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(3). to reserve the lower of the two rear half-octagon rooms (which jointly formed the
original two-storey goal chapel) for alternating short-term displays; and

(4). being unable to meet the IMA criterion of 30% storage space though aiming at a
number of varied displays and being without the prospect of a long-term curator with
conservation skills, to prefer the loan and return of selected items designed for changing
themes to the building up of a collection.

(1) has been consistenly fulfilled to judge by visitor response; (2) has in later seasons
been trimmed towards an injection of livelier aspects as in models and taped music and
commentary, with audio-visual and video now on the horizon; (3) has been implemented
with two highly-popular flower festivals, a Carrolls Photographer of the Year exhibition,
a local photographer’s work of the Thirties to Fifties, a local art exhibition and an
outstanding one of embroidered pictures, contempoary crafts, Toomevara Foroige
national award-winning project, Breacadh patchwork and local model-maker’s work.
The room has also hosted National Library and National Museum touring exhibitions
arranged by their Education Officers, Noel Kissane and Felicity Devlin.

Local historians Daniel Grace (also a history teacher) and Donal Murphy were successive
chairmen of Display Committees which planned the exhibitions and weighed in with the
AnCOresearchers, artists and technicians on mounting them. The longer-running exhibitions,
in the order of popularity as scored in written visitor responses, have been the recreated shop
and schoolroom, the Gaoler and the Gaoled theme in the Gatehouse, and the simulated forge
and butter-maker’s room in the Governor’s House basement.

The perennial favourite, the shop, was initially organised by teacher Nora Chadwick. Typical
of the response of the local public in general,it has since attracted donations of bar pumps,
telephone exchange, post box, advertising signs and billheads galore. The forge has been
furnished by a practising blacksmith. In the Gatehouse photographs, text, graphics and taped
commentary convey the story of the gaol and Cormack Brothers, and give a flavour of crime,
punishment and prison conditions in the last century. Apart from the condemned cells the
building has seven fine rooms, two of these being adapted for use as a Tourist Information
Office and leased to Shannonside Tourism, now incorporated in Shannon Development.

The environmental, commercial and recreational aspects of Lough Derg, the largest lake on
the River Shannon and only five miles from the Centre, were featured for two seasons. The
centrepiece of the display was a model (6” to the mile) of the lake and shore, made in hardwall
plaster by an architectural technician and a graphic artist on the AnCO scheme. While the
former aspects of the display have been dismantled, later displays have been designed around
the model because of its popularity and educational value.

On the overall theme of ‘Lifestyles in North West Tipperary’ other exhibitions have included
the Soldier, the Nun, the Quarryman, the Hurler and The Guardian newspaper. Religion,
Recreation and Everyday Life miscellanies have also featured. An AnCO scheme survey of a
sample of dwellings - - ring forts, mottes, castles, tower houses, vernacular and ‘big’ houses
—will be moulded into an exhibition in the future.

True to a commitment by its Director, Dr. Brendan O Riordain, at the 1980 Killarney seminar,
the National Museum has been generous with repatriation of local material not needed for the
Museum’s own permanent displays. Two 5,500-year-old skeletons from Pat Wallace’s
Ardcroney exploration featured in three seasons of ‘Neolithic Man’. Together with U.C.C.’s
Shanballyedmond finds and with decorated grave markers from Latteragh’s monastic site,
these have been the archaeological exceptions to the Centre’s emphasis on modern social
history.
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Finance

Capital expenditure on materials and contracts for the restoration and initial displays was
£96,000. Shannonside Tourism, at the instigation of its Chairman, Frank Lewis (also first
chairman of the Society) and its successive Managers Sean Browne and Brendan Russell,
together with its parent Bord Failte and its several development personnel headed by Niall
Reddy and Paul Glynn, funded the costs of the Tourist Information Office. They added
generous incremental grants to the Centre itself and were followed by Tipperary (N.R.)
County Council and Nenagh U.D.C. Bodies as diverse as the Irish Museums Trust, Georgian
Society, Nenagh Lions Club, Annfield Singers, Nenagh Players, North Tipperary G.A.A.,
Secondary School P.P.U., [.C.A., Brownies and three Bridge Clubs weighed in.

One-quarter of the total was raised by the Committee directly, with trustee Mary Grace in a
lead role, from the usual miscellany of ventures and its two fund-leaders — the Foundation
Patron system and three seasons of church-gate collections throughout North Tipperary and
Ely O’Carroll in Offaly. One hundred and sixty Foundation Patrons subscribed £50 each for
the consideration of complimentary admission until 1992. The Committee enjoyed the
support of several hundred collectors at forty-two venues, between-Masses hospitality,
church-porch shelter in icy weather, the benevolence of many priests highlighted by three
marvellous sermons exhorting cultural paving on the straight, narrow and sunny path
depicted by Rev. Dan Woods, C.C., Rearcross.

Annual grants from the two local authorities provide 30% of current revenue. Admission
charges - - £1 adult, 50p student and O.A.P., £2.50 family with 20% discount for groups — yield
40%. Financial needs dictated their being raised to that level after the opening season had them
pitched at half that; perceived price resistance has held them at the present level for four
seasons, though an increasing number of visitors comment on how low the charges are for two
storied buildings and eight thematic displays.

Twenty per cent of visitors are in school groups, 30% are foreign tourists, 20% Irish tourists and
30% from North West Tipperary. In attracting the latter the Nenagh newspaper, The
Guardian, (whose joint Managing Director, Pat Ryan, is a trustee with several roles) has been
the generous and key medium; the Tipperary Star (Thurles) and Midland Tribune (Birr) have
also helped. In general and in order of success measured by visitor response, visitors are
attracted into the Centre by the cinema-style billboards outside the Centre, the Tourist
Information Office, main road billboards and, to a growing extent, by word of mouth personal
recommendation, including from guest-house owners.

Any year’s current budget is almost balanced by fees charged for a developing Family History
Research Service. Indexed transcripts of baptisms and marriages for 17 Roman Catholic
parishes, 5 Church of Ireland Unions and 1 Methodist Circuit form the basic records. Two
six-month TEAMWORK schemes which finished in June 1988 reached 1854 in the indexing of
marriages, births and deaths recorded in the Nenagh Guardian (founded 1838). In the
recruitment of staff for them (as for other schemes) John Gleeson and Nick Malcolmson of
National Manpower (now FAS) were very helpful.

Personnel

Visitor service during the first four seasons was provided by members of the above schemes
and by Social Employment Scheme personnel. In the season 1988 the Society employed an
Administrator from its own resources, assisted by one S.E.S. person and a rota of volunteers
which includes several committee members.

However, the lack of continuity in administration imposes a considerable burden on members
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involved in the training-in process. The 1988 person is the Society’s ninth administrator. The
first, Mark O’Neill, is now Curator of Springburn Museum, Glasgow, the second a teacher in
Kerry and the most recently departed a secretary with a European Commission in Geneva.

Funds to pay for some years of continuity in administration and a job description evoking the
same level of local knowledge, interest, energy, growing expertise and ability to relate to the
founders’ concept (as has been experienced for most of the five seasons) have become a major
preoccupation of a Committee concerned with ensuring the Centre’s future. They will
obviously be enlisting the Centre’s beneficiaries -— the educationalists, the statutory bodies
entrusted with development generally and tourism in particular, and the nation of culture. The
provision of a quarter-million-pound new look for old community buildings, knowledge and fun
for the 20,000 visitors reached on 24 July 1988 and short-term employment for 179 persons by
that date has, it appears, become but the first, though successful stage.

The inaugural 1982-4 Management Committee was:—

Chairman -— Frank Lewis; Vice-Chairman & P.R.O. — Donal A. Murphy (Trustee); Hon.
Secretary — Geraldine McNulty; Hon. Treasurers — Gerard Heffernan and Sr. Kathleen
Minogue (Trustee); Nora Chadwick, Neil B. Corrigan, James Gleeson, Daniel Grace, Mary
Grace (Trustee), Peter Hogan, Tony McCormack, John McGinley (Trustee), Nancy Murphy,
Sean Quin, Paddy Richardson, Patrick A. Ryan (Trustee), Tom Ryan, John Scroope, Noel
Shoer, Peter Smith, Sr. Gertrude Williams. Gerard Lewis was a founder member also.

In addition to those of the above who have continued, the 1987-8 Committee includes:
Chairman — Dan Mullane; Hon. Secretary — Bridie O’Brien; Anne Boland, Tim Boland, Mary
Fogarty, Eamonn De Stafort, Tom White, Rev. Edward Whyte.
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