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Col. Vigors, Lord Walter Fitzgerald and the 
Journal of the Association for the Preservation 

of the Memorials of the Dead in Ireland
Siobhán de hÓir

In 1849, the Rev. James Graves and Augustine Prim 
founded the Kilkenny Archaeological Society, which 
expanded rapidly, changing its name on several occasions. 
By 1869 it had become the Royal Historical and 
Archaeological Association of Ireland. The last change of 
name was in 1892, when it became the Royal Society of 
Antiquaries of Ireland. In 1887, what began as a 
suggestion that the RHAAI should look into the subject of 
preservation of the memorials of the dead, developed into a 
sub committee, and later still, an Association in its own 
right, with the unwieldly title of the Association for the 
Preservation of the Memorials of the Dead in Ireland. Now 
defunct, its Journal is today usually referred to by its 
initials, JAPMDI, or even more familiarly simply as 
‘Mems. Dead'.

The person responsible for founding the Association was 
Col. Philip Doyne Vigors, of Holloden, Bagenalstown, Co. 
Carlow, formerly in command of the 19th Regiment of the 
British army. After an army career with much overseas 
service, he threw himself with considerable energy into the 
life of a country gentleman, in time becoming a J.P. and 
later serving as High Sheriff of Carlow. He joined what 
was then RHAAI in 1885, was elected to the Committee in 
1887, contributed to the Journal, collected antiquites, and 
for a term was a Vice-President. A rare photograph of 
Vigors, taken about a year before his death which occurred 
on 30th December 1903 at the age of 78, shows him to be of 
low and fragile stature, but there is no doubt about his 
energies and abilities. As well as the above activities, he 
was also, at the time of his death, writing works on church 
plate and a history of the Vigors family.

A Society for the Preservation of the Memorials of the 
Dead had been founded at Norwich in England in 1881, and 
Col. Vigors was eager that the type of work being done
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Col. Vigors standing beside the Cloch-a-Foil near Ardristan, Carlow.

there should also be encouraged here in Ireland, and soon 
after his election to the governing Committee of the 
Association, he proposed that the subject of preserving the 
memorials of the dead in Ireland should be considered. He 
began to work towards such a project with the result that a 
sub-committee was formed. He sent circulars not only to all 
members of the RHAAI, but to many members of the Royal 
Irish Academy and others, and encouraged newspaper 
editors to support the project. He also started a special 
subscription for the work. Vigors' energies and organising 
abilities were poured into his scheme, and he saw the 
RHAAI as the ideal organisation to forward his ideas. He 
referred members to their aims to preserve, examine and 
illustrate; therefore, he reasoned, the Assoc, was bound by 
its name and duties to support the idea of preserving the 
memorials of the dead. He envisioned the counties as the 
ideal unit, with the Hon. Local Secretaries reporting on 
their own areas, backed up by the bishops and clergy as 
well as local volunteers. Reading through the minutes of 
the Proceedings, it is obvious that there was some friction 
between the Memorials of the Dead sub-committee and the
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Committee of the RHAAI, which thought that the sub
committee was becoming too independent and taking over 
functions and finance of the Association itself. In the end, 
the Mems. Dead became a separate organisation without 
too much disruption either to the Mems. Dead or to the 
RHAAI, with the two groups sharing many members.

Organisation was very important in Col. Vigors' vision of 
his Association. Reports were arranged by counties, then 
by local graveyards within the county. This system 
continued throughout the life of the Mems. Dead. 
Memorials within churches were recorded, as well as all 
types of gravestones. The Association encouraged 
accounts of the history of the graveyards, accounts of 
church plate and lists of clergy where possible. In some 
cases the Mems. Dead Association paid for conservation of 
memorials, for instance, the stone of Richard “ Honest 
Dick” Millikin (author of The Groves o f  Blarney) was re-cut; 
and a stone dating to 1709 of Benjamin Daillon which had 
fallen was raised and re-set in concrete. He encouraged 
those families who could afford to do so, to preserve their 
own ancestral tombs. Parts of the country were without 
workers or subscribers, and Vigors was quite caustic in his 
comments about that (“ no subscriptions, no information” ; 
“ This county . . .  is conspicuous by the total absence of 
contributions, either monetary or literary” ; “ Nothing 
received from this County; containing many parishes and 
many burial-grounds, ancient and modern, and no doubt 
full of interesting memorials. Let us hope that they have 
not all been destroyed, or buried in weeds, nettles, and 
briars, as so many are elsewhere”). In fact, Vigors as editor 
of the Mems. Dead often commented directly on reports 
from the various volunteers, congratulating those who had 
cleaned up monuments, castigating those counties who had 
not one person interested in the tombs of their forefathers, 
and railed against the appalling condition of so many of 
the Irish graveyards. When he did not have first-hand 
material he often used previously published material from 
county histories and surveys. In 1891, he invited the Rev. J. 
F. M. Ffrench to join him as co-editor, and in 1897, Lord 
Walter Fitzgerald and Reginald M'Clintock Dix joined the
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editorial committee.
Lord Walter Fitzgerald was Vigors' own choice as the one 

best suited to carry on the work, and shortly before his 
death in 1903, Vigors arranged with his fellow workers that 
Lord Walter would become editor of the Journal, a task the 
latter continued until his own death in 1923. Lord Walter 
was also an army man, serving the 60th Rifles and retiring 
in 1888 with the rank of Captain. In that year he joined 
what was then the RHAAI. At first his interests centred on 
the house of the Fitzgeralds, but gradually they enlarged to 
encompass the history and archaeology of Kildare and then 
the study of Ireland, but particularly the southern half. He 
was a founder member of the Kildare Archaeological 
Society in 1891 and its Secretary from 1893. He was also a 
member of the Royal Irish Academy and served on its 
Council. Always Lord Walter's work was painstaking and 
accurate, whether he wrote for JRSAI, The Journal of the 
Kildare Archaeological Society or for the Mems. Dead. 
During his time as editor of the Mems. Dead, it is estimated 
that he wrote about four-fifths of the material, as well as 
supplying most of the illustrations. His own copy of Mems. 
Dead shows corrections of inscriptions of earlier workers. 
He was also responsible for publishing the Irish Funeral 
Entries from the British Museum manuscript.

When Lord Walter died, his genealogical papers went to 
Trinity College. His books and many of his own notes and 
drawings, as well as material which must originally have 
been Vigors, such as rubbings from various informants, 
and graveyard inscriptions from the Rev. R. S. Moffett were 
deposited in the RSAI Library.

Because of “ financial wrangling” , the Memorials Society 
in England lasted only about ten years. Ireland was better 
served, thanks to its great editors, Vigors and Lord Walter, 
as well as gentlemen such as Rev. J. F. M. Ffrench who was 
a joint editor under both Vigors and Lord Walter, and all 
those volunteers who searched out graveyards throughout 
the country. The Association was never very large; perhaps 
250 members at best, but the amount of work done was out 
of all proportion to the small number involved. In all, 
between the years 1888 and 1934, thirteen volumes were
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published and over 6,800 pages of memorial inscriptions 
and illustrations, including many very accurate rubbings 
of monuments and inscriptions, epitaphs and coats of 
arms. In its later years, the Association had become the 
Irish Memorials Society, with its Journal incorporating the 
Dublin Parish Register Society. The cover of the Journal 
showed an ideal view from an elaborate Romanesque 
doorway, with round tower and abbey, early slabs and 
medieval effigies. It was based on a sketch by Vigors 
himself, worked up by the antiquarian artist W. F. 
Wakeman.

We may wonder why only one or two inscriptions were 
recorded from some of the burial grounds; to us, they do not 
represent either the oldest, the most historical or interesting 
monuments and at times, many of the amateurs were quite 
careless in their copying, but as many of the monuments 
have long since disappeared or become very worn, all of us 
who are interested in graveyards, owe these early workers a 
great deal of gratitude.

NOTES
Information of Col. Vigors has been collated from articles in the Old 
Kilkenny Review  1985, ‘Colonel Philip V igors', by Aideen Ireland, pp. 191- 
194 and “ The Vigors Collection” by Ellen Prendergast, p .195, and 
Obituaries, JAPMDI, vol 6, 1904, pp. v, vi; and J R S A I34, 1904 pp. 86-87. 
For Lord Walter Fitzgerald, see Obituaries, JRSAI 54, pp. 102-3 and 
Journal Kildare Archaeological Society, 10, 1922-3, p.42.
For a note on the Society for Preserving the Memorials o f the Dead in 
England, see Church M onuments Society Newsletter, vol 5, no.l, Summer 
1989, p.22.
The photograph of Col. Vigors was taken by Lord Walter Fitzgerald on 
22nd August 1902. It shows him standing beside the Cloch-a-Foil (near 
Ardristan) Co. Carlow. It was published in vol.6 o f the JAPMDI.

I am grateful to the RSAI for permission to reproduce the photograph and 
for access to the Lord Walter papers, and to Dr. Rhoda Kavanagh for her 
help in preparing this paper. I alone am responsible for any errors.
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