THE MARCONI

STATION

Denis Byrne Architects

entrance area in association with TTT- Thirty Three Trees

Introduction

The story of Derrygimlagh is one of the most
compelling international stories of the 20th

century. A blanket bog near Clifden, at the very

edge of Europe, was the setting of two outstanding
technological achievements of early modernity.
Arriving at Derrygimlagh in 1905, the Irish-Italian
inventor Guglielmo Marconi established the most
advanced telecommunications infrastructure of

his time, so that by 1907 he had created the first
commercial transatlantic wireless signal connecting
Europe and North America. In 1919, Derrygimlagh
again made history when the aviation pioneers Alcock
and Brown landed after completing the first non-stop
transatlantic flight, following their challenging 16-
hour flight from Newfoundland.

These achievements in radio communications and

in aviation connected the old and new worlds,

and marked the beginning of an era of remarkable
technological advances. It remains highly instructive
and of continuing relevance that these early
advances demonstrated how a small country at the
edge of Europe could make a significant contribution
to world history through technological innovation
and creative thought. This story contains a useful
message transmitted from the past for the benefit
of the future, that of the transformative power of

an idea. This urgent communication is still in the air
and the current project is intended as a medium of
reception and amplification.

Brief

Derrygimlagh is a new ‘Signature Discovery Point’

on the recently developed Failte Ireland initiative
‘The Wild Atlantic Way’. The brief required an
internationally compelling visitor experience that
would attract visitors to the site, and act as a catalyst
to extend dwell time in the Connemara region.

Response

‘Traditional tourism development has relied on stories
being told in visitor centres and sites being viewed
through glass; we decided to break tradition.’ Alan
Sherwood, Project Tourism Consultant.

The problem was how to surface and frame a
meaningful commemoration of the Station while
retaining a sense of place. The design strategy
adopted allowed the stories to remain in the
landscape in order to provide an immersive
experience for the visitor. There is no building here,
no services and no cash register; only a car park, a
series of shelters and a purposeful, indicated walk.
We looked to piece together a compelling story from
the few remaining industrial fragments within the
wilderness landscape. These are mainly the traces

of building outlines, still visible in the ground despite
the creeping advance of bog, some with pavements of
exposed concrete scored with now-inscrutable marks
of previous utility. Visible also throughout the site are
bases of in-situ concrete that once anchored soaring
masts of over 60 ms; these appear as random objects
or as modern erratics in the terrain. The Station’s
living quarters occasionally contained masonry
pieces (chimney stacks, steps), and these fragments,
stripped of ephemeral former context, now stand
alone as enigmatic figures against the bog horizons.

The main walk, looped to follow historic pathways,
leads the visitor from the entry/orientation point to
the location of stopping points at former Marconi
Company landmarks, such as the Condenser House,
the Power Station and the Social Club, through a
landscape of outstanding natural beauty. To mark
each point, a series of specially designed small ‘hides’
(or information pods) have been installed. These are
constructed of Corten steel surround with blackened
timber linings; they form compact shelters that
contain interpretative content and provide welcome
weather protection and seating for visitors.

The content of each hide varies but all hides contain
explicative elements of text, a photographic display
and a wind-up audio unit. These are complemented
throughout the walk by a range of art installations
(by Cleary Connolly) comprised of viewing and sound
devices. The journey around the site thus becomes

a sight and sound experience where creative and
thought-provoking exhibits spark curiosity and
encourage exploration, both crucial components of
the Marconi Story.
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ai | Issue 293 | May - June 2017

- 183 -



1 Car Park and Orientation Point
2 Railway and Bog Landscape
3 Turf Cutting Area

4 The Condenser House

5 Alcock and Brown

6 Power House

7 The Social Club

Aerial View of Power House - Fearghus Foyle

ARNARRT AR DANR RN AN NN A RNR NN

e

pm e e
L

A i The Looped walk - Denis Byrne Architects
images from top
3. Boardwalk image by John Lalor
4.image by James Shields
5. ‘Powerhouse Altar’ image by Denis Byrne

Client Team | Galway County Council; Art Installations | Cleary Connolly

Clifden Chamber of Commerce; Failte Ireland Archaeology | Michael Gibbons; Dr Colin Rynne

Architects and Project Leaders | Denis Byrne Architects Environmental | Dr Noel Kirby

Tourism Consultants | Sherwood Associates Metalwork | Shane Holland Workshop Entrance Area
Landscape Architects | TTT - (Thirty Three Trees)

Engineers | Malachy Walsh and Partners Main Contractor | Kesel Construction

Quantity Surveyors | Carron & Walsh Project Dates | August 2015 — June 2016
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StopPoint 1, Rear View photo by Denis Byrne

Transitional Technology

Review by Eddie Conroy

For many people their experience of the
wild expanse of Connemara is through

a car window. Even Seamus Heaney in

his much-loved “Postscript” hesitates to
leave his car and walk along the beautiful
Flaggy Shore near Kinvara. He eventually
decides against — “useless to think you’ll
park and capture it more thoroughly” -
the heart may eventually be blown open
but the car-door remains firmly closed.
There is of course a growing appetite to
walk and cycle into these beautiful places
as the welcome spread of the Greenway
movement testifies.

The new interpretative installation
remembering the Marconi Transatlantic
Radio-telegraph station at Derrygimlagh
is, first and foremost, a beautiful looped
‘togher’ or raised trail of 5 kilometres
across a pristine bog with cloud-shadowed
mountains ahead as you walk. The rugged
intensity of this site is complemented
across the main Clifden Road by another
memorable walk along the edge of the
Errislannan peninsula. On the peak of a hill
here is the 1959 memorial to the dramatic
arrival of Alcock and Browne in their
Vickers Vimy biplane in June 1919. This
memorial - the tailfin shape of a modern
airplane crafted in stone- is not only in the
wrong location but conveys little of the
excitement and innovation that crackled

in the air in this remote location in the
early part of the last century when the first
transatlantic flight crash-landed at the
location of the first transatlantic radio-
telegraph station. The new Discovery Point
at Derrygimlagh, a key moment on the Wild
Atlantic Way, is set to put that to rights.

Giuglielmo Marconi, great-grandson
of John Jameson of distillery fame
established the Derrygimlagh Marconi
station in 1907 and was awarded the
Nobel Prize for physics two years later.

Only the footprints of the extensive
structures that powered radio-
telegraph messages across the ocean

to Newfoundland now remain. They
share the site with tracks and traces of
boundary walls of a Bronze-age farm
4,000 years old. Walking the site now, the
technology of the radio-telegraph feels
as remote as the pattern of that ancient
farm. Long-distance telegraphy required
tall antennae powered by a high-voltage
electrical circuit comprised of capacitors
and condensers. The Condenser House
measured 106 metres by 23 metres. A
central concrete core, three storeys in
height, constituted the transmitting /

receiving apparatus flanked by huge steel
plates forming the condenser. Thunder
and lightning flashed inside the building
producing loud booming and crackling
noise throughout. All this was driven

by a huge iron-clad power-station with
three 5,000 volt turf-powered generators
in series. In popular imagination today,
this is the high-voltage technology of
Nikola Tesla or Fritz Lang’s Metropolis, a
transitional technology in a dramatic and
remote setting.

The site is not just rich in stories and
memory, however. It is a sensitive location
adjoining a Special Area of Conservation
with significant and diverse flora and
fauna atop its archaeological layers. How
to interact with and carefully point up the
riches of the site was challenging. The
design approach adopted by Denis Byrne
Architects is as light-of-touch as it is
rigorous. There is no large interpretative
building with staff costs and maintenance
bills in this weather-beaten locale, no
acres of tarmac carpark and drainage
attenuation. A ‘floating’ concrete path
leads from a small gravel carpark to the
first of a series of small way-stations —
‘hides’. They mark and structure the route,
framing views, offering information and,
thankfully, shelter. The six-way stations
are minimal and well-designed. Each one
sits on a stone plinth made from local
Gneiss flags, the ferric staining on the
stone chiming visually with the Corten
pre-rusted steel, a folded portal forming
the overall shape of the shelter. Douglas
fir timbers form a slightly raised platform
and in turn a seating bench. Information
panels and photographs are printed onto
enamelled steel plate. The bright green
on the graphic panels finds an echo in the
bog grass all round. The visual balance of
materials, textures and colour is lively and
likeable.

As a comment on environmental concerns
of our own time and in counterpoint to
the hissing high-voltage of Marconi, the
site can function without electricity and
each station has a small hand-cranked
generator to power and play recordings.
Soundscape is a satisfying additional
component of this walk. Leaning in towards
the speaker you hear the fizzing, crackling
and booming of similar high-voltage
technologies, voices and poignantly the
frantic Morse code of the SOS signal from
the stricken Titanic (its radio-officer

Jack Phillips had worked at this Marconi
station). Art pieces across the site by
Cleary Connelly are shaped to produce

Eddie Conroy, FRIAI, is County Architect for
South Dublin Co. Co, and a regular contributor
to Architecture Ireland

archaic patterns of musical notes, wind-
driven flute-like noises merging easily with
birdsong and bleating of the many sheep.
0ld photographs of the Marconi buildings
are etched onto glass viewing scopes
positioned to allow a glimpse into the
frenetic past of this now peaceful site. This
includes a memorable image of the broken
profile of the fragile Vickers on the correct
location of its landing.

The ‘hides’, the interpretation, the art

and paths all touch the site lightly but
significantly as should be. All are carefully
conceived, minimal and satisfyingly useful.
This should come as no surprise: the work
of Denis Byrne exhibits a concentration on
increment and precision. In the Cigar-box
building on North Great Georges Street
and the recent conversion on Suffolk
Street, an understanding of dimension
releases not just a surprising quantum of
space but the added value of viable and
truly functional mixed use. This ability to
grapple with tight sites and briefs and win
space, light and safe access particularly

in upper floors of inner city buildings is
essential to the social regeneration of

our cities and is characteristic of this
architectural practise. Their skill in the
mixing of uses centres on the deployment
of carefully calibrated architectural
devices - the voids in the Cigar-box,

the wooden cantilevered box, (‘the
pacemaker’) on Suffolk Street. It delivers
its largest achievement in the Bord Gais
Headquarters in Finglas where a central
route threads through the building and
onto a generous roof-garden. This route
with its long views back to the city and
onto the landscape beyond orders the
balanced distribution of workshops, offices
and social elements. It integrates all levels
of professional, craft and administrative
staff in an enlightened and democratic way
not seen to such effect since the Carrolls
Building on Grand Parade.

The ‘hides’ at Derrygimlagh are equally
thrifty and effective and the installation
as a whole is a sane and sustainable
response to the challenges of balancing
tourism development while protecting the
integrity of sensitive and historically rich
environments. The project is economical
in every meaning of that over-used word
and consistent and rigorous in its briefing
and design choices. It should provide a
template for other works along the Wild
Atlantic Way confirming that sustainability
can be good value and fun. What a relief
to get out of the car and walk into that
rugged, wild place....
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AWALKINTHEBOG THE MARCONI STATION/ALCOCK & BROWN LANDING SITE

General Description
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Failte Ireland Brief

To improve the visitor experience of the Derrygimlagh site and to bring landscape, culture and history to lifc in an informative and
entertaining way
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