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Opening Statement to the Joint Committee on Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht 

Weds 18
th
 Sept @ 1.30pm ï Committee Room 4, LH2000, Leinster House 

Memo on Lusitania Museum Plans at the Old Head of Kinsale Signal Tower Site 

The first sculpture at the Old Head to commemorate the victims of 

the sinking of the Lusitania was officially opened on the 7
th

 May 

1995 - the 80
th
 anniversary of the sinking which occurred at 2.10 pm 

on the beautiful calm evening of May 7
th

 1915 at a point almost due 

south of the Old Head peninsula. The local voluntary community 

group, known as Courceys Rural Development [CRD], was 

responsible for this initiative. Each year since then an annual memorial event was  held at this 

first monument at the nearest point of land to the wreck with all the emotional resonance that 

engenders, until more recent developments nearby.  

In 2010, CRD decided to explore the development 

possibilities of the nearby site of the ruinous 

Napoleonic Signal Tower. After some initial research it 

was established that the Title Deeds to the site were 

held by the OPW. No other state agency had an interest. 

CRD approached the OPW and a number of years later 

this resulted in the granting of a 50 year lease on the 

.784 Hectares(1.94 acres) [Folio 70040F] surrounding 

the   signal tower. In 2012 CRD, with grant assistance from the Heritage Council and WCDP, 

commissioned a baseline Feasibility Study on the signal tower and site. This led to the 

creation of a Master Plan for the site as a whole consisting of three proposed elements: 

1. The restoration of the ruined signal tower as panoramic viewing point, heritage and 

visitors centre. 

2. The creation of a Lusitania Memorial Garden to sensitively commemorate the tragedy 

of the sinking of the Lusitania with such enormous loss of innocent lives. 

3. The construction of an accredited basement Lusitania Museum with associated 

services to tell the story of the Lusitania in all its magnificence and tragedy with an 

especial emphasis on the personal stories of crew and passengers. 

CRD immediately set about target no.1 ï the restoration of the signal tower. We continued a 

series of local fund raising efforts to support the large local financial contribution which we 

knew would be required; We commissioned conservation architect, John Greene, to design 

the restored signal tower and to engage the other professional services needed including (i) 

Tower and site Archaeology (ii) Topographical mapping (iii) Ecological constraints (iv) 

Structural, mechanical and electrical engineering (v)  Fire engineering; We applied 

successfully for Planning Permission to Cork County Council;  We made a major Capital 
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Grant Application to WCDP.  That application fell through but within 

a few months Failte Ireland stepped into the breach with the essential 

grant assistance which then allowed us to proceed to the capital 

tender stage. MMD Construction Ltd won the contract and began 

work on the restoration of the tower in the Autumn of 2014. We had 

a magnificent official opening ceremony, performed by Minister 

Simon Coveney, on May 7
th 

2015, in conjunction with the Lusitania 

Centenary Commemoration with over 20 Lusitania relatives present. 

We opened for business on the following day and have managed to 

remain open from March to Oct each year since. From 2016 onwards 

we have employed people on a seasonal basis ï this year we have 5 

employees. We operate on a break-even ï not-for-profit basis.  

Other significant developments took place while all this work was in 

progress. We applied to Failte Ireland for inclusion in the WAW and 

we were granted óSignature Discovery Pointô status. On legal advice 

we created a Company Limited by Guarantee with no share capital in 

order to carry out our business in an efficient and transparent manner 

ï CRO No. 539396. The company is ñLusitania Museum/Old Head Signal Tower Heritage 

CLGò [LMOH] under which title we are here today. Very early in our development planning 

we decided to approach Mr Gregg Bemis, who owned the wreck of the Lusitania to ask him, 

very politely, if he would consider donating Lusitania artefacts recently recovered during 

licensed diving operations carried out by diver, Mr Eoin McGarry.  That initial contact has 

led to a most fruitful relationship with a man whom we now consider a friend, culminating in 

the formal legal gifting of the wreck of the Lusitania to our Company on May 7
th
 this year ï 

Mr Bemis travelled from Santa Fe, New Mexico for the occasion. The 

four items to the right were on display in the upper floor of the Signal 

Tower on May 7
th
 2015 and the filigree window is on permanent display. 

Once the Signal Tower had been restored LMOH immediately set to 

work on target No. 2 ï the design and creation of a sensitive Lusitania 

Memorial Garden in the sunken semi-circular area on the south sea-ward 

side of the restored tower. After a tender process we commissioned the 

firm of Landscape Architects, CunnaneStrattonReynolds [CSR], to design the Garden. Again 

we successfully applied for Planning Permission. After an e-tender process Cameron Kiernan 

Construction Ltd won the contract to build the Garden. We decided to establish a separate 

process to design and commission a memorial sculpture which would be the centrepiece of 

the garden. We engaged the services of the National Sculpture Factory [NSF] to select the 

sculptors. North Cork artists, Liam Lavery and Eithne Ring, were commissioned to 

implement their design ï a 20-metre long curved bronze ówaveô to contain the 1962 names of 

all persons aboard Lusitania on May 7
th
 1915 as well as appropriate history panels  such as 

the 1915 Manhattan skyline ïLusitania had sailed from Pier 54 on May 1
st
 1915. 
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Capital grant support was again provided by Failte Ireland and this time also by Cork County 

Council. The Lusitania Memorial Garden was officially opened by Minister Simon Coveney 

On May 7
th

 2017.     

There was a further remarkable inclusion in the Lusitania Memorial Garden in 2018. We 

became aware that a davit (crane) from one of the Lusitania lifeboats had by a series of co-

incidences been standing in the Marine Park in Annalong near Newry for over 40 years. After 

some deft political negotiations the Newry Mourne and Down District Council, including 

members of every political party in Northern Ireland, unanimously agreed to gift the davit to 

the Lusitania Memorial Garden. There was a formal hand-over ceremony in the Newry 

Council offices in June and a formal unveiling ceremony at the Old Head performed by Mr 

Bemis at the end of August last year with each of the political parties from the Newry 

Mourne and Down District Council represented. The davit is now standing in the Memorial 

Garden with its arm pointing towards the Lusitania wreck as a permanent reminder of a 

wonderful example of North-South co-operation. We have recorded the unique history of the 

davit and the people involved in its óreturnô in a nearby plaque.  

 

 



Lusitania Museum/Old Head Signal Tower Heritage CLG, Registered in Ireland , No. 539396 
Reg. Office: Ath Trasna, Kerry Road, Tower, Blarney, Co. Cork. 
 

 

The final third and most ambitious target is to design and build an accredited basement 

Lusitania Museum that will, through the public display of recovered artefacts, through the use 

of modern multi-media methods,  through the design of the building itself, through attracting 

by gift or loan Lusitania artefacts held at home or abroad, tell the Story of the Lusitania, its 

crew and passengers, by providing the visitor with a ówalk-back-in timeô which will help 

them gain an insight into the magnificence of the ship itself with its then state of the art 

engineering. Equally critically it should provide an insight into some of the reasons why the 

ship became entangled in the  tragedy  of the Great War resulting in its untimely demise. The 

plan would be to rival TITANIC BELFAST in terms of historical and heritage appeal at the 


