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KNOW YOUR CLUB 
Fitzwilliam LTC’s Donkey and Sheep

Introduction

We would not normally think of associating Fitzwil-
liam Lawn Tennis Club with donkeys, but back in the 
1890s Fitzwilliam bought a donkey!

The minutes of the Fitzwilliam committee meeting on 
Wednesday 15th April 1891 record:  

Resolved 
“That the Ground Committee be authorised to pur-
chase a Lawn Tennis ground mower and a donkey 
to draw same, for the grass courts and to make all 
arrangements with reference thereto”.

Grass Court Maintenance in the 1890s

Figure 1: The grass courts at Fitzwilliam Square c.1890s
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In 1891, Fitzwilliam LTC was located at Wilton Place, 
also known as “Lad Lane”, its second “home” having 
re-located from Upper Pembroke Street in 1880, three 
years after the Club’s foundation. There were four as-
phalt tennis courts in Upper Pembroke Street but the 
Club had a combination of asphalt and grass courts at 
Wilton Place that required maintenance. 

It is likely, however, that the most important function 
of the donkey was to draw a grass mower to enable 
the six grass courts at Fitzwilliam Square (see Figure 
1 previous page) to be presented in pristine condi-
tion for the annual Irish Lawn Tennis Championships, 
which Fitzwilliam LTC had initiated and hosted annu-
ally since 1879.
 
The use of a donkey for this purpose would not have 
been unusual at that time.  Elisabeth Svendsen, found-
er of the Donkey Sanctuary, in her book A Passion for 
Donkeys, lists the many tasks donkeys carried out in 
the 19th century, such as carrying peat from the bog, 
drawing carts loaded with potatoes or other produce, 
bringing milk to the creamery, giving rides to young 
visitors, but also:

“Donkeys pulled lawn-mowers on the lawns of 
prosperous houses”

In the 1890s, the Irish Lawn Tennis Championships 
were second in importance only to Wimbledon, at-
tracting a top-class entry and regarded as one of the 
most important events in Dublin’s social calendar.  

The Championships were played at Fitzwilliam Square 
until 1902 and at the Fitzwilliam Club grounds in Wil-
ton Place from 1903 onwards because of the addi-
tional costs of hosting the event in Fitzwilliam Square.

Figure 2: A donkey is used to pull a lawn-mower in the garden of a 
prosperous house, photographed in 1906

Background - The Grass Courts
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At a meeting on Friday 31st July 1891:

Hon. Treasurer instructed to get a cart & harness 
for the donkey if cost would not exceed £7.

The accounts for the year ended 31 December 1891 
include the following expenditures: 

 A Donkey and Harness            £5-6-0
 Forage for Donkey                  £4-18-8

The accounts for the following four years show ex-
penditure on forage for the donkey of up to £5-4-1 
each year, but for 1896 and 1897 no such expendi-
ture is recorded.

At a meeting on 27 January 1898 there was sad 
news about that donkey:

Hon. Secretary was directed to purchase a donkey 
in place of the one that had died.

The accounts for the year ended 31 December 1898 
included under expenditure:

 Price for a donkey            £3-10-0

This price for a donkey would be equivalent in pur-

chasing power to about €500 today (2020).
There is no further mention of the donkey or forage 
for it in the subsequent Fitzwilliam accounts and 
archives, so it is uncertain what happened to this 
donkey.  However, it is clear that Fitzwilliam’s grass 
courts were for a while at least being kept in good 
order with the help of a donkey.

Central Statistics Office Irish Farm Statistics (1847-
1996) show that there were 249,000 donkeys in 
Ireland in 1898 – the number today is estimated to 
be about 5,000.  They are now mainly kept as pets 
though some are employed e.g. drawing carriages 
for weddings or visiting nursing homes where they 
can have a positive therapeutic effect on the resi-
dents.  

Around the same time as the donkey involvement in 
Fitzwilliam the minutes mention sheep being used 
to graze the grass.  

The Committee Meeting on Friday November 7th 
1890:

Resolved 
“That the Ground Committee be requested to 
ascertain as to sheep being grazed on the new 

More details about the donkey (and also some sheep!)
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ground during the winter months and to report to 
the Committee as to what arrangements should 
be made for that purpose”.

The next mention of sheep in the minutes came at 
the Committee Meeting on Wednesday 11th October 
1893:

The Hon. Treasurer was authorised to make 
arrangements as to permanent supports for the 
hoarding round the old ground, also as to sheep 
grazing on the grass courts and putting up wire 
netting to protect the ivy.

The accounts for the year ended 31 December 1893 
include the following expenditure:

 Sheep Netting round Grass Ground  £6–10–3

Nothing further appears until 1903 when the ac-
counts include:

 Received for grazing for sheep     £0-15–0

The Hon Treasurer, Mr. Stokes, acted without prior 
authority in 1904, where the minutes for the Com-
mittee Meeting on 28 November 1904 indicate:

It having been brought under Notice that Mr. 
Stokes had made an agreement with Macognahy 
for grazing sheep on the Club grounds from 15th 
November 1904 to middle of March for 30/- for 

season, his action was confirmed, no previous 
authority having been given by the Committee in 
connection therewith.

But at the Committee Meeting on January 23rd 
1905:

It was decided that the agreement between 
Macognahy for the grazing of sheep on the Club 
courts be terminated as soon as possible. 

The Hon. Treasurer was instructed to attend to this 
matter.

The question of placing sheep on the grounds during 
the winter was raised again in 1916 and 1917 and 
it was decided to leave the matter in the hands of 
the Hon. Secretaries to make the best arrangements 
possible.

There is no further reference to sheep in the minutes 
up to 1922.

Donkeys and sheep are not usually associated with 
Fitzwilliam LTC but the early Committees demonstrat-
ed their vision in employing these natural resources 
in an environmentally friendly way to ensure quality 
grass courts.

MGT/DF/RG/ October 2020

Feedback is invited by Michael Tutty at mgtutty@gmail.com


