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Edm und Ignatius R ice
BY DR. F. R. W ALSH

Edm ond Rice was born on June 1st, 1762, a t W estcourt N orth , 
Callan. He was the fourth  of the seven sons of R obert Rice and 
his wife M argaret. The nam e Ignatius was taken w ith his vows 
in Religion — in w hich he was known as Brother Ignatius, pop
ularly he is always referred  to as Edm ond Ignatius Rice — 
the m ost distinguished and greatest son of Callan.

H is father ren ted  a fine farm of about 150 acres for which he 
paid two sovreigns an acre. A fter m ore than two centuries the 
old family hom e is little  changed and is well preserved. I t 
is a solid room y farm house, thatched  and one storied, typical 
of the period.

In 1757 it was assigned to  R obert Rice by his father Edm ond 
Rice, the grandfather of Edm ond Ignatius Rice.

N O R M A N  BLOOD

The Rices came w ith the N orm ans from W ales. The W elsh 
nam e Reece or Rhys is probably the same.

A n early record m entions James Rice as M ayor of W aterford 
on eight occasions betw een 1469 •— 1488.

Edm ond R ice’s m other was a widow when she m arried R obert 
Rice. She was a daughter of John T ierney of M axtow n; her first
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husband, was nam ed M urphy, by whom  she had two daughters, 
Joan and Jane. They lived a t M inauns. She m arried R obert 
Rice in 1757. H er family, the Tierneys, were closely related 
to V alentine Smyth, grandson of V alentine Sm yth of Damagh.

P E N A L  L A W S

Edm ond R ice’s long life from 1762 to  1844 spanned an excit
ing and changing period. H is paren ts and grandparents lived 
through one of the w orst periods in our history — the half cen
tury  or m ore of disillusionm ent and te rro r which followed in the 
wake of the d isastrous T reaty  of Limerick.

The Penal Laws were still severe when he was born. Schools 
and churches were scarcely tolerated. For the mass of the 
people Civil R ights did not exist. Few careers were open to 
them . Taxation in the form of the detested T ithes were a con
stan t source of strife and bloodshed. N o one was exem pt —  even 
Bishops had to  contribute to the upkeep of their opposite num 
bers. These taxes were collected twice yearly in M ay and 
Novem ber.

T IT H E S  A N D  T A X E S

For Callan town the T ithes am ounted to  £550 yearly; for 
Callan Union w hich included in addition Ballycallan, T ulla
roan; Tullam aine; Killaloe and Coolaghm ore, the am ount 
was £2339. The T ithes paid by Edm ond R ice’s fa ther were — 
potatoes 10/- per acre; w heat and barley 10/- per acre; mead- 
owing 4/- to  8/- per acre; sheep 3d each; lam bs 6d each.

H e paid £300 yearly ren t to his Landlord, Lord D esart. In
addition there was hearth  money and window tax, road tax, tax 
for repairs and upkeep of two P ro testan t churches — Callan 
and Ballycallan. Em ployers paid tax on male labourers. H u n 
dreds of acres of Com m ons were appropriated  by landlords and 
set at high rents.

H E D G E  SCHOOL

It was in such a background th a t Edm ond Rice was born. He 
a ttended  a hedge school of som ew hat prim itive construction  sit
uated under the shelter of the old Callan M oat.

The furnishings were simple, a hole in the roof acted as
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chimney. The fees were fourpence per week and a half penny 
for dancing. The entrance door was taken from its hinges and 
laid on the clay floor for lessons in step dancing. The subjects 
taught were reading, writing, arithm etic and book keeping.

W hen he reached fifteen years he was sent as a boarder to 
Burrells Hall, Kilkenny — situated  at the corner of St M ary’s 
C athedral adjoining Jam es’ Green. He enjoyed two years school
ing here.

TI L L A G E  A N D  SP A LP E E N S

The Penal Laws were easing and relative prosperity  was 
ahead. F oste r’s Corn Laws in troduced in 1784 had  far reaching 
consequences. For the first time Ireland becam e extensively 
involved in tillage farming. By m eans of bounties and protection 
tillage was encouraged. K ilkenny became a great corn growing 
area. There was a ready export m arket in the rapidly develop
ing industrial north  of England. The home population was in 
creasing and needed increased supplies. A t the  opening of the 
18th century the to ta l population was millions. By 1798 it had 
reached 4^ millions. Total exports had risen from £1^ million 
in 1706 to £5 million in 1796.

Farm ers, particularly  those w ith good leases prospered. For the 
w orkers conditions were no t much altered. These were the days 
of the “Spalpeens” and their women folk who trekked  from  the 
im poverished W est carrying reaping hooks for harvesting. The 
women w orked at potato  picking or making sheaves. The men 
were paid one shilling a day. They were not always welcom ed by 
the local w orkers and occasionally skirm ishes took place.

W E S T C O U R T

The Rice family a t W estcourt prospered and purchased addi
tional land at M axtown and later acquired the “fron t law n” at 
W estcourt H ouse — 10 acres in extent.

V alentine Smyth was then the ow ner of W estcourt Demesne; 
he was, some claim, grandson of V alentine Sm yth of Dam agh and 
was related to  Edm ond R ice’s m other. He purchased W estcourt 
H ouse and lands including Ballyclovane — 320 plantation  
acres in 1796; the previous owner John Galway of Lota, Cork, 
died in 1793. A fter his death  his T rustees using lease and release
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conveyed their in terests to V alentine Smyth directly  — not 
through the P ro testan t R ector as is som etim es stated . Rev G. 
Stevenson, senior, was appointed R ector of Callan on the 31st 
May, 1796, by the Earl of Orm ond. H is predecessor, John 
W hetham  died in Bristol on 1st May, 1796. The date of the 
Indenture is the 17th M ay, 1796 (Registry of Deeds).

John Galway acquired W estcourt Demesne from his uncle, 
Colonel R ichard  Butler, who died w ithout issue a t W estcourt in 
1758. W estcourt, the original Butler Castle, was knocked down 
and rebuilt in 1794. I t is now a ruin; it was destroyed by a fire, 
accidentally caused, in 1927. Lota, Glanmire, Cork, the Galway 
home is now used as a school for m entally handicapped children, 
under the care of the B rothers of C harity.

B A R R O N  S T R A N D  S T R E E T

From  1779 Edm ond Rice was living in W aterford. W hen he 
reached 17 years he was sent to join his uncle, M ichael Rice, 
who had a successful business a t Barron S trand S treet, mainly 
concerned w ith exporting m eat to Bristol and St John’s, N ew 
foundland. There was some em igration from Southern Ireland to 
N ew foundland; the small population there was slowly increasing; 
fishing was the sole industry. M ichael Rice provisioned the sail
ing ships w ith barrels of salted m eat and other com m odities. He 
im ported fish from St. John’s. H is nephew proved to be a keen, in 
dustrious and successful businessm an. He devoted over 20 years 
to th is career. During this tim e he was a well known social 
w orker, visiting the sick, the poor, the gaols (often he paid im 
prisoned debtors’ bills to free them ). He had a brief m arried 
life. H is young wife died from fever a few weeks after the b irth  
of their only child, a daughter.

Following this his step sister, Joan M urphy, took care of his 
home and child. He lived off A rundel Square, at 5, A rundel Lane. 
His daughter was a frequent visitor to the old home at W estcourt. 
M ost of her adu lt life was lived quietly in Carrick-on-Suir 
w here she died. She was unm arried.

SOCIA L W O R K E R

A t the beginning of the century — 1800 — he was in stru c t
ing in religion, and teaching, num bers of poor boys in h is business



OLD KILKENNY REVIEW 75

premises. In 1802 he ren ted  and converted a livery stable in New 
Street w hich he used as a school if such it could be called. The 
num ber of pupils increased so rapidly th a t he employed two paid 
teachers. They found the pupils too unruly and did not stay. 
Sometime la ter he was joined by two devoted young men from 
Callan—Thom as Grosvenor and Patrick  Finn. Edm ond Rice gave 
up his business and w ith his two heaven-sent com panions made 
his abode in a converted room over the school room.

M O U N T  SION

D octor Husey, the Bishop of W aterford  and Dean Thom as 
H earne were deeply in terested. Dean H earne had established a 
charity  school in 1785. D octor H usey favoured setting up a school 
for boys sim ilar to the existing Presen tation  School for girls. 
Plans were made and in 1803 the three pioneers moved to M ount 
Sion. M r Rice defrayed all the costs of this building. Dean 
H earne died in 1810 and bequeathed a considerable sum to M r 
Rice for education. The Bishop, D octor H usey acted similarly. 
M ount Sion a ttrac ted  num bers of excellent young men as well as 
some past m iddle age, all anxious to dedicate them selves to  this 
life. M any of Edm ond R ice’s early com panions came from Callan.

B rother A ustin Dunphy joined them  in 1808. It has been 
w ritten  of him th a t he was second only to the founder in his 
achievem ents for the success of the order. H is b ro ther M ichael 
joined the order in 1816. They were born w ithin a few miles of 
W estcourt. Edw ard Grace born in Green S treet, Callan, w ent to 
M ount Sion in 1809. Thom as Baptist Cahill was born  in G oats
bridge, Callan— he was the founder of the T hurles house. From  
his grand nephew, the late T. B. Cahill, an old friend of mine, I 
learned some details. Thom as Baptist Cahill was know n to be a 
rebel in 1798. The Yeom an had erected a ‘triangle’, an instrum ent 
of hum an to rtu re , in the cen tre  of the town. Young Cahill was 
seized by them , stripped and roped up to the tripod  and b ru tally  
flogged until a local P ro testan t m inister intervened and saved 
him. The ropes were cut and he was carried away by friends. 
W hen he had recovered he decided to leave the locality. H e w ent 
to  T hurles w here he began teaching the young boys of the town 
in Q uarry S treet. He was joined by W illiam  Cahill from Thurles. 
A fter several years he w ent to M ount Sion and returned  as first
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Superior in T hurles CBS. The name B aptist has since been in 
constan t use in the same Cahill family. B rother John A ustin  
Grace and B rother Regis Shea both  came from Cappahayden, 
Callan. B rother Shea was b ro ther of F r Tom  Shea— one of the 
famous Callan curates.

N E W  SCHOOLS

In the next few years schools were opened in C arrick  on Suir, 
Dungarvan, Cork, and Dublin, in th a t order.

M any problem s arose, ecclesistical and lay; the patience and 
perseverance of Edm ond Rice were pu t to  repeated tests. The 
passage of the Em ancipation A ct in 1829 was a cause of great 
worry. I t contained a clause w hich th reatened  the dissolution of 
religious Congregations of men. This C lause read “A nd whereas 
Jesuits and m em bers of o ther Religious O rders, C om m unities or 
Societies of the Church of Rom e bound by m onastic or religious 
vows are resident w ithin the U nited  Kingdom, and it is expedient 
to  m ake provisions for the gradual suppression and final prohibi
tion of the same herein”. A nother clause forbade the adm ission 
of new Novices. Edm ond Rice appealed to one of his best friends, 
Daniel O ’Connell. In his reply, O ’Connell w rote “ I have the 
happiness to tell you the proposed law is one which has been well 
described as a class by the celebrated Jurist, Bentham , in a 
word unexecutable — th a t is th a t can never be executed. It is 
literally one of those laws.” He advised the “friars” to  ignore the 
offensive clauses and to keep quiet.

B IA N C O N I

A  leading figure of th a t tim e was C harles Bianconi. In his early 
im pecunious days in W aterford  he was befriended by Edm ond 
Rice, who helped to teach him English. They rem ained close 
friends to  the end. Bianconi had neglected his own educa
tion in his youth  in Italy. In la ter life he took a deep in terest 
in the education provided by the C hristian Brothers. In his W ill 
he w rote “Failing d irect issue I bequeath  to  the C hristian 
B rothers the reversion of my p roperty” . It was Biaconi who p u r
chased New m an House, 86, S tephen’s Green, Dublin, in tru s t for 
the C atholic U niversity  in 1854.
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A G U S T I N 1 A N  C H U R C H

Edm ond R ice’s younger b ro ther Rev John Rice was a well 
known m em ber of the A ugustinian Friars. He was Prior a t Callan 
for many years. The present A ugustinian C hurch was bu ilt by 
his efforts. It was begun in 1810 and was com pleted in 1819 at 
a cost of £4,000. W hen he was celebrating M ass on St S tephen’s 
Day, 1826, a false alarm  th a t the gallery was collapsing sent 
the full congregation in panic through the exit; m any were 
tram pled; 14 died.

W E S T C O U R T  P R E S E R V E D

W estcourt continued to be occupied by the Rice family until 
1888 when the last of the W estcourt family, M iss Bridget Rice 
died there. In 1950 a fine m onum ent was unveiled by the late 
Bishop Collier in Green S treet, Callan, to  the m em ory of Edm ond 
Rice. H is finest m onum ent is the world wide order of C hristian 
B rothers which he founded. H is m ortal rem ains rest in a m em 
orial chapel a t M ount Sion, W aterford, w here he died on 28th 
A ugust, 1844.

Edm ond Rice left his hom e here a t W estcourt in 1779 a t 17 
years of age to carve out his career in life. L ittle did he th ink 
th a t in 1963 the cause for his beatification would be opened and 
th a t in 1965 the distinguished order which he founded would 
acquire for preservation his own old home.
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