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Drawing The Water is an artwork inspired by The Spout. A public water scheme 

that dates back to 1860 when the Godfrey Family organised to bring clean, 

free water to the townspeople.  For almost a century The Spout was the hub of 

social activity in the town as people came and went with buckets of water. 

This was the staring point for the artwork in the form of a video that was 

commissioned by Kerry County Council under its % For Art Scheme.

For future generations to look back at and see Milltown on 23rd June 2012, 

tonight the coming together for the launch and ceili will be filmed so as to 

create a social archive for future generations.  This will act as a social 

document that will be archived in Kerry County Library, accessible by the 

public for future generations. 

It is being shown for the first time tonight, 23rd June 2012.  This event will 

re-create the idea of community gathering again in relation to The Spout.  

This social gathering in the Community Hall will offer a night of music, 

chat, reminiscence and discussion in the tradition of ‘le ceilé’, or ceili as we 

now know it, as a means community gathering. 

Drawing The Water art project for Milltown is part of 14 commissions in 

County Kerry in 2010 – 2012.  The project was funded by Kerry County 

Council through The Department of the Environment, Community and  

Local Government and The National Development Plan 2007 – 2013.

Biography

Pauline O’Connell is a Kilkenny based artist. Her practice relates to  

the historic identity of place and how this can be used to create a sense of 

community. Previous public commissioned projects include 100 Years of 

Austrian Cinema — Vienna, Four Roads to Glenamaddy — The Cake Dance in 

Roscommon, Regeneration in Knoxspark, Sligo, The Orchard in Waterford,  

The Plain of Silver Wood in Kilkenny. 
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Aim of the project

Drawing The Water attempts to bring about an awareness of what community 

was.  Questioning what community is now?  And what it’s potential could be 

in the future?

My intention is for recipient viewers of the film to re-examine this  

question — what is community to you? Of being in the present, of having 

time to meet, time to chat and to bring about an awareness of the question 

of the future of your community. 

Background to the project

I started my research on Milltown by reading a rare and important first  

hand account of the effects of The Great Hunger, An Gorta Mór in the book 

entitled The Prendergast Letters, edited by Shelley Barber.  The Prendergasts 

were a local family who lived on Bleach Road.  Their letters, written or 

dictated by parents James and Elizabeth were mostly written between 1840 

and 1850 to their children Thomas, Jeffrey, their daughter Julia and her 

husband Cornelius who had emigrated in search of work to Boston.  Written 

at a time of mass emigration they give an historic insight of rural Milltown, 

detailing the weather, crops, the local economy, banking and postal services.  

The 48 letters were donated in the early 1900’s to the Boston College and are 

now housed in The John J. Burns Library.  They describe the potato blight,  

the hardships amongst families along with the community and national 

response to the Great Famine. 

The post Famine years brought about social developments similar to the 

channelling of water for the townspeople of Milltown to its present location 

in Spout Lane. The Spout water source is located approximately one mile from 

the town on its south - eastern side.  This gravity fed public water scheme not 

only delivered clean, free water but it also served as an important repository 

and local meeting point where information was told, shared and retold again. 

The cost involved in channelling it from source to site was £14 and 15 

shillings with contributions from;

Names of Subscribers Amount applied for Amount paid

Sir William D. Godfrey £3 

Rev. B. O’Connor £1 £0 – 0 – 0

Mr. Coney Murphy £1 £0 – 10 – 0

Mr. Patrick Hanafin £1 £0 – 5 – 0

Mrs. Grant £1 £0 – 5 – 0

Mr. Jerry Kelleher £0 – 2 – 6 £0 – 1 – 6

Mr. Jerry Murphy Jnr. £0 – 5 – 0 £0 – 2 – 6

Doctor Murphy £0 – 10 – 0 £0 – 2 – 0

Mr. Thomas Slattery £0 – 10 – 0 £0 – 5 – 0

Mr. Jerry Murphy Snr. £1 £0 – 2 – 0

Police Barrack £0 – 7 – 6 Police at election

Mr. Sandy Eagar Publican £0 – 2 – 6 £0 – 1 – 0

Mr. Mich McKenna £1 £0 – 2 – 6

Mr. Thade McKenna £1 £0 – 5 – 0

Mrs. Moriarty £0 – 7 – 6     

Mr. Thade Riordan £1 £0 – 7 – 6

Mr. Thomas Corcoran £0 – 15 – 0 £0 – 3 – 0

Mr. Dan Murphy £0 – 15 – 0 £0 – 10 – 0

 £14 – 15 – 0 £3 – 12 – 0

According to the UK National Archives this amount of money converted  

to it’s 2005 equivalent is £636.61. 

It would buy you in 1860;   

73 x days (craftsman wages in building trade)

22 x sheep’s wool (per stone)

7 x wheat sheaves (quarter)

2 x livestock (cows)

My subsequent research on The Spout led to, not so much the historic fact but 

to the remembered stories of collecting water, the tasks that the water was 

used for — especially for the cleaning of shop fronts on April Fair Day and 

stories of encounters whilst drawing the water.  In the absence of the now 

common means of communication like Facebook, Twitter, the Internet, 

television or radio, news back then was updated regularly whilst waiting in 

line to fill buckets and churns with water from The Spout.  Stories of fanciful 

liaisons when buckets were accidently tipped over so as to line up again in 

order to catch a glimpse of someone special were retold over generations.  

Indeed human nature existed even amidst the hardships then.

The Historic Trace 

I start most art projects by researching the history of an area.  Looking at  

the traces of buildings for example that, even in their absence offer evidence 

of a barrel roof indicating a farm building.  Or a four - story building may 

indicate a grain store or mill in the vernacular style known locally to me in 

Co. Kilkenny.  In the local story of Milltown there remains evidence of a 

building where the flax and linen industry employed many people. The Town 

Mill building remains today a monument to a time and tradition long gone. 

Milltown was renowned for its linen industry dating back to medieval times. 

It is reputed to have been established by the McCrohans from Valentia.  

Over time it suffered the ebb and flow of business, but was revived again by 

Eleanor Cromie — the wife of John Godfrey and Milltown became a thriving 

commercial town in the mid 18th century.  Only, for the industry to die  

out again in the 1820’s.  Other occupations flourished in the town, like 

cooperage, as it supplied barrels to the thriving Cork Butter Market.

Physical buildings are architectural monuments in time but so too can less 

physical presences like The Spout act similarly.  Its inconspicuous presence 

holds many memories and stories.  It is this memory, when accessed becomes 

a memory monument to time.

As time passed I looked at many historic maps of Milltown and surrounds.   

I spoke with and interviewed local inhabitants in an effort to gain insight  

of how Milltown’s identity has changed and grown, especially in recent 

times.  I was interested in researching the changes in industry, in the 

socio - economic from the time of flax growing and linen making to the 

present day.  Researching the planned town lay out instrumented by the 

Godfreys and comparing it to the new rural town that it is today. 

By looking at old photographs of the town and at the late Jim Doherty’s 

8mm film archive of the opening of the St Mary’s Primary School in 1963, 

(now the Nagle Rice Primary School) this documentation that was specific 

to the history of Milltown highlights the traces left behind, locating it in 

time.  Thusly it gives us an impression of the physical along with the  

social dimension.

I am aware that in today’s world we are less and less inclined to print  

our photographs and I must acknowledge that this is unfortunate.  Because 

technology is changing so fast this present day archive could become lost  

in and to the future.  

Working with school children in Milltown — An Educational Methodology

I delivered a presentation to Transition Year students in the Secondary School 

about issues of identity, of rural and urban differences and we explored their 

personal definition of community.  As part of the project event a DVD slide 

show is on display representing this same presentation.  This serves as a 

questioning probe and is on view along with some of the student responses.  

Interestingly the unanimous opinion regarding the difference between 

urban life and rural life was the preferred fact that you know your 

neighbours in the rural context.  

“Rural means related families, knowing everyone, open space, living on

the same piece of land for generations”.

The Spout is directly adjacent to the Nagle Rice Primary School.  So it  

was automatic for me to work with the children on a related project using  

The Spout as the starting point.  Over a two - month period I held extensive 

workshops in the School.  Working with 4th, 5th and 6th classes on individual 

books and a joint animation project about The Spout, an account of which is  

on display at the event and is uploaded to YouTube — The Spout Animation 

Milltown, Co. Kerry.  We looked at the historic facts about The Spout. I asked each 

child to ask someone older; a parent, guardian or grandparent about The Spout 

and retell the stories back in the classroom.  The remembered folklore fuelled 

the children’s imagination about how people lived at a time without running 

water in their houses. How we take water for granted today and how 

important water is to global existence.

Working with people in Milltown — A Socially Engaged Methodology

I worked on the project throughout the year in 2011.  Initially undertaking a 

period of researching the history of Milltown, using methods of interviewing 

a broad range of local people both young and old, shopkeepers in the town 

and farmers at the mart. Using photography as a comparative method; looking 

at the original town layout with new additions like the Community Hall built 

in 1957 show the very few changes there are between the historic planned town 

in comparison with today’s Milltown.  Over time these are negligible.

Imagery

The information gathering assisted the process of formulating ideas in 

relation to the project. This centred on the meaning of community in the 21st 

Century.  By exploring how people met and had time to relate to each other, 

share information whilst collecting or drawing the water from The Spout.  This 

became the focus for the research.  The Godfrey Family were instrumental 

and the main force behind the public water scheme build in 1860.  It was 

given as an act of benevolence to the townspeople.

The stories I collected became the source for the imagery that I used  

in the film.  The colours used in the HDV are neither black or white nor 

old -fashioned sepia tones but are de-saturated whereby the colour is  

digitally removed.  My detouring into the past to reference the present aims 

to question the future — how things change so quickly and our role in this.

Using Con as the main character, little was remembered about him except 

his suited demeanour and his perpetual toing and froing to serve the big 

house.  He was caretaker in Kilcolman House and used to collect water from 

The Spout several times a day.  The actual drudgery of this daily task was off 

set by the laid back pace and the use of cinematic slow motion in the scenes.

The knife imagery is based on the McKenna abattoir that was on Spout Lane.  

The cattle were herded across the road from the Mart to the abattoir that was 

behind their butchers shop on Main Street.  The butchers sharpened their 

knives on the base stone of The Spout (grinding under running water was the 

preferred way to sharpen their knives). 

The images of linen cloths being wrung out pays homage to the important flax 

and linen industry in Milltown.  How the flax fibres were beaten and soaked in 

water and how instrumental water was to the process of linen making.

Images of hair washing too act as testimony to domestic affairs of the day.  

Many influencing stories that were shared were told to me by Mary Burke, 

Pat McKenna, Thomas O’Sullivan, Dr. John Knightly amongst many others.  

I would like to extend my gratitude to all of the townspeople of Milltown, 

the children and staff in the Primary School, the Secondary School youths 

and staff.  

Public Dissemination of the Project

This written information will be reproduced in the archival DVD box set  

that is coupled with two high definition videos — Drawing the Water as my 

response to the folklore, facts and fictions relating to The Spout.  The second 

DVD documents the social engagement, the art event and ceili.  This acts  

as a social archive of how people were brought together through the public 

artwork and aims to bring the le ceilé into meaning. 

Drawing The Water is not available commercially; it’s primary audience is 

you — the local community.  It will be available to the public through Public 

Libraries in Kerry in the form of an archive DVD box set with a written 

account of the project.  This in turn acts similar to a receptacle — a vessel 

containing your stories for future generations to come. 

I invite your written stories  

My e-mail address is paulinefire@gmail.com if anyone would like to contribute 

his or her personal story of The Spout for possible inclusion in the DVD text. 

I invite your spoken word on film tonight

I would value your contribution to the story on film too, and tonight is your 

opportunity for this.  I have set up a space in the hall for interviews, I invite 

you to talk about The Spout, ideas on community, times gone, times present 

and to speculate on times to come. 

This project is based on the historic fact and folklore, combined with 

memories and remembrances about The Spout — a public water scheme  

dating back to 1860 in Milltown, Co. Kerry, Ireland. 

Le meas mór,
Pauline O’Connell
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