of his sons married and both predeceased 

their sister Anna.  The eldest son, John died in 1903, leaving £174,523 between his brother 

Frederick and his brother-in-law John Purser Griffith.  He also included his cousin Jacob T. 

Geoghegan, B.L. in his will though he may have been the executor.  Frederick died 

intestate in 1910, leaving Anna his next of kin to inherit his entire substantial estate of 

£217,566 (Appendix 16).
 117

 

After Frederick Purser’s death in 1910, John and Nina Griffith moved into 

Rathmines Castle.  The 1911 Census records John Purser Griffith aged 62, a civil engineer, 

and his wife Anna, aged 73, living in Rathmines Castle with their daughter Alice.  The five 

staff living with them, all of whom were Welsh, consisted of a domestic housekeeper, 

domestic housemaid, parlour-maid, cook and kitchen-maid.
118

  Sadly only one year later in 

1912 after forty years of marriage, Anna Benigna Fridlezius Griffith passed away at the 

age of 74.
119

  She was buried in the Moravian cemetery, adjacent to the Church of Ireland 

rectory, in Whitechurch, near Rathfarnham, County Dublin.
120

  
121

 

It appears from the figures disclosed in the wills that Sir John and Lady Anna 

Griffith inherited over £400,000 from the Purser family.  That would translate to 

approximately €50,000,000 in today’s terms.  When Nina died in 1912, she left her fortune 

to her husband, Sir John Purser Griffith. (Appendix 16).  This explains how Sir John was 

able to invest large amounts of money into a bog in County Offaly in what was can only be 

described as an exceptionally high-risk experiment at which others had previously failed. 
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Sir John Purser Griffith, the son of a humble Welsh church minister, while extremely 

successful in his own right as a Civil Engineer, inherited the enormous legacy of the Purser 

family, making him in today’s terms, a multi-millionaire.  He could have chosen to retire in 

a comfortable if not luxurious manner.  Instead he chose to give something back to society 

by sharing his wealth, knowledge and experience.  He was a man of courage and 

conviction who didn’t just embrace change but actively sought to improve the world 

around him through the use of emerging technology and his engineering experience and 

skills.  Sir John Purser Griffith the ‘grand old man of Irish engineering’ died on October 

21, 1938, in Dublin, shortly after celebrating his 90th birthday and is buried in 

Whitechurch Moravian cemetery.
122
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 Ireland Civil Registration Deaths Index 1865-1958. 

Figure 5.10: Contrasting Stone Monuments to Sir John Purser Griffith. 

Left: The mighty Poulaphouca Dam designed by Sir John Purser Griffith. © Ken Meegan. 

Right:  The modest Moravian Cemetery where Sir John Purser Griffith is buried.120  
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CONCLUSION 

 

Of all the proposals and plans for Irish canals, some were never started, many were 

never completed and only a few ever functioned as an operational navigation.  The Grand 

Canal of Ireland was opened to traffic almost 225 years ago.  Thanks to the convictions of 

a courageous band of eighteenth century engineers and entrepreneurs and the provision of 

government funding, it progressed from a mere notion to a navigable canal.  The canals 

initially provided employment for builders and craftsmen such as joiners and masons and 

then subsequently to bargemen, lock-keepers, stable hands and boat-builders, not to 

mention the thousands employed in the numerous breweries, distilleries, shops and 

factories along the way. 

The canal has witnessed three main phases of its existence — growth, decline and re-

invention.  In the early years, with little or no competition, it grew and flourished, with an 

ever-increasing volume of traffic.  However, engineers could never have predicted the 

astonishing pace at which road and rail transport was to develop, forcing the canal into its 

period of decline.  The third and current phase is that of re-invention as a leisure and 

tourism and recreation facility.  While our canals and navigations were never a commercial 

success, we are fortunate that they were not completely lost.  ‘Due to strenuous efforts by 

individuals and government, the Shannon Navigation, the Grand Canal, the Ballinamore & 

Ballyconnell Canal, and most recently the Royal Canal, have been refurbished and are now 

much needed local amenities and tourist assets’.
 123

  There are also plans to reopen the 

Newry Canal, and parts of the Ulster Canal. 

Much of the canal’s structure and built heritage is still both visible and viable.  Some 

buildings have been demolished and others lie in a ruinous state, but the larger portion of 

the built heritage survives for all to see.  The bridges, harbours and of course the stone-

work used in the canal itself are a living testimony to the craftsmen who built it.  The 

floating heritage is preserved in the form of the old trading barges, many over one hundred 

years old, and which continue to navigate the system. 

Our own barge ‘4B’ is one such example.  She was built to transport turf from the 

midlands to Dublin and we thought until now that she was one of the few barges to have 
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had very little connection with Guinness.  Since learning about the family history of her 

first owner, the great engineer, Sir John Purser Griffith, it would seem that we were wrong.  

It turned out that it was Guinness profits that were used to purchase her in 1912.  So to 

answer our question, was ‘4B’ a Guinness barge, it would appear that, yes, she was, though 

not in the conventional sense. 

Before starting this dissertation I had a fuzzy black and white picture of the lives of 

the people associated with our barge.  My aim was to expand on that knowledge, filling in 

the gaps and adding colour, focus and depth to their stories.  I hope that the power of the 

written word of this dissertation has portrayed an accurate history and as the title suggests, 

demonstrates that people, peat and porter are inextricably linked through Ireland’s Grand 

Canal. 
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Appendix 1 

List of Ireland’s Lakes 

and River Navigations 

Years of 

Construction 
Terminal Points 

Length 

in 

Miles 

Number 

of 

Locks 

Minimum 

size of 

Lock 

Bann, Lower 1847-59 
Toomebridge, Lough Neagh - 

Coleraine 
32.4 5 

100 ft x 

18ft 

Bann, Upper and Lough 

Neagh 
  

Lough Neagh -Whitecoat 

Point, entrance to Newry Canal 
9.5 0   

Blackwater (Ulster)   
Maghery Cut, L. Neagh - 

Coalisland & Ulster Canals 
9 0   

Barrow 1759-90 
Athy, Grand Canal Barrow 

Line - St. Mullins 
41.4 23 

80ft 2 in x 

13ft 8 in 

Blackwater (Munster) 1755-1765 
Canal: Mallow - 

Lombardstown 
5 2   

Lismore Canal c. 1814 
At Lismore, by-passing part of 

River Blackwater 
1.4 1 

71ft 6in x 

19ft 6 in 

Blackwater No Works Youghal - Lismore Canal 18 0   

Bride No Works 
River Blackwater - Tallow 

Bridge 
7.5 0   

Boyne 1748-1800 Drogheda - Navan 19 20 
78ft x 14ft 

6in 

Lough Corrib 1848-52 Galway - Maam Bridge 34 0   

Eglinton Canal 1848-52 
Galway, by-passing part of the 

River Corrib 
0.7 2 

130ft x 20ft 

6in 

Cong Canal 1848-54 
Lough Corrib, near Cong - 

Lough Mask 
3 3   

Erne, Lough 1881-90 Belleek - Belturbet 52 1 112ft x 30ft 

Gill, Lough No Works 
Sligo - Dromohaire, River 

Bonet 
10 0   

Lagan 1753-94 
Belfast - Ellis Gut, Lough 

Neagh 
26.2 27 

62ft x 14ft 

6in 

Nore 1755-75 
Kilkenny – Junction with the 

Barrow River 
17 7 200ft x 21ft 

Shannon and Boyle Water 
1755-c.1769 

early works 
Killaloe - Carrick-on-Shannon 177 8 80ft x 16ft 

  
1839-50 
(Shannon Comm. 

Works) 

Battlebridge and Lough Key – 

Killaloe 
202 6 102ft x 30ft 

Limerick – Killaloe 
1755-99 
(improvements to 

works to 1814) 
Limerick – Killaloe 8.75 11 

74ft 9in x 

15ft 2in 

  

1925-29 

(Hydro-electric 

works) 

Limerick – Killaloe 8 1 105ft x 19ft 

Limerick   1997-2001 Limerick City     177ft x 39ft 

Lough Allen Canal 1818-20 
Battlebridge, River Shannon - 

Lough Allen 
4.25 3 

64ft x 13ft 

6in 

Maigue c.1720 Adare - Shannon Estuary 8.75 0   

Fergus 1839-50 Clarecastle - Shannon Estuary 20 0   

Suck 1994-2001 River Shannon - Ballinasloe 10 1 
104ft 10in 

x 27ft 9in 

Slaney No Works Wexford - Enniscorthy 19 0   

Suir 1757 & 1818 
Junction with River Barrow - 

Clonmel 
34.75 0   
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Appendix 2 

List of Ireland’s Canals 
Years of 

Construction 
Terminal Points 

Length 

in 

Miles 

Number 

of 

Locks 

Minimum 

size of 

Lock 

Ballinamore and Ballyconnell 

Canal 
1842-59 

Leitrim, River Shannon - 

Upper Lough Erne 
38 16 

82ft x 16ft 

6in 

Belmullet Canal 1880's 

Passage from Blacksod 

Bay - Broad Haven at 

Belmullet 

0.75 None   

Broharris Canal 1820's 

South shore of Lough 

Foyle, near Ballykelly 

towards Limavady 

2 None   

Tyrone Navigation / Coalisland 

Canal 
1732 - c. 1755 

Charlemont, River 

Blackwater - Coalisland 
4.4 7 

62ft 6in x 

14ft 6in 

Dukart's Colliery Canal 1767-77 Coalisland - Drumglass 3.5 
Inclined 

plane 

10ft x 4ft 

6in 

Grand Canal Main & Shannon 

Line 
1756-1804 

James Street Harbour, 

Dublin - Shannon Harbour 
79.3 36 

70ft x 13ft 

7in 

Grand Canal Barrow Line 1783-91 
Lowtown, Main Line - 

Athy, River Barrow 
28.5 9 

70ft x 13ft 

6in 

Grand Canal Milltown Feeder 1780's 
Lowtown, Main Line - 

Pollardstown Fen 
8 None   

Grand Canal Blackwood Feeder 1780's 
Summit Level - 

Blackwood Reservoir 
4 None   

Grand Canal Naas Line 
1786-89 (1810 

to Corbally) 

Main Line, near Sallins - 

Naas harbour - Corbally 
7.8 5 

73ft 6in x 

14ft 

Grand Canal Circular Line 1790-96 
1st Lock, Main Line - 

Ringsend, River Liffey 
3.75 7 

69ft 8in x 

14ft 9in 

Grand Canal Edenderry Line 1797-1802 Main Line - Edenderry 1 None   

Grand Canal Ballinasloe Line 1824-28 
River Shannon, Shannon 

Harbour - Ballinasloe 
14.5 2 

70ft 9in x 

14ft 7in 

Grand Canal Mountmellick 

Line 
1827-31 

Barrow Line, 

Monasterevin – 

Mountmellick 

11.5 3 
70ft 4in x 

14ft 1in 

Grand Canal Kilbeggan Line 1830-35 
Main Line, Ballycommon 

– Kilbeggan 
8 None   

Newry Canal 1731-42 
Whitecoat Point, Upper 

Bann – Newry 
18.5 13 69ft x 15ft 

Newry Ship Canal 1759-69 Newry - Upper Fathom 1.7 1 130ft x 22ft 

Newry Ship Canal 
1830-50 

extension 

Canal: Newry - Lower 

Fathom.                                                                      

Channel: Lower Fathom – 

Warrenpoint 

3               

4 
1 220ft x 50ft 

Royal Canal Main Line 1789-1817 

Spencer Dock, River 

Liffey, Dublin - Richmond 

Harbour, River Shannon 

90.5 47 
75ft x 13ft 

3in 

Royal Canal Broadstone Line 1796 
Main Line, Phibsborough - 

Broadstone Harbour 
0.75 None   

Royal Canal Longford Line 1827-30 
Main Line, near Killashee 

– Longford 
5.2 None   

Strabane Line 1791-96 River Foyle - Strabane 4 2 108ft x 20ft 

Ulster Canal 1830-41 
River Blackwter - Wattle 

Bridge, Upper Erne 
45.7 26 62ft x 11ft 
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Appendix 3 

Map of Towns served by the Grand Canal Company.  

A Portrait of the Grand Canal, Gerard D’Arcy. 
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Appendix 4 

 

  

Chart contained in the Duchas publication, 

‘Guide to the Grand Canal of Ireland’ 

6
th

 Edition, 1999. 
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Appendix 5 

  

G
ri

ff
it

h
s 

V
al

u
at

io
n
, 
1
8
5
4

. 
 M

ap
 o

f 
B

al
li

n
cl

o
g
h
an

, 
K

in
g
s 

C
o
u
n
ty

 (
O

ff
al

y
) 

sh
o
w

in
g
 t

h
e 

3
0
th

 a
n
d
 3

1
st

 L
o
ck

 a
t 

R
ah

an
, 
C

o
. 
O

ff
al

y
. 
 

T
h
e 

ca
n

al
 r

u
n
s 

fr
o
m

 w
es

t 
to

 e
as

t 
ac

ro
ss

 t
h
e 

m
ap

. 
 L

an
d
s 

o
w

n
ed

 b
y
 t

h
e 

G
ra

n
d
 C

an
al

 C
o
m

p
an

y
 a

re
 n

u
m

b
er

ed
 1

1
 a

n
d
 6

. 



  

56 
 

Appendix 6 

A selection of Grand Canal Company Newspaper Advertisements. 
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Appendix 7 

 

Extract from the Grand Canal Company, 

Lowtown Weigh Book, 1937 showing the record 

for barge ‘4B’. 

Courtesy of the Conroy Collection. 
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Appendix 8 

 

  

1901 Census Shipping Record for Phillipstown (Daingean) Harbour, Kings County. 

It includes information such as the boat number (Column 1), the name of the boat, the 

skipper and the owners as well as the destination port. 
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Appendix 9 

Conroy Collection 

Photographs at the Canal Agents House, Lowtown Lock, 1912. 
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Appendix 10 

1911 Census Record for the Mitchell Family, Rahan, King’s County. 
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Appendix 11 

Entrance of John Purser Griffith as associate to the Institute of Civil Engineers, 1877. 

 

 

Extracted from the UK, Civil Engineer Records, 1820-1930, on Ancestry.com. 
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Appendix 12 

Offaly Maps 

© Ordnance Survey Ireland. 

 

  

Turraun, County Offaly, situated between Ferbane and Pollagh.   

 

County Offaly, showing Ferbane in relation to Tullamore and Shannon Harbour.  

Map showing Ferbane and Tullamore in relation to Banagher (River Shannon) and Dublin 

City.  
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Appendix 13 

 

 

 

 

 

The Dublin Mercantile Advertiser, Monday March 19, 1838, p.1. 

Dublin Evening Mail, 22 December, 1826, p. 2. 
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Appendix 14 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Warder and Dublin Weekly Mail, 25 April, 1835, p.3. 

Dublin Evening Packet and Correspondent, 6 May, 1852, p. 3. 
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Appendix 15 
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Appendix 16 

Extracts of Calendars of Wills and Administrations for the Purser family. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Will of John Tertius Purser. 

Will of Frederick Purser, younger son of John Tertius Purser. 

Will of Anna Benigna Fridlezius Griffith, only daughter of John Tertius Purser. 

Will of John Purser, eldest son of John Tertius Purser 
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