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FOULKSRATH CASTLE AND THE
FAM ILIES CONNECTED W ITH IT
B y Mr. J. S. Gibb

N endeavouring to give a short account of the families who
w ere connected with Foulksrath Castle, the difficulty is
not poverty of material but too great an abundance of the
same. The families w ere so widespread in the county
and neighbourhood, that a full account of their members and
happenings would be too long or would in the alternative be just
a catalogue of names. I am therefore going to deal o nly with
the m ore prominent of those bearing the names of Purcell and
D efrene who w ere connected with Foulksrath.
The De la Frenes with the alternative names of Freney, Frayne,
De Fraxinato, French and probably Ash (as the botanical name of
the ash tree is fraxinus) w ere one of the first families who came
to Ireland either with Strongbow or Henry II. The fam ily claimed
descent from Duke Rollo, the first Duke of Normandy and came
to England with King William in 1066. They were in great favour
with William and w ere amply provided for by grants of lands in
many counties and for many years were in close contact with
the crow n and nobility.
The originator of the Irish branch was Sir Humphrey or Hubert
de Frene who as before mentioned came over with Strongbow or
Henry II. and by the end of the 13th Century were well established
here holding large estates in Kilkenny, W exford and Meath. In
1295 Fulke De la Frene was 73rd on the list of nobles summoned
to a Parliament by John Wogan. He was slain by one of the
Butlers of Carrick or by follow ers of Butler in one of the many
conflicts which arose between the invaders. He left two sons,
Fulco and Geoffrey, and in 1325 Fulco was one of a number who
went bond f or £1,000 to Bishop Ledrede for Roger, outlaw son of
A lice Kyteler. In 1333 Geoffrey de Frene was killed by the
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O'M oores of Slieve Margy. This was probably due .to Geoffrey
claiming the lands of Bargy near Killeshin, Carlow, which he
had obtained through his m arriage with Johanna Purcell, the
heiress of Bargy (not to be confused with Bargy in W exford).
This lady had previously been married to William St. Leger and
her lands were in the O 'M oore and O'Brennan country and they
no doubt resented what they considered an intrusion over the
hills by Geoffrey. The feud was evidently kept up as in 1336
Fulco De Frene had a dispute with Lysath O'M oore and in 1330
one St. Leger was still harassing the O'Moores and O Brennan and
getting paid for it £20. This Fulco de la Frene seems to have
been one of the greatest of the de Frenes and it is probably from
him that Foulksrath got its names as there was certainly a dwelling
of some kind there on the mote before the castle was built. He
was knighted by the first Earl of Ormonde in 1336. In 1333 Fulco
and Oliver De Frene w ere arrested by Eustace de la Poer and
William Grant or Graunt and imprisoned in Kilkenny Castle but
Oliver escaped and raised an army of friends and retainers and
rescued Fulco, incidently burning the castle gates. Soon after
this Eustace de Poer and Grant became involved in the Desmond
rebellion and lost their lands and heads. Fulco got the lands of
Graunt, Ballyreddy and Ballyneal, on the lower Nore and these
lands now became the chief houses of the family as is mentioned
in rolls of Edward II. 1346-7. Fulco seems to have had a special
grudge against the O'Carrolls and there w ere constant raids by
each side into each others territory. Thaddeos O'Carroll of whom
Clynn says “ He was powerful, wealthy and opulent, the head
enemy and persecutor of the English and Loyalists,” was killed
by Fulco in 1346. In this year Fulco was summoned by Edward III.
to do service in the French wars, where he was probably with the
Black Prince at the Battle of Creey and was certainly at the seige
and surrender of Calais. He came back to Ireland and resumed
his fights with the O'Carrolls who in his absence had taken over
some of his territory. He had become reckless and over confident
and in 1349 was killed by the O'Carrolls in an obscure light or as
some say in a parley with them. Clynn in the last entry in his
manuscript before his death from the plague says of Fulco “A man
given to intent on warfare and military service from his youth,
a defender of the State, in times of revolt, a suppressor of injuries
and according to common saying having scarcely an equal in
Ireland. He was magnanimous and had no fear of the threats
o i magnates. He was bountiful having more than the name ox a
man for his liberality, above his wealth in giving entertainment and
shutting his gates against none.” Many more records or this
great family about this time exist, one in 1355 mentions Edward
III being guardian of the lands of Coolcraheen for the heir of Roger
de la Frene who died of the plague in 1347 and in 1356-7, John,
son of Oliver de Frene, was sheriff of the cross or of the lands of
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“the Bishop and Church in Kilkenny. In 1360 Patrick de la Frene
was granted £20 for raising men to attack Art McMurrough, and
in 1375, '77 and '80 Patrick attended Parliament together with
Robert of that ilk. In the 15th and 16th centuries the warlike
.spirit of the De Frenes seems to have left them and they settled
down to become peaceful citizens of their adopted country. They
left the Northern parts of the county and settled down on their
Ballyreddy and Ballyneal estates. To come to later times a w ay
side cross to the memory of Robert de la Freyne who died in 1643
was raised by the late Canon M oore of Johnstown from the bed
of a mill stream and this stone is described in Vol. 1 of the K il
kenny Archaeological Society 1849-50. This Robert left two sens,
James and Thomas- James was a Royalist in the Civil War but
escaped the Cromwellian confiscations, one of the reasons for that
being as an old manuscript states “ That the Protector courted
James de Frene as a husband for Elizabeth, daughter of his nephew
Col. Asdell,” the terms of the match stating that, James should be
left in peaceful possession of his lands. The marriage was never
celebrated as on his wedding morning while he was crossing the
ferry of Ross his horse kicked a board out of the boat ana he and
his party w ere drowned. There is another story of the match, that
Elizabeth and James w ere childhood lovers and met again through
James saving Col. Asdell's life at the seige of Ross. This I take it
is the truer story as Elizabeth only survived the death jf James a
few weeks. The De Fraynes supported James II. and lost all their
remaining lands in the Williamite confiscations. Robert de Frayne
w ho died in 1724 had becom e an itinerant pauper, while his son
Thomas, the last descendant of the once great and pow erful fam ily
died childless. The family thus became extinct though the name
still persists in lands and persons, such as Freneystown near
Castlewarren, etc- A person who was in some w ay connected
with the fam ily was the Highwayman, the Bold Capt. Freney of
the song. He was however not of the direct descent but only
of a minor branch and though he was classed sometimes as a
gentleman robber, whatever that may mean, it is certain that there
was little of the greatness o f the de Freneys in his career.
The Purcell fam ily also came from Normandy and one of the
first mentions of the name is in 1035 when a Purcell granted tithes
of land to the Church of the Holy Trinity, Rouen. When William
the Conqueror landed in England in 1066, Hugh Purcell was one
*of the first Normans to fight at Pevensey on the day before Hast
ings. He fought so w ell and with so much valour that William
granted him large estates in Surrey, O xford and Staffordshire.
D irect descendants of this Hugh, Randolph and Robert Purcell
w ere bitter enemies of St. Thomas a Becket and it was from
their castle of Saltford that Becket's actual murderers set out. A
later descendant of the Staffordshire Purcells was Henry Purcell
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the great English composer. The immediate ancestor of the Irish
Purcells was another Hugh Purcell who came over with Strongbow
and is said to have been Strongbow 's first Lieutenant. He was
killed by his boatmen while crossing the Suir to parley w ith
Cormac McCarthy of Desmond who had invested W aterford in
the absence in Dublin of Strongbow. He left two sons, Walter
and Hugh. Hugh married Beatrix, daughter and heiress of Fitz
walter, first Butler of Ireland and childless w idow of Thomas of
Hereford, receiving as a dow ry with her the lands of Eliogarty in.
Tipperary, and he thus became owner of the barony of Loughmore so founding the Loughmore branch of Purcell family. His
brother came to Kilkenny, and in .1223 was a witness to the
charter granted to the Burgesses of Kilkenny by William Earl
Marshall. He also received large grants of land from the Earl
as we now find him styled Baron of Bargy, which barony included
part of the lands of Hi Duack on the Eastern or Barrow side of
the Slieve Margy hills. He was the first Sheriff of Kilkenny on
1215, Seneschal of Kilkenny in 1219. His successor, Sir Hugh
Purcell was a witness of the charters granted to the towns of
Gowran and New Ross. The fam ily must have had a rather tough
time during these years fighting for their lands and lives against
the native O'M oores and O'Brennans and even sometimes making
common cause with them, for in 1277 one Walter Purcell was
brought before the Justices o f Dublin and denounced “ as a
favoured and maintainer of Irish enemies, O'Moores, O'Brennans
and MacNormans,” and also to answer a summons for having "an
act and part with such felons and incendiaries.” The feud still
kept on and evidently the O 'Brennans w ere very troublesome, for
in 1318 Edward II. gave Symon Purcell special licence to treat
with them but all to no purpose for in 1327 Clynn records that
Symon Purcell and 20 others w ere slain by the O'Brennans. A n 
other Sir Hugh Purcell was summoned to Parliament in 1298, and
he dying in 1307 left his daughter, Johanna, heiress and possessor
o f the lands o f Bargy. She married firstly Sir Wm. St. Leger
and secondly G eoffrey de Freyne (as I mentioned in the note on
the De Freynes). Due to this marriage the Purcells evidently
came to the western or Nore side of the hills. In the 15th century
the lands of Bargy were reconquered b y the O'M oores and
O 'Brennans and the barony was excheated by the crown, but by
this time the younger or cadet branches of the Purcells had spread
out over a wide area and had castles and residences at Ballyfoyle,
Ballymartin, Esker, Kilcollan, Lismane, Shanagana, Foulksrath,
Clone, etc. In 1385 and 13S2 Adam and Thomas Purcell were
appointed custodians of the peace for Kilkenny with pow er to
assess for arms and horses to defend the marches while Thomas
Purcell is mentioned later again as a Justice of the peace. The
fam ily still spread out over the northern area of the county and
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in 1528 Philip Purcell of Foulksrath is mentioned in a deed ex
ecuted in that year. He is probably identical with the Philip
Purcell who was indicted by the Commoners of the Town of K il
kenny for unjust and excessive exactions on the King Lieges. He
was also accused together with Robert Shortal of stealing two
horses from Davy Tobin. He was spoken of as being a high,
handed man with little or no regard for the law or people. His
son, James, was one of a jury who sat on an inquest on the body
of the Shire of Kilkenny. James died in 1552 and was buried in
St. Canice's Cathedral. His successor was his son, Thomas, who
died in 1585 and left a son Richard 14 years old and as the record,
quaintly says unmarried. This Richard died in 1636 and is buried
in Coolcraheen the then fam ily Church of the Purcells. Richard's
son, Philip, was in possession of the Castle and lands when the
Cromwellian confiscation took place and his possessions w ere
divided between three officers, Bradshaw, Eaton and Matthews.
Bradshaw who did not live at the castle and left the Purcells at
all events in peace near the castle, if not actually in it, for in 1777
a fam ily of small peasant farmers bearing the ancient name of
Purcell w ere living in the bairn or yard of the castle. This was
the last of the Purcells in Foulksrath though the name persists
in the neighbourhood.- In a class I had in Conahy in 1913-14-15, I
had as a student Frank Purcell and a right good man he was but
he, too, has left the district. The Purcells have left their name
and mark all over the northern end of the county and their
graves and grave stones may be found in Timahoe, Clogh, Rath
beagh, Castlecomer, Donoughmore, Coolcraheen, Kilkenny, and
many more places. Purcell has always been an honoured name
in the county and city and in later years has given many public
representatives to both city and county including Mayor and
AldermenThe history of the inhabitants of the castle after Bradshaw's
death (he is buried at Donaghmore) is a record of many familiesTo go back to 1689, William Smith, who was a tenant was attained
by James II. and he by local tradition is associated with a Col.
Dawson, a Williamite officer who lived at Foulksrath about that
time. Col. Dawson had been very good to the people of the district
and was very well liked by them, so much so that when the
soldiers of James came to look for him the people hid him in an
oven. In 1708 a deed was executed between Joseph and Elizabeth
Bradshaw whereby Elizabeth was granted a lease of Foulksrath
until such time as a legacy from her father and a sum of m on ey
lent to her brother, amounting to £350 was repaid, the usual familytrouble evidently- In 1718 however Joseph sold the lands of
Foulksrath, Suttonrath, etc-, to Ephraim Dawson for £2,400, this,Ephriam Dawson being the forefather of the Earls of Portarlington
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w ho held the lands until 1850 when the lands were sold to the
Estates Office. Next a man called Moses Henshaw lived in the
castle until his death in 1722. He was something of a character
and invented a long gun which he placed on Esker Hill and was
and was able to hit a tree on Scrub Hill rather less than quarter
o f a mile away, but as the chronicler says “ that this was probably
an exaggeration.” In 1737 a lease was granted to Faithful For
tescue in consideration of the sum of £10.000. Fortescue was
trustee for Mary Darner who was to marry William Henry Dawson,
son of Ephraim, and the £10,000 was the dow ry of Mary. That is
William Henry got the lady and the castle and Ephraim got the
£10,000 or so the story goes. 10 years later 1747 William granted
a lease for 31 years to Thomas Green who had married Austice
Purcell, grand-daughter of James Purcell of Lismaine who had
managed to escape the confiscations and was still in possession of
his ancestral lands. There was evidently a family or families of
the Greens about Kilkenny at this time as the w ill of Moses Henshaw in 1772 was witnessed by Bridget and Austace Green when
this lease fell in about 1777 the castle and lands were let to Thomas
W right, grandson of Thomas Wright of Leeds, Yorkshire, w ho had
com e over with Sir Christopher Wandesford of Castlecomer. In
the Journal of the Kilkenny Archaeological Society for 1885-6 there
is an article by the Rev. Wm. Ball Wright on Foulksrath and its
castle. The Wrights w ere tenants of the castle for about 100 years
and the next tenant was a Mr. Ryan. About Mr. Ryan I have not
been able to get very definite information. I have been told many
things about him. That he spent so much money on the castle
and farm that he ruined himself. He is said to have built a lot
o f the outbuildings near the entrance and pointed and repaired
the castle. About 50 years ago the castle passed into the posses
sion of the Swifte fam ily (by purchase). When I came to K il
kenny 38 years ago, Col. Butler and his sister w ere residing here.
Since the death o f Mrs. Butler it has been empty and has now
very fortunately been purchased b y A n Oige who have themselves
renovated it, and it w ill serve as worthy a purpose as it ever did.
The castle was probably built by Philip Purcell, died 1528, or his
son, James, who died in 1552. It is one of the later type as the
chimneys start from the ground and this only occurs in castles
built after 1500. The castle is a rectangular structure about 44 ft.
b y 32 ft- on the ground line and tapering first of all with a good
batter for about 12 ft- and thereafter with a very graceful taper.
There are 5 floors which floors themselves vary in level according
to the position their doorways open on to the spiral stair. This
spiral stair is a very fare piece of w ork varying from 4 ft. wide at
the entrance to 3 ft. at the 5 ft. floor. The roof level is reached
b y a short flight of straight steps, but there is evidence that the
spiral stair went up to the roof, even to the alure at ridge level.
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The 4th floor is vaulted to support .the top floor which was probablypaved in the original. The walls vary from 8 ft. wide at base to 6
ft. at the 4th floor and about 4 ft. on the 5th or top floor. The walls
on east and west sides are the usual three step battlements but on.
tne north and south sides, they are carred up the south wall having
a covered passage in the thickness of the w all with an alure on
the ridge level while on the north side, the short flight of stairs
occupies the passage space and also has an alure at ridge level.
A stone stair leads up to each alure. On the 4th floor the making
of the new window on the west side has cut across what must
have been a secret chamber about 10 ft. long and 2 ft- wide in
the thickness of the wall. This chamber was entered through a
hole in the floor o f a recess in the wall of the 5th floor. The castle
has been modernized by many tenants notably by Stephen Wright
about 1789 and later by Mr. Ryan. The outside is very much as it
has always been with the exception of the large window on all the
first four floors. The windows on the 5th floor are probably the
originals and it is very likely that the low er windows w ere similar
or even smiller. The interior has been altered by making w indow
openings larger, by panelling, plastering, making the fire-places
smaller, one of the original was said to have been 17 ft. across.
The entrance hall has also been altered, on the wall facing the
door is a Greek cross in stone, which I think was not a religious
emblem but was simply a loop holed wall, as the four foot w all has
been reduced to 6 inches thick at the back of the cross. When
Stephen Wright was altering the hall he found a pot which con 
tained a small leaden ship and sailor together with coin of the
reigns of Elizabeth and Edward II. and Alexander III. of Scotland.
Maybe a Purcell was with Edward at Bannockburn or perhaps a
soldier of Edward Bruce left the coins before the castle was built.
The coins were given away and never returned and the ship was
used as a plaything by the Wright children. The castle bawn is
surrounded by a high wall loopholed for defence and has a turret
at one corner. On the left-hand side just outside the archway
leading from the bawn to the stables is the small cell or chamber
said by tradition to be that of St. Bride. There are many m ore
stories about Foulksrath and its castle but I have kept you long
enough and end this note wishing An Oige, its present owners,
prosperity and good fortune.
RATHBEAGH.

Rathbeagh, “ the Rath of the Birches,” where w e are at present
is one of the most famous of Ireland's historic monuments. It is
the rath of Heremon the son of Milesius and stands in Magh A irged Ros, the plain o f the Silver Wood. A bout 1015 B.C. according
to O'Flaherty, or 1700 B.C. according to the Four Masters, three
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of the eight son of Milesius landed in Ireland and Heremon, and
Heber fought battles against the then rulers at Tralee, Kerry, and
Teltown in Meath. They were victorious in both, but as so often
happens the victors themselves fell out and fought, the jealousy of
Heber's w ife is said to have been one cause and a battle was
fought at Geashill, Offaly, in which Heber was killed. Heremon
came south and erected a fortress at Ardaloo and made his royal
residence here at Rathbeagh. The plain of the Silver Wood is said
to have got its name from King Euna making silver shields there
for gifts to his chieftains for valour. I think that the name is older
than that and that the name Rathbeagh gives its origin. It is
m ore likely that the plain was named from the Birches which are
indigenous to the district, they still persist north of the plains
around Abbeyleix. To a people coming from Spain where birch
trees are rare, the sight was sufficient to give it a name, their
.silver bark being so conspicuous.
Silver was not found nearer than Knockdrina or near K nock
topher or at the silver mines near Nenagh. Tradition is so strong
about the shields, however, that It is probable that they were
made there as the highlanders of Scotland used birch w ood for
their shields and ornamented them with bosses of silver. About
840 B-C-, Tigerumas fought another battle near here at Cool against
Heber's kin and defeated them. Many more battles were fohght
here or here abouts. In the second century A.D. King Tuthal, the
legitimate, had one of his four summer residences here. Tradition
also has it that King Euna coined money of silver here. In 769
A.D. the Piets or Scots of Ulster made one of their raids into the
south and w ere defeated at a great battle at the "fair bright fort
ress of weapons at Rathbeagh.” To show the importance of Rath
beagh in older times when Lughaith-mac-con and Conall Cernach
parted company on the banks of the Liffey they agreed to meet in
Airged Ros near Rathbeagh, one travelling by Athy and Comer
and the other by Gowran.
To stand here and think of the ancient history of this rath
makes one realise that whatever may happen to the inhabitants
of a land, the land is there when they are gone, if not forgotten.

-o -

For permission to use Mr. Crawford's photograph of the
Tholsel and the illustration to “ The Seven Bishops ”
we owe thanks to “ The Irish Tim es” and to Mile.
Francoise Henry.

