
Ballylarkin and the Shortall Family
BY MARGARET PHELAN

This little church, designated “ a parish church ” by Car
rigan, Leask, etc., has some very interesting and unusual features. 
So small, 26ft long x 19ft wide, it seems hardly credible that 
it could ever have been a parish church, but the civil parish is 
small, comprising three town-lands only, Ballylarkin, Bally
philip and Moonavrougue, in all not 1,400 acres. My own idea 
(for what it is worth) is that it was the church or chapel of the 
Shortalls, endowed and perhaps built by them for the use of 
them and all that worked for or fought for them. The Graces had 
a chapel in Tullaroan, and the Butlers in Kilkenny Castle.

This seems to me a Shortall chapel, so near their residence, 
Ballylarkin, which was granted to Robert Shortall between 1202 
and 1218. Locally it is called an “Abbey”, and Carrigan sug
gests this must be because it was served by some Order of friars 
who lived in residence at west end of the church where the high 
portion must have been some kind of castle.

When this church was built, probably in the 15th century, 
the walls were not as high as they now are. The very handsome 
and unusual inside corbels carried an extension or parapet which 
bring the height of the walls to 18 feet. A t the west end of the 
church there seems to have been a gallery. The east window, 
Carrigan says, is supposed to have been burnt for lime about 
1820!

A very beautiful sedilia, or seat, for the priests at High 
Mass is perfectly preserved here and formed basis of an article 
in the 1st number of the old “Kilkenny Journal” of 1849. The 
article was written by J . G. A. Prim and illustrated by James 
Graves. These were the first county secretaries of the K.A.S., and 
Canon Carrigan uses Graves’ drawing in his (1904) history.

SEDILIAE
Dr. Leask, in dealing with sediliae in general, says the 

most beautiful one in the country, the one that gave lead to 
all others, is Holycross, and after that Callan Friary and Bally
larkin. He compares the latter two with Killeen and Dunsany 
and says they are of a type not to be found west of Holycross in
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Tipperary. In the east of Ireland we were influenced by the 
English use of the ogee headed arch of these monuments and the 
pointed arch prevails in the west for sediliae. The ogee headed 
was neat but very attractive.

Besides the sedilia here there is a sacrarium and aumbrey 
with a trefoil arch and two stone rings south and north to hold a 
screen or curtain. Neither Dr Leask nor Canon Carrigan 
mentions them and I have not seen the like before, but one is 
drawn in Grave’s sketch and both fortunately survive till today. 
To the left of the east end is a stone bracket fluted underneath 
with an angel. This I believe to have held a statue or relic, or 
some Church property that deserved an eminence.

Underneath the east window is a slab that was found 
about 1910 in the old castle across the way and built in here for 
safe keeping. I give Canon Carrigan’s reading of it in the “Mem
orials of the Dead” 1910 and found and deciphered for me by 
our President, Very Rev T. }. Clohosey.

SHORTALLS
Across the way, and once connected to the church by an 

underground passage, are the remains in walls and mounds of 
once proud residence of the Shortalls of Ballylarkin, and inter
esting as the little church is, if I could trace the history of this 
family it would be more interesting still. They came with Strong
bow from Wales but they had been there a century before and 
were of Flemish origin. We owe them our weirs and mills and 
waterways.

Ballylarkin was their seat or principal branch. Other 
branches were at Clara, Ballykeeffe, Rathardmore, Odagh, Tem
plemartin. Canon Carrigan gives a few details of some of the 
Ballylarkin (or Corbally) branch:

1—Robert Shortall gets Ballylarkin sometime between 
1202 and 1218.

2—Robert Shortall is Lord of Ballylarkin in 1409.
3—James is Lord of Ballylarkin and Ballykeeffe in 1507, 

When he erected the monument in St Canice’s Cathedral. He had 
it done 27 yearis before his death, not dying till 1534, aged 70.

He it was, with his wife, Katherine White, who erected the 
beautiful Black Abbey tower. The inscription (translated) on 
north side (base) of chancel arch reads: “Pray for the souls of



OLD KILKENNY REVIEW 7

James Schortal, lord of Ballylarkin and Ballykeeffe, and his 
wife, Catherine White, who gave the workmen employed in the 
erection of this tower their daily pay from the beginning to the 
end”. A nice explicit inscription, and the tower of the Abbey, so 
built, is counted the most beautiful and graceful in Ireland 
to-day.

4—Oliver Shortall, son of James and Catherine, married 
Honora Grace—her tomb, in horned headdress and graceful 
medieval costume, is in St Canice’s Cathedral, in the south 
aisle near Bishop Hackett. This tomb was found beneath the 
floor of the church, and apparently that of Oliver was not 
found. Her death occurred in 1596.

5—James followed Oliver and married Owney Fitzpatrick.
6—Sir Oliver Shortall, son of James, was knighted in 1614. 

His name appears on the list of Kilkenny gentlemen who har
boured Popish priests in 1610. He married twice, two Ellens—- 
the first Ellen, daughter of Richard, 1st Viscount Mountgarret, 
and second, Ellen Butler, sister of Walter, Earl of Ormonde, and 
widow of his cousin, Nicholas Shortall of Clara. These two mar
riages show (if it were necessary to show) the high position that 
the Shortalls held, for no family was more powerful than the 
Butlers, and here is Sir Oliver marrying twice into them.

7—James Shortall, son of Sir Oliver (and the only child of 
Oliver’s first marriage), married the daughter, Joane of his step
mother. He was buried in St Canice’s Cathedral in 1635, but 
the grave is unknown now.

8—Thomas Shortall, born in 1608, came into his inheritance 
in ,1635 and lost his estates in 1653 under the Cromwellian 
Confiscation. His estate consisted of the townlands of Ballylarkin, 
Adamstown, Kyleballymore, Kilrush, Killashoolan, Bally- 
kieran (now Frankford), Ballykeeffe, Sart, Ballyroe, Ballynolan, 
Threecastles, Leugh, Ballycarran, Brownstown and Nicholas
town—an enormous estate—Carrigan just states. A certificate for 
transplantation to Connaught was signed for him, December 23rd 
1653. His subsequent history is unknown, and what happened 
to him and his family would provide a subject for a very 
romantic novel!

9—James Shortall of Kilrush, Gent., attainted as a Jacobite, 
April 20, 1691. Where he comes into the Shortall pedigree Car
rigan does not state.
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CENTENARIAN JACOBITE
10—The last Shortall that Carrigan notes is on the date 

1762, when the “Gentleman’s Magazine” has this paragraph: 
“August 19th, 1762—Died at Landrecy in France, Mr Thomas 
Shortall, a native of Kilkenny, formerly Lieut. Col. in the reg
iment of Clark, Irish, aged 104 years, 7 months and 5 days—the 
day before his death he ate and drank with his friends as usual 
and had no other ailment but old age. He was Capt. of foot at 
the siege of Limerick in 1691 and went over to France with the 
relics of the Irish Army. He was made Lieut. Col. 10th June, 
1745, and withdrew from the service 31st June, 1747. He was 
the only survivor of above 30,000 Irish who went to France after 
Limerick—and of upwards of 100,000 who have gone since.” 

Among Thomas Shortall’s papers a schedule of his estate 
was found on which were several fine seats, so it may be sur
mised that he belonged to the house of Ballylarkin, by far the 
most important branch of the Shortalls of Co. Kilkenny.

ARMS
A lady of the Shortall family is also interred in St Canice’s 

Cathedral and commemorated with her husband, James Purcell, 
son of Philip Purcell of Foulksrath, who died in 1552. The 
tomb is a beautiful floor slab, with the arms of the Crucifixion 
upon it and a shield bearing the Purcell coat of arms (three 
boars’ heads coupled) and a shield bearing the Shortall arms 
(“on a cross five lions’ heads erased close”). The maker signed the 
tomb in this way: “William O Tunny made this tomb—Pray for 
me I beseech you”.

A member of the Shortall family called to see Kilkenny 
in April last, on his way to an important post in Athens. He was 
an American—a Thomas, too—and had the tradition that his 
people came from Kilkenny—and from that special spot in Kil
kenny almost sacred to the Shortalls—Ballylarkin.


