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BY Ma u r e e n  H e g a r t y

This castle has been described as the most perfect example 
to be found in Ireland today, of a landowner’s or gentleman’s 
residence of the 15th century. As you can see it is simply a 
square tower, but in its time it was regarded as a most comfort
able house, serving the dual purpose of providing what was then 
considered de luxe living quarters, all mod. cons, provided, and 
also of giving the owner a feeling of safety and security. Settler 
and Celt might have become assimilated. The statutes of Kil
kenny might have shot their barbs in vain. But still there were 
forays and counter-forays while in England a civil war was waging 
till Bosworth, that caused many side-kicks and excitements 
even here among the rival supporters of the red and white roses. 
Therefore this castle home had battlements, machicolation over 
the door, a narrow spiral stairs with arrow slits, and—delight
fully hospitable—a murdering hole just over the entrance hall, 
which I have been informed, helped to make the place easily 
defended by the women on their own. But gone are the massive 
earth works, curtain-wall, portcullis and drawbridge, for the N or
man had driven his castle-wedges into the land, had long 
previously separated the Irish septs, then had formed alliances 
with them, become almost one with them till the togetherness 
was the near ruination of both in the later days of Elizabeth.

Interest in building had been stimulated by the plethora 
of monastic houses all over the country being constructed or re 
novated and enlarged in the manner we know was used in St Fran
cis Abbey and Jerpoint, to mention but local examples. This castle 
was built by a Shortal towards the end of the 15th century. The 
family had long been living in Clara but I have found no trace 
of an earlier residence. This castle follows a plan accepted al
most as standard for nearly 200 years, and indeed it may be 
considered the classical example. Though very common in Ireland, 
it is not so elsewhere, being found only in Northum bria where 
it is called the “ pell or pele tower.” Henry VI in 1429 gave a 
grant of £10 for the building of each castle that conformed to his 
requirements, viz., if it was in the Pale, was sufficiently forti
fied and was not less than 40 feet high. Clara is obviously a much
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finer structure than this black Maginot-line type of fortress. 
It was more a home than a fort, and a home suitable for the 
prestige and comfort of its lordly owner.

The ground flower is very poorly lighted. A part from the 
door there are only a few slits; for the walls, which you can see 
are splayed had to be as unbroken as possible. The large room 
was possibly used as a store or guard-room. There is a tiny 
cubby-hole, the porter’s domain, sight of which makes me under
stand why M acbeth’s porter indulged so freely and thought so
emphatically of hell. As is usual, the stairs rises from the
left, an arrangement that gave the advantage to the defender. 
It is very narrow, and I am left wondering how muscular men in 
full armour got up and down, especially wielding swords during 
attacks, and how servants carried up the great logs and the
large platters that graced the festive tables.

There are several floors, and fireplaces in three of them now 
but only the top one is original, found as it is in the family 
suite, which has exquisite mullioned windows from which the 
lord could survey the rich and fertile lands of his demesne, 
and the blue Slieve Margy in the background. The fireplace 
with its massive stone mantel is similar to that in Burnchurch. 
The chimney, to which the later fireplaces were also connected, 
rises well above the roof. Perhaps it seems strange to us to find 
the domestic quarters up so high. The family cooked, ate and 
slept on this floor. Everything had to be carted up the stairs—but 
then there was no servant problem in those days, and wood, too, 
was in plentiful supply to feed the cavernous mouth of this 
fire-place. However this is an indication of the importance of the 
family and their desire for luxurious living. Some castles had 
no fireplaces at all, braziers being used instead, the smoke es
caping through the windows or loops.

The top-floor then you can see was in the nature of a self- 
contained flat. It has wall-cupboards, a slop stone for drainage 
though I suppose the water had to be carried up, and even an el
aborately constructed lavatory. There is easy access to the cat
walk or alure around the roof. A t first this was probably thatched 
but now there is a splendid slated roof put on just this year by 
the Board of W orks to whom we express our thanks.

This walk around the battlem ents is very narrow and is 
made more difficult on one side by the jutting into it of the
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chimney-breast. Once again it makes me admire the agility of 
the men who carried a r m o u r  behind them. The 
battlem ents though picturesque to us, were were often quite frail 
in comparison with the rest of the fabric, so that in this day it 
is quite remarkable to find them as well preserved as we do 
here. As I have already mentioned there is machicolation over 
the entrance. There were also musket-loops and plenty of 
little drainage vents.

The stone is limestone, mainly undressed, but beautifully 
cut for the windows with their ogee curves and moulded 
hoods. Of great interest too are the massive oak beams 
— which are still in place on their stone corbels.

But as is usual, one of the ceilings is vaulted, a device 
used to spread the heavy load on the walls. However there was, 
also, another reason, as in towers elsewhere. Many historical 
novels spring an expected surprise on the reader by introducing 
a secret room. Such a medieval treasure we have here, disguised 
by the inward curve of the vaulting on the 3rd floor; and quite 
invisible from outside for it had only the smallest aperture.
I hope that it was used only for the safe-keeping of valuables, as 
I can imagine nothing more horrible than being incarcerated in 
its Stygian and smelly darkness. Romantic it may appear to us. 
Had not all novels of the Horace Walpole Gothic type their 
secret chambers? But there is little detail of the terror of being 
within the walled grave or of the unromantic entrance—in this 
case most subtly through the seat of the garde-robe or lavatory 
on the upper floor.

As you go around you will notice the large rooms on each 
floor with small mural passages, probably used as sleeping 
quarters. Dr. Leask says that in general these are found in the 
side facing the bawn or courtyard, for it was not considered wise 
to have them on the less protected walls.

You have already noted how tiny the courtyard is. It can 
hardly be called a bawn at all for no great numbers of animals 
and no quantities of food could have been stored here. A suggest
ion has been made that possibly it is not contemporaneous with 
the castle, but a later addition as is suggested by the loops 
which seem to be more suitable for muskets than arrows. Another 
suggestion is that this bawn was built as a line of protection for 
the family against their own retainers or men-at-arms. It is so
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tiny, a very small number of well armed men could hold it. 
If they were driven indoors they had the murdering hole I have 
already mentioned, to fall back upon, and this might even have 
been “ manned ” by those ladies who are so often depicted as 
weak and willowly creatures but were of a certainty, just as 
tough as we are.

There is a spring across the way. M r Tom Lonergan told me 
that when he was a boy there was always a pool of water near 
the walls but this has now disappeared. Just as secret-rooms 
amuse us, we are sceptical about underground passages, but 
we are now being educated into acceptance of their existence. All 
the locals have told me that such a passage runs from the 
castle down to the road. I think that Tom can point out its course, 
for one remarkably dry summer he noticed that one part of his 
field was burnt dry along a strip, the rest remaining green, as if 
there was a drain underneath. He also tells me that there is a 
crock of gold awaiting any “ pioneer ” willing to dig.

THE SHORTALLS
As we already have had Shortalls this year when Mrs 

Phelan spoke in Ballylarkin you know that the family came in 
during the very early days of the Norman invasion, either with 
the 1st knight, Fitzstephen, or with Strongbow himself, a short 
time afterwards. Sometimes the name was spelled Scorthols 
which the learned in such m atters say is an indication of Flemish 
ancestry. We are told that the family moved into the Marshes 
of Wales where they used their particular skills to build weirs, 
mills and waterways.

That they were soon domiciled in this locality is clear 
from an inscription on a tomb in the very ancient graveyard of 
the old Church of Clara. It dates from the 13th century and is a 
fragment of a coffin-shaped slab with 2 incised Lombardic in
inscriptions, now much damaged. One notes: ‘Here lies Thms 
Scor—’ and the other—‘Here lies Thomas fitz Simon Serthals’.

But though the Shortalls were long in the district and pos
sessed of vast acres, there is not much to be found about them. 
Small references are found here and there; for example, Robert 
fitz John Shortalls of Claragh gave a m ark for a rent in 1326. 
Robert Seertall of Hyggons Towne appears in a 1537 list of free
holders of Kilkenny accused of charging coyne and livery. He was
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later pardoned. An Oliver Shortall of Upperclaragh, gent, was 
also pardoned—for a fine of 20/-. The Shortalls of Clara are m en
tioned in a list of the principal residences of Co Kilkenny in 
1596, at which time Nicholas was head of this branch. He made 
a settlem ent in 1595 in which mention is made of the following 
places as being estates and manors of the family — Aghe, 
Omest-Claragh, Blackrath, Ballinghowne otherwise Smithstown, 
Graigadire, otherwise Kilmogarr and Walterstowne, Lisnegille, 
Higginstowne, Gillistowne, Caylistowne, Banesland — and many 
many others.

This m an’s wife was Joan Butler, sister of Walter, Earl of 
Ormond. She was the mother of 7 daughters. One married Pierce 
Fitzgerald of Burnchurch, another James Shortall of Bally
larkin, another Dermot Fitzpatrick, son of Teige, Baron of Upper 
Ossory, another Richard Butler, heir-apparent of Sir Richard 
Butler of Paulstown, another an O Ryan and yet another Patrick 
Den of Grenan. All these alliances show the im portant social 
standing of the family.

In 1637 Oliver Shortall fitzPatrick mac Firr of Upper 
Claragh was head of the family and his wife was Ellen Shortall 
of Rathardmore.

I do not know what happened to bring about the decline of 
the family. Canon Carrigan states that even before the Rising of 
1641 many of the ancestral lands had been lost. The Archers 
seem to have got the Castle but they did not keep it long, for 
they lost it again during the Cromwellian plantation, and Henry 
Johnson got possession. Nicholas Nash became owner of the 
Shortall property in Higginstown, while Johnswell alone remained 
to Oliver. His son Nicholas was head of the family in 1664. Indeed 
there were Shortalls in the locality till 1690 when Robert was 
attainted by the Williamites. So you see, it took William of 
Orange to rout the family whose progenitors had emerged from 
the same Lowlands as he did.

But the name still lives. A t one time in this century there 
were several families in Kilmogar, either called Shortalls or 
whose mothers bore the name. Nicholas Shortall, a solicitor of 
Kilkenny was one of them.

The castle was occupied until quite recent times. The curates 
of Clara, members of the Byrne family of Connegar, Hartes and 
Dowlings of Ballyfoyle found comfort and security within its
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massive walls. Tom Lonergan—who is here with us—has the 
happiest recollections of dances, impromptu affairs I gather, which 
amused the young people at the turn of the century, till in the 
middle of a mighty swing in a set, one of the floors gave way. 
That ended the dances—and the visits till an inquisitive heifer 
climbed up the twisting stairs, surveyed her lands from the 
battlements, and then returned to the more spacious grass pas
tures that she was used to. Jack Knox, who was born in the sha
dow of the tower, told me of a famous gooseberry bush that flour
ished in a nook beneath one of the windows. It was so placed that 
only an especially long-legged and long armed garsun was able to 
pick the fruit, and then only when he was suspended from the 
sill by the “ gang.” A father who nearly died of heart failure 
ended that gathering of summer green berries.

I have been told that the Cromwellians attacked the castle. 
They are reported to have placed their cannon on a spot still 
called Oliver’s Park. From this hillock where they had a per
fect view of the castle and where even to this day a rectangular 
pit can be seen, they are reported to have fired 2 shots, one of 
which went too high, and the other nicked the wall of the NE 
corner. But before they could go through the cumbersome re
loading of their cannon they were driven off. And so we have a 
unique castle—one that escaped the Roundheads!


