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Ormonde Castle, Carrick-on-Suir
KATHERINE M. LANIGAN, B.D.S.

Paper read by Katherine M. Lanigan, B.D.S., on visit of 
K.A.S, to Carrick-on-Suir on Sunday, June 14, 1964.

Ormonde Castle is one the finest castles of the great Anglo- 
Irish family of Butler, Earls, Dukes, and Marquesses of Ormonde. 
It was purchased for the nation about 10 years ago, is now under 
the care of the National Monuments Commission, and has been 
restored by them.

The history of the Castle is the history of the Ormonde 
Butlers, though there was an Anglo-Norman family called Le 
Bret in Carrick Mac Griffin before them (“ Shell Guide ”).

BUTLER FAMILY 
The family of Butler came to Ireland with Henry II in 1171 

and owed their success here to a long tradition of service to the
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Crown which was fairly consistently rewarded, though at times 
the Crown itself became jealous and afraid of their power and in
fluence in Ireland.

Before the association of the Butlers with Carrick began, the 
family fortunes had been placed on a secure foundation by two 
Royal awards in return for services rendered in the reduction of 
the kingdom.

1—The award to the 1st Theobald Fitzwalter of large 
tracts of land in Co. Tipperary 1171.

2—The award of chief butlership of Ireland with the right 
to collect prisage of wines at all the ports in the kingdom 1177.

The chief Butlership conferred the privilege of offering the 
first cup of wine to the King after his coronation, and the chief 
Butler was presented with certain pieces of the King’s plate at 
each Coronation. About 1620 the Ormonde plate was estimated to 
be worth £30,000. The prisage of wines gave the right to collect 
2 tuns from every 13 tuns entering the ports. Needless to say it 
was not always enforceable at all ports throughout Ireland’s 
troubled history, but was nevertheless a very valuable conces
sion. It was held by the Ormonde Butlers until 1810 when the 
rights were sold for £216,000, much of this sum being devoted to 
the rebuilding of Kilkenny Castle.

We may pass over the first five Butlers from Theobald 
Fitzwalter to Edmund Butler who succeeded as chief Butler in 
1299. Like all the Butlers he was a soldier in the King’s Army 
and was rewarded with the Earldom of Carrick Mac Griffin in 
1518. He built a castle there, but nothing remains of it. It was 
said to have been built on the site of a Poor Clare convent.

In the next generation the family was again the recipient of 
Royal favour. Edm und’s son, James married Eleanor de Bohun, 
grand-daughter of Edward I and cousin of the reigning King. As 
a result of this marriage, two further awards came to the family.

1—James was created Earl of Ormonde 1328.
2—He received the Palatinate rights of Co. Tipperary.

CARRICK AND ORMOND
The Earldom of Carrick, therefore, preceded that of Ormonde 

by ten years, and was the first honour conferred on the Butler 
family. Palatinate rights, that is the rights of a Prince in a 
given area were conferred on many of the Anglo-Norman families
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but all of them, except the Butler family, were obliged to re
turn  these privileges to the Crown at a later date. The special 
treatm ent of the Butler family was due to the close relationship 
with the Royal family.

This James, 1st Earl of Ormonde founded the Franciscan 
Friary of Carrickbeg in 1336. Some remains of it are incorporated 
in the Catholic church. Friar Clynn, the analyst of St Francis 
Abbey, Kilkenny, was the first Guardian.

W ith their growing affluence we now find the Ormondes 
buying Kilkenny Castle as a chief residence in 1391, and so 
Carrick mac Griffin was given to a younger son, Edward Mac 
Richard Butler, in the fifteenth century. He was a nephew of 
the 4th Earl and ancestor of Piers, the 8th Earl. He, it was who 
built the river portion of this present Castle about 1450. He was 
a colourful character, a poet and man of letters. A Ms. in the 
British Museum called Leabhar na Carraige (No 3512) was 
written for him in this Castle by one William Mac an Legha 
about 1450.

Piers Ruadh the eight Earl lived a good deal at Carrick in 
the early 1500’s and many stories are told about the exploits of 
his famous Countess Mairgread Ni Ghearoid, the Countess of 
Granny, of which I’ll give a sample later.

BLACK TOM
The end of the 16th Century saw the greatest days of 

Carrick, when Black Tom the 10th Earl made it his chief resid
ence and built the fine Tudor Manor house as an addition to 
Edward Mac Richard Butler’s Castle.

Black Tom was brought up in the Court of Henry VIII with 
the young Prince Edward and Queen Elizabeth. He always re
tained the friendship of the Queen and, indeed, served her well 
since he was a great if ruthless soldier. Many of his brothers 
fought against her and were attainted but Tom was a staunch 
supporter of the Royal standard.

He is said to have had hopes of marrying Elizabeth and she 
on her part referred to him as her “black H usband” and some
times as her cousin though the relationship was distant. Elizabeth 
was a great-great grand-daughter of the 7th Earl of Ormonde the 
last of the Senior line of Butlers, but Black Tom belonged to a 
junior branch. There is a tradition that Ann Boleyn, Elizabeth’s
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mother, was born at Carrick, in the old castle, of course, as the 
manor was not then built. It is unlikely, however, as the Boleyns 
and other descendants of the 7th Earl always lived in England. 
They may have paid visits to their Irish relatives, of course.

There is also a tradition that the M anor was built to receive 
the Queen who promised to come on a visit to Black Tom, and 
when we consider the decoration of the house there is every 
reason to believe this. After the reduction of M unster and the 
ruthlessness of the re-conquest, it is not surprising that Elizabeth 
got cold feet. She never visited her “ black husband ” at Carrick.

When Earl Thomas died in 1614 at the age of 82, the great 
days of Carrick were over. The succeeding Earl, W alter of 
the beads and Rosary, ran into great trouble through a lawsuit 
and spent many years in prison while the family fortunes 
reached a very low ebb indeed.

The castle was captured by Ponsonby of Kildalton for 
Cromwell in 1650 and was attacked again by Royalists under 
Inchiquin. The Royalists were repulsed but the castle must 
have suffered severe damage, as the attackers set fire to the 
gates and sprang a mine under the walls.

The great Duke of Ormonde (12th earl), however, set about 
repairing it in 1660 and it is probably due to this restoration that 
the beautiful house came down to us more or less intact. After 
his death it was no longer used as a Butler residence and was 
let out to tenants during the temporary eclipse of the Butler 
family during the 18th century. The 2nd Duke was attainted as a 
Jacobite.

The family tapestries continued to adorn the walls until 
about 1840 and tenants managed to keep the castle in fair repair 
until the end of the 19th century, when it finally began to fall 
into ruins. The last public function held there was in 1876, when 
the 3rd Marquis of Ormonde gave a dinner to his tenantry to 
celebrate his marriage to Lady Elizabeth Grosvenor, daughter of 
the Duke and Duchess of W estminster. About 15 years ago, when 
Mr. O Floinn spoke to this Society, there were then alive two 
survivors of that dinner.

The Castle comprises a large quadrilateral pile enclosing 
a central court of which the southern side is closed by the 15th 
century castle of Edward Mac Richard Butler. It commands a 
magnificent view of the W aterford mountains and has an en
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trance for boats coming up the river. The other three sides of the 
quadrangle are 16th century — Black Tom’s beautiful Tudor 
house. The house is long and low compared with the grim towers 
which rise behind it and bespeaks an andvance in civilisation 
during the 150 years between the building of the two edifices.

Instead of loops or narrow splayed openings, it has large and 
beautiful mullioned windows with hood mouldings—the typical 
semi-elliptical late 16th century windows. Its steep gables are 
crowned by finials at base and apex. There is a strong similarity 
in design to Rothe House, Kilkenny. A small arched doorway, a 
circular staircase leading to one great chamber running the full 
length of the north facade, and inside the decoration was similar 
to what we learned of the original decoration of Rothe House, 
though, of course, more magnificent as befitted a noble Lord. 
Rothe House was after all, only the house of a m erchant prince. 
Black Tom, with his regalities of Co. Tipperary, was almost a 
prince himself.

The great chamber was panelled in oak with a ceiling of 
white plaster decorated in a lozenge design. Round the wall was 
a frieze depicting Queen Elizabeth flanked by the allegorical 
figures of Justice and Mercy with the initials E.R and T.O.— 
Elizabeth Regina and Thomas Ormonde. In Rothe House the 
plaster work included flights of angels, bu t alas it, and the 
oak panelling, are gone. Here we have at least some examples 
of the plaster panels preserved, and some reconstructed. In an 
inner room the frieze consists of panels with the inscription in old 
French “Plues peuser que e dere’,, which one supposes to mean 
“It is better to think than to talk” or “Think well before you 
speak.”

A very fine limestone fireplace in the great hall depicts 
the arms of Ormonde quartered with those of Desmond (for Black 
Tom’s mother ’was a daughter of the Earl of Desmond). It has 
magnificently carved supporters and bears the inscription in 
Latin: “Erected by Thomas Butler Viscount Thurles Earl of 
Ormonde and Ossory, Lord Palatine of Co. Tipperary, Deputy of 
Ireland, in the year 1525, 7th of Elizabeth.”

GAELIC TRADITION
This fire place was removed to Kilkenny Castle in 1909 

when the family decided to abandon Carrick, but was returned
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to its place about 10 years ago. Many of us remember it in the 
dining-room at Kilkenny. In the hall there are two mural 
paintings now covered with glass for preservation. One is of 
Queen Elizabeth and opposite Thomas 10th Earl of Ormonde.

Life in Carrick seemed to have been much more Gaelic 
than in Kilkenny, for example Black Tom had his family poet 
in the Irish fashion—Flann son of Eoghan McGrath, a M unster 
poet of the 16th century. This Flann wrote a long poem in Irish 
in praise of Thomas Dubh and his castle. It was collected in 
manuscript form in 1726 by one John Murphy of Carrignavan, Co. 
Cork, and is printed in full with a translation in Vol. 9 1849-50 
of the Journal of Kilkenny Archaeological Society. The poet, as 
becomes a family bard in the Irish tradition, is fulsome in his 
praise of Tomas Dubh and his mansion. Fie tells of the rich life 
and generous hospitality of this great house on the Suir and de
scribes the house as tiled and whitewashed with a fine wall plaster 
and hung with tapestries.

MAGICIANS
The following story of Mairgread Ni Ghearoid, the wife of 

Piers, 8th Earl of Ormonde, is taken from a manuscript book of 
old tales compiled about 1810 and at present in Ring College. It 
was lent for the Kilkenny Arts Society Book Exhibition in Kil
kenny Castle in 1959.

“The Great countess, being a lady thorough proficient in 
magic at a time that she made the Castle of Carrick her res
idence amused herself with playing many surprising pranks 
on the populace as they passed by her. Among others she tried 
her experiments on Butler of Kilcash, who drove rapidly through 
the town in his carriage when of a sudden his career was checked 
by the sinking of his horses feet into the pavement as if they 
had been drove into quagmire as did also the wheels of his 
carriage, so that his further progress was completely arrested to 
the great amazement of the wondering spectators and the vast joy 
of the Countess, who, from a neighbouring window, leaned for
ward to behold the sad plight of Butler who, it seems, was 
himself an adept in the science of magic, and well knowing that 
no other but the great Countess could be the author of such a 
mischievous adventure he, by means of spells caused a huge 
pair of horns to spring from her brows so as to prevent her from 
withdrawing from the window. While he, to avenge on her his
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mishap, collected the people around to behold the brows of the 
Great Countess of Ormonde.”

GIGG WHIPPING 
A third Story is very well known and is recounted in “The 

Life of the first Duke of Ormonde” by Lady Burghelere. It con
cerns the Prophesy of Black Tom. It occurred in the great hall 
of Carrick Castle at Christmas 1612 when Black Tom was 80 
years of age and quite blind. A family party included his 
nephew, Lord Tulleophelim, heir to the Earldom, another 
nephew Sir W alter Butler of Kilcash together with the la tter’s 
son and grand-son. James, the Kilcash grand-son had just been 
brought from England to see his grand-father.

The table was full so the boy, who was aged about 4 or 
5, was amusing himself “whipping a gigg” behind Black Tom’s 
chair ( a gigg is a top made from the tip of a cow’s horn). Black 
Tom asked the servant who was making all that noise. The ser
vant answered “Young Jeremy Butler whipping his gigg.” The 
Earl asked what Jeremy Butler it was and the servant answered 
“Young Jeremy Butler of Kilcash”.

Black Tom then asked that the child be brought to him and 
he stroked his head, musing and sighing deeply. He said: “ My 
family shall be much oppressed and brought very low, bu t by 
this boy it shall be restored again and in his time be in greater 
splendour than it ever has been.” Upon which the Lord Tull
eophelim took umbrage and flung from the table. The Earl again 
asked who made the noise and was told the Lord Tulleophelim 
whereupon Black Tom said: “He is a flower that will soon fade 
and what I have said I am confident will prove true.”

The following year the Lord Tulleophelim died and in an
other year Black Tom was dead and succeeded by W alter of Kil
cash. Dire trouble followed for the family. W alter was impris
oned, his son died and the King was laying covetous hands on the 
family estates for one of his favourites. When the young James 
succeeded to the title the family fortunes were at their lowest 
ebb, but, by marrying the grand-daughter of Black Tom, he 
kept the family estate intact and became, in time, the great 
Duke of Ormonde.

Published references: Carte, Life of Ormond; Curtis, Calen
dar of Ormonde Deeds; Leask, Irish Castles; Lady Burgclere, Life 
of James, 1st Duke of Ormonde.
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