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"lITIT a gener ous win,! anti. a SliOl-t 
practice, George K(.' llehcr could pr!. 

pitch a stone frO!:l his ba('~( ga!'den and L ­
in the wU:l!rs of the l,~( a~ U1ey foam QV/ .­
I nnisc<trra weirs. Across t he river from 
a jungle of evergrowth hid (' ~ from view 
str angers wo u ld sec as a labyrinth of cl,,' 
u p or dr ied·up old canals a:ld a colicetLl: : 
ramsh<:ckl ~ buiidin~s , but what for G, 
Ke!tc her represents an intense Jiie),ong iu t-­
involving years of r esear ch and I volume..: 
documentation. 

Itiddo} in the wilderness are the r!.:i:~ _ 
the Ba.\li nccJlig G unp()wd ~r Mills, str cc:· 
fo;:- two miles along the I~e valley ea::! , 
from lnniscan:! Bridge;> . It is he re lDai (; _ 
dreai:ns a hUJ:lI ' t c~a;s L at.traction VIi i. 

· t..,;s t;~b1i s h ed v,,1th t he T(-storat ion to Vi'O"' ~ 

'ordc," of cer taiu ~eclio!1 s of the mills. 
setting'up c.f an opE' Il 'iiir exhibition of a ~, _ 
tllral 11 0 <i Glher obsclet'z machinery an e 
establj::J :nllcnt t.CJ0 01 a 1"! ~t'ts and craIts c ' 

For the ' dream to b E'C01112 a re:-llity, 1) '-, '''­
the ov,ncl'S uf ilie prc:perty, Cork ',' . 
C01.lDcil lTJilst be persuaded to pnn com " 
with ~hc ~ e c<,s:::ary iin;mce fo r tlJ.c - ,Jl'" 
~ r/d the D1an \TJho has heen <1oi!1g nlttSt' i. 

persuadin r. h3~ t:!'C :1 Gc nr ~; !; K I.!!!{:her . 
•• J t n ,v, t:ht ihe J!la t t .... ·r to' t h ~' ct (e i ~ ' 

i.io.n l.l f th e ;H~o)) I~ h: COU!lt\' : r ~ t~ !'. 
n\..:.!:n ~"·.· . ... .J ' (' .. ,~ ~" i :)i~.~~ ~ ~ ""'f t ~ :. : .. "- n :h ... ' l '-
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V-ifITH a ~eDerous wind and a sbort bit of 
practics , George Kelleher could probably 

pitch a stc-ne from his back garden and land it 
in the waters of the Lee as they foam over the 
Inniscarra weirs. Across the river from him, 
a jungle of overgrowth hides from view what 
strangers would see as a labyrinth of clogged­
up or dried·up old canals and a collection of 
ramshackle buildings, hut what for George 
Kellcher represents an intense lifelong interest 
involving years of research and ; volumes of 
doc umentation. 

Hidden in the wilderness are the ruins of 
the Bailincollig Gunpowder Mills, stretching 
for two miles along the Lee valley eastwards 
fron; Inniscarra Bridge. It is here that Georg~ 
dreams a huge tourist attractior. will be 

: established with the restoration t~ working 
'order of certain sedions of the mills, th!' 
setting·up of an open·air exhibition of agricul­
tural alld other obsolete machinery, and the ' 
es tahlishment too of an arts and crafts colony. 

For the-dream to become a reality, however, 
the owners of the property, Co;:r County 
Council musi be pcrsuaded to pari. company 
with the necessary finance for the ' project; 
and the man who has been doing most of the 
persuading has been George Kell cher. 

"I hrought the math'r to the atten­
tion of the people in County nail on 
numej'()us occasions over the past few 
years," he says, 

"These 'reprf~se ntations were accepted and 
Doted but nothing emerged. I drew attention 
to the unique nature and the enormous' 
h istorical heritage of the mills, yet in the 
Ballincollig Draft Developml'!nt P!aq brought 
out by the council in 1972 (and sul)seqeuntly 
passed unaltered) there is no ment;on of the: 
existence of the mills" 

George is the type of man who '.-.ron't take, 
"no" for an answer, and one get: the im.., 
pressien that if at this stage he managed to get 
a "yes," he would become immediately sus· 
picious, No one can doubt that Iw knows what 
he 's talking about. He is an absolute authority 
on the mills, and at the drop of his straw 
hat he can produce lit.erally trunks of in­
form otion on the subject. 

HIS INTEREST 
His int.erest in the mill!' goes back a~ f:.r as 

he c:m remember. After school vi sit; and long 
summer holidays spent exploring the place 
built up his knowledge so that now he can 
truthfully claim to know every ir:::h of the 
rr;1 lis. 

.. It is absolutely unique in Ireland and' no 
?the r local authority in Europe to my know­
ledge has anything like it," he says, .. It is 
a great pity that the conncil has not made 
some kind of a start there in this, European 
Architectural Heritage Year," , 

WhJle acknowledging the fact that the council 
h as allocated £2,500 for the cleaning of the 
canalS, George feels that such an allocation 
is a complete waste and that "it might as well 
be thrown from the roof of the County Hall." 
The rE;ason, he says, is because the weirs are ' 
badly III need of repair and should be tended 
to firs t. .. It is like a case of a briG "e fallin<" 
~nto disrepair and the council carrying out 
ImprovemeLts on the roads leading to it," 
he says, ' 

Like all of his ideas George's proposals for 
the :Hills have been carefully and meii~lllously 
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r STORY BY JOHN DR SLA~~ 
work ed out and to his mind they are perfectly 
feaslhle, He does not advocate the restoration 
to working orde r of tile whol e mills: just as 
sufficient a portion as necessar" to demonstrate 
the process by ',vhich gunpo~der was manu­
factu~ed , An exhihition of agricultural 
machmery and other obsolete equipment would 
?fOVe a great attraction he fe els as many ';uch 
Items have nf' ver bee n seen by t.he younG .. r 
genr. rat lOT1. S:.:me of the 60-odd bui lrliegs 
couli he restored ~n d mo de suitabie fOl U3C 
a" ",'d,shops by people eng~ged in an :; llnd 
Ci-af t ::, ' 

"l,t would g~t the touri st tra!li c from U1arL:y 
to Killarney since the western entrance lies on 
that r oad, and it would also get I,he traffic 
from Cork to KilIarney since the eastern 
entrance is on that r oad," George points out . 

All these proposals c~me before the r ather 
obscure National Monuments' Advisorv Com­
mittee of Cork County Council in Au"oust of 
this ye ar, and it is unlikely that there ~II be 
any further news about. the council's attitude 
until the next meetin g of that committee. It 
is not wholl y irrelevant, perhaps, to point out 
here that pr ior to the meeting in August the 
N,ational Monuments' Advisory Committee' had 
not met for 1! Ye ars. 

",ooking at the mills to·day in their state of 
forlorn decay, it is hard to imagine that here 
was once the work·place of 200 people, many 
of whom lived with their families in nearby 
cottage-rows: here was where sturdy dray­
horses pu ll ~d transport barges along winding 
canals day ID and day out; here was a hive of 
activity where ior over 100 years gunpowder 
was produced for the British Empire, some-

times at the 'rate of3Q,000 barre 

WER.E, BUIL-: 
It was in 1794, at the height of t:: , 

wars, that the mnls were built. 
thi s time the British War Offi c~ 
forty Mar tello towers around t h!2 
defence against Napoleon, and ' 
fine specimen sti ll exists at Be. 
The charcoal f or the gunpowrle:" 
fa ctured from a jri .! 1" trees plant!''' 
ro unding m arsi1la nd, alld the fit: 
was stored in a magazine at . 
Ringaskiddy, before being shippc ­
British colonies ID West Afric 
markets 

Later, tb,e British War Office 
perty to private enterprise, ar:': 
ceased production at the time 
War, The last company wr.: 
occupied the buildings was eventl.:-:: 
into the LC,r. corporation. TL::. 
the property was sold to the 1)', ' 

~efence , and aithough it was ~.: 
Pebruary, 1971 that Cork Countv 
negoti ating with the Department. 
did not come into the council':: 
April 1974, 

With all the talk t(l-uav abou: 
as 0. "satellite town," the positior:-­
seems somewhat i,ncongn!ous, AI '. 
open spaces in the "jcinity of 
being eaten up as the huge house 
fulfill ed, and this develo'pment is 
watched by George Kelleher. 
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BY JO_ IN DR S --lANE 
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::0' they are 'perf~ ctly 
" ~'3te the res toration 

r . ~ hOLe mills: just as 
p,sary to demons1 rate 
t:Jpowder was TIl an;.; · 

:1 of agricultural 
"': to equipment would 

feeis as n:any slIch 
. <::n hy the youllge,' 
.<~ 60·odd buildings 

'_~d e suit:!ble for use· 
' nga?ed in 1!rts ;lnd 

:. t raffic f rom Blarney 
.,;m entran(;e lies on 
also get the tra.ffic 

since the eastern 
George points out. 

. .: bcfOl'e the rather 
-o nt,," Advisory Com­
·Jur.dl in Augnst of 
.:v that the re will be 
'le council's attitude 

that comr:littee. It 
.: ;;: rhaps, to point out 
. '! ling in August, the 
.. sory Committee had 

j oy in their state of 
:0 imagine that here 
. ~ 2{lO p~oplc, many 

fa;11ilies in nearby 
. 'h(;n~ s1nrdy dray­

. a ges :llong winding 
-: here was a hive of 
- JO y<::Jrs gunpowder 
-i ij SfI Empire , some-

times at the Tate of .3q,OOO b'arrels a year. 

WERE, B'UILT 
H was in 17S·1, at the height 0: tl1e Napoleonic 

wars, that thc mills were bui~t. Also around 
i ris time the British War Office. constructed 
forty Marteilc towers around the country fo r 
aeie:1ce ;_~gainst Napoleon, and a particularly 
fine specimen still exists at Belvelly, Cobh). 
The cr,arcoai for the gunpo wder was manu­
factured from alder trees pJar.ted in the sur­
rO!.H:uing ~n~r.'hland , and the finished prbdu.-:t 
was stored in a magazine at Rocky Isiand, 
Ringaskiddy, before being shipped out to the 
British colonies in 'Vest Africa and other 
markets 

Later, the British Wa.r Office _sol~ the lJJO­
perty to pri ,'ate enterprise, and the riiiils 
ceased produdion at the time of the Boer 
War. The last company which actually 
occupied the r.uildings was eventually absorbed 
into the t.C.:. corporation. Then. in 19-19, 
the property was sold to the Depal'tmeat oi 
')efence and aJt1lOl.Igh it was annou nced in 
t'etruar'y, 1971 that Cork County COl:nci i ',\'as 
nf<gotiating with the D~partment, the property 
did not com o into the council's hands until 
April 1974. 

With all the talk to-day about Eallincollig 
as a "sate llite town," the po,; iliorl of the mills 
seems somewh,it incongruous. l\1"(Il'e and more' 
open spaces in the vicinity of the miils are 
being eaten up as the huge housing demand is 
fulfilled, and this dcvelcp!TI~'nt is being closely 
watched by George Kelleher . 

"If Ballincollig i:s planned imaginatively ;lt~d 
with an eye to the long te rm fl:ture, tr.at IS , 
the next century ann the century aft~r, its 
heritage will become more importa nt than any­
one realises," he says. At the present rate 
of growth and with ~'. I incvitabiy shorter 
work;ng week in years to come he can fore see 
a va:ay increased der:-,md fo!" recreational out­
lets. Future housing development, i\e feels, 
shoel,] be directed towards the south of the 
towr:/village rathe, than towards .the open 
spaces adjacent to the gunpowder '111115. 

MOR,E IMPORTANr 
"In particu)a,' I fe:: 1 that the large area of 

land lying west of the Bn gading Field, north 
of the powder mills, and east of Great IS,~and, 
should !le preserved as an open space, he 
Says. ' 

Mter all his submissions to and dealings 
with the County Council on the matter, George 
remains confident about the future of the 
mills. "I believe . t~ l~t tile County C,ouncil, 
which has shown rem~~kable initi ative in other 
fields will cOl'ne to realise the value of the· 
unique asset which it possesses at Ballincollig 
and will deve lop it. a.-:cordingly " 

A lot of water mav have to fl ow ever the 
Inniscarra weirs fi rst, 'but maybe some day the 
dream will come true, and wil! Hock to the 
Lee valley to see what would be a singuhr 
attraction a!ld they'll admire everything abo::t 
the place and take pictures and Spt'od money. 
And acr();,~ the river the m::n in the straw hat 
y,~ll watch them and smile t'ontcntedly. 
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