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By the Linaun
Una Hughes

The Linaun, a lively gurgling little river, marking for some 
miles the boundary between Munster and Leinster and 
between Tipperary and Kilkenny, is our guideline on this trip 
to the south of County Kilkenny.

Walking upwards from its bank we reach Tullahought, 
nestling peacefully into the surrounding countryside, and at 
over 800 feet above sea-level, eying Sliabh na mBan and the 
Drumdearg Hills on level terms.

A typical Irish village of one long straight street - almost a 
backwater - Tullahought did in times past like Goldsmith's 
“Auburn” boast many 
“The sheltered cot, the cultivated farm,
The never-failing brook, the busy mill,
The decent church that topped the neighbouring hill”.

Today the village has its church, its pub and an electorate 
of 192. It embraces the townlands of Ballnalinagh, Blackbog, 
Birchwood, Glencommon, Kilmacoliver, Ballygowan, 
Bawnfree, Cussune, Baunreagh, Bréagáin, Corragaun, 
Curraghmore and Curraghnadimpaun - so many still proudly 
bearing their beautiful descriptive Irish names. Tullahought 
is situated on the periphery of the Barony of Kells, being 
bounded on the south and southwest by the Barony of Iverk 
and on the west and northwest by the Barony of Iffa and 
Offa. Tullahought, together with Kilmoganny, Ballyhale, 
Aghaviller, Mullinavat and Templeorum make up the Sléite 
Breathnach or Walsh Mountains - a name derived from the 
Welsh Normans who received large tracts of land in this 
whole area after the invasion.

In the Red Book of Ormonde Tullahought is given as 
Euilhauth or Iulhachte meaning the “broad strait” or 
“passage”. O'Curry, writing in 1839, believed the name to be 
“An Tullach Docht” - the Difficult Hill, Moran's Hill, the Mill 
Hill or Sceach Hill aptly fitting the bill!

Hogan, in his History o f St. Ciaran, puts forward another 
derivation. He relates that Angus, King of Munster, had
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eight excellent harpers, who were murdered and whose 
bodies were concealed. The grieving Aengus, imploring 
Ciaran for assistance, was told “Your harpers are 
treacherously murdered, are concealed in a lake, their harps 
hang on a tree close by”. Ciaran accompanied by Aengus 
fasted and prayed by the lake-side. The waters parted, the 
bodies, though a full month in the lake, looked as if asleep. 
Legend states they took down their harps and played 
melodious, soulstirring music.

Hogan gives a more mundane version - that having listened 
to Ciaran's wonderful discourse on the immortality of the 
soul the mourners were consoled. Ciaran had the bodies 
carried in procession and after solemn obsequies they were 
interred. The name “Cill Tullach Ocht” - the Church of the 
Eight Sepulchres - was given to this place - Tullach being a 
tomb - the Tullahought of today.

In ancient times Conaire Mór, King of Munster exacted a 
tribute on the inhabitants of Leinster of 300 white cows, 200 
fat hogs and 300 gilt swords to be paid annually. He annexed 
the land south of a line drawn from Nore to Suir. It was 
handed over in a most solemn treaty surrendering “heaven 
and earth, sea and land, sun and moon”. Thus Tullahought 
was attached to Munster before the emergence of the 
Kingdom of Ossory. In the first century A.D. Aenghus 
Oisraigh reconquered the territory and erected an 
independent kingdom between the rivers - Uisce Rioghachd - 
Ossory. In 878 A.D. the then King of Ossory, Cearbhall, 
inflicted a heavy defeat on the Danes at a pass in the Walsh 
Mountains, gateway to Ossory, known as Achadh Mhic 
Eirclaigh, anglicised into Earley.

In 1210, the south of Ossory was declared shireground by 
King John. It was given the name “Kilkenny” after its chief 
ecclesiastical city. Land in the parish of Windgap became 
part of the Barony of Earley which was eventually subsumed 
into the Barony of Kells.

In 1337 the Priory of Kells, although rich in estates and 
having numerous churches attached to it, was unable to 
“maintain hospitality” a serious defect when inns were 
scarce. Perhaps in an effort to rectify this lack, Matthew, son 
of Richard Fitzoliver gave leave to the prior and convent of
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St. Mary's at Kells in Ossory to dig for, quarry, and take 
away “sclatstonis” (slates) for the use of their houses in all 
slate quarries belonging to him in Meallaghmore (a townland 
in Tullahought parish) and Carraigmokelagh for a term of 49 
years, beginning from Monday following the feast of the 
Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary in the year 1348. If 
he, or any of his heirs, contravene this grant he undertakes 
that they shall "pay one hundred of silver at Kells”. The 
Prior of Kells was William Lang. Thus we hear mention of 
Fitzoliver and of the slatequarries which were already in use.

In 1374 Tullahought was linked to the great Butler family 
when Geoffrey fitzThomas, fitzNicholas, fitzhHowel Walsh, 
Lord of the Mountains sold 535 acres of Meallaghmore to 
James le Botiller, Earl of Ormond. Some one hundred and 
sixty-six years later, in 1540, the last prior of Kells, Peter O 
Howleghán surrendered the priory to the commissioners of 
Henry VIIL The lands attached were some 3,000 statute 
acres including land in Kells, Thomastown, Ardaloo (Conahy) 
and Tullahought. On May 4th 1541, Henry granted James, 
Earl of Ormond, the site of the Priory of Kells with various 
lands to hold in tale male by the service of H of a knight's fee 
and paying annually £5 to the Vicar of Kells. Three months 
later James was given a royal lease of 21 years at a rent of 
£68.2.3 of various lands, including Tullahought and 
Kilmacoliver.

In 1543 James signed an indenture with one John O'Heyne, 
carpenter, granting him “the mill of Tullohaght, the mill of 
Crigge and the mill of Carrik (sic) at the bridge's end with all 
appurtenances, land and commodities belonging to said three 
mills to said John and his heirs for 21 years at a rent of £20 
per annum. Said John shall send to the Earl's works one 
carpenter of each said mill as often as he shall thereto be 
demanded, like other mills in the counties Kilkenny and 
Tipperary are accustomed to do. He and his heirs to have 
free licence to cut all necessary timber in every wood 
belonging to the said Earl for repairing the mills; suits and 
muston according to the old usage, and meats accustomed for 
the carpenters for every holiday as long as they shall be 
repairing wheels or other great works at said mills”.

In an inquisition held in Callan on April 4, 1608, Walter
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Lawless was seized in fee of various manors, castles, 
townlands, and tenements, in among other places - 
Tullahaght which contained 30 acres of barren mountain 
ground and Kilmacolyver 7 acres arable soil and mountain, 
barren soil, wood and pasture, one castle, 6 messuages,9 
acres of arable land and pasture in Pollroan.

This Walter Lawless was the great grandson of Richard 
Lawless and Isabella Cottrell who had been given certain 
tenements and messuages adjoining the garden of the vicars 
of Common Hall, Irishtown, Kilkenny on condition that they 
celebrated the anniversary of Isabella's father, James 
Cottrell, every year in a solemn manner in the church of St. 
Canice. James was a Burgess of Kilkenny and Lord of 
Talbot's Inch. Walter, of the inquisition, married a Miss 
Rothe, daughter of Robert Rothe and died in 1627 leaving a 
son and heir, Richard who in turn married Maud, daughter of 
Luke Shee. Thus were three great families of Kilkenny City 
linked together and with Tullahought over 300 years ago.

In the census of 1659 the number living in “Tollehacht” was 
8 Irish, no English and in Kilmacoliver 33 Irish, no English. 
The most common names were Maher, Purcell, Power, Wall 
and Walsh - names still in the area.

King Charles II, who it is said, was a king “who never said 
a foolish thing and never did a wise one” allowed parliament 
to introduce the Hearth Tax in 1661, which was extended to 
Ireland in 1662. Under it two shillings were payable yearly 
to the King for every “hearth or hearth place of firing”. This 
was in lieu of the Knight's Fee and Knight's Service. In the 
Hearth Money Rolls of Co. Kilkenny, 1664, ten people 
including an Edmond Power, paid this tax in Kilmacolliver 
(sic) as did six in Tullahought. This tax, denounced as “a 
badge of slavery on the whole people” by William and Mary 
was replaced by a house and window tax in 1695. It 
remained in force in Ireland until well into the last century.

The old church at Tullahought traditionally called “The 
Abbey”, because of its connection with Kells Priory, stood on 
the site of the present pub. The churchyard was destroyed in 
1800 when a new road was cut through it.

The public house was built about 1830, being shown on the 
1839 Ordnance Survey map. It is in the ownership of the
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Power family - the present owner being James Power, son of 
Edmund, a descendant, most likely, of the Edmund of the 
Hearth Money Roll.

Power's was, in its heyday, a veritable Aladdin's Cave, 
selling tea, sugar, soap, calico, oil, nails and black pudding. 
The customers included the clergy, the R.I.C. from the 
Quarry Barracks, tradesmen (a smith, tailor and baker) and 
framers. With whiskey costing ls2d for Kpint and porter 3d 
a bottle this was no abstemious community. Indeed in one 
year 1073 dozen and 9 bottles of porter and minerals and 154 
dozen and 1 bottle of beer and lager were consumed - no total 
being given for whiskey sold either by the pint or the naggin.

Leather and leather nails were frequently mentioned in the 
ledger testifiying that shoes were repaired at home. One 
interesting entry was of a Richard Brawders, baker who 
bought iron for 5 Kd and paid for it by giving 2 empty bottles 
and 1 glass (recycling 1871 style!). On June 21, that same 
year Power's bought a pig for 28/=, paid the owner 21/= and 
retained 7/= against the farmer's bill leaving 1/6 due. 
Power's loaned money to their customers - a sum of 8d being 
mentioned, the 8d was repaid without interest - no Shylock 
here! Tullahought had its upmarket customers who bought 
loaf-sugar, cakes, oranges and sago.

In more recent years Power's was famous for its traditional 
nights when Irish music was played, hurling matches 
replayed and crubeens consumed by the stone.

The present church, dedicated to St. Nicholas, was built in 
1884/85. Evidence of an earlier church has been found 
during burials in the present graveyard. It appears to have 
faced in the opposite direction. The church was renovated in 
1985, - Garrett, Canon Phelan was Parish Priest. The 
present parish priest, Fr. Robert Raftice, has a sense of 
history, having initiated a Novena of Intercession for the 
living and the dead with prayers and Benediction being 
celebrated in the old churchyards, including the 5,000 year 
old passage tomb in Knockroe.

In Lewis's Topographical Dictionary, 1837, we read that 
Tullahought had 1538 inhabitants, and that there was a 
Boys' School and a Girls' School in the village. These were 
national schools with an enrolment of over one hundred
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pupils, many the children of workers in the slatequarries. 
When the quarries closed the schools merged. In the late 
1960s the boys' school erupted in flames. Those were the 
days of the open fire in school. It is thought that sparks set 
the ceiling smouldering during school hours. The school was 
eventually closed the children being bussed to Windgap - a 
sad day for the village for the school brought life and 
movement. The buildings were repaired by volunteers and 
now serve as a community hall. Basketball, table-tennis, 
dramas replace the writing, ciphering and the village 
schoolmaster!

It is worth noting that O'Curry mentions a moat 40ft. in 
diameter at its top and about 16ft. high in Tullahought. 
Carrigan calls it a handsome green mound, resembling that 
at Killamery. The rath stands in one of Joseph Crowley's 
fields. It has a preservation order on it and remains - a 
sentinel to the past - awaiting excavation at some future 
date.

Kilmacoliver
A townland in Tullahought parish once owned by Walshes, 

Lords of the Mountain. A feudal keep was built by them on a 
rocky promontory facing the entrance to the slatequarries on 
just one acre of ground and with a sheer drop to the valley - 
an ideal spot for such a fortification but of which nothing now 
remains. In 1653 Kilmacoliver belonged to Ormonde. In the 
late 17th century it passed to an old Milesian family - the 
Haydens. This family was a staunch supporter of William of 
Orange. William Hayden married a Catherine Mandeville, 
and built the first mansion there.

One hundred years on the Haydens were still in possession, 
when a daughter married a Simon Osborne. Simon's son-in- 
law, James Blunden occupied Kilmacoliver House. In his will 
dated June 6th 1804, John left his interest in “the town and 
land of Kilmacoliver to my two sons, the Rev. John Blunden 
and Christopher Blunden subject to their giving my eldest 
son, Trevor Lloyd Blunden, quiet possession of the 
dwellinghouse and demesne of the said land of Kilmacoliver 
containing 64 acres, for life, at an annual rent of £128 to be 
paid by them and their heirs under the lease between
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Thomas Hayden Osborne”.
In 1890 Edward Coonan, newly returned from the 

Australian outback, purchased both house and land. A lover 
of sport Edward organised cricket matches and the Kilkenny 
Journal, March 30th 1895 reports “in the charming village of 
Tullahought, situated between Kilkenny and Clonmel, we are 
anxiously awaiting the races on Easter Monday. Lovers of 
sport in Kilkenny, Waterford and Tipperary are indebted to 
Mr. Coonan for the energy and time spent superintending the 
sport on the course and in sacrificing his prime lands, at such 
an advantageous period of the season as April 15th to the 
destruction of a race meeting”.

There were five events, two flat races and three over fences, 
the prize fund was £31.

The land is now farmed by John Cunningham, a relative of 
Edward Coonan.

The Slatequarries
The slatequarries are in the townland of “Inch na gCloch” - 

Holm of Stones: a holm being a flat piece of land one hundred 
and thirty-four acres in area. The slatequarries - grim, grey, 
lonely and foreboding today but once a place where dynamite 
blasted, hoist lifted and saw hummed - a place where men 
worked, lived, raised families, played and died.

Slate is a dense finegrained metamorphic rock containing 
quartz, graphite, and kaolin. Slate, hard and compact can be 
cut into parallel plates (fioration). Slate, in its day was used 
for roofing, flooring, paving, for headstones, writing slabs, 
and the teachers tool par excellence - the blackboard.

The Ormonde Quarry, bounded by the Linaun, was being 
worked in 1337. Slates from here roofed Kells Priory, Carrick 
Castle, Kilkenny Castle and Westminster Abbey, London.

There are many small quarry holes to be seen along the 
entrance land. These were private quarries leased from the 
Ormonde Estate and worked by local families - fifty to fifty- 
eight in all - Purcell's, Lonnergan's, Loughlin's and Murray's. 
Each quarry bearing the family name, and being worked to 
ground level only; there being no adequate equipment to 
hoist heavy blocks of slate from a quarry face. Each family 
quarried, and drew what slates they needed for their own use
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and that of their neighbours.
Tighe, in his survey, states “there lies in the southern 

extremity of the Barony of Kells a quarry where slates cost 
lls4>^d to 12s6d per thousand and where some are of a 
superior quality - scarce exceeded by any slates in colour and 
lightness - these bear an advanced price of about 3/= per 
thousand”. Lewis, in turn, calls this quarry “an extensive one 
of excellent slates, scarcely exceeded by any in colour and 
lightness”.

It is interesting to note that the Slatequarry workers left 
their mark on the social history of their period.

In pre-famine times small farmers and labourers were the 
poor class - most labourers rented small conacre plots, most 
small farmers supplemented their meagre incomes by 
labouring. An affinity developed between these groups, out of 
which sprang in 1806 a movement called the “caravats”, 
(carabaiti in Irish, cravats in English). From the lower 
classes, members swore an oath to stand together. Dressed 
in female clothes, with faces blackened and sporting a cravat, 
they ranged the countryside by night, burning houses and 
terrifying people whom they called “grabbers”. This offshoot 
of the “White-Boys” attracted members from the quarry 
workforce even though a quarryman earned 25d per day to 
the labourer's 9d.

An opposition group, the “shanavest” (seanbheisteanna or 
old waistcoats) also reared its head. Conflict between the two 
groups erupted in Kilkenny, Tipperary and other counties. 
The caravats carried a leaded ash-plant and being superior in 
numbers to the Shanavests usually fared better in their 
faction fights. At evictions in Bessborough, Piltown, in 1810 
Caravats from the quarry intervened. Their leader, a Carrick 
man, called out “did you suppose there were no caravats in 
this county?” In February 1811 forty men were tried for this 
disturbance - 20 were executed, 17 transported, flogged or 
imprisoned, only 3 being aquitted.

Back to the slates! In 1848 a William Mercer, aware of the 
population explosion in England and thereby of a rising need 
for slates, leased the quarry from the Earl of Ormonde. 
Mercer, a qualified engineer, took levels on the Linaun, cut 
and lined a canal into the quarry thus bringing water to drive
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a mill wheel. A seven horse power engine meant deep hole 
quarrying was possible. The quarry deepened to 120 ft. with 
a circumference of 1000 feet. Water was pumped at a rate of 
60 gallons per minute. Slabs of slate were hoisted.

Bassett, in his directory of 1884 stated that up to sixty 
horse-drawn cars were used daily to draw finished slates to 
the new railway station in Carrick for export. In Bassett we 
read too, of Engineer Burstall, son of the inventor of the first 
road locomotive and rival of Stevenson of the steam engine, 
who slated his own house with Ormonde slates and found 
them, forty years on, as dry and as firm as when new.

William Mercer was a good employer building sturdy stone 
houses for his employees - some 300 at peak. Two shops and 
a bakery supplied their needs. The children were educated 
and a doctor was always on call. For relaxation the men 
played hurling, football and handball. Many were the games 
played, the rivals overcome. In 1929 a mobile cinema visited 
the quarries with the latest or earliest Hollywood 
extravaganza!

In early days holes were drilled with hand drills - three 
men, standing in a wagon, were lowered down the quarry- 
face. One held the punch, the others striking alternate 
strokes by sledge-hammer. Dynamite was inserted and 
blasting took place, the blocks were then split and trimmed. 
Rougher stones could be split into five slates, finer into eight. 
In 1901, a Welshman, Daniel Evans was manager, and the 
Ormonde slate was the best on the market capturing first 
prize in London in 1902.

By 1921 and “the troubles” the story was very different. 
There was unrest. The R.I.C. barracks was burned down, 
trade slumped, the quarry closed in 1923. In 1927 the 
Killaloe Slate Co. purchased the Ormonde Quarry. A Mr. 
Blair was manager, Danny Evans having returned to Wales 
amid genuine regret at his departure. The quarry was 
renamed the Carrick Slate Co.. Sixty tons of slate were 
taken out each week. Blair drained the quarry, continuously 
for almost seven weeks. He introduced a derrick crane which 
lifted slabs over 160ft. to the surface. The slabs were taken 
by train cable to the saw. Blasting was reduced, holes drilled 
by pneumatic hammer, the pressure for which came from
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compressed air in the engine room. This hammer drilled a 
hole six foot deep and one inch in diameter in 15 minutes. 
Today a drill can cut a hole four inches in diameter, sixty feet 
deep.

In 1932 electric power was installed in the quarry, direct 
from Ardnacrusha Power Station. Electricity blazed and 
hummed in the Slatequarry before current reached many a 
large town. A diamond saw was purchased which cut faster 
and finer than that in use in 1929 which in its day cut a 3% 
ton slab into slates in twenty minutes.

In 1937 workers in the quarry expressed doubts about some 
practices - they felt that good slate was being deliberately 
covered by shale. They believed that the Killaloe Co. was 
allowing the Carrick Co. to wind down. In that very year the 
workers were informed that the slate had run out, but the 
workers would still maintain that there are enough slates 
there today “to slate the whole of Europe”.

The quarrymen struggled on for some years, but when 
Council cottages were built in the area, and were roofed with 
tiles, the death knell had sounded for the “finest slate in 
Europe”. The quarry finally closed in 1944. Today the 
quarry is owned by Mr. James Power. Slabs are sold for 
crazy paving in gardens. Millions of tons of shale have been 
sold as infill for roads. A sad end to a proud industry - its 
very strength brought about its downfall - Ormonde slates 
lasted just too long!
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