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Cromwell in Callan
Joe Kennedy

In Ireland Crom well has been blamed for much m isfortune that has 
happened to the country. M ost of the accusations levelled against him are, 
o f course, wild exaggerations. Indeed m any of the heinous deed attributed 
to  him have been encouraged over the intervening centuries b y  royalists 
anxious to prevent any challenge to the concept of the British m onarchy. 
On the other hand, m any of the accusations are all too true, such as his 
butchering of the people of D rogheda and W exford . One tow n, however, 
that definitely can  lay m uch of the blam e for its decline at Crom well's door 
is Callan, Co. K ilkenny, a decline aggravated b y  eighteenth and ninteenth 
century negligence and exploitation b y  absentee landlords. Pre- 
Crom wellian Callan was quite a large place. It had been for centuries one of 
the principal tow ns in the Orm ond dom ain, surrounded b y  a wall and 
possessing at least eight castles of various sizes (see sketch). It had its own 
corporation, consisting of a sovereign (m ayor), burgesses and freemen. It 
had a charter as far back as 1217. In addition, it had its own court o f law in 
which all m atters of local crim e and dispute were settled. Indeed, so 
im portant was the tow n that it sent not one but tw o M .P .'s to the Irish 
Parliament from  1585 until the act o f Union in 1800. It had various 
industries and a renowned b od y  of m onum ental sculptors, the O 'Tunneys. 
From  an ecclesiastical point of view, Callan was recognised as the greatest 
benefice in the diocese of O ssory.

W ith the rebellion of 1641, Ireland was plunged into a protracted war. It 
began with a more or less straightforward fight between the Irish Catholics 
and the English, but as the decade of war wore on the situation becam e very 
confused. The Confederation of K ilkenny was set up in 1642, and the city  
becam e the seat of governm ent for m ost of the country. A m on g  the leaders 
of the Confederation was one of Callan's leading citizens and form er 
sovereign, Edward Com erford of W estcourt.

The outbreak of civil war in England, resulting in the defeat of the 
R oyalists and the execution of Charles I in 1649, had considerable effect on 
affairs in Ireland. In A u gu st of that year, Oliver Cromwell with an arm y of 
12,000 com bat-tested veterans landed at Ringsend and began a trail of 
slaughter through the country. Tow ns like D rogheda and W exford that put 
up resistance were shown no m ercy. Fearing a similar fate, New Ross, 
Youghal, Cork, Kinsale and Bandon surrendered without a struggle.

A t  the beginning of D ecem ber 1649, Crom well and the bulk of his arm y 
retired into winter quarters in Youghal, Co. Cork. A fter a rest and 
recuperation period of eight weeks, the arm y took  the field once again on 
the 29 January 1650. Cromwell divided his forces into two com m ands in 
order to  expedite the termination of his Irish cam paign. Colonel Reynolds, 
with about fifteen troops of horse and dragoons and 2,000 infantry, was 
despatched tow ards K ilkenny, the Confederate capital, with orders to 
subdue all intermediate towns and strong points still resisting. The 
principal tow n still in Irish hands was Callan. Cromwell with the other 
contingent advanced b y  w ay of M allow, over the Blackwater River, 
through Co. Limerick and then into Co. Tipperary.

Reynolds advanced on Callan via Carrick-on-Suir in February 1650. He
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m arched along the main Carrick-on-Suir - K ilkenny road, which at that time 
passed through K ilm oganny and Kells. A t  G oodw insgarden, ju st short of 
Kells, he swung north along the right bank of the K ings River and 
advanced on his ob jective. En route shots were fired at him from  the walls 
o f Castle Eve, near Callan. Detachm ents o f troops were dispatched to 
attack the garrison. H ow ever m uch to their surprise and merriment the 
garrison turned out to be a ‘sim pleton '. H e had been left behind earlier when 
the real garrison fled at R eynolds's approach. Reynolds left the man in 
charge of the castle saying, ‘the castle and its foolish garrison would be sure 
to  remain until he returned'. H e was to  be proved correct som e days later on 
his w ay to K nocktopher from  Callan.

N ot long after this event, the Cromwellian arm y arrived via G oats Bridge 
before the walls o f Callan. The first castle they came face to face with was 
Coorthfeerish (Piers Butlers Court), known as the Great Castle, or the 
Strong Butler Castle. It was situated roughly in the area opposite where 
H eron 's Tim ber M art is today at the end of Mill Street. Som e of it existed 
up to the early part o f this century.

R eynolds's approach was not unexpected and preparations had been 
m ade to hold the tow n against him. A n  Irish arm y of som e 1,500 men was 
stationed in the tow n, and all its entry points had been fully secured. The 
town was defended b y  three outer castles at its three entry gates and b y  the 
K ings River to the north. The river's bridge and ford were com m anded by  
another castle situated roughly where Neil Som ers's premises are today in 
Bridge Street.

This was a very strongly defended town, and with a good  leader it would 
have been too strong for Reynolds to take. H owever, it lacked that vital 
element. The governor of the town was Sir R obert Talbot, who was more



C R O M W E L L  IN C A L L A N 49

interested in saving his own skin than in defending the inhabitants. There is 
also considerable evidence that T albot was a traitor, and that he had 
intended surrendering the tow n without resistance. H ow ever, m any of his 
subordinate officers refused to countenance surrender on any terms and so 
T albot was forced to offer resistance.

There are fragm entary accounts as to what happened in Callan over the 
next few days, as well as a wealth of tradition, som etim es confusing, often 
contradictory . Nevertheless, in spite of the paucity of source material, it is 
still possible to build up an accurate picture of what really happened.

Colonel Reynolds after his arrival reconnoitred the town and its defences, 
concentrating his forces where the Fair Green is today. E xpecting that the 
tow n would surrender on his conditions, he sent a detachm ent o f troops 
forward to the castle which com m anded the tow n 's south gate. This castle 
and gate were situated roughly where Green Street and Chapel Lane meet 
today. To the surprise of the enem y, instead o f surrendering when requested 
to  d o  so, the Irish troops defending this castle opened fire, killing at least 
twelve of this Cromwellian detachm ent. The rest beat a hasty retreat out o f 
firing range.
R eynolds now was aware he had a battle on his hands, for Callan unlike 
m ost other cities and towns was prepared to fight. He now began the 
em placem ent of a battery of cannon, realising that taking the town by  
assault was im possible. This battery was constructed on a m ound in the 
middle of the Fair Green. For the next two centuries this m ound was known 
locally as Crom well's M oat. It was levelled early in the ninteenth century b y  
the then Callan corporation during the enclosing of the fair green area b y  a 
wall.

Its dim ensions or shape are not recorded to the best of m y knowledge. It 
m ay have existed previous to R eynolds's arrival but m y conjecture is that 
he built it, for the Crom wellians constructed num erous such ‘m oats ' during 
sieges of various cities in England during the civil war.

A t any rate, having com pleted the em placem ent of his battery of cannon, 
Reynolds ordered a bom bardm ent of the South Gate area. Needless to say 
m any cannon balls missed their target and caused much havoc and panic by  
landing in the town. Tradition has it that the roof of old St. M ary 's in Green 
Street, was severely dam aged by  cannon balls during the siege, m ost of the 
dam age being confined to the area of the nave and aisles. M ass, it is said, 
continued to  be celebrated in the chancel area w ithout any injury to either 
celebrants or worshippers.

A fter a period of bom bardm ent, the gate area was battered down and an 
infantry attack was launched. This attack was beaten back b y  the defenders 
after heavy fighting. Tw o further infantry attacks were also beaten back 
with heavy loss of life on both  sides.

A fter another prolonged period of bom bardm ent which caused consider
able dam age to the South Gate castle and general gate area, Reynolds 
ordered a concentrated attack. (The thatched roof of the castle had ignited 
and the place was ablaze, leaving the defenders in a less advantageous 
position as a result). This all-out assault was led b y  the Cromwellian 
Forlorn H ope unit. They battled their way through the breach and into the 
town. Im m ediately they came into con flict with an Irish cavalry 
detachm ent about 100 strong, drawn up near where the Bank of Ireland and 
the Court House are today. Backed up by  the main force of their com rades 
swarming into the town behind them, the Forlorn H opers routed this
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cavalry force. They took  Lord O ssory 's captain lieutenant and another 
lieutenant of horse prisoner. In addition, they summarily hanged another 
cavalry officer who had betrayed them at Enniscorthy.

F ighting continued dow n along Green Street with the terrified 
tow nspeople fleeing for safety. Som e fled into the dam aged church of Old 
St. M ary's, where according to tradition they were butchered. M ost people 
sought refuge in the various castles in the town. No dou bt some were 
allowed into the Great Castle at the end of Mill Street, but m ost had to 
make do elsewhere. A  considerable num ber of people crowded into Skerry's 
Castle in W est Street, where an Irish force of 100 men under the valiant 
Captain Mark G eoghegan was prepared to defend them. This castle, a 
portion of which still stands in M olloy 's monum ental yard, com m anded the 
middle gate of W est Street. Like the castle at the top of Green Street, it had 
a thatched roof.

A t  this stage of the battle for Callan, Crom well himself arrived on the 
scene. He came from  Fethard via M odeshill, crossing the K ings River at 
Carbine Bridge. He had a considerable force under his com m and, consisting 
of 12 troops of horse, 3 of dragoons and 250 infantry soldiers. He advanced 
into the town through the W est Gate situated roughly where W est Street 
and Chapel Lane meet. No resistance was offered to him at this gate, the 
defenders more than likely having fallen back to help Captain G eoghegan at 
Skerry's Castle.

H aving concentrated his forces, Cromwell launched a tw o pronged attack 
with Reynolds on Skerry's Castle. Fierce fighting followed. Trying to storm 
the castle, m any of the Crom wellians were killed b y  rocks and boiling water 
being hurled at them from  the upper part of the building. Tradition here 
states that Captain G eoghegan's wife killed eight soldiers in this manner 
with her own hands.

Eventually the roof was set alight by  the attackers leaving the defenders 
little hope but to sell their lives as dearly as possible. The gallant Captain 
Geoghegan fell, fighting to  the last, taking m any of his enemies with him. 
His wife, though badly wounded and left for dead, survived the battle and 
lived to a ripe old age.

Once Skerry's Castle had fallen, the fate of Callan was sealed. Cromwell 
now advanced on the Great Castle, which is described b y  all contem porary 
sources as being im pregnable. M oreover, it was defended by  1,200 men. If 
they were of the same caliber as their com rades who had fallen already, and 
there is no reason to suppose otherwise, then the battle for Callan was very 
much in the balance. H ow ever the contem porary A phorism ical D iscovery  
sum s up bluntly what in fact happened: “ The enemie marched towards the 
Great Castle, who w ithout one shot in opposition  presently em braced a 
parley for surrender, which out of hand they did upon quarter only of their 
lives, which granted the G overnor (T albot) did yield this brave castle to the 
e n e m ie ...................

Thus it was that, notw ithstanding the heroic struggle of the Irish soldiers 
at the South Gate and of Captain G eoghegan and his little band at Skerry's 
Castle, Callan fell into Crom well's hands through the cow ardice and 
treachery of its weak-kneed G overnor. Over 1,200 Irish troops marched out 
of the town leaving their arms behind, and Callan to the m ercy of its 
conqueror.

Crom well was enraged at the casualties his troops had suffered, upwards 
of 300, so he decided to teach Callan a lesson. H is victorious soldiers were let
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loose on the town. A n  orgy  of burning, wrecking, looting and killing 
follow ed, leaving much of the town severely dam aged and its surviving 
inhabitants terrorised.

A  m ilitary governor named Lord Colvil was placed over the town with a 
com pany of cavalry and infantry at his com m and. Som e of them were 
billeted in the sacked A ugustinian abbey. The rest o f the arm y was 
withdrawn to continue Crom well's m ilitary cam paign.

Callan never fully recovered after these events. Indeed, it sunk into such 
a state of poverty  and degradation that b y  the early ninteenth century its 
name even in England was synonym ous with hum an misery.

B ut it was always a tow n with a great pride in itself, even in its misery. 
W ell this should be so, when one considers the heroism o f February 1650. 
One can only speculate, but had Callan a brave and com petent governor, 
instead of the traitor Talbot, not alone would the h istory of Callan have 
been different but perhaps that of Ireland also.
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