
C allan “Old e "  P arish Church
BY DR. F. R. W ALSH

The early history of th is church is uncertain. M ost au th 
orities m aintain it owes its origin to Hugh de M apilton. He was 
a m em ber of the Canons Regular of St. A ugustine, a t G lenda
lough, and came as Bishop of St. C anice's to  K ilkenny in 1251. 
H ere he was faced w ith very heavy expenses in the rebuilding 
of his C athedral. W ithou t prom ised financial support from a 
particu lar source it is unlikely th a t he would em bark at the same 
tim e on the building of a new Parish C hurch in Callan.

This support came, tradition  has it, from th ree maiden 
ladies, referred to as the ‘Shaughrauns” . The original translation  
of Shaughraun was ‘“separate or d istin c t” . Each prom ised the 
Bishop her dowry, or part of it, tow ards the building of the three 
aisles — the N ave being the centre aisle. They stipulated  that 
the aisles should differ, each from the o ther, as indeed they do.

These ladies were descendants of Sir H enry de Com erford, 
who had accom panied Prince John, son of H enry 11, to Ireland 
in 1172. He had m arried the sister of Sir Hugh de Lacy, Governor 
of Ireland, and had acquired considerable property. He was the 
ancestor of this clan, se ttled  mainly in Kilkenny.

This family claimed right of burial in this church; their 
o rnate tom bs seen here are still in good repair.

Surm ounting the south entrance door is a well sculptured 
talbot, the crest of the Com erfords — further evidence of the 
family in terest in th is church.

Carrigan m aintains th a t the founder was W illiam M arshall, 
Earl of Pem broke. He gave Callan its first charter in 1217 — 
tw o years before he died.

The O rm onde deeds detail a grant in 1224 — '26 by W illiam 
M arshall, Earl of Pem broke, to  the C hurch of St. M ary and St. 
Colum ba, Inistioge, and the Prior and Canons there of the  lands 
and church of Inistioge w ith the serfs and fisheries, etc., etc.

The w itnesses include among others, Prior O sbert of 
K ilkenny and Thom as de Callan, Cleark. This Thom as was 
presum ably attached  to or in charge of this Parish Church. He is 
m entioned in earlier charters of 1215 and 1216 as Thom as P 'sona 
(Parson) of Callan. From  this background, Carrigan deduced his 
view. W hatever the origin, it is probable th a t it was not com 
pleted till 1220 or later.
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It represents p art of the great building boom inaugurated by 
the N orm ans in the  12th and 13th centuries.

In this they collaborated w ith the native Bishops and 
A bbots. This original foundation continued through the follow
ing two centuries w ithout change.

Building of any kind was a t a standstill th roughout the 
country for the greater p art of the 14th  century. Less than 12 
churches were built then according to  Leaske. The reasons for 
this m ight well be called T ribal warfare plus tw o o ther scourges 
of the century. F irs t came the Bruce Invasion of 1315 — 17.

A fter Bannockburn, R obert Bruce and his b ro ther, Edward, 
had a large unem ployed army. Some of it was taken by Edw ard 
to  Ireland in 1315 via Larne to  carve ou t an Irish Kingdom for 
himself. For three years he was very successful.

In 1317 it is recorded th a t Edw ard and R obert landed at 
Carrickfergus. Their arm y m arched south through M eath and 
m ade the ir way to Callan and thence to Nenagh, Castleconnel 
and Limerick.

To strengthen Anglo-N orm an defences and avoid collab
oration w ith  the Scots, titles and honours were bestow ed at this 
time. Am ong others, Edm und Butler was created  Earl of Carrick; 
E dw ard Bruce, his opponent, also held the title  Earl of Carrick 
(of Galloway).

The o ther scourge referred to  was the Black D eath or 
Plague of 13489. It decim ated tow ns more than rural areas. Its 
d isastrous effects lasted for nearly  the rem ainder of the century.

The original church was taken down circa 1460 — all of it 
except the Square W estern  Tower, which is basically the same 
as in 1220, and, as can be seen, is in excellent preservation. Some 
alterations were m ade in the Tow er — the arched entrance to 
the Nave from the w est was closedup;the lower part of the 
building was divided in two by am ortar and stone arched ceiling 
th is la tte r was taken down a year ago, as it was no longer safe; 
about 15 feet were added to the top  of the Tower.

The rebuilt church of 1460 is essentially the same structu re  
today — w ith the exception of the  m odern wall dividing the Nave 
and Chancel. The Chancel has long been used as the P ro testan t 
Parish Church.

The reconstruction  of 1460, or thereabouts, has been a ttr ib 
uted, ra ther dubiously, to  Sir fames Butler — father of Pierce
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Ruadh. Sir James was at variance with his church a t this time 
and was anxious to effect areconciliation. He it was who later 
built the nearby A ugustinian A bbey in 1470.

In the following century — about 1530 — an interesting 
addition was made — the building of a new chantry  by the then 
Rector, John Tobyn. His heir, according to  his will, was his 
cousin, David Tobyn, Caherleske.

The tow nslands of Caherleske and Ballaghtobin were a t th a t 
period owned by this family. The R ector is com m em orated by a 
coffin-shaped slab.

A chantry  is, I understand, a very rare feature of our old 
churches. It has been defined, I quote “ as a small chapel 
built ou t from a church, endowed, in prereform ation days, 
for the express purpose of m aintaining priests for the 
chanting of M asses for the soul of the Founder, or of some 
one nam ed by him. It usually contained the tom b of the 
founder and as the officiator or m ass-priest was often uncon
nected w ith the parochial clergy it had an entrance from the 
ou tside” . This chantry  was endow ed through the D esart family 
and was called the C hantry  of the H oly and undivided T rin ity  of 
St. Catherine. A chaplain w ith nom inal duties m ade an annual 
visit up to  a cen tury  ago. The last Chaplain was the Rev. N ich
olas H erbert, R ector of Knockgraffan, near Cahir. The A nte- 
Chapel and Shrine of St. C atherine were in ruins in 1837 A rchdall 
in M onasticon H ibernicon, s ta ted  “ there were Two C hantries. 
They still exist and are called C hapelries”.

The following century, i.e. the 17th cen tury  saw the decline 
and decay of this church, w ith the arrival of Cromwell. His 
invading arm y had anticipated  an easy passage through Callan. 
The Com m ander of the main defence a t W estcourt had secretly 
agreed to  surrender. The o ther defenders refused to  do so, and 
a bloody m assacre, w ith no prisoners, ensued. It is no t unlikely 
th a t m any w ithdrew  for safety to the strong tow er of this church 
it is still m ore likely th a t the  destruction  of the top of the 
Tower followed. Canon balls and an immense deposit of human 
bones were unearthed  five or six feet deep in the  N orth  Aisle 
about 80 years ago. ;

The history  of the Church after Cromwell can be sum m arised 
adequately by quoting from the G eneral G azetteer, published in 
Dublin in 1791.
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“Callan, a borough in the C ounty  K ilkenny about 65 miles 
d istan t from  Dublin. I t sends tw o m em bers to  Parliam ent. P a t
ronage in the Agar family. This place seems to  be in the same 
ruined sta te  in which Cromwell left it, though it was form erly 
a town of some no te” .

In the following century  — in 1837 — the ecclesiastical 
Com m issioners expended £393 on the Chancel. The town 
population then, according to the same source (Lewis) was 6,112.

In the last few years the  Board of W orks carried out ex ten
sive restoration work. This included taking down all four pillars 
and arches of the south aisle. A recent burial had endangered 
the foundation of one pillar. M any tons of accum ulated earth  
were rem oved from the Nave. The end resu lt is excellent and 
enhances the simple beauty  of the interior.

The funds or regulations apparently did no t perm it of the 
m uch needed cleaning up of the surrounding cem etery — for 
long a w ilderness.

Instead of being the focal po in t of the town, th is fine old 
church is well and tru ly  hidden away behind high walls and 
overgrown trees. Thousands of people pass through Callan yearly 
—not one per cen t of them  see the church. How could they ?

It recalls the story of the A ustralian  visitor who was asked 
to  give his im pressions of Ireland —  he had been appalled by 
the high ditches on the ro ad w ay s— “It's  a very beautiful 
coun try”, he said — “if you could see it".

I will refer briefly to  some of the m any in teresting  m onu
m ents here.

In the nave is a coffin-shaped stone to  “W illiam Kywe 
form erly vicar of Callan who died O ctober 3, 1466” . This is the 
o ldest dated  m onum ent here. In the north  aisle there are o ther 
coffin-shaped stones which belong to  the fourteen th  century, one 
in particu lar is of unusual length. These have no inscriptions, bu t 
display a simple floral o r cruiciform  design.

In the north  side of the nave “ lies the discreet man John 
Tobyn, form erly R ector, who died M arch 21, 1541”. This 
m onum ent is signed by Rory O 'Tunny. The O 'Tunny family 
flourished as the leading tom b-m akers from  1500 — 1587. They 
belonged to  Callan and had their w orkshop in the town. Examples 
of their w ork are seen in Jerpoint, Kilcooley Abbey, St. C anice's 
C athedral and the Abbey of Abbeyleix.
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Close to the entrance door of the P ro testan t C hurch is a 
broken floor slab for ‘‘N icholas W hyte died 1541” . The W hytes 
were long settled  in Callan and originally used their N orm an 
French nam e of Le Blund. Adam  Le Blund of Callan is m entioned 
in several early 14th century  deeds. He was the second husband 
of the K ilkenny witch, Dame Alice Kyteler. He was a banker 
and m oney lender and is, according to  local tradition , buried 
here.

Close by in the north  aisle is the well preserved ornate altar 
tom b of Gerald Com erford, Q ueen's A tto rney  for C onnaught and 
later chief Justice of M unster. By o rder of the Queen he was 
granted a pension of £20 yearly to study  the law. He was adm itted  
a B arrister of Kings Inn. He and Edw ard Brennan were the first 
two m em bers of Parliam ent for Callan in 1585. He died a t Cool- 
nam uck, Co. W aterford, in 1604. W ith  him is in terred  his wife, 
Johanna W alsh.

In the south aisle there  is a very conspicuous m ural m onu
m ent to Thom as Com erford of Callan, dated  1629. It is rem ark
able for the detailed and beautifully carved arm orial bearings and 
crests of Com erford and Shee.

O ther old m onum ents here carry the nam es of H enry Hediar, 
c r Hayden, form erly burgess of the town of Callan wh odied 1st 
June, 1586 James Neales (O 'Neill) and his first wife Johanna 
Brine, second wife Aegida Tobin, 1640. Thom as Grace, form erly 
Rector, who died 1583; this floor slab in the no rth  side of the 
nave is the burial place of the first P ro testan t R ector of this 
church.

The Latin inscriptions on all these m onum ents were replaced, 
for the first time, by English in the tom b of H enry Baker “who 
dyed the 9th of July, 1699”. Captain H enry Baker was granted 
the Sweetman property  of Castle Eve, R athculbin and Kilcoran 
in 1661. Some of these nam es are still in evidence around 
Callan.

Less than a century  ago Callan boasted an unusual collection 
of nam es am ongst its residents, so unusual th a t it gave rise to 
a local jingle, w ith which I will conclude :

“W e had Knights and Days 
Lockes and Keys

Head, H arps, Coynes 
and H alpennys”.
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