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The ancient centre of Rathmines was much further south that what we know today, around what is now 
Palmerston Park according to a new historical atlas of Rathmines just published by the Royal Irish Academy. 
Farms then gave way to country villas, before the Grand Canal, Portobello Barracks, fine terraces and grand 
squares from the nineteenth century left their lasting imprint. 

This new Irish Historic Towns Atlas of Rathmines explores the vibrant Dublin suburb through word, map 
and image and promises the reader a whole host of unexpected discoveries, bringing to light many 
interesting historical facts you may not have known: 

1. Rathmines was the historic site of a battle that took place there on 2 August 1649, during 
the Cromwellian conquest of Ireland, leading to the death of up to 5,000 people. It is remembered in 
‘The bloody fields’, marked on early maps. 

2. Rathmines had two ‘Rathmines Castles’ – the earliest (erected 1633–9) was situated in the area of 
present-day Palmerston Park. The later castle was further north where the Church of Ireland 
College of Education is today. 

3. Rathmines Road as we know it today was formally laid out at the beginning of the nineteenth 
century to the east of the original ‘Rathmines Path’. Also now beneath the surface is the Swan River, 
which flowed nearby and whose name is remembered in the Swan Shopping Centre. 

4. Before the fine terraces and squares of the nineteenth century, Rathmines was a more rural place, 
known for its ‘therapeutic and tranquil atmosphere’, with its own network of country lanes — ‘Hen 
and Chicken Lane’ and ‘Blackberry Lane’ (in the vicinity of present-day Portobello Barracks) are 
notable examples that are recorded in early maps, illustrations and documents. 

5. At the heart of early Rathmines ‘village’ was an area known as ‘The Chains’ (just south of Slattery’s 
pub) consisting of a set of chains and bollards — one of which is still in place as a remnant of this 
former enclosure that possibly fenced off the stream from the small houses that grew up there. 

6. Rathmines Town Hall with its clock tower has a long history and is still a familiar site today. Other 
dramatic buildings would have made an impression on Rathmines locals and visitors but are no 
longer part of the vista — Grubb’s Astronomical Works on Observatory Lane or the two 
substantial skating rinks, one only lasting a few years on the site of the present-day public library. 

7. For several hundred years Rathmines was the location of ‘spa’ which attracted people with all 
manner of ailments to the area. In the 19th century it was called the ‘Grattan Spa’, as it was located 
on property once belonging to Henry Grattan, close to Portobello Bridge. 
	

The emergence of Rathmines from village through township to suburb of Dublin is explained in this 
thoroughly researched text, illustrated with thematic maps, early views and photographs. A series of historic 
maps shows how the topography changed from medieval ráth to early modern castle, and from nineteenth 
century village to wealthy residential suburb, local government administrative centre and twentieth-century 
flatland. A gazetteer of over 1,000 sites and accompanying essay gives the detailed topographical history of 
Rathmines from earliest times up to c. 1970. 

Rathmines is available for €35 online and from all good bookshops. 
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About the Irish Historic Towns Atlas 

The Irish Historic Towns Atlas is one of the Royal Irish Academy’s long-term research projects.  

Rathmines by Séamas Ó Máitiú is the second in a series of atlases devoted to Dublin suburbs being produced 
by the Irish Historic Towns Atlas project in the Royal Irish Academy, in association with Dublin City 
Council. Clontarf by Colm Lennon was published in 2017. The Rathmines publication 

• details of over 1000 historic Rathmines sites 
• has over 30 thematic, manuscript and modern maps included 
• contains 35 historic views, photographs and illustrations of Rathmines 

As part of the Dublin Festival of History and to mark the release of the publication, a free online lecture 
'Rathmines through time and space: from medieval rath to flatland' by Séamas Ó Maitiú will take place on 
Thursday 7 October 2021 at 19:00. For more see https://www.ria.ie/rathmines-through-time-and-space-
medieval-rath-flatland 

 

 

Rathmines Road Lower, looking north, c. 1910. (Reproduced courtesy of the National Library of Ireland, 
L_Roy_08548).  



 

'Palace	rink',	skating	rink,	Rathmines	Road	Lower,	1909–13.	(Postcard,	private	collection).	

 


