
Birchfield
BY VERY REV. T. J. CLOHOSEY, ADM.

John Hogan, in his history of Kilkenny, says th a t D onagh
m ore and Birchfield were the one tow nland before the Kells 
Road was opened, and th a t after the opening of the road the 
east side becam e Birchfield.

But the Down Survey M ap does not bear this out. On the 
map of 1654 Donaghm ore was then the same size as now. 
W here Birchfield is we find Knockbulkin and Scald Furze and 
also Knockm ore. The Down Survey M ap also m arks a castle 
or large house roughly in the position of the presen t house.

The Book of Survey and D istribution  gives K nockbulkin 's 
Scald Furz as owned, previous to the confiscations, by David 
R oth , H enry A rcher and others. K nockm ore, the southern  part 
of Birchfield, was owned by H enry A rcher. The new proprietors 
of this land are given as James Stopford and W illiam Ivory. I do 
no t know if the new ow ners ever came to  live here.

The Post-chaise Companion of 1803 states th a t the house 
was bu ilt by M r. Birch in the la tte r half of the 18th century  and 
the part of the tow nland form ing the estate was called after him, 
Birchfield. In B urtchael's H istory of the M .P.'s of Kilkenny, we 
are to ld  th a t E land M ossom m arried H annah, widow of Charles 
H aydock and daughter of A lderm an John Birch of K ilkenny and 
th a t his daughter, M argaret, born in 1744 m arried  John Birch 
of Birchfield bu t died w ithou t offspring.

A lderm an John Birch was M ayor of K ilkenny in 1716 —  '17 
and he may have been the builder of th is house.

In 1767 appeared the following advertisem ent — To be le t 
or sold the in terest in the lease (which has 48 years to  run) of 
the house and lands of Birchfield w ithin one mile of K ilkenny 
containing nearly two hundred  acres. The house is in good and 
thorough repair. A garden of 5 acres walled round and planted: 
the land is in good heart. The tenan t may have the furn iture  a t 
a valuation. A pplication to  be made to M rs. Broderick a t M illi
cent near Naas, Co. K ildare, or to Rev. M r. B roderick a t Birch
field, June 10, 1767.

Rev. Laurence B roderick was a grandson of Sir St. John 
Broderick of M iddleton and was appointed R ector of Callan in
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1745 by the Crown. His prerogative will proved in 1786, the year 
he died, m entions th a t his wife, Jane, was separated from him. 
His son, John, was later a curate at Ennisnag and m arried Anne, 
daughter of John Boyd, A pothecary of Kilkenny.

I do no t know w'ho became the new tenant, M r. Edw ard 
M urphy of A nnaghs would probably not have got the property 
until about 1800.

In 1782 St. K ieran 's College began its career at Burrell's 
Hall, Jam es's S treet. In 1789 a change was made to  St. C anice's 
w here the Loreto C onvent is now. This had been the tow n house 
of Lord Clifden. In 1811 the ecclesiastical s tuden ts  changed over 
to  M audlin St. to  a house which is still som etim es known as the 
Seminary. The house opposite it was also taken over. The high 
cost of keeping the Seminary in M audlin St. and probably too the 
unsatisfactory  condition under w hich studen ts w orked there 
prom pted the desire to change to new buildings more com m odi
ous and m ore self-contained. On April 1, 1813, the house and 
dem esne of Birchfield wras advertised for letting in the “Kilkenny 
C hronicle” . The lands consisted of 70 acres and proposals were 
to be subm itted  to Edw ard M urphy, Esq., Castle Annagh, Ross, 
or to P atrick  Byrne, Esq., Kilkenny. P rivate subscriptions came 
in freely from such well known Kilkenny names as Smithwick, 
Lannigan, Shearm an, Langton, A rchdekin and Den. There was 
also public collecting throughout the diocese. The to ta l up to  the 
end of 1814 am ounted to £3,648 10. In December, 1813, the 
property  was taken over and a fine of 2,000 was paid to M r. 
M urphy for the lease. The fine was a sum dem anded of a lan d 
lo rd 's agent o r a fee for the transfer of a lease.

By Septem ber, 1814, £5,544 had been spent preparing the 
house and in th a t m onth  the ecclesiastical studen ts moved in 
while the lay studen ts still were at the old academ y in St. 
C anice's. Dr. Kieran M arum  was the first president here until his 
consecration as Bishop of Ossory in 1815 when he was succeeded 
by Rev. Thom as Quinlan and then Fr. Shearm an. In 1817 Father 
Patrick  Kelly becam e president. In 1820 he becam e Bishop of 
R ichm ond, U.S.A., and was succeeded by Fr. W alsh who 
continued president until 1836 then Rev. Gerald Foley and finally, 
in 1838, Rev. Edw ard Aylw ard. The students came from  all parts 
of Ireland and in the early days m any of them  were already 
priests.
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The name, St. K yran's College was used for the first time 
on the change to  Birchfield. The Com m issioners of Irish E duca
tion reported  th a t in 1824 the establishm ent was called St. 
K ieran 's, the  M aster was Edw ard W alsh and th a t boarders paid 
£25 and day scholars £6 16 6. The building is said to  have been 
“a large dwelling house consisting of m any departm ents, would 
cost £1,500 or £2,000 and the num ber on roll was 26 or 27. 
The T itu lar Bishop of Ossory, they said, receives £460 the income 
of the school, ou t of w hich he pays the m asters and other 
expenses of the establishm ent” .

Two of the  best known studen ts of Birchfield were the 
Callan curates, Fr. M att Keeffe and Fr. Tom O'Shea. They 
founded the Callan T enant P rotection Society and this led to the 
powerful nation-w ide Irish T enan t League of N orth  and South.

Some tim e after 1830 the ecclesiastical au thorities began 
to th ink  of building a new college for various reasons. A  docu
m ent w ritten  by Dr. Kinsella, Bishop of Ossory, sum m arises the 
reasons for changing. The dilapidated sta te  of B urrell's Hall, the 
uncertain ty  of tenure by w hich Birchfield was held, and still more 
the m anifest advantage of having the professors of both estab 
lishm ents living together and thus com bining their talents, 
learning and exertions for the support of a m ore extensive and 
perfect system  of education induced the Diocesan Trustees to  
commence the erection of a new college.

In 1838 R ichard Sm ithw ick bought Birchfield and the college 
au thorities paid the ren t to  him for the year 1838. I presum e he 
took up residence soon after the college gave up possession. He 
was born in 1804 and m arried M argaret Delaney of Durrow  bu t 
there were no children. He was a J.P. for the county and served 
as High Sheriff of the city in 1850. He was re tu rned  w ithout 
opposition as a Repealer in A ugust, 1846, and sat un til Parliam ent 
was dissolved in July of the following year when he did no t offer 
himself again. He died N ovem ber, 1860, and his wife a few years 
la ter in 1864 m arried George Reade of A rcher's Grove who came 
to  live a t Birchfield. On her death  in 1888 John Francis Sm ith
wick, a nephew, came to live at Birchfield. He acted as M.P. from 
1880 —  1886. He lived at D rakelands b u t by 1888 was living at 
Birchfield. Isaac Bell lived here from 1908 to 1918. Then John 
F rancis' son, R ichard Sm ithw ick lived here till his death  in 1924.

The Sm ithwicks lived a t Kilcreene House, Kilcreene C ottage

Rose Archer



40 OLD KILKENNY REVIEW

and Kilcreene Lodge, Tennypark, O rchardstow n, D rakelands, 
Birchfield and P rospect — all in St. P a trick 's parish.

The Sullivans lived a t Castle Bamford and Rose Hill in St. 
P atrick 's parish. James Stopford who acquired lands a t Birchfield 
a t the time of the Cromwellian P lantation , also obtained lands 
jn o ther counties and took up residence in W exford a t Tara Hill. 
From  him descended the Earls of Courtow n and I think, Captain 
M ontagu Stopford of Kilfera.


