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Dr. Richard Pococke
Dr. Richard Pococke, an Englishm an, an oriental scholar 

and a traveller of immense energy, became bishop of Ossory in 
1756. Nine years later he was transferred  to M eath  w here he 
soon died after a very brief illness. In the tim e of his episcopate 
in Ossory he did w ork of immense im portance and lasting 
effect. One share of his energies w ent to  the renovation of the 
C athedral Church, still alm ost in the ru ins to  which Cromwell had 
reduced it. M ore of his tim e was devoted to the founding of a 
linen weaving school. This he established to help C atholic boys 
whose w retched and m iserable condition caused him great 
distress. F requently  in his papers he com m ents on the pleasure 
places gave him th a t had “ a face of industry ."

ST. C A N IC E 'S CA TH ED R A L
A s Bishop of Ossory Dr. Pococke's great w ork was the 

restoration of the cathedral which had suffered so m uch during 
the centuries since its foundation, and which had  endured  its 
m ost devastating destruction  a t the hands of Cromwell and his 
Roundheads. Its desolation was described in 1660 by Bishop 
W illiam s who referred to  “ the fanatick limbs of the beast" 
responsible for the “beheading” of m any of the churches in the 
diocese, some of which were left w ithout roofs, “ even the 
tim ber being quite torn off” . St. C anice's was “u tterly  defaced”, 
its roof throw n down, its goodly bells rem oved, its doors and 
windows shattered  “so th a t hogs m ight come and ro o t”. F u rther 
damage was done by the A nabaptists who arrived w ith ham m ers 
and hatchets “ to break up the benches, and do o ther unseem ly 
abuses besides” .

This gives some idea of the m agnitude of the task  to be 
done — m ore than  a full century  after the Cromwellian
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invasion. For though some m inor repairs had been effected, the 
political and financial conditions of Ireland prevented  speedy 
recovery. A ccording to  Ledwich, Dr. Pococke found the church 
in a m ost ruinous condition as it had been totally  neglected by 
his predecessors — its galleries decaying, its roof tum bling 
down, its m onum ents hidden and scattered  about.

But he was scarcely installed when he sta rted  the renova
tion by subm itting  plans to  the Dean and C hapter. He sub
scribed 50 guineas of his own and got the Dean and C hapter 
to  prom ise 30 guineas p. a. till the w ork was com pleted. M ore
over his zeal roused the enthusiasm  of o thers who also gave 
generously. The list of these subscribers is still to  be read in 
the N orth  T ransept and includes the Earl of Ossory, the  Earl 
of W andesforde, V iscount M ountgarret, and the Friendly 
Brothers of the city of Kilkenny.

The bishop who personally supervised the w orkm en and 
bought m aterials at the best rate, did it all w ith  highly 
professional advice, th a t of the expert, M iller, who was con
sidered the suprem e exponent of the  type of arch itecture  then 
called Gothic bu t now considered pseudo. Graves and Prim  of 
illustrious m emory com m ent th a t the discrim inating eye d is
covers m any solecisms and incongruities in the w ork and 
repairs effected by Dr. Pococke. The cathedral was originally de
signed and constructed  in the hey-day of the very beautiful style 
called now early English, a type of G othic th a t was no t to  blend 
harm oniously w ith the style of the 18th century.

However M iller's instructions were to  produce a building 
which would do cred it bo th  to the designer and benefactor. Dr. 
Pocoke determ ined th a t “ it should be executed in the best 
m anner” travelled to interview  M iller at K yneton near S tra t
ford-on-Avon. W hat is astounding is the fact th a t the Bishop 
visited M iller, bu t the arch itect did not th ink  it necessary to 
undertake the horribly onerous journey to  study  in situ  the 
building he was to  advise on.

Dr. Pococke's tru s t in him em phasises the high repute in 
which he was held, and it is pointless to  condem n the bishop 
for adopting a m ethod so com m on a t the tim e as no t to excite 
com m ent. A s already m entioned, the bishop superin tended the 
work, giving his a tten tion  to all details, sparing no expense. In 
addition to the m ajor and pressingly necessary structu ra l repairs,
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he restored the parish church in the cathedral and collected all 
the rem aining fragm ents of stained glass w hich he placed in the 
great w est w indow  from  which they were later removed. One 
strange alteration  was the shortening of the  principal windows, 
perhaps because of the  heavy expense of glazing. It m ust be 
agreed th a t th is reveals a failure on the bishop 's and a rch itec t's 
part to  appreciate the beautiful proportions, and is one of the 
“repairs” so strongly condem ned.

A desire he had, to raise the  belfry, was never attained, 
being feared by the experts, bu t in o ther respects he had his 
wishes. For example, purple velvet richly em broidered w ith gold 
lace and brought home by him from  an Italian tow n was used 
to cover the com m union table. The choir was splendidly fitted  
— episcopal throne, prebendal stalls, galleries and pews were 
all in a fine dark-grained oak. However th is decoration in the 
Ionic style was harshly criticised as revealing “a sad w ant of 
harm ony w ith the fabric of the building”.

On the outside he was responsible for the erection from 
the N orth  transep t door of the palace garden of a colonnade 
started  in 1758. This was a handsom e piece of w ork in the then 
all popular Grecian Doric style. But unfortunately  it disfigured 
the wall and covered some of the  windows. N ot a vestige now 
rem ains save a delightful sum m er house in the gardens.

One part of the bishop 's w ork is of exceptional value to us, 
for it was under his orders th a t the ancient m onum ents, effigies 
and inscribed tom bs were collected, repaired and arranged, 
though no t always in their original positions. For the work of 
copying the inscriptions he em ployed John Phelan —  “a learned 
and ingenious man — ” who kept a school w here Latin, Greek, 
Irish and English were taught.

Is it any w onder th a t the Dean and C hapter said “th a t they 
owed him  alm ost the very being of the C athedral ?” Y et he 
is no t buried w ithin, for he died in the diocese of M eath, bu t 
a white marble slab com m em orates his activity. This too, in its 
time, led to controversy, for to  fit it in to  position “ part of the 
original sepulture of the church had to be renew ed.” Graves 
and Prim  com m ent — “T ruly  Pococke was unfortunate  in life 
and death  w ith regard to the arch itecture  of the cathedral” . But 
elsewhere they take the sting from the criticism  by attribu ting  
the faults no t so m uch to the man as to the age in which he
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lived. Their final words are —  “H ad he lived in our day, his 
appreciation of the  arch itecture  of the building, would no doubt 
pu t to  shame the apathy of those, who, while they see w ithout 
regret, the decay of the fabric, look w ith  coldness on every 
suggestion which does no t originate from  them selves.”

TH E  POCOCKE
The building situated  about a mile from  Kilkenny and now 

called “ The Pococke ” was no t bu ilt by the bishop, bu t was 
originally a C harter School to which the linen m anufactory was 
later transferred . The institu tion  was founded in the hey-day of 
the m ovem ent tow ards popular education which was 
com m enced by Bishop Boulter in Ireland in 1733.

Eleven years later the  Incorporated  Society was given a 
lease of 20 acres of C orporation land a t Brownstown and an 
annuity  of £30 a year by the M ayor and citizens of Kilkenny. 
The express condition of the gran t was th a t “a school for 40 
children” be erected there. The pro ject was sponsored by 
Bishop Cox and the school opened in 1745, under a m aster and 
m istress duly qualified, and being required to look after 30 
children “transp lan ted  from the rem ote parts of the kingdom ” . 
These children w orked as is clear from the following descrip
tion — “They have stubbed and cleared up to  2 acres of 
furze for potatoes and 4 for hay, cleared the quicks in the 
fences, trenched an old potato  ground and sowed it w ith bear 
bound and brought home 4 acres of oats—spun and kn itted  
80 pairs of stockings, pulled, rippled and dressed one and a half 
acres of flax, spun 140 yards of linen . . . and 180 yards for 
sheeting.”

In 1817 th is same institu tion  acquired the Pococke Endow 
m ent. A t th a t tim e the  C harter Schools as such were suppressed 
as they had  been severely and justly  criticised. In Brownstown 
num bers were never high, despite very generous subscriptions 
bo th  from  the Dublin and W estm inster Parliam ents.

LIN TO W N
As already m entioned, Dr. Pococke's foundation was a 

com pletely d istinct one, a t a place called Lintown, founded 
during his Ossory Episcopate. In a will of July, 1763 and a later 
one, codicil to the 1st, he left the main bulk  of his esta te  to  his 
sister Elizabeth, for her natural life, w ith reversion to his
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cousin, E lizabeth Mills for hers, after which all his estate, 
real and personal, was to  be devoted to a school “for papist 
boys who should be bred to  linen weaving”. He fu rther desired 
th a t his m anufactory house a t Lintown, if no t already disposed 
of by himself, should be applied for th a t use. The two Elizabeths 
being dead by 1779, the Society became en titled  to the bequest, 
en tered  into possession and received the ren ts and profits 
thereof.

There is very little  inform ation to be found about the 
early days of Lintown. It may be deduced th a t the house was 
planned by the bishop who frequently  on his travels surveyed 
such places and later com m ented on the happy appearance of 
people who had profitable work to  do in those destitu te  days.

In 1795 the vicar's choral of St. C anice's reported  th a t the 
school was carried on very well. An 1800 publication by the 
R.D.S. reported  th a t the Lintown factory had 24 boys and many 
looms and th a t it was in a thriving way. One m aster was 
A ndrew  Neelands. He received £7 a year for each boy who was 
apprenticed for 7 years. The ou tpu t included fustians, corduroys 
velveteens and velvets. Lecky says th a t Kilkenny was noted for 
a school which was the m ost im portan t in Ireland for prize 
flannel and druggets.

In 1808 the secretary of the Board of Education, John 
Corneille, visited Lintown and reported  th a t there were two 
dorm itories, lofty and w ell-ventilated, the beds and floors clean. 
T here were tw o w ork-room s nearly 50 yards long, containing 
21 looms, besides several wheels for winding cotton, w ith suffic
ient space betw een them .

Corneille reported  th a t the m aster who had £40 p.a. — like 
G oldsm ith 's pastor — had 28 boys under him. They all seemed 
very dexterous w orkm en and were very robust looking lads. 
But he thought their garm ents of brown and grey frieze were 
in an indifferent order, their breeches excepted ,which were in 
good fustian and corduroy. All w orked w ithout shoes or stock 
ings. T heir d ie t was also examined. They ate bread only a t 
C hristm as and festivals, bu t got w hat potatoes they could 
consume, about 3J lbs. each at dinner. Each lad also got about 
1 lb. of meal made into stirabout for his breakfast. M eat was 
provided 3 times a week. The m aster sta ted  th a t exercise at the 
looms made the boys eat surprisingly. The inspector com m ented
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th a t they were no t stin ted . His only recom m endation was about 
their clothing. He suggested th a t as they had one su it only they 
could not make a good appearance on Sundays and holydays. 
He thought th a t they should have some uniform to distinguish 
them  from others not being supported from sta te  bounty, so 
th a t they should have a m ore decent exterior appearance.

By 1835 — some tim e after the am algam ation of the linen 
m anufactory and the C harter School—the curriculum  included 
the 3 R 's — w ith weaving alm ost an afterthought. This trend 
continued during the 19th century, so th a t the in tentions of 
the founders were not being carried out. The school gave 
neither training in weaving, nor did it confine itself to Catholic 
pupils w ith a view to proselytism.

In 1887 the Endowed Schools Commission held an inquiry 
into the affairs of schools in Kilkenny. A t th a t tim e Dr. 
Brownrigg pu t forw ard the plea th a t as St. K ieran's College was 
experiencing serious financial difficulties, the m oney from the 
Pococke Endow m ent should be made available to catholic boys 
attending  the diocesan college. He contended th a t the funds 
w ere not being fully utilized and, m ost em phatically, were not 
being availed of according to the original in tention , to teach 
C atholic boys a trade th a t they m ight gain a livelihood. It was, 
asserted Dr. Brownrigg, Dr. Pococke's in tention to  confer 
benefits on Catholics, even th o ' the founder's notion of a 
benefit in the 18th century, did not correspond w ith his in the 
late 19th. Dr. Brownrigg assured the commission of his certain ty  
th a t as R ichard Pococke was a sincere believer in the church 
of which he was so em inent a m em ber, he believed he was 
conferring a benefit on C atholic children by enabling them  to 
be educated as P ro testan ts. Dr. Brownrigg's com m ent was — 
“I cannot conceive any man in Dr. Pococke's position, a bishop, 
a kind man and liberal m inded one . . . .  to  establish a deed of 
tru s t under which he conferred tem poral advantages upon a 
certain class at the expense of their religious convictions.”

However, though the im portance of the claim was recog
nised, the ultim ate decision was th a t the m atter should be 
settled  as near as possible to the in tentions of the founder. 
St. K ieran 's got nothing, and for some tim e the school was 
classed as one of the p ro testan t foundations. Later it was 
am algam ated w ith K ilkenny College.
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Dr. Pococke generously provided for his foundation. In the 
early 19th the income was w orth alm ost £1,000 per annum , more 
than enough for the upkeep, bu t it declined because of the 
frightful economic condition of the country in Fam ine Days 
and after. The lands were in many places — at K ilronan in 
Co. W aterford, at Loughnacash and Coolishalbeg near K ilkenny 
and at Cloyne and Ballyquit near the Rower.

LINEN IN KILKENNY 
It is quite obvious th a t a man of Pococke's understanding 

and desire to  help did not decide on a linen m anufactury 
w ithout studying its chances of success. One reason for his 
choice was th a t the woollen industry had been annihilated by 
the acts of 1698 and 1699, bu t tha t, som etim es anyway, the 
production of linen was fostered by the governm ent. Louis 
Crom m elin, the famous Huguenot, was originally invited to 
Ireland to settle  in K ilkenny and to develop the industry  here 
a t the O rm onde's request. Louis w ent N orth , bu t his b ro ther 
stayed here and is reported  to have m arried into the Butler 
family.

In 1755, the year Dr. Pococke arrived, a Barry Colles was 
working very keenly on the production of linen and had 
invented various m achines “of m ighty consequence to  the 
staple m anufacture of the kingdom ' '. Colles believed th a t weav
ing was a neglected branch of the industry  — a deplorable 
attitude , he considered — “as weavers will create spinners, bu t 
spinners will never lead the country  to  weaving' ' . This opinion 
of an expert seems to  have influenced Dr. Pococke who 
established a weaving school.

Between 1767 and 1771 F inn 's Leinster Journal contained 
many advertisem ents from linen bleachers. John Kinchella of 
St. John Street announced in A pril 1768 th a t he had taken 
the bleach green lately held by M rs. Chapellier, and th a t he 
intended to carry on his business in “the greatest perfection” . 
O ther names associated w ith the trade were W illiam Shaw of 
Sandpits, Bessborough whose agents were Thom as Reynolds 
at The W heaf Sheaf, and W illiam Cashen, linen weaver.

Tow ards the end of the 18th the industry  had declined. 
Flax was scarcely grown and the industry  was hardly carried 
on. This situation grew worse w ith the passing of the A ct of 
Union which sounded the death-knell of so m any native trades.
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