
To conclude this series of articles on Ennis we will
start off from Abbeyfield House (The old Garda Station)
which was our last stop in the previous issue. Going
towards town and into lower Abbey Street, previously
called Church Street, we turn left into the causeway
which brings us to our first stop, the Franciscan Friary
of the present day. St. Mary's Franciscan Church, or
the Friary as it is commonly known, is the second
church to be built on this site. The first Church, built
in 1854-55, was soon found to be too small and a new
church was built, incorporating the first church,
between 1884 and 1888. The dedication stone of the
1854 church is still to be seen in the grotto outside at
the north wing of the church. The dedication stone of
the present building can be seen over the front door.
The 1854 church was designed by Hill, the County
Surveyor, and built by lVilliam Carroll, an Ennis
building contractor. He also built the O'Connell
Monument and the Post Office Bridge. His son, William
junior, designed the present church and it was built by
Dan Shank. Willow Bank House, which is joined to the
Friary (See photo) dates from the eighteenth century.

It was sold to the friars in 1854, when they built their
first Friary, for 83OO by Edward J. Armstrong. It is a
large three story, five bay house and it served as the
Novitiate of the order for many years from L877 after
its renovation and reconstruction. William Carroll was
also responsible for this work.

Across the car park behind the block wall is the old
Convent of Mercy Primary School (See photo). The building
was abandoned about 1964 when the new school, The
Holy Family Primary School, was built at Station Road.
About ten classes were taught here.from the ages of 4 to
about 13 years. The Convent of Mercy was established in
1856. By 1866 the nuns were educating 400 girls in two
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schools, St. Xaviers and St. Mary's. They also instructed
about 200 adult females on Sundays and had an
orphanage here which catered for about 30 children. The
other section of this building, which can be entered from
O'Connell Square and Arthur's Row, is the home of the
Sisters of Mercy. (See photo) This building along with the
old school, the new school, the convent church and
gardens form a large part of the ground space of Ennis.
The land belonging to the friars adjoins the convent and
that of the Poor Clares adjoins the Friary. One could in
fact walk through the grounds of the Poor Clare Convent,
at the Causeway, on through the Friary grounds and
through the grounds of the Sisters of Mercy and come out
at Station Road without ever emerging onto the public
roadway.

Moving from the convent down O'Connell Street,
formerly Jail Street we come to the site of the Old Gaiety
Cinema (See photo). The cinema closed about 15 years
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ago. There was also a cinema in the building occupied by
the Banquet Hall of the Old Grqlpld Hotel (formerly the
Town Hall). Ennis has a. Iong hisiory of Cinemas and
Theatres. There was a theatre in Cooks Lane (beside
Maurer's Jewellers) about 1789. It was opened by an
Englishman (from Gloucestershire) named William Joseph
Smithston. He was an able and popular actor who
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travelled iiround the south of Ireiand rluring this time. On
one of these \-istts to Ennis in 1800, his claughter Harriet
was born. She rvas lostered here by the Clergy ancl so lived
her earir' ,r'ears ir-r Ennis. Harriet also took up acting and
later marriecl the Iamous French composer Hector Berlioz.

She became famous as a Shakesperian actress and
gained international renown. She died in Paris in 1854
and was buried at Montmartre. The building which her
father had turned into a theatre is now renovated and
used as an ice cream parlour and restaurant and is now
called 'The Little Theatre".

Leaving the centre of the town and moving East we
come to the Railway station. The railway came to Ennis
about 1859. The main line from Ennis to Limerick was
opened in that year. The town prospered quickly with the
advent of the railway. Most of the buildings in Ennis date
to the middle of that century. For a while it seemed that
the line u.ould onlv be a southern link but by 1869 the
northern line to Athenry was constructed. It had an
er.entltl }-riston. \\-ith one contractor going bankrupt and
another refr-rsing to complete the work on the line. At one
stage the sheriffs men seized the train due to mounting
debts but as no one u-anted to buy the "tired old engine" it
was brought back at a knockdown price and so continued
into the twentieth cenrun'. The station terminus building
at Ennis was also buiir bv William Carroll, the local
building contractor. u-hose name crops up so often during
this time.

The photo shows one engine of West Clare railway, The
Sliabh Callan being lou-ered onto its new site. It was
removed last year to the Fas Training Centre at Shannon
and rr",as overhauled and refurbished. It weighs about 30
tonnes and was lowered onto its tracks bv Cussens Crane
(no slranger to Sl,ntex). The \\'est Ciare Rail."vay had a very
colourlul but short history. It rvas imortalised by Percy
French in his witty satire "Are Ye fught There Michael".
The lirst sod was turned by Charles Ste'"vart Parnell on
Januan' 26th 1885 and the first train mor.ed out of Ennis
for Ennistymon and Miltown Malbay on July 2nd 1887.
The silver spade used by Parnell was also used at the sod
cuttinq of Slmtex and is at present in the museum at the

De Valera Library, Ennis. The line was extended to Kilrush
and Kilkee with the formation of the South Clare Railway
and that line was opened on December 23rd 1892. The
final train ran on January 31st 1961. Much has been said
and written about the closing of the West Clare Raitway. It
would be pointless for me to a"To the men who closed the
West Clare branch of CIE in 1961 it must have appeared
that their decision was a sensible one; - but one thing they
did not reckon on; that thirty years later it would not have
died. Rather it would be remembered larger than life,
whereas they, if they were remembered at all, would be
seen not as men who did the country a service but rather
as a short-sited cabal of bunglers who tried to destroy a
legend - and failed".

Situated North of Ennis, on the Galway Road, is Our
Lady's Psychiatric Hospital. Built in 186-9, at a cost of
S51,O00 it was then known as "Ennis Lunatic Asylum".
Happily the name has changed with today's enlightened
thinking on psychiatric illnesses. It is still the home of
several hundred people. It was designed by Fogarty and
Adair and is an extensive classical composition of 3
stories, built of rusticated limestone.

South of Ennis, on the Limerick Road, is St. Flannan's
Co1lege. It was built between 1879 and 1881 as the
Diocesan Seminary for Killaloe Diocese. It was designed by
Frank O'Connof and replaced the qldrst. Flannan's College
which was at Springfield House in Bindon Street. Several
new blocks of classrooms were added in the 6O's and 7O's
and SO's and the College also has its own playing fields,
handball alleys, squash courts and pitch & putt course.
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