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Montpelier Hill was excavated as recently as October 2016. Archaeologists discovered a large 

passage tomb which is similar in size to Newgrange, dating to c.5,000 years ago.80 Paddy Healy 

photographed a cairn on Kippure in 1935 (Fig. 3.1) and concluded that it was a pile of stones 

erected as a survey mark by the OS but Michael Fewer who completed extensive work in the 

general area believes it to be a prehistoric cairn.81  

 

Fig. 3.1 Cairn on top of Kippure – photograph by Paddy Healy courtesy of Michael Fewer. 

Colby did not have a good reputation for conservation with Andrews giving an example of 

how reckless Colby could be: 

In private he admitted his dislike of ‘ornamental or unsubstantial knowledge’, and his 

indifference to the past had been illustrated in 1826 when he had demolished an ancient 

monument on Slieve Donard to make a trigonometrical station (only to suffer the ill-

luck that traditionally befalls destroyers of Irish antiquities when the wrong cairn on 

Donard was observed by the trigonometrical party in Scotland).82 

 

                                                           
80 Irish Times, 19 Oct. 2016. 
81 Healy, Glenasmole roads, p. 55; Fewer, Wicklow Military Road, p. 135. 
82 Andrews, A paper landscape, p. 163. 
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The Wicklow Ordnance Survey letters do not give any clarity as to the existence of a cairn, as 

when Eugene O’Curry visited the Kippure area in December 1838 the mountain was covered 

in a mist and he decided not to climb to the top.83 Although the truth may never be known, with 

the presence of cairns on many of the surrounding mountains, it would seem unlikely that 

prehistoric people bypassed Kippure.  

 

Fig. 3.2 The front and top of the triangulation pillar on Kippure. 

The OSI work was carried out during a difficult period in Ireland’s history. Following the end 

of the Napoleonic war in 1815, agricultural industry declined rapidly, deeply affecting small 

farmers and cottiers, leading to a period of agrarian unrest in the 1820s.84  In 1827, the pole 

was removed from Kippure, although it was not an isolated case as several poles were removed 

across the country and in one case observers were attacked, perhaps in fear that the government 

had invented a secret weapon with which to suppress agrarian disturbances.85  The level of fear, 

                                                           
83 Christiaan Corlett & John Medlycott, The Ordnance Survey letters – Wicklow (Wicklow, 2000), p. 2.  
84 Gearóid Ó Tuathaigh, Ireland before the famine: 1798-1848 (Dublin, 1990), pp 133-9. 
85 Andrews, A paper landscape, p. 43. 
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anger or suspicion among the people of the locality is reflected by the presence of a police 

station in the Kippure area, near Kippure House.86 The population of the area was too sparse 

to require three members of constabulary in 1827 (Fig. 3.3) unless there were regular 

disturbances. 

 

Fig. 3.3 The distribution of the constabulary in Wicklow (H.C.P.P.). 

A lengthy poem was written in 1911 by Frank Sheridan entitled The harvest home at 

Ballinascorney Hall which reflects on life gone by in the Dublin mountains.87 One verse refers 

to Kippure: 

 

The romantic mountain joins Kippure- 

Why was it called ‘The Pole’? 

In ’98 a flag was raised 

                                                           
86 Return of Constabulary Police of Ireland, and Account of Expenses of Inspectors General of Police and 

Resident Magistrates in Ireland, 1827-29, H.C., p. 56. 
87 Frank Sheridan, ‘The harvest home at Ballinascorney Hall’ in G. A. Little, Malachi Horan remembers (Dublin, 
1943), p. 140. 
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O’er the vale of Glenasmole, 

Where Wicklow joined with Wexford, 

That seldom mercy crave. 

By the blighted word of an officer 

Some filled a Croppy’s grave. 

 

Unfortunately, other stories or documentation could not be sourced to establish whether 

Kippure had a flag pole raised upon it during 1798 but it would appear more likely, as the poem 

was written over a century later, that the name ‘The Pole’ was a local name which was used 

after the trig pole was placed there in the 1820s.  

This was not the end of the problems with the trig point as when it was decided in the late 

1950s that Kippure was the desired location of the country’s first television transmitter, the 

pole was on the exact site that the transmitter needed to be placed.88 Despite apparent objections 

the trig point had to be moved.  

It is very possible, were it not for the national exposure due to the selection of Kippure as the 

site for Ireland’s first television transmitter, that it would have remained a mountain known 

only to the locals. Other mountains such as Truskmore, Mount Leinster and Maghera were also 

selected as sites for transmitters as the service spread countrywide over the next couple of 

years.89 Television viewing in 1950s Ireland was mainly confined to the north and east coast 

of the country, where signals could be picked up from U.K. stations such as the BBC and ITV 

(after 1955).  In the rest of the country it was practically unknown. The Department of Posts 

and Telegraphs under Secretary Leon Ó Broin had tried to provoke debate at political level as 

early as 1951, but was faced with a reluctance to commit public money to the new medium – 

to the extent that Ó Broin was even denied an application to buy a television set for his own 

                                                           
88 Irish Independent, 26 May 1960. 
89 Irish Independent, 22 Feb. 1961. 
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department.90 In 1957, Post and Telegraphs minister Sean Ormonde created the Television 

Commission. Educating future technicians and engineers was a priority with Ormonde opening 

Ireland’s first Television Technical Course in the Dublin Institute of Technology, Kevin Street 

on 17 February 1958. Addressing the audience, he said Ireland needed not only people capable 

of maintaining the television service but also technicians who could service televisions in 

homes.91 Kevin Boland, a representative for  Ormonde who was ill at the time, addressed the 

Television Commission on 9 April 1958 with his concerns over the provision of this new 

television service: ‘the capital cost of transmitter and other equipment, of studios and office 

accommodation, is heavy’.92 Radio Éireann had been broadcasting from the GPO since 1926, 

and continued to do so until 1973, but a new studio was required to accommodate the new 

television service.93  In 1960, the Broadcasting Authority Act was passed.94 The act established 

the new television service and removed broadcasting from the direct control of government. 

Also in 1960, the Radio Telefís Éireann authority was established. Members were appointed 

by government and Eamonn Andrews was appointed as RTÉ’s first chairman.95 

In 1959, after a survey was completed by Radio Éireann engineers, Kippure mountain was 

selected both for its height and for its proximity to Dublin and was deemed to be ‘a very 

appropriate site’.96 The government announced that the Office of Public Works (OPW) would 

provide the road, water and power for the site.97  The Powerscourt estate was approached and 

an agreement was made to buy sixteen acres on top of the mountain and whatever land was 

                                                           
90 www.rte.ie/archives/exhibitions/681-history-of-rte/685-rte-1950s/322203-irish-radio-and-television-show-
1958/ (accessed 20 Jan. 2017). 
91 National Archives (File no TAOIS/GIS/1/319) accessed 19 Jan. 2017. 
92 Ibid. 
93 Stephen Ferguson, The GPO: 200 years of history (Cork, 2014), pp 13-14. 
94 
http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/debates%20authoring/debateswebpack.nsf/takes/seanad1959121600
005?opendocument (accessed 21 Jan. 2017). 
95 www.rte.ie/documents/about/history.pdf (accessed 30 Jan. 2017). 
96 Irish Times, 26 Mar. 1959.  
97 Ibid. 
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necessary to build a five-kilometre service road from the Military Road to the transmitter site. 

A sum of £500 was agreed upon.98 Powerscourt held the right to use this service road to access 

turf. The OPW hoped that Powerscourt would help with the maintenance of the road but that 

was thought unlikely to happen.99 Fig. 3.4 shows the entrance and access road up to the 

transmitter. The road was estimated at £16,000 to £20,000 and the cost would be undertaken 

by Wicklow County Council on a repayment basis.100 This road is the highest paved road in 

Ireland. 

 

Fig. 3.4 Entrance to Kippure transmitter (www.geograph.ie/photo/465473 accessed 27 Jan. 

2017). 

The provision of a water service proved not to be too complicated as there was a water supply 

located just over 300m from the summit, as well as a spring found three kilometres up the 

service road from which it was possible to pump water up to the summit at an estimated cost 

of £1,500, with the latter being the final choice.101  But the provision of the power supply was 

a more complicated matter. In March 1959, a meeting was held about the proposed Kippure 

site and the services which were required. In attendance were Ó Broin, a Mr Drummond, 

secretary to the Television Commission and a Mr Mulcahy, Radio Éireann engineer. Mulcahy 

                                                           
98 National Archives (OPW/A71/9/5/59) accessed 19 Jan. 2017. 
99 Ibid. 
100 Ibid. 
101 National Archives (OPW/A71/9/5/59) accessed 21 Jan. 2017. 
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indicated that the ESB, who he had been in touch with, proposed to bring the supply from 

Brittas, Co. Dublin. The estimated cost to bring a 100KVA supply to Kippure was £6,500.102 

A letter was sent from a Mr Tobin, Radio Éireann chief engineer, to the ESB requesting an 

estimate for this work. Eventually in August 1959 the ESB, having ruled out Brittas, sent in 

their estimate (Figs. 3.5 and 3.6) giving three options:  

A) Two independent supplies – one from Bray and the second from Clondalkin, £32,780. 

B) One supply from Bray but price also included a standby 100KVA transformer at 

Kippure, £18,490. 

C) One supply from Bray with only 100KVA transformer at Kippure, £17,680. 

 

There was much debate about the high quotes as the cheapest option was more than double the 

original estimate. There was a flurry of correspondence over the following months between 

Radio Éireann and the ESB but the ESB were not willing to budge on the price. Finally, in a 

letter from John G. O’Keeffe, Radio Éireann, to a Mr Farrell of the OPW, dated 30 October 

1959, it was recommended that they choose Option C. They managed to secure a back-up 

generator and the building accommodation for the transformer within this deal.103  

                                                           
102 Ibid. 
103 National Archives (OPW/A71/9/5/59) accessed 21 Jan. 2017. 
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Fig. 3.5 Copy of the estimate from the ESB (part 1) OPW file (OPW/A71/9/5/59). 
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Fig. 3.6 Copy of the ESB estimate (part 2) OPW file (OPW/A71/9/5/59). 

In the meantime, the English-owned company Pye Ltd were awarded the building contract. Pye 

and various other English-based electronic manufacturers were very interested in a television 

service in Ireland as the sale of televisions and associated electronic equipment would 

immediately increase. Pye promised to build an assembly plant in Ireland if the project took 

off.104 Pye was not happy over the choice of Kippure, however, saying it would take too long 

to build the transmitter there and would be too expensive. They preferred another site on Howth 

                                                           
104 R.J. Savage, Irish television: the political and social origins (Cork, 1996), p. 18. 
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Head. After much debate, the Department for Industry and Commerce ruled out the proposed 

250m mast on Howth over concerns for aviation safety and consequently it dismissed Pye’s 

position as unacceptable and Kippure was given the go-ahead.105  

The sound transmitters which Pye required for the project were made in Ireland by 

Telecommunications Ltd (an Irish subsidiary of Pye).106 The actual mast section was made in 

Norway by Huso Werft and shipped to Ireland in sections. There were thirteen sections, each 

ten metres long and weighing two tons.107 Some of these sections are shown in Fig. 3.7 as the 

men worked away in what had to be a very unusual place of work surrounded by some of the 

most beautiful scenery in Ireland.  

 

Fig. 3.7 The mast under construction on Kippure (Irish Independent Archives). 

                                                           
105 Savage, Irish television, p. 176. 
106 Irish Times, 11 Nov. 1961. 
107 Irish Examiner, 25 Mar. 1961. 
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The mast stood on a five-foot square base of reinforced concrete.108 The two transmitters which 

were expected in June were shipped in by July 1961, later than planned as there had been a fire 

in Pye’s premises in Cambridge which had destroyed one of the transmitters.109 By the end of 

July the transmitter was ready to start running tests (Fig. 3.8). 

 

Fig. 3.8 Test broadcast in July 1961 (Irish Times, 21 Jul. 1961). 

The transmitter was handed over on 5 September 1961 to the Radio Éireann authority who sent 

out the St Brigid’s cross symbol to television sets in the eastern area tuned to channel 7. The 

Irish Press reported the event the next day, adding that lunch in the Shelbourne Hotel was given 

by the Messrs Pye.110 On 25 September 1961 the minister for Post and Telegraphs, Michael 

Hilliard, attended the Irish Television, Radio and Electronics exhibition where he addressed 

the crowd saying that Irish television was ‘imminent’.111 The first official broadcast was set for 

31 December 1961.  

                                                           
108 Irish Times, 13 June 1961. 
109 Irish Times, 13 June 1961.  
110 Irish Press, 6 Sept. 1961. 
111 National Archives (TAOIS/GIS/1/188) accessed 19 Jan. 2017. 
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Mr Leslie Tynan who now resides in Brittas, Co. Dublin, worked as a broadcast engineer for 

RTÉ from 1961 to 1995. He was part of the team that oversaw the building of the transmitter 

on Kippure. He was present on Kippure on that historic New Year’s Eve in 1961. He recalls 

that there were various celebrities in attendance that night, including Eamonn Andrews, which 

added to the excitement.112 Elsewhere, President Eamon de Valera addressed the nation saying: 

‘never before was there in the hands of men an instrument so powerful to influence the thoughts 

and actions of the multitude’.113 The first news bulletin was read by Charles Mitchell. 

 

Fig. 3.9 The transmitter (www.fmtvdx.eu/tvdx/ierland/kippure/index accessed 17 Feb. 2017). 

Although the transmitter was a necessary step towards providing television to an eagerly 

awaiting audience, it marred the landscape (Fig. 3.9). Winnie Murphy recalls that when the 

                                                           
112 Interview with Leslie Tynan, 19 Oct. 2016. 
113 www.rte.ie/archives/exhibitions/681-history-of-rte/704-rte-1960s/139351-opening-night-presidents-
address/ (accessed 25 Jan. 2017). 
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mast was built up on Kippure, ‘people couldn’t understand the purpose of the eyesore being 

built in the middle of the bog’.114 

The transmitter on Kippure needed to be constantly manned to keep the service running 

smoothly. Tynan was one of the engineers who was stationed on Kippure. His tasks included 

performance testing, alignment and fault clearance. He remembers that the transmission 

equipment regularly became defective, requiring immediate action. There were staff on 

Kippure from 10 am to midnight but they had to be available for emergency call outs too. 

Although he loved working on Kippure, there were times when getting to work or getting home 

for that matter was not an easy task. The winter of 1962-3 brought with it some of the heaviest 

snowfalls the country had ever seen. Three Telefís Éireann staff members including Tynan 

were stranded on Kippure for nine days (Fig. 3.10). 

 

Fig. 3.10 Details of the men trapped on Kippure (Irish Independent, 3 Jan. 1963). 

                                                           
114 Interview with Winnie Murphy, 8 Nov. 2016. 
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Although this extreme weather was unusual, regular snowfall in the winter months was not. 

Tynan recalls that occasionally they had to be brought up there by Land Rovers, they often had 

to walk up from Glencree but most unusual of all, they had to learn how to ski as sometimes 

that was the only option.115 Fig. 3.11 shows Tynan and some of his co-workers with their skis. 

The height of Kippure had its advantages but the weather aspect was a downside. 

 

Fig. 3.11 Leslie Tynan (fourth from left) and his co-workers with their skis 

(www.superannRTE.ie). 

The building of the transmitter was not the last time Kippure hit national headlines. During the 

Troubles in Northern Ireland there was a threat to any place that supplied water, power or 

communication. The Defence Forces (Temporary Provisions) Act, 1923 allowed army reserve 

members to be called into action during times of a risk to national security.116 Under this act, 

members of the defence forces were sent to Kippure to safeguard the transmitter. Their remit 

was to protect the boundary of the transmitter and to confirm the identity of the RTÉ staff. In 

an interview with Gunner Peter Kinsella, who was stationed on Kippure (Fig. 3.12) in the early 

                                                           
115 Interview with Leslie Tynan, 19 Oct. 2016. 
116 www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1923/act/30/section/209/enacted/en/html (accessed 20 Dec. 2016). 
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1970s, he recalls his time working there.117 He belonged to the 19th Heavy Mortar Battery FCA, 

McKee Barracks in Dublin. 

 

Fig. 3.12 Kinsella on duty at Kippure (courtesy of Peter Kinsella). 

A Land Rover brought two gunners and a corporal from McKee Barracks to Kippure for 

twelve-hour shifts. Kinsella was armed with a Lee Enfield rifle and the corporal carried a 

Gustav machine gun. Daily, they had to intercept hillwalkers who had not noticed the ‘No 

Entry’ signs and there were unauthorised cars which had to be checked out. He recalls on more 

than one occasion ‘weapons had to be levelled at the vehicles’ before they were taken seriously. 

Unfortunately, one night in September 1971 the night duty staff were overpowered by raiders 

(Fig. 3.13). It was a terrifying night for those present as armed men gained access to the 

transmitter and overpowered the military guard and the night-watchman. They eventually left 

taking with them the guns and ammunition belonging to the FCA guards who they had tied 

                                                           
117 Interview with Peter Kinsella, 9 Nov. 2016. 
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up.118 A lot of controversy followed, which was covered by several newspapers and the level 

of security was increased immediately. 

 

Fig. 3.13 The raid at Kippure making headlines (Irish Press, 6 Sept. 1971). 

Kinsella recalls that shortly after this incident, while he was on duty, they received a visit from 

a G1 (army intelligence) officer at Kippure: 

We were initially very suspicious of this officer as he wore no visible rank on his 

uniform and appeared to be too short in stature to be in the army. His jeep also did not 

appear to be regulation. We demanded ID which he produced. He seemed very 

impressed and not at all upset that we had pointed loaded weapons at him.119 

 

That was the end of trouble during the 1970s on Kippure but when in 1984 Sinn Féin protesters 

climbed the mast at the RTÉ studios in Donnybrook, members of the FCA were once again 

stationed on Kippure, thankfully without incident.120  

 

In 1978 a new transmitter was erected on Three Rock Mountain in Dublin. It worked in 

conjunction with Kippure to improve the quality of television service in the Dublin area but, 

with the recent addition of more transmitters, Three Rock now also provides the Saorview 

service to customers. It has taken away some of Kippure’s identity and uniqueness. Nowadays 

                                                           
118 Irish Press, 6 Sept. 1961. 
119 Interview with Peter Kinsella, 9 Nov. 2016. 
120 www.rte.ie/archives/2014/0613/623370-sinn-féin-protest-climbs-rt-mast/ (accessed 26 Jan. 2017). 
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these structures have become a common sight across mountain ranges but for many years 

Kippure was ‘the mountain with the mast’. 
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Conclusion 

Kippure is similar to many of the mountains in the range stretching from Dublin to Kilkenny. 

Most have a rounded topography, grasses and heather, with deer and other common mammals 

roaming freely. They are enriched with granite and some had the same ideal geological 

conditions as Kippure to produce turf and mountainous streams. However, Kippure is unique 

because it is the source of two of Dublin’s most important rivers, the Liffey and the Dodder, 

whose flow is harnessed to provide drinking water and to create power and reservoirs which 

are vital to life in Dublin. Kippure has an unusually high degree of accessibility. For the last 

two centuries, the Military Road has run along the east and south base of Kippure and the Moat 

Road gives local access to Kippure’s northern slopes. The paved access road built in 1959 on 

the Glencree/Sally Gap stretch of the Military Road to the summit gives vehicle access for RTÉ 

employees along with a smooth surface for people to safely walk up the mountain. 

The geographical location of Kippure is unusual. Not only does it sit directly on the 

Dublin/Wicklow county border, the mountain itself was shared by three landlords. The largest 

portion and the summit belonged to the Powerscourt estate, the western slopes belonged to 

Moore of Kilbride and the northern flanks overlooking Glenasmole were owned by Cobbe. 

Kippure also fell into two civil parishes – Kilbride and Tallaght. Due to its height, Kippure 

towered over all these areas and the surrounding counties. The OSI and the Television 

Commission chose Kippure because of its height, location and the level of visibility from its 

summit. While nothing will change the existence of the county boundary, due to an unexpected 

turn of events, other divides have become almost obsolete.  In 2016 the National Assets 

Management Agency (NAMA) put 4,900 acres of Glenasmole upland including the Featherbed 

up for sale.121 There were immediate calls for the state to intervene due to the natural beauty 

                                                           
121 www.ahrrga.gov.ie/expansion-of-the-wicklow-mountains-national-park/ (accessed 13 Mar. 2017).   
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of the area. The Minister for State, Michael Ring, visited the area and agreed that it needed to 

be protected ‘given its closeness to Wicklow Mountains National Park and its importance for 

nature conservation as an SAC (special area of conservation) and SPA (special protection area), 

the land in question would be very important to the national park’.122 Ring said the purchase 

would help create ‘one of the largest national parks in Europe’.123 The state purchased the land 

at a discounted price, rumoured at one million Euro, adding to the Wicklow National Park and 

managed by the National Parks and Wildlife Service, the Department of Arts, Heritage and the 

Gaeltacht and Dublin Mountains Partnership. 

The beauty of the location of Kippure is breath-taking. The area was chosen time and time 

again as a unique filming location. Southwards are endless mountains lending a feeling of 

isolation within that beauty, but northwards the view of Dublin city is revealed and the reality 

of how near Kippure is to the suburbs is apparent. Due to its height, it is prone to bad weather 

and is often covered in fog but for the people who built the roads, surveyed the area, cut the 

turf and constructed the mast, the beautiful and peaceful landscape surrounding them must have 

struck them as remarkable.   

This thesis has explored the important role Kippure Mountain has played in Ireland’s natural, 

built and cultural heritage. Due to a series of natural geological events, Kippure was enriched 

with granite, turf and river-forming streams. The mountain has an extensive variety of fauna 

and flora – some of which are unique to the area. The summer display of bog cotton is a 

spectacular sight to behold.  The selection of Kippure as one of the areas to supply Dublin with 

turf during the Emergency brought the activity of soldiers and civilian workers to an otherwise 

secluded area. The building of the nineteenth-century Military Road and the 1940s Moat Road 

provided accessibility to the very base of Kippure which made it viable for trucks to collect the 

                                                           
122 Irish Times, 27 Jul. 2016. 
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turf for transportation into the city. It was this accessibility of Kippure, along with its height 

and location, which made it the perfect choice for Ireland’s first television transmitter. In 1961 

Kippure became a mountain with a new identity, an integral part of Ireland’s built and social 

history. It is a mountain that has given the gift of its natural resources for centuries and today 

day-trippers slip on their walking shoes and take a stroll along the sandy road, or take a hike 

up to Eagles Crag or even to Kippure’s summit. Kippure’s history is Ireland’s history. 
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