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James Butler, Second Duke of Ormonde
BY D EIRD RE LEAHY

James Butler, was the only surviving son of Thom as, Earl of 
Ossory, and grandson of James, on whom the first D ukedom  was 
conferred after the R estoration . H is m other was A m elia N assau, 
daughter of Louis van Beverwent, a natu ral son of the cele
b rated  M aurice, Prince of Orange. He was born during the V ic
eroyalty in Ireland of his grandfather, in Dublin Castle in 
A pril, 1665.

He was educated at C hristchurch, Oxford, of which, the first 
D uke was Chancellor, a circum stance w hich will account for 
his being com plim ented w ith a M aster of A rts  degree at the
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age of 15 years in 1680. H is fa ther died the same year, of acute 
illness. H is grandfather im m ediately sum m oned him to Ireland, 
w here he rem ained for four years. In 1684 he left to  serve at 
the siege of Luxembourg, after w hich he received a commission 
of Colonel of a horse regim ent in Ireland. In London the follow
ing year he was appointed Lord of the Kings Bedcham ber, then 
bearing the title  of Earl of Ossory. He fought a t  the decisive 
b a ttle  of Sedgemoor, w ith w hat com m and I cannot find.

On the F irs t D uke’s death  in 1688, he succeeded to his titles, 
estates, debts and houses. He was elected to  the C hancellor
ship in place of the old Duke. He joined in the disapprobation 
excited by the reign of Jam es II, by signing the petition  of N ov
em ber, 1688. On the King refusing its advice he was among the 
first to leave the court. A fter w hich he was a tta ined  by the 
Irish Parliam ent and his estates in England seized. This was 
softened by W illiam ’s favour. W illiam  he supported, it is 
thought because he was afraid of a Republic, being a true 
Jacobite a t heart.

W illiam  gave him  the G arter and m ade him  C onstable of 
England. He fought by the King’s side a t the Boyne. He re
m ained in Ireland until the end of the w ar there, after which 
he w ent to  F landers. I t  was said of him  a t the  tim e th a t he 
was “the best b red  man of his age, and  he a ttended  W illiam  
III the w orst b red man of his age”. He a ttended  W illiam  in 
all his campaigns, w here he was reputed  for his great gener
osity. W hen a w ounded prisoner a t N am ur, he pu t a large sum 
a t the  disposal of the governor, for his fellow prisoners. A fter 
which he was exchanged for the Duke of Berwick who was cap
tured  by the English in the same action a t London. In 702 
Queen Ann continued the war. In June the D uke w ith ten 
thousand men on board defeated the French and Spanish fleet 
a t Vigo. The Duke landed his troops and storm ed the tow n of 
R idon della, while Rooke possessed the fleet. V ast treasure  fell 
into the hands of the Duke and A dm iral Rooke. A fter the thanks 
of bo th  H ouses of Parliam ent, Queen A nn m ade him  Lord 
L ieutenant of Ireland, to  succeed Lord R ochester. Edm und 
C urtis said O rm ond “did w hat he could to  m itigate the  persec
uting sp irit”, caused by the “ ferocious A cts of A n n ” as Burke 
called them .

The D uke’s reign in Ireland, gave K ilkenny som ething
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to  rem em ber. Have you ever heard the saying: “I have no t seen 
or heard  a thing like th a t since the review a t B ennettsbridge” ? 
T h a t dates from 1704 when he reviewed the arm y there; giving 
the city of K ilkenny m ore trade than it has seen since. One 
fifth of the nation assem bled here. One landlady said she made 
enough in a week to pay her ren t for ten years. K ilkenny Castle, 
D urton com pared to paradise. Of D unm ore H ouse D urton said; 
“D unm ore, ano ther seat of the Duke, is the finest house in Ire 
land. The staircase hung with landscapes and is so large th a t 
tw enty  men m ight walk abreast, and it may boast of m ore 
room s than in a whole tow n”. D unm ore was bu ilt by the first 
D uke in Jacobite style after the R estoration . O rm ond’s London 
residence in St James Square was sold on his re tirem ent for 
£7,500. H e also had a very fine English country  house at 
Richm ond.

M acky, in his “C haracters of the C ourt of G reat B ritain” 
w ritten  when the  Duke was in the prim e of life, says of him 
“H e governs in Ireland w ith m ore affection from the people, 
and his court is in the g reatest splendour, ever known in th a t 
country. He is certainly one of the m ost generous, princely, 
brave, men th a t ever was, bu t good natured  to  a fault; loves 
glory and consequently is crowded w ith flatterers; never knew 
how to refuse anybody, w hich was the reason why he obtained 
so little  from King W illiam asking for everybody. H e hath  all 
the  qualities of a great m an, except one of a statesm an, hating 
business; loving, and is beloved by the ladies; of a low stature, 
b u t well shaped; a good mien and address; a fair complexion, 
and very beautiful face. H e is about forty years o ld”. A n Irish 
Jacobite song some years la ter called him  “Prince of the Gaels” .

A nn still pursuing the w ar in F landers, in 1721 m ade O r
m ond Colonel of the first regim ent of Foot Guards. Later th a t 
year she m ade him, on the dism ission of the D uke of M arlbor
ough, C om m ander in Chief of the army. Of his campaign in 
F landers E dm und Lodge says and it is his reason for the later 
a ttainder. ‘O rm onde set ou t for F landers in the spring of 72 
to d irect and superin tend the operations of the allied armies, 
in concert w ith  Prince Eugene. He arrived a t the Hague, w ith 
instructions to  inform  the G rand Pensionary th a t the Queen was 
resolved to  prosecute the  w ar w ith all vigour, and afterw ards 
to  settle  w ith  the Prince, and such other generals as were in
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the secret, the proper m easures for entering on action. The 
“secret” was a so rt of half engagem ent to  Louis IV to forbear 
as m uch as possible, all offensive operations against him, on 
certain  conditions as loosely agreed to  on his part. The allied 
arm ies however m arched tow ards the head of the Schelde, 
where the French lay, as to  a ttack  them , when, on the 24th of 
May, O rm ond received a le tte r from  Secretary St John, conveying 
the Q ueen’s positive com m and th a t he should avoid engaging in 
any siege, or hazarding any battle , till fu rther orders; and 
entered  im m ediately after into a private and confidential cor
respondence w ith M arechal Villars, who com m anded the 
French. In the m eantim e, these m atters coming im perfectly to 
the knowledge of the States, they com plained heavily th a t we 
had betrayed them , and Prince Eugene, on the p art of the 
A ustrians, however far he m ight have been originally adm itted  
into the ‘secret’, seemed little  less dissatisfied, while O r
m ond, whose dignity, both  as a noblem an and a general, had 
been grossly insulted by these orders, could no t conceal his 
chagrin, though he persisted, from public motives, in retaining 
his com m and. They were a t length taken up at hom e by the 
opponents of the m inistry, and canvassed w ith  great severity 
in Parliam ent, after w hich O rm ond was allowed to  join Prince 
Eugene in besieging Quesnoy, but, when the place was on the 
point of capitulating, he inform ed the Prince th a t he had re 
ceived orders to proclaim  a cessation of arm s for two m onths. 
The generals now parted  in m utual disgust, and the Duke, 
having received perm ission to  return , accom panied by the 
strongest declaration of the Q ueen’s entire approbation of his 
conduct, in N ovem ber landed in England”. A nn m ade him 
W arden of the P inque P orts and G overnor of D ovor Castle before 
her sudden and fatal illness.

George I on his accession in 1714 did not receive the Duke 
w ith d istaste. Lodge says “It was to the astonishm ent of all 
th a t on the 21st of June 1715 he was im peached for high 
treason” . C urtis gives a different reason than the above for his 
a ttainder. H e thought th a t Orm ond w ith Bolingbroke in Eng
land and some Tory supporters in Ireland had a secret plan 
for restoring Prince Edw ard James, after A nn’s death, b u t the 
W higs and her death  beat them  to it. This seems m ore the 
reason although Swift stays by the other. Lodge la ter adm its
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th a t his favour of Prince Edw ard did not help. H e fled to 
France and settled  in Avignon w here he died in 1745. In 
1745 he joined the P retender. He received a pension of two 
thousand pistols from the King of Spain, Philip V. This great 
m an’s body was deposited in the family vault in W estm inister 
Abbey. He was great and good to  K ilkenny as were all of his 
name.

The D uke m arried, first, Ann, daughter of Laurence Hyde, 
first Earl of R ochester, who died young and childless. Secondly, 
M ary, eldest surviving daughter of H enry Som erset, first Duke 
of Beauford by whom he had an only son Thom as, who died in 
infancy; as did three daughters, also M ary, who m arried John, 
first Lord A shburnham , and E lizabeth who died a spinster in 
1750. W ith him died the Dukedom . W ith  his a tta inder the only 
rem aining Palatinate  in Ireland was abolished. Before we say 
God rest our last Duke, I would like you to  hear Swift’s w ords 
in his hour of prosecution.

Swift, “The a tta in d er” says he “of the  D uke of Orm ond 
neither I, nor I believe anyone in the th ree kingdom s, did ever 
pretend  to  foresee; and, now it is done, it looks like a dream  
to those who will consider the nobleness of his b irth , the great 
m erits of his ancestors, and his own; his long unspotted  loyalty; 
his affability, generosity and sweetness of nature. I knew him 
long and well; and excepting the frailties of his youth, which 
had  been some tim e over, and th a t easiness of tem per, w hich did 
som etim es lead him to follow the judgem ent of those who had, 
by m any degrees, less understanding than him self I have not 
conversed w ith a m ore faultless person; of great justice and 
charity; a tru e  sense of religion w ithou t osten tation ; of undoub t
ed vigour; thoroughly skilled in his trade  of a soldier, a quick 
and ready apprehension, w ith a good share of understanding, and 
general knowledge of men and history, although under some 
disadvantage by an invincible m odesty, which however could no t 
b u t render him  ye t m ore am iable to  those who had the honour 
and happiness of being acquainted w ith  him. This is a short 
and im perfect character of th a t great person, the Duke of O r
m onde, who is now atta in ted  of high treason, and therefore I shall 
no t presum e to offer one syllable in his vindication upon th a t 
head, against the decision of a Parliam ent. Y et this I think 
may be allowed me to believe, th a t when, by the d irect and
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repeated com m ands of the Queen, be com m itted those faults for 
which he h a th  now forfeited, his country, his titles, and his 
fortune, he no m ore conceived him self to  be acting high treason 
than he did when he was w ounded, and  a prisoner for h is King, 
W illiam, or when he took and burned  the enem y’s fleet at 
Vigo”.


