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Gowran
BY CATHERINE DRENNAN

Sometime between 1162 and 1165, Dermot O'Ryan’s grant of 
lands for the foundation of the Cistercian Abbey of Kilkenny 
(otherwise Valle Dei) near Barrowmount, was confirmed here by 
King Dermot McMurrogh, in the presence of St. Laurence 
O’Toole, Archbishop of Dublin, Donnagh, Bishop of Leighlin, 
Felix O’Dulany, Abbot of the Cistercians in Ossory, and many of 
the nobles of South Leinster.

A t this period, O'Dunphy was the Irish Lord of Gowran, and 
also a great part of the Barony of Gowran. Incidentally, Gowran 
was then, and had been, a very important place. The Kings of 
Ossory, had been styled “Kings of Gowran” and had one of their 
royal residences a little distance south of the church of St. Mary.

CHURCH AND SCHOOLS
The street of Gowran runs, more or less due N.S. from the 

west in the lowlying portion near the river and present Catholic 
Church, to the top of the hill.

Coming into the village and branching right one first passes 
a plot of land where there is a cemetery and the present 
Catholic Church. In this area there have been three churches, 
the first small and thatched, running W.E. This church and the 
succeeding one used have a wee school attached which was re
membered by a few old people who have died during the last 
forty years aged ninety and older. Canon Carrigan says this 
church was replaced in 1807 by a second church running N.S. 
The school was built inside the wall of the present cemetery 
and parallel to the road wall.
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The present church was built and the school, now converted 
into the Parochial hall was erected soon afterwards. Dr Moran, 
Bishop of Ossory, who had Gowran connections, opened this 
church and dedicated it in 1881. In the church are monuments 
to Dean Nolan, Fr Meagher and Fr Deen, all P.P.’s of Gowran, 
and Fr. Philip Murphy curate. There is also a set of vestments 
presented by the Countess of Brandon 1787.

The new school on the hill opposite the church gates was 
opened a few years ago.

VILLAGE WELL
On the south side of the road, below the Parochial House built 

by Lady Clifden and remodelled and modernised by succeeding 
parish priests, is one of the village wells.

On the 6” map made 1901-02, from O’Donovan’s survey 1839 
(sheet X X16) the well is called Bostion Fort well. (There may 
have been an old fort where the Parochial House now stands). 
Old people, native to the district pronounce the B like a V and 
used to call it “ vostien ” and add, as does Canon Carrigan, 
“phile”. Some associated the well with baptisms, and others think 
a mastiff was tethered there and used to keep the well from 
being polluted.

Canon Carrigan says the word “Bosteen” occurs in several 
places in the Ossory Diocese and that it is probably associated 
with “baisteadh” i.e. baptism. The water from this well was 
used for religious purposes in the church before the piped water 
supply was installed. Other names near are linvoise, Gleann 
na Roca, etc.

CASTLE ELLIS
The castle is marked on the 1710 map as standing a litEe 

ways in from the pesent “long bridge” and just across the river 
which it spans. On the 1901-02, 6” map the bridge, or its prede
cessor, is called the Castle Ellis Bridge and an arrow is ap
pended pointing inward to the site as being on the rise of ground 
beyond the river. The castle was evidently pulled down and 
the stones used by the masons employed by the Clifdens to bui'd 
o ther erections. W ith Castle Ellis went over 200 acres of land, 
m ost of it in isolated small farms, some near the Castle and 
others in Brecanagh, Bowlea, Melanemore and Shefield Quarters. 
These are marked on the 1710 map, made, when the Gowran
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estate of then 1297 acres, 35 perches (above all deductions for 
intermixed lands and highroads) by a surveyor named 
James W hite for the owner, Lewis Chaigneau, a Dublin M er
chant. This was just before M r James Agar acquired it. There 
were also at the time “ several commons thereunto belonging 
and now in his and the tenants actual possession.”

THE POUND
On the N. side of the street above M r M cDerinck's and M rs 

Dowling’s on a large field four new Co. Council houses have been 
built recently. Old inhabitants said that this field was the 
“ Pound.” This would have been the enclosure for stray animals 
which came into the town, and in that case, in all probability 
an ancient town gate was hung near where the strong high wall 
is built against Mr. Kelly’s cottage.

TOLL GATE
From the second year of Henry V’s reign (1414) the inhab

itants had permission to take tolls for murage and pavage and 
render an account to the Earl of Ormonde and not to the King. 
In the old voting papers this part of the town is still the Castle 
Ellis Road.

This gate would have been a good place to take tolls, as the 
road going by W alsh’s corner to Kilkenny was only built after 
the famine to accommodate the railways. The row of cottages 
“Dover Row” was built by Lady Dover, one of the Clifdens. A t 
the end of the row is a laneway going to the second of the town’s 
wells.

The towns “W est Gate” is marked on the 1710 map going 
across the street where the road narrows above the two W alsh’s 
shops one on each side of the road.

Also a little ways below Kennedy’s shop and below the 
Fair Green a house is marked as the “ Templar’s House.” This 
is very interesting as Fr Healy writing in 1893 says that Strong
bow founded a Priory in Kilmainham, Dublin, for Knights 
Templars in 1174 and King Henry II confirmed this in 1176. It 
was to have been an almshouse and hospital for he sick. The 
order of Knights Templars was founded in 1118 by French and 
Flemish noblemen, in a house in Jerusalem near the site of 
Solomon’s Temple, to protect the pilgrims visiting the Holy
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Sepulchre. Another order was also founded there around 1050 
•hy merchants from Naples who obtained permission to build a 
hospital in Jerusalem for Christian travellers by paying money 
yearly to the Saraces Caliph. This order was named the Knights 
Hospitallers of St. John of Jerusalem because they founded im
mediately a church in connection with the Hospital and ded
icated it to St. John the Baptist.

Theobald F itzw alter, created the King’s Chief Butler and 
primogenitor of the Ormondes gave a charter of Incorporation to 
Gowran in 1177 when the Kilmainham Priory had been establish
ed for 3 years.

Actually the Knights Templars never came to Kilmainham 
as the Priory was given into the care of the Knights Hospitallers 
who were more suited to caring for the poor and sick.

In Gowran the Knights Hospitallers of St. John were given 
the house and lands behind it. They also took charge of the old 
Parish Church (now cared for by the Board of Works) and were 
allowed a moiety of the rectory. Their lands, known as St John’s 
lands, were probably bestowed on them by the first Butler and 
taken away during the Inquisitions of Elizabeth I.

BREWERY
The Knights Hospitallers were resident in Gowran over 200 

years before the Butlers came to live here. Tradition associates 
them with the old Brewery at the bottom of the present Mill 
Hill, which would be continuous with their lands, on the north 
side of the stream. The brewery was small — about the size 
of a big room and the surrounding wall about one foot high could 
be traced 40 years ago. The brewery was referred to in the reign 
of Elizabeth as the “old brewery” when the Mill was referred 
to as “The Lords New Mill”. Near the brewery is a well which 
never runs dry and which was privately owned by the Clifdens 
and covered so as to keep its waters pure. This well is still 
known as the Brewery Well and still supplies the Castle with 
piped water. It supplied water to the village until 2 years 
ago.

On the 1710 map the Mill Road is called St. John’s Lane 
as their home and lands were in that vicinity. Where the road 
narrows slightly between the Fair Green on the north side and 
Church lane on the south side there was another gate crossing the
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GOWRAN 1710

A survey of the Towne and Lands of Gowrane in the County 
of Kilkenny belonging to Mr. Lewis Chaigneau of Dublin M ereht 
made in the presence of M r David Chaigneau, Mr John Bayly, 
Mr Sandbeach, Sami. Bingham. James Quigley and M r James 
W hite the surveyor and the said Lands Cor. Arable pasture and 
Meadow one thousand two nun. ninety seaven acres thrity five 
pchs. lantation measure and aboe all deductions for intermixt 
Lands and high roads as appeareth by a bale of Retcicnce he 
Surveyed in the M onth of M arch 1710-111 by a scale of 20 pehes.

(Reproduction of photostat kindly supplied by National Library
of Ireland)
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road. Fr. Healy, refers to the “Lords newe Myll’’ as being 
on the old coach road to W aterford and says, “ across the river 
was old brewery of much earlier date.’’

COACHING HOTEL
The Prioress and Sisters of St. Molingbeg were seized of “mes

sages and gardens” in Haggard St (on East side of Mill Road and 
some on the W est side of Mill Road) in the Inquisitions of 
Elizabeth I. The space between the end of the Mill Road and 
the gate was a coaching hotel called Cavenaghs and a paddock 
belonging to Thomas Healy. When the cement pavement was be
ing put down a big square piece of stone insetting came to light 
as if it were before the doorway into the hotel.

FOUNDRY
Fr O’Shea’s house on the N orth side of the street was for

merly the site of what was known as the foundry. The building 
itself which is a t the back of the house was used by a former 
priest’s housekeeper as a poultry house. Where the present cur
ate’s house is, was the “foundry pond” and for years every floor 
put in the downstairs rooms rotted with damp. Old people said 
that when the Clifdens built the house they filled in the pond 
with stones, sand and clay and in due course built on it, and the 
water kept collecting again under the floors.

MARKET CROSS 
As can be seen from the copy of the 1710 map (appended) 

there were houses on the south side of the village to the top of the 
hill and the M arket Cross was in what old people called the 
“ Bull Ring ” outside the present castle gateway. The base of it 
is outside the house of M r Thomas Farrell, Senr. Rumour and 
tradition says that the Cromwellians broke the cross down and 
that the pieces were scattered on the green.

THE COLLEGE 
When the Agars pulled down the houses and building all 

the stones were put in the paddock next to the church lane, ready 
for the masons—all building then, was the work of stone masons. 
The paddock by the church lane on the W est side was called 
the “Stone yard”. In the paddocks below Mr Richard Farrell’s
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Garage was “The College” where the four Franciscan priests who 
said Masses and chanted prayers for the happy repose of the souls 
of Edmond Butler, Earl of Carrick and his wife, daughters, sons, 
ancestors and successors, lived Collegiately. This was called 
by some the Abbey and the Church, The Collegiate Church of 
St Mary. This Edmond Butler was father of James first Earl of 
Ormond.

Traces of this college can still be seen and its back wall 
was probably strengthened to make the wall of the present 
P rotestant cemetery.

TRANSPORT
On the opposite side of the street was a large Coaching Hotel. 

The yard of it is worth a visit and the outside fittings are very old. 
It is now owned by Mrs Loughlin and is closed.

Mr. T. Farrell’s (Senr.) house next to the Almshouse looks 
as if it were built in Georgian times. The contractor who re
modelled the upper-end wing into a store for Mr T. Farrell 
Jnr. who now lives in the Agar Almshouse, told me that on the 
wall opposite the door was a list of drink prices, so at one time 
that room m ust have been part of a public house or Inn. Forty 
years ago it was a posting establishment connected with the 
railway and here the village people bought their tickets for the 
trains and the price included a ride on a jaunting car to the 
station which was over a mile away and a similar carry home on 
the return journey. There was also a waiting room so drinks 
might have, at one time, been procurable on the premises for trav
ellers.

COLLEGIATE CHURCH OF ST. MARY 
Fr. Sherman says in “Loca Patriciana” that St. Patrick visited 

Leinster in 455 and built a church in Gowran, and this was 
succeeded by the present establishment. He says the first 
church was connected with St. Lochan (Fest. Dec. 31) who was 
son of Congall, son of Eirce, whose family history is given in 
Ossorian Genealogy.

A relation of Eirce is commemorated in the Ogham stone in
side the present Gowran Church. It was found under the chan
cel when the present Protestant Church was being rebuilt.

In the division of Ireland amongst Strongbow’s followers 
Theobald Fitzwalter (the King’s chief Butler in Ireland) was 
given Gowran lands. It was probably he who gave a moiety of
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the Rectory of Gowran to the Knights Templars of the Priory of 
Kilmainham, as they are found in possession of it as early as 1254. 
The ancient church is dedicated to “The Blessed Virgin of the 
Assum ption’’ and, from its architectural characteristics and orna
ment, was built about 1225.

The north aisle was divided into four compartments to buttress 
the north wall of the nave against threatened collapse. The 
full length on the original church was 160 feet.

MONUMENTS INSIDE CHURCH 
Ogham Stone: Discovered in early 19th century being used 

as a building stone in the ancient chancel.
Lady with slippered feet and horned headdress, circa 1500: 

Probably table of an altar tomb. (Rumoured locally to be a F itz
gerald Lady — wife of a Butler). This may be either the wife 
of a Paulstown Butler or M argaret wife of Piers, 8th Earl. There 
is a similar effigeal monument with that of her husband in St. 
Canice’s, Kilkenny.

A huge limestone coffinshaped slab — ecclesiastic in 
priestly vestments: First rector of Gowran “Ralph de Ballygav- 
eran” here before 1218 — died 1252.

Inscription written in Lombardic characters says “Dum 
vixit sanus” etc., translated means that during his lifetime, he 
was kind and generous to those in need.

The appointment of his successor was the cause of a dispute 
between the Knights Templars of Kilmainham and Edmund le 
Botiller, Earl of Carrick. The King, by Royal Letters, referred 
the m atter for settlement, to his Justices of Ireland.

This dispute resulted in the foundation of the College of 
chaplains and the Church then became the Collegiate Chapel 
or Church of St. Mary.

On November 2, 1312, an agreement made (73 years before 
any Butler came to reside in Gowran) between Edmund le 
Botiller, Earl of Carrick, and Dean and Chapter of St. Kenny’s 
Church, Kilkenny, reads:

“Be it known to all men, whereas legal proceedings were 
instituted in the Court of our Lord Edward, son of Edward II 
King of England, before the Justices of the Bench in Dublin re 
‘advowson of the moiety of the Church of the Blessed Mary, Bally- 
gownane, Lord Edmund, plaintiff, and Dean and Chapter, de
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fendants, which moiety the said Dean and Chapter, retain for 
their own use.”

In compensation to said Lord Edmund and his heirs, we 
(Dean and Chapter) by sanction of the Bishop of Ossory, bind our
selves and our successors to find and support at our own ex
pense four priests, to celebrate Masses in said church for Lord 
Edmund Botiller, Joan his wife, and sons and daughters, an
cestors, successors, live and dead, for ever.

If Dean and chapter failed to find and sustain such priests, 
said Edmund or heir could claim £40 of silver sterling money, as 
often as this occurs”. Sealed and dated, in Kilkenny, Novem
ber 2nd, 1313, reign of Edward II (Bishop William Fitzjohn 
(1303-17). He was succeeded by Bishop de Ledrede (1317-’60), 
who, as he was a Franciscan, probably appointed the four 
Franciscan priests who resided later, in the college.

Priest and chaplains lived “Collegiately”, that is in com
munity. This residence marked “Colledge” on 1710 map is still 
traceable — adjacent to old church-yard on N orth East side.

In 1541, Henry VIII dismissed Catholic chaplains and ap
pointed his own. After reorganisation chaplains were appointed 
by reformed Church of St. Canice’s, Kilkenny, and continued to 
be appointed till around 1650, when Cromwell visited and de
stroyed the Church, according to tradition.

In 1602, Queen Elizabeth appointed Laurence Kendal to
vacancy caused by resignation of John M eredith. Subsequent 
Reform Church happenings may be read in a Regal Visitation 
Book, kept from 1615. (Now in Royal Irish Academy).

GOWRAN TOMBS 
In 1321, Edmund Butler, Earl of Carrick, died in London on 

his return from a pilgrimage to the Shrine of St. James of Com- 
postella. He was buried in Gowran.

In 1324, Roger Outlaw, the Prior of Kilmainham, made over 
for 10 years, the fruits of the churches of Gowran and Gavilmoy 
of the Dean and Chapel of St. Canice’s Cathedral, as security 
that William Outlaw (his nephew?) would perform penance im
posed on him by Richard de Ledrede, Bishop of Ossory.

Monument to Charles Agar Burges: now wall slab (was floor 
slab) probably with inscription round edge, now erased. Date 
1686 can be seen — Present “obit Feb. 14, 1694” added later.
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Large Altar Tomb—Apostles: 1500. Coat of arms of the 
Butlers. Tudor foliage. No inscription can be seen.

Two Warriors: ornamented base, armed “cap-a-pie”. May 
be Butlers of Paulstown Castle or Neigham. 1500.

Upright Floor slab: N orth wall of tower 8 point crosses (1) 
coat of arms of Ormond family, and (2) another of Purcell and 
Rothe families. “Hie jacet Patrick Purcell a t one time constable 
of Gowran who died A.D. 1514, and Johanna Roth his wife who 
died 1519”.

Also large wall monument to James Agar, 1st Viscount 
Clifden, and bust in white marble of James Agar (died 1722) 
who built the Gowran Alms Houses.

Two inscribed effigeal monuments: (at one time in first 
niche of most easterly division of N orth aisle, now on wall, a r
rayed in 14th century costumes).

Male may represent Edmund Botiller, Earl of Carrick or his 
son, James, First Earl of Ormond (married to Eleanor de Bohun, 
grand-daughter of Edward I), or perhaps his great-grandson James, 
Third Earl, all of whom were buried in Gowran. James, Third 
Earl, built Gowran Castle in 1385.

Walsh tomb, 8 point crosses: Hie jacet Edmund Brenagh and 
Isable Wale (or Wall). 1555.

Altar tomb: Mathew Kelly, obit 1823 and four children 
and three grandchildren (all died young). Anastatia (wife) sister 
of Dean Nowlan, V.G., P.P., Gowran, obit 1826—aged 70. M other 
of Rt. Rev. Patrick Kelly, Templemartin Parish, Bishop of 
Waterford.

Coffin-shaped floor slab (broken) beautifully interlaced 8 
point cross ■— centre incised Lombardic inscription: “Hie jacet 
Maurice Cas.”

Margaret (wife of William Butler — agent), daughter of 
John Bradstreet — died May, 1685.

Altar tomb: skeleton centre of covering slab divesting itself 
of shroud. Hie jacet Jacobus Kealy, 1626, et uxor Ellena Nash. 
Insignia of Passion on sides.

Renaissance monumental altar tomb: On back two shields 
impaling 3 doves with olive branches in beaks for Nash; the other 
showing Kealy arms and chevron between 3 roses; two lions ram 
pant supporting a castle triple towered — Kealy; James Kealy.

Inscription J.K. wives and children — “Both wives alive at
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once he couldn’t have both to enjoy at once, he made this grave.”
Richard Nase and Ellena Shortall: Circa 1600 (table altar 

tomb) 8 point crosses etc.
Pillar stone 5\ ft. thick and broad: incised cross of ancient 

rare design near top. Now flat on ground.
Edmund Crow and ancestors: (1757)—“Think oft of God, ob

serve the law, Conserve your souls and shun the serpent’s claw.”
Parish Priests of R.C. Church: Rev James Stapleton Brian.
Rev. Brian Kavanagh: Titular Dean of Ossory, d. 1790.
Rev. James Gorman: P.P. Gowran, d. 1791.
Nicholas Kealy, d. 1801.
Mural Tablet: south wall of south aisle. Redmond Purcell.
Headstone in graveyard: Rev. Darby Murphy, PP, Callan, 

erected by Bridget Keeffe in memory of her brother, obit 1795. 
Also Moran tombs; Flaherty wall plaque, Comerford tombs and 
Hudson-Blunt and (Brennan tablet). The m ortuary chapel has an 
altar tomb erected by Piers Kealy in the 17th century. It shows 
two separate shields of Kealy and Hacket (1648) and has an in
scription:

“Rest together the wish of man and wife,
To rest intombed resembling their past life,

Though death subscribed to their life’s divorce,
Their remnants walled are from division’s force.”


