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

Weds 18
th

 Sept @ 1.30pm – 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 – 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 – this year we have 5 

employees. We operate on a break-even – 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 ‘Signature Discovery Point’ 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 

– CRO No. 539396. The company is “Lusitania Museum/Old Head Signal Tower Heritage 

CLG” [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 – 

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 – 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 – a 20-metre long curved bronze ‘wave’ 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 –Lusitania 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 ‘return’ in a nearby plaque.  
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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 ‘walk-back-in time’ 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 



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

beautiful scenic, accessible 

and  resonant location at the 

highest point of the Old 

Head peninsula on the 

WAW - but not in terms of 

cost!   

LMOH began this third 

phase of the project by 

engaging the firm of 

architects,John McLaughlin 

Architects Ltd, at a cost of 

€12,300, to undertake an 

additional architectural 

outline study in respect of 

options for delivering the 

basement museum and 

visitors centre which formed part 3 of the original site Master Plan. His report is a foundation 

document for the FULL DESIGN TEAM tendering process and includes: 

I. Site analysis that includes a review of the constraints and planning policy including a 

consultation with Cork County Council Planning Unit 

II. A developed project brief that can be used as a basis for tendering for a full design 

team for the project 

III. An order of magnitude cost estimate, including the professional fees for a full design 

team, to use as basis for target project funding and phasing  

IV. Artists’ impressions based on the final study report that can be used in 

communications with potential fundraisers and other stakeholders 
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While the Lusitania Museum would be the central attraction, displaying as many artefacts as 

possible in a meaningful context, many other areas of local interest, including Old Head 

Lighthouse history and artefacts, coast guard history and artefacts, local history and geology, 

should also be accommodated.  

The result of the study is briefly shown in the following artists’ impression. The order of 

magnitude cost estimate for the building gave a figure of approximately €3M.  

With this Study to hand we have made two major grant funding applications: 

In 2018 we applied for DESIGN FUNDING via the RRDF under the auspices of Cork County 

Council. We did not attract any assistance so far through this vehicle – although the scheme makes 

provision for specific design funding it seems that a policy decision was made at an early stage to 

fund only ‘shovel-ready’ projects in the first and second allocations.  

This year Failte Ireland [FI] launched their €150M Platforms for Growth 2019 -2022 Investment Fund 

for ‘Immersive Heritage and Cultural Attractions’. We have applied for funding under the programme 

and have successfully passed stage 1 of an extremely competitive 5 stage process. Recently we 

received an update on the  status of the evaluation of Stage 2 applications. We were informed that 141 

submissions have been received for projects nationwide with an indicative value of €1.3B. This means 

that only the strongest projects will be invited to proceed to Stage 3. In our case there are additional 

constraints (i) The ground rules prioritise the northern half of the WAW (ii) as a voluntary community 

group we will find it very difficult to compete against public bodies, such as County & City Councils, 

when it come to match funding of the order of 25%, which we understand will be a pre-requisite for 

success at Stage 3, if indeed we are invited to progress that far.  



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

We have also approached SECAD and indeed Cork County Council to discuss possible phase 

funding options for advancing our plans. 

In addition to all of those initiatives we decided to engage the services of the firm, Harris 

Coyle Breen, Chartered Quantity Surveyors,  to tender for an Architect led FULL DESIGN 

TEAM for the proposed Lusitania Museum and Visitors Centre at a cost of  €6,027 (Vat incl) 

from our own resources. The tender returns are due on Sept. 25
th

. They will be evaluated and 

the chosen DESIGN TEAM will be selected  within the following few weeks. When this 

process is complete we will again contact SECAD and Cork County Council re. phase 

funding.  

 

Because of the growing maritime/military rivalry between Great Britain and Germany, in 

1903 the Cunard Steamship Company entered into a 20-year binding agreement with the 

British Admiralty. The Admiralty would provide low interest loans of £2.6 million to build 

two new ships,  Lusitania and Mauretania,  to rival and beat the great German liners such as 

Kaiser Wilhelm der Grosse and Deutchland. In return, among other conditions, the ships 

would be built to navy standards below the waterline and the Cunard fleet would be at the 

disposal of the British Navy if war should come. Thus it was that the fate of the Lusitania, its 

passengers and crew was, to a very significant extent, in the hands of the British Admiralty 

based in Cobh or Queenstown as it then was, on that fateful evening of May 7
th

 1915. The 

sinking of the Lusitania, unlike Titanic, was a totally man-made disaster, a deliberate act of 

war and therefore a much bigger event in World History. It is doubtful if the full story of the 

Lusitania has yet been told – in technical terms she was a marvel of her times but she also 

represents the social history of the era in a stark way; deliberate shipwreck on a grand scale 

with most unlikely heroes and villains; a high level cover-up between Queenstown and 

London and remarkably the unmasking, by its Chairman Lord Mersey, of the plan to blame 

Captain William Thomas Turner for the sinking at the Board of Trade Enquiry.  

The sinking of the Lusitania occurred in international waters but subsequent developments in 

Maritime Law means that she is now well within Irish Territorial waters. The placing of a 

Heritage Order on the Lusitania wreck site by the Irish State, through the offices of this 

Department, was an initial recognition of the great historical importance of the ship. One of 

the immediate consequences was that a Licence is now required through the UAU, to carry 

out any diving mission on the Lusitania for any purpose. Initially the owner of the Lusitania 

Mr Bemis agreed to work in co-operation with the UAU even though he had to go to Court to 

establish his ownership rights. Matters got a bit more fraught when he was initially refused a 

Licence to retrieve artefacts and again had to go to Court to establish his right to retrieve such 

artefacts. These events represented a  poor beginning to the relationship between Mr Bemis 

and the Irish State – this was a pity as Mr Bemis has a massive passion for the heritage and 

history of the Lusitania, as is proved by the enormous investment of time and money that he 

has made in it for nearly half a century. We have no doubt that the  representatives of the 

Irish State that deal with Mr Bemis are equally so committed and we understand that the 

relationship has improved significantly in recent times.  
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LMOH stepped in where angels fear to tread! We approached Mr Bemis in ignorance of most 

of this background, simply because we were equally committed to bringing the story of the 

Lusitania to life especially through recovered artefacts – it would not have been unreasonable 

for Mr Bemis to think that we were some kind of Trojan Horse! When we first contacted Mr 

Bemis we had no money and nothing at all of a physical nature done at the Signal Tower site 

– we were articulating a vision based on voluntary local action – maybe that in itself intrigued  

him. In any case our relationship developed into one of trust and friendship to the extent that 

he decided that he would gift us the wreck of the Lusitania – a remarkable act of generosity 

in all of the circumstances -  with a solemn commitment from us to do our best to keep its 

memory alive through a dedicated Museum at the Old Head. In particular we have committed 

in so far as is in our power and resources to pursue the ‘truth of history’ as he calls it 

especially in relation to the second explosion which was essentially responsible for the 

sinking.  

So by accident of history the Irish people are now the custodians of a priceless historical 

heritage in the form of the wreck of the Lusitania. It is time to make a new beginning to bring 

Mr Bemis’ vision to fruition by acting together so that future generations of home grown and 

foreign visitors can get some flavour of this remarkable maritime heritage and history. We 

believe the Irish State should take the initiative in this new beginning by formally honouring 

Mr Bemis for the work that he has done to keep knowledge of the Lusitania alive and for his 

generosity in bequeathing it to an Irish local voluntary group.  

While LMOH are determined and willing to pursue every available funding avenue in 

relation to the proposed Museum and Visitors Centre maybe because of the unique nature of 

this historic treasure the Irish State should consider our third phase as worthy of special 

treatment, where we would not have to compete against much stronger entities for funding. 

We hope we have shown and are continuing to show just how deep our commitment is in 

what we have achieved thus far. 

A final point here. Mr Bemis is deeply committed to investigating the cause of the second 

explosion – this will require active intervention as opposed to the passive intervention 

involved in artefact recovery where the artefacts are simply sitting on the deck or on the 

seabed waiting to be lifted.  

The last few weeks of August and early September were very busy on the wreck of the 

Lusitania. Under Licence a team of highly qualified and expert divers have been surveying 

the wreck and recording all of its details in a baseline study of its current status and also 

identifying a large number of retrievable artefacts. Eoin McGarry and his team have a 

Licence to retrieve the ships compass which would be another priceless artefact to display. 

Here are some of the images they have made: 
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I’ll  finish by loosely quoting the English humorist, Terry Pratchett. “A vital ingredient in making a 

success of a project is not to be fully aware that what you are attempting is impossible”. In that spirit 

we advance.  

Con Hayes – Secretary, Lusitania Museum, Old Head Signal Tower Heritage CLG 
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