The History of Cork City

Early historical records show that there was a monastery in Cork from the early part of the seventh century.  Stories and legends tell us that this monastery was founded by St. Fin Barre on or near the site of the current St. Finbarr’s Cathedral on the southern bank of the great river Lee.   St.Fin Barre is reputed to have travelled the path of the river from its source at Gougane Barra into what is now Cork City.  

Over the centuries any remains of the early monastic site have disappeared but life stories of various saints mention the monastery and that it was a place of pilgrimage.
The monastery came under attack from the Norsemen in 820.  However, in the three and a half centuries which follow there were only three recorded attacks on the monastery.  It seems that the Vikings did not plunder the monastery but instead established a settlement or town nearby.  Evidence shows that it is likely that the monastery and the Viking settlement lived peacefully side by side and that any problems the monastery had with raiders were just as likely to have come from their Irish neighbours as from the Vikings.  Where the Firkin Crane now stands is reputed to have been a possible site for a Fort or Dun belonging to the McCarthy Clan. 
There is very little archaeological evidence to prove the existence of the Viking town in Cork compared with the wealth of information we have from other Irish cities and this may be due to the fact that archaeological excavations have concentrated on the later medieval town and not on the areas of the South Island where old documents would indicate that the settlement was based.

There is a lot more known about Medieval Cork than there is about Viking times in the City.  When the Normans came to Cork around 1171 they started to build stone walls around the town and this was very useful to protect those inside the walls when those outside attacked.  The remains of part of this wall can be seen in Bishop Lucey Park and under the ramp near the entrance to the North Main Street Car Park.     

The city gets its name Cork, from the marshy ground which can be found under the city. In fact, the city as we know it today is built on a series of marshy islands which have been built up over the centuries.  North and South Main Streets which may once have been waterways, are on two islands one to the north and the other to the south.  These islands were joined to the river- bank by the original timber North and South Gate Bridges. This part of the city was probably where the Vikings settled and after them the early Normans.  This can also be seen in the numerous small alley ways still visible on North Main Street.  If you look down from time to time, you will see the alleyways outlined in different stone on the modern footpaths and some of the alley ways are named on plaques on the walls, or on the ground.
As we move through the centuries and beyond the Middle Ages, we find that the merchants and wealthy people began to move outside the Medieval Town to areas now known as Montenotte and Blackrock.  What we now know as St. Patrick Street was once a canal along which ships sailed up as far as Kings Old Castle and Queens Old Castle where a great drawbridge was lifted to allow ships to enter the city.  The map of city streets shows street names such Ship Street and Drawbridge Street showing some historical links.  Some areas of the city still show signs of the waterways of Cork where you can see steps leading up to front doors and high archways where once boats were moored.  

http://www.corkpastandpresent.ie/mapsimages/corkcityinoldmaps/     maps from the past
https://townmaps.ie/cork-city-map/    modern maps
Some questions you may answer orally:
1. What saint is associated with the early history of Cork?

2. Where does the river Lee rise?

3. When did Norsemen attack the monastery?

4. Which clan are associated with a Fort or Dun reported to have been where the Firkin Crane now stands?

5. When did the Normans come to Cork? 

6. How did Cork get its name?

7. Where can the remains of the stone wall be seen?
8. Can you pick out any historical names from a modern-day street map of Cork?

9. Design a crest for your street/estate/road.

