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The Decline of the Ormonde 
Estate, 1893-1950

Terence A.M. Dooley

“The History of the Illustrious House of Butler of Ormonde is, in 
point of fact, the history of Ireland from the time of the Anglo- 
Norman Invasion”1

Kilkenny Castle, the ancestral home of the Ormonde Butlers 
since the late fourteenth century, stands like a sentinel above the 
ancient city overlooking the river Nore. Its round towers and 
darkening grey walls, some reputedly seven feet wide in places, 
dominate the environs. First built in 1192 by Strongbow's son-in- 
law, William Marshall, Earl of Pembroke, it became home to the 
Butlers in 1391, when it was sold to James, Third Earl of Ormonde.

For the next four hundred years its architectural structure 
remained very much the same, except for various improvements 
made to it in the Elizabethan or Jacobean period by the 10th Earl, 
‘Black Thomas' Butler. However, in the 1820s the Ormonde family 
was persuaded by the prominent Kilkenny architect, William 
Robertson, that the whole castle needed remodelling, due to the 
fact that the main wall was unsound. Robertson carried out the 
remodelling so thoroughly that nothing now remains from before 
his time except for three old towers, the outer walls and a gateway 
built by the second Duke. In fact, as Mark Bence-Jones points out, 
the exterior of the castle became uncompromisingly nineteenth 
century feudal in appearance.2

In 1883, the year in which this study begins, the castle was 
inhabited by the Third Marquis of Ormonde, James Butler. Born 
in 1844 he had been educated at Harrow in England. He had served 
as Captain in the First Lifeguards and eventually reached the rank 
of Colonel. N ow while resident in the ancestral home he carried out 
his local duties as a Deputy Lieutenant, Justice of the Peace and 
Vice-Administrator of Leinster. He was one of a select number of 
Irish aristocrats who belonged to both the Kildare Street Club and 
the Sackville Street Club, and while resident at his London house 
at 21 Park Lane, he socialised at the Carlton Club.

In 1876 he had married Lady Elizabeth Grosvenor, daughter of
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the Duke of Westminster. The couple had two daughters but no son 
to inherit Lord Ormonde's titles.3

At the beginning of the 1880s the Ormonde estate covered some 
27,800 acres, just over 12,000 of which were in Kilkenny, while the 
remainder were in Tipperary. In 1893 the estate was largely intact 
and, according to the account books, was divided into the following 
rental areas:

Kilkenny City (where Ormonde received rents from over 170 
houses); the Liberties and County of Kilkenny; the Tipperary 
Arran estate; the Dunmore, Garryricken and Kilcash estates. The 
latter was further divided into three rental areas. In 1893 these 
estates yielded £40,609 in rents.

The family had other various sources ofincome, e.g., in this same 
year they received £6,786 in head rents and tithe rents; just over 
£400 in interest upon invested capital; £363 in grazing receipts; 
£80 from timber sales and £556 under the heading of miscellaneous 
income. Allied to this the value of stock on hand on Dunmore farm 
was £2,181.4

It would seem then that the family could well afford to spend a 
total of£4,193 on the upkeep of the castle and demesne at this time. 
Of this sum, £2,428 was spent on the actual house itself; £545 on 
the gardens; £506 on the stables; £511 on repairs and maintenance 
and £204 on gamekeeping.5 As can be seen, over half of this total 
sum went to the upkeep of the house, which is hardly surprising 
considering its actual physical size and the undoubted expenditure 
consequent upon this.

Some indication of the actual size of the castle and the number of 
people required to maintain it can be drawn from the household 
schedule returns of the 1911 Census. According to these, 70 rooms 
were being used by the family. There were 80 windows at the front 
of the castle and 37 adjoining outhouses.6

The names of seventeen household servants appear on the 
returns for the castle, although it is likely that more servants were 
actually employed there, as some may have lived outside and thus 
were not present on the actual night the Census form was com
pleted.

It is interesting to observe that of these seventeen servants only 
five were Catholics, and perhaps more interesting is the fact that 
only three were born locally, i.e., within Kilkenny county. In fact, 
ten were “imported” from England, including the butler, house
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keeper and cook. Four were from elsewhere in Ireland. So one can 
conclude that while the castle was an important employment 
centre in the city, it did not benefit locals to a great extent.

The total wages bill for household servants that year was £152.7 
Unfortunately there is no reliable breakdown of what individual 
servants received weekly as these statistics are not as readily 
available. However, we do find out that in 1887 the butler earned 
18 shillings per week, while the lowest paid servant received a 
meagre one shilling for a five and threequarter day week.8 Another 
interesting point to emerge from the comments column in the 
ledgers is that the estate workers seem to have had easy access to 
wages in advance, as these columns record numerous examples of 
“advances” being repaid through the estate office at the end of the 
week.

Another manuscript gives some additional information regard
ing servants and estate workers. It is entitled “Rules to be Ob
served by the Lodgekeeper at Kilkenny Castle” and is dated May 
1913. According to these rules the entrance gate was to be opened 
at 6.00am daily to admit the workers. No servants were allowed to 
pass out through the gate after 9.00pm unless they had received 
special permission. No nursemaids with children were to be admit
ted at any time, but children could be admitted with their parents. 
Regarding the lodgekeeper himself, he had to sleep at the lodge and 
to take breakfast and tea there. He was to go to dinner at 1.15pm 
and return by 2.00pm. During his absence the ‘odd man' or a 
stablehand was to take his place. The gate lodge was not to remain 
unoccupied at any time.9 It was these lodgekeeper s who allowed the 
carriages, carrying not only members of the Ascendancy from all 
over Ireland, but even English monarchs, to wind their way 
towards the many social functions held at the castle in its heyday, 
when little expense was spared to keep up outward appearances.

In her essay entitled “The Big House”, Elizabeth Bowen, herself 
of the Ascendancy class, claims that one of the main reasons for the 
building of the big house was a social one:

... the idea from which these houses sprang was, before 
everything, a social one... Society - or, more simply, the 
getting together of people - was meant to be at once a high 
pleasure and willing discipline... The big or big seeming 
rooms in the big house [were] meant for just such pleasures 
of intercourse.10
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The picture gallery in Kilkenny Castle was one such room and 
during the lifetime of the Third Marquis it is highly probable that 
every notable Ascendancy'figure in the country was entertained 
there. It is certainly true if the “Directory of People to be invited to 
Balls” in the Ormonde papers is anything to go by. It reads like a 
Who's Who of the Irish Ascendancy world and contains, in alpha
betical order, the names o f277 families for the County of Kilkenny, 
89 for the city, 42 for the neighbouring counties and at the end the 
names of six RIC members.11

Within this directory there are three loose sheets of paper which 
constitute a list of those people to be invited to a ‘house party' held 
in honour of the Duke and Duchess ofYork, the future George V and 
Queen Mary, who stayed at the castle for five nights in 1899. Other 
‘honoured guests' included Lord and Lady Roberts, Lord and Lady 
De Vesci, Lady Dugdale, Lord Avon and Mr. Moncrieffe. Altogether 
161 invitations were sent out (this number includes heads of 
households only and is not inclusive of spouses, partners or other 
family members to be included on the invitations). Again, this list 
reads like a Who's Who of the Ascendancy, including such people 
as the Earl and Countess of Bessborough, Lord Bellew, the Earl of 
Carrick, Lord and Lady Castletown, the Earl and Countess of 
Desart, the De La Poers, Ponsonbys, Ducketts and Smithwicks, as 
well as the city High Sheriff, the Lord Mayor and officers of the 
King's Rifles.12

This house party was held in the great picture gallery of the 
castle, a room 120 feet long with a lofty, glazed and timbered roof. 
Its walls were a crimson colour exuding warmth and richness and 
were covered in paintings including portraits by Holbein, VanDyck 
and Kneller.

Five years later the Ormondes were to entertain royalty once 
more when King Edward VII and Queen Alexandra stayed there. 
One guest was later to recall the atmosphere in the picture gallery 
in a letter to a friend:

“Their majesties chatted so affably just like ordinary mortals, 
some of those who were present looked as if they were being led to 
the scaffold and held back almost visibly.”13 

While they were entertainers of royalty, the Third Marquis and 
his wife were themselves as close to being a local royal family as 
could be expected. As Bence-Jones points out:

“In and around Kilkenny, Lord and Lady Ormonde were like
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royalty; when they drove through the city in their open carriages, 
drawn by a pair of greys with a collar of bells, people would come 
out to watch them go past.”14

Thus, from outward appearances, it would seem that the 
Ormondes, with their stately ancestral home and vast estate, had 
all the trappings that should go along with an Ascendancy family 
and an aristocratic title. But appearances, to use an old cliche, can 
very often be deceptive. Some time before King Edward VU's visit, 
a girl, recently married to a member of another Kilkenny landown
ing family, went to dine at the castle for the first time. She was 
astounded by the display of liveried footmen, priceless tapestries 
and the Ormonde gold plate, but she became more astounded when 
Lady Ormonde confided in her, “We are very poor”.15

By 1950, Ormonde Castle had stood literally derelict for fifteen 
years. Increasing maintenance costs and the excessive burden of 
taxation were to be the final straws that would break the castle's 
back, and which were to force the Ormondes to sell almost the 
entire contents of the castle, which, in the words of the Sixth 
Marquis, “put a seal on its ever being lived in as a private residence 
again”.16

When one looks at the account books for 1949 one is immediately 
struck by the changes which had taken place in the intervening 
years and it becomes very apparent that the great house and estate 
attached to it had declined greatly, not only economically but 
structurally as well.

By now only four people were employed to look after the castle, 
the house wages bill for the year being a mere £29. There was no 
further money spent either on the upkeep of the house or stables. 
Only £150 was spent on the gardens, a mere 10 per cent of what had 
been spent on them on average during the years at the beginning 
of the century. The following table, which compares expenditure in 
1949 to that of 1893, illustrates this decline.

1893 1949
£ £

House 2428 29
Works and estate 248 240
Woods' expenses 250
Management and office expenses 1168 373

*It is important also to realise that this table does not take inflation into account
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Miscellaneous
Repairs and maintenance
Stables
Gardens
Gamekeeping

274
571
556
545
204

62
226

150
32

These cutbacks are hardly surprising considering the fact that 
the total estate income for 1950 was only £7136, of which only 
£1756 was received from rental income, a dramatic drop from the 
late nineteenth century figures.17

Structurally, the decline of the castle is mirrored in two surviving 
and contrasting photographs.18 Both show the great picture gallery 
referred to earlier. The first dating from the late nineteenth 
century is a full length shot of the gallery devoid of people but 
resplendent in its collection of portraits, family heirlooms, statu
ettes, busts, tapestries and rugs. The second, again of the gallery 
but taken in 1951, tells a very different story. The hall is almost 
bare, devoid of rugs, statues or family heirlooms. Some of the 
portraits are now stacked against bare, damp walls, from which the 
crimson wallpaper now hangs down in swathes, the same walls 
from which they had once regally surveyed their surroundings. In 
the background one can see a great gaping hole in the skylight 
inviting the rain and elements in to bring further destruction on 
this room.

What had happened to bring all of this about? At least some of the 
answers are to be found in the Ormonde papers which the National 
Library of Ireland purchased from Lord Ormonde in 1947 for 
£20,000. As such they are one of the finest collections of such papers 
available to the public tracing the history of an Irish Ascendancy 
family.

The papers used in this study concentrate mainly on the period 
1893-1950. They include the manuscripts already referred to, 
workmen's account books, head rents and rent charge ledgers, day 
expenditure accounts, dairy accounts, cashbooks, trust fund 
cashbooks and investment books, 89 volumes of letters relating to 
estate activities and, of most benefit to this work, the Ormonde 
estate and rental ledgers. Fortunately, all of the latter survive for 
the period 1893-1950 and because succeeding accountants used the 
same format and were equally conscientious in their meticulous 
presentation, the task of going through them and analysing them
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was much less cumbersome than originally anticipated.
In the 1890s and up to around 1904 income from rents to the 

Ormonde estate averaged around £44,300. This included the rental 
due in a particular year plus arrears from the previous year (see 
also Table 1). However, more than half of that total again was also 
outstanding in arrears for each year. The table below, for rents due 
to September 1892, gives an indication of what was happening on 
tenanted estates.

Area One Year's Total due Amount Arrears
Rent to Sept. '93 Received Outstanding

£ £ £ £
Kilkenny 462 478 453 25
City 851 953 863 89
Kilkenny
Liberties 1870 2254 1884 370
Tipperary
Arran 1293 1625 1452 174
Dunmore 2521 5277 2879 2399
Garryricken 5023 11460 4710 6750
Kilcash I 904 2461 637 1823
Kilcash II 5735 12192 5288 6903
Kilcash III 1409 5481 1048 3758
Totals 21,099 42,180 19,216 22,291

The estates' auditor seemed to be more perturbed by arrears such 
as these than Lord Ormonde himself. For example, in 1896 the 
auditor had the following to say:

“I consider it right to call attention to the increase of 
arrears of rent amounting to £400 above those of the 
previous year... leaving the gross amount of arrears to 
September and November 1895 at £20,608.. It might be 
well to if possible make the tenants more punctual in the 
payment of their rents and prevent accruing of arrears.”19 

It would seem that Lord Ormonde didn't bother to do anything 
regarding this recommendation for there was a further increase of 
£999 in arrears the following year, and once again the auditor 
commented as follows: .

“I would repeat the recommendation made by me in my 
report on the Account to May, 1896.”20

Rose Archer
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The average amount of arrears per annum from 1892 to 1905 was 
just over £20,000. Lord Ormonde continued to ignore these. Per
haps memories of the Land League days and Plan of Campaign 
days were still too fresh in his mind. Evictions might only bring him 
more trouble than he wanted and worse, might lead to an even 
greater loss of rents because more tenants might withhold them in 
protest. Whatever his reasons, it didn't really matter after 1905 for 
in that year the majority of these arrears, £14,000 worth, were 
‘forgiven'. This had been a consequence of the selling off of much of 
the Ormonde lands under the 1903 Land Act. The Wyndham Act, 
as it became more popularly known, granted a 12 per cent bonus to 
landlords who sold off entire estates, which gave Lord Ormonde the 
incentive to sell much of his acreage.

However, the accumulation of arrears down through the years 
had had a detrimental effect on house and estate. Less money 
coming in should have meant less money to spend. But because 
Lord Ormonde, like many more of his class, was so used to a 
particular lifestyle, dwindling rental income merely drove him to 
borrowing more money in order to maintain this lifestyle. His 
personal bank overdraft alone ranged between £6,590 in 1894 and 
£19,780 in 1906. In 1896, the same year he had drawn his Lord
ship's attention to the accruing rent arrears, the auditor also 
pointed out the following:

“I have also to call attention to the considerable increase 
in the overdraft, at the Provincial Bank (£9,930)... an 
increase of £1,624, and I would recommend that every effort 
should be made to prevent the further increase of this 
overdraft and if possible to diminish its present amount.”21 

Obviously no effort was made on either count. In fact, the 
overdraft increased the following year to £14,574 and by 1906 to 
£19,780. There was a significant decrease in it the following year 
when it fell to £3,315. (The same year, 1907, there was a significant 
increase in income due to the sale of estates and receipts of bonus. 
Some of the overdraft was obviously offset by this.) However, post 
1907 the overdraft continued to grow again so that by 1920 it was 
back to £12,095. Unfortunately after this year it is difficult to find 
reference to the exact amount of the overdraft, but it did exist and 
it was significant, e.g., in 1935 there is reference to £4,056 being 
transferred from the loan account to pay off what would seem to 
have been at least some of the overdraft. In 1936 there is reference
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to £404 in interest being paid on the same and if interest rates ran 
at about 4 per cent then there was still a significant overdraft of 
around £11,000.

The increase in the amount of land sold per year is reflected in the 
corresponding decline in rental income. In 1894 this category of 
income had reached its peak, realising just over £45,106. The first 
real sign of decrease was in 1904 (the year after the Wyndham Act 
was passed) when the total fell to £36,894. The decline continued 
steadily reaching £13,070 in 1907; £7,359 in 1911 and £4,710 in 
1919. By 1915 all that remained to the family in the neighbourhood 
of Kilkenny was 120 acres, 65 of which constituted the demesne 
lands of Kilkenny Castle and 55 the dairy farm area. Some three 
miles away they held the 550 acre Dunmore farm. But of Garryricken 
they now held only 1,100 acres out of an original 9,600, and only 
3,500 of the original 13,500 in Kilcash, the majority of this land 
being mountain and woodland. All of the rest of the estate had been 
sold.22 By 1950 the Ormonde estate was taking in a mere £1,741 in 
rents from houses mainly in Kilkenny city.

Like many other Irish landlords of the time, it is likely that Lord 
Ormonde saw the sale of vast tracts of land as an easy way of 
accruing a substantial amount of capital especially with the 12 per 
cent bonus available under the Wyndham Act if entire estates were 
sold. However, capital gained in the short term seems to have been 
of little benefit in the long term.

Graph 1, showing the total income and rental income of the estate 
during the years 1893-1950 gives an indication of the importance 
which rents had played in the overall family income. In general 
there is a steady decline in total income corresponding to the 
decline in rental income, with a number of exceptions which need 
to be explained as these rises give a distorted picture of what was 
really happening.

Many of the rises are due to bonuses being paid on the sale of 
various estates. In 1902 a bonus of £5,225 was received from the 
Irish Land Commission; £6,215 in 1907; £1,841 in 1908 on the sale 
of the Garryricken estate and as late as 1913 and 1914, £1,009 for 
the sale of the Kilmacshane estate and £1,275 for the sale of 
Ballyknockane estate.23

Similarly, income more than doubled from the previous year in 
1935, partially due to the fact that almost £6,000 was realised that 
year for the sale of the entire contents of Kilkenny Castle.
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However, the most exceptional increases were in 1920 and 1921 
when annual income increased to £71,032 and £163,000 respec
tively. But again these increases paint a distorted picture of what 
was happening.

In 1919 Lord James Butler, the Third Marquis, died and the 
estate was faced with crippling duties. Below is a list of just some 
of these:

Estate Duty: £66,937
Balance of Estate Duty: £11,509
Residue Balance: £3,506
Additional Estate Duty: £24,688
Succession Duty: £1,836
Succession Duty: £68524

The above plus other fees, legal and otherwise, meant the estate 
was faced with total payments of £165,751 in 1921 and this sum is 
additional to all other outlays for the year.

In order to meet these payments the Ormondes were forced to sell 
off much of their English property. Receipts for the same totalled 
£48,447 in 1920 and £131,722 in 1921.23 The latter figure includes 
receipts from other sources which further illustrates the measures 
to which the family had to go to realise the money necessary for 
payment of debts, e.g., they were forced to call in at least one 
mortgage, that of a Mr. J.R. Scott for £26,847. The list below shows 
some of the other measures taken:

Withdrawal of balance of Trust
Capital Account £5,539
Withdrawal of interest on deposit
receipts £1,224
Ditto £588
Deposit receipts withdraw to pay duties: £16,651
Victory bonds cashed plus interest to
pay duties £60,842
Ditto £5,994
Deposit receipts withdrawn to pay
charges to Ladies Beatrice and
Constance (daughters of Third Marquis) £11,400
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So rather than the rises in the graph being indicative of a rise in 
real income the opposite was, in fact, true and now the decline could 
begin in earnest for the very economic basis of the family's wealth, 
fixed assets, stocks, shares, etc., was being whittled away in order 
to cope with financial burdens. The long-term effects of the forced 
sale of land now became obvious for investments in other areas 
neither realised the same dividend, nor provided the same collat
eral for emergency loans.

Prior to the later Land Acts, land had been the Ormonde's main 
source of investment and had provided the bulk of the family 
income. Interest on invested capital or dividends from the small 
amount of shares the family held realised in the region of £400 to 
£600 per annum. However, post-1903, Lord Ormonde began to 
invest in other ventures, but never with the same degree of 
financial success or reward that the family had enjoyed while they 
held on to their estates.

Capital, presumably from the sale of estates, was invested in a 
wide variety of stocks and shares, e.g., Queensland Government 
stocks, Conversion stock, shares in a variety of railway companies 
including the Great Northern Railway, the London and Northeast 
Railway Company, East India Railway and the Canadian Pacific. 
Shares were also held in such diverse companies as the Lancashire 
Electric Light Co., Slough Estates Ltd., Johannesberg Consoli
dated Investments, South African Breweries and Victorian Wine 
Co., to name but a few.27

Lord Ormonde was also mortgagor to a number of individuals, 
most of whom were based in England. Below is a list of the same for 
1908 showing the size of the loan, the interest rate and the amount 
the Ormonde estate benefited per annum.

Mr. M. Egglestone, £37,967 @ 3% per cent £1,353
Sir C. Miller, £27,000 @ 4 per cent £1,026
J.R. Scott, £27,000 @ 4 per cent £1,026
Lord Kinnaird, £10,000 @ 3% per cent £356
Lord Llangattock £15,000 @ 3% per cent £516

During the period under study, the highest yield on invested 
capital was £9,016 in 1930 which, even when not taking arrears 
outstanding into consideration, falls a long way short of the rental 
income the tenanted estates had provided each year. (For more
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details on this category plus other incomes see Table 1.)
A study of Table 1 just referred to shows the levels of income from 

other sources. Timber receipts and grazing receipts fluctuated 
greatly down through the years, e.g., in 1930 timber receipts were 
£1,795, yet by 1935 they merely accounted for just over £1. 
Similarly, grazing receipts were £796 in 1922, yet between 1926 
and 1936 no income was forthcoming from this area. Perhaps this 
was because the Hogan Land Act of 1923 forbid the letting of land 
except with permission from the Irish Land Commission. What
ever the reason, despite there being grazing receipts post-1936, 
they were not a healthy means of income, at their best offering only 
£70 per annum in this period.

Declining income levels and insubstantial increases in the level 
of interest on invested capital makes one wonder further about the 
financial management of the estates' affairs. As Table 1 shows 
there was very little increase in the interest on invested capital 
between 1909 and 1940, after which it too declined rapidly, ac
counting for a mere £830 in 1950. In the intervening years it ranged 
between approximately £7,000 and £9,000 per annum. Of course 
accruing debts didn't help, as it meant that investments had to be 
sold off, often at a loss, to meet payments as in 1920 when £66,000 
worth of victory bonds were cashed in to offset death duties.29

As the twentieth century progressed the financial crisis of the 
opening years of the 1920s was further compounded by the fact that 
income no longer sustained payments. Between 1923 and 1935 the 
trial balances showed a deficit, sometimes quite a substantial one 
as the £10,917 in 1935.30

Like many Irish estates at this time, the Ormonde estate was 
subject to a number of encumbrances in the form of interest of loans 
and family charges. Family charges took the form of regular 
payments made to various close relatives. The following is a list of 
encumbrances for 1893:

I: Family charges:
(a) The Dowager Marchioness of Ormonde:

One year's jointure to 1st May 1893 £1,876.17. 6
(after tax)

(Note £219.7s.6d. of this jointure went to paying off a 
year's interest on the Park lane mortgage, of which there 
are no accounts available, but which was obviously another
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drain on resources.)
(b) Marchioness of Ormonde £750. 0. 0
(c) Lord Arthur Butler £500. 0. 0
(d) Lady Elizabeth Butler £183.15. 0
II: Interest on Loans:
Alliance Insurance Co., one year's
interest on loan of £44,000 at 4/4 per cent £1,823. 5. 0
Lady Gough, one year's interest on
loan of £6,000 at 4 per cent £265. 5. 0
Lord Arthur Butler, one year's
interest on loan of £1,250 £54.17. 0
Lady Blanch Edwardes, one year's 
interest on loan (amount not
specified) £121.17. 6
Board of Public Works, one year's
interest on loan (not specified) £110. 2. 6
Ditto £34.18. 0

£2,410. 4.

When one includes family insurance premiums, the total be
comes £7,451. Until 1903, such family charges averaged around 
£6,500; between 1903 and 1919, around £2,500 and £4,500 between 
1919 and 1927. So they were high at a time when finances were 
already badly strained, as in the early 1920s. Had this money been 
available to the family for investment and used as such, rather 
than being used as a means of maintaining a status level it would 
have been much more beneficial to the estate in the long term. 
However, it seems that maintaining status in the short term was 
of more importance than solvency in the long term.

The more one delves into these ledgers the more one is struck by 
the amount of money necessary for the year to year running of a 
landlord's estate. Traditionally it has been the rents paid by 
tenants which has aroused most interest, with little reference to 
what effects estate management had on the disposable incomes of 
the landlords.

The more one becomes aware of these effects on the Ormonde 
estate, the more one becomes convinced of the truth in Lord 
Dufferin's comment on the problems of estate management follow
ing his decision to sell his own Irish estate. In a letter to his friend
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the Duke of Argyll, he wrote:
“I shall have to leave something like £150,000 behind me 

in the shape of improvements, from which I have had time 
to reap no other advantage than the ameliorated condition 
of the farmers themselves; but an Irish estate is like a 
sponge, and an Irish landlord is never so rich as when he is 
rid of his property.”32

This letter was written as far back as 1874. Yet, the Ormondes 
didn't vacate Kilkenny Castle until 1935. According to the Sixth 
Marquis it was “the increasing taxation and increasing costs” that 
made them do so.33 In 1893 when income was over £40,000 his 
Lordship paid £480 in income tax and £930 in poor rates.34

Until 1916 the combined figure fluctuated between £600 and 
£1,500 roughly. It had even been relatively high in 1914 when 
£1,145 had to be paid in back tax and super tax. It was the 
imposition of super tax that seems to have put the final nail in the 
estate's coffin. By 1918 the tax bill had risen to £5,217 at a time 
when income had fallen to £17,000.35

In 1919 super tax was paid as follows: £1,593 for 1916-17; £1,798 
for 1917-18 and £2,421 for 1918-19.36In 1926, the super tax bill was 
over £3,600 which along with the many other payments contrib
uted greatly to the growing deficit in the estate's trial balances 
which stood at £5,166 that year. The most substantial amount paid 
in any two concurrent years of the period under study was £9,902 
in 1942 and £7,222 in 1943, a total of over £17,000.37

To meet the 1942-43 bill, his Lordship had to sell securities 
belonging to Lord James Wandesforde Butler's trust fund. He 
realised £12,832 but this became another encumbrance to his 
Lordship who, during his life, had to pay the equivalent of the 
dividends, less income tax, which would have been received from 
the securities sold until such time as the above sum was realised.38

By then, of course, the Ormondes no longer lived in the castle. 
With declining income, rising expenditure, (partially from rising 
taxes, partially from encumbrances and the necessary expenses 
conducive to running an estate, but also partially from a stubborn
ness to maintain a way of life and status inherent in such a family) 
the estate had to suffer decline. The early decline of the estate was 
symbolised by the whittling away of its vast acreage by various 
land Acts and the enticement of a bonus that might help maintain 
a way of life that was now becoming nothing more than a nostalgic
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memory of a time when Ascendancy families, like the Ormondes, 
ruled the political, social and economic life of the country.

Gradually the decline began to gnaw away at the very heart of the 
family estate, the ancestral home of Kilkenny Castle itself. For 
centuries its great walls had symbolised the family's aloofness and 
offered protection from a world outside which, the Ormondes, like 
many Ascendancy families, had never really become familiar with. 
But now these very walls began to crumble around them, not only 
metaphorically but literally as well. To maintain them would cost 
money, money that was no longer available.

Indeed actual physical assault had come to Kilkenny Castle 
during the revolutionary period as it had done to many Ascendancy 
homes in the period 1919-23. The complete story of this is told by 
the then master of the household, the Earl of Ossory, in an article 
entitled “The Attack on Kilkenny Castle”.39

His Lordship had been awakened “at the unreasonable hour” of 
5.30am by his butler who informed him that “the Republicans” or 
the Irregulars as they are more commonly referred to, had taken 
the castle.40 In the courtyard he found “a heterogeneous body of 
men, about 22 in number, dressed in plain clothes, standing by a 
pile of machine guns, Lewis guns, rifles, boxes of ammunition, and 
a couple of bombs”.41 He and his wife decided to stay put in the 
castle to “see it through” fearing that if they left the castle would 
be robbed and burned.

The castle was besieged by Free State troops and every now and 
then “a tinkle of glass and a loud smack” told the Ossorys that 
“another window had been smashed and that the bullet had lodged 
in something, whether pictures, furniture, china or merely ceiling 
or wall”.42 Eventually, about seven the following evening, a Free 
State armoured car crashed through the front gate, followed by a 
party of Free State soldiers. The Republicans surrendered, but 
before they were led off they all insisted on shaking hands with the 
“boss and his Lady”.43 The following morning the Ossorys did a tour 
of their home “sadly noting in room after room the favourite bits of 
furniture, pictures, china, tapestries, which were shattered and 
damaged, some beyond repair”.44

The interesting thing about this article is the actual lack of 
interest in the outcome of the civil war itself and the melancholy 
detachment with which the Earl viewed the happenings as they 
unfolded. Perhaps he sums it all up at the end of the article when
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he says himself:
“Ten years have passed since all this happened. We are 

still repairing the damage. I suppose we Irish are curious 
people. In spite of having had so many things I cherished 
destroyed about me, I cannot bring myself to think hardly 
of them.”45

The reference to “we Irish” is in many ways indicative of the 
Anglo-Irish dilemma, the dilemma of those who stood between the 
two traditions of the native and the alien, yet who never became 
completely assimilated to either.

In 1924, the Ormondes received a total of £2,750 from the Office 
of Public Works as compensation for damage caused to the castle 
in the above raid and the subsequent military occupation up to 3rd 
September 1923.46 Unfortunately, it seems to have been a case of 
too little, too late. The money was no longer available to maintain 
such a residence.

The bar chart shows that in the 1890s there was an average of 
almost £2,500 per annum spent on the running and upkeep of the 
castle which included such things as household expenditure and 
servants' wages. At this stage there would have been around 17 
household servants employed in the castle. In 1894 the total wages 
bill for servants was £152.47 According to the available statistics 
this rose to a peak of £195 in 1897.4S Household expenditure rose 
dramatically in 1904 to £4,464 from £2,736 the previous year. This 
coincided with the visit of the King and Queen to the castle in the 
same year, so there was a greater outlay on cleaning, redecorating, 
entertainment, etc. What's interesting is that this figure didn't go 
back to its pre-1904 level but continued to rise to an average of 
almost £4,400 in the 1910s before plummeting to £2,166 in the 
1920s. This would not have been peculiar to the Ormondes. Many 
Ascendancy families, having established a social ranking for them
selves in this way, were later loath to let it decline, despite the 
financial strain it may have been putting on resources. Once 
established it became necessary to maintain outward appear
ances, at least. An example of just some of the quantities of 
foodstuffs required to run the castle is seen in a list of the same 
acquired from Dunmore farm in 1894:

Mutton
Pork

3541 lbs. 
394 lbs.

£100.13. 1 
£11. 9. 1
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Potatoes 46 stones £13. 6. 6
Milk 2521 quarts £42. 0. 4
Cream 1266 pints £84. 8. 6
Skim milk 522 gals. £13.11. 0
Butter 1282 lbs. £80. 2. 6

£345.10. 8 49

However, by the 1920s, the household bill had dropped to only 
£2,166 on average per year. This figure was to be almost halved 
again by the 1930s. Looking at the table it can be seen that the first 
real signs of decline began in the early 1920s from £3,472 in 1920 
to £2,789 in 1921 and £1,641 in 1922. Once again these were the 
years of severe financial crisis because of death duties. But as the 
table shows, the whole demesne in general was neglected because 
of the obvious lack of funds, e.g., total expenditure on the house, 
gardens, stables, gamekeeping and repair and maintenance de
clined from £10,526 in 1907 to £3,433 in 1922. By 1926 the total cost 
of all supplies from Dunmore farm had dwindled to £167. In fact, 
four years previously the farm itself had recorded a record deficit 
of over £2,000 which goes to further illustrate the point that in the 
early 1920s there was a convergence of financial burdens that the 
family could not sustain.50

Thus, in 1935, the Ormondes ceased to live at the castle. They 
decided instead to keep their London house. From now on when 
they visited Ireland they would stay in a flat renovated from some 
of the stables. For the next 30 years the castle was to stand empty 
and deteriorating. This ultimate decline of house and estate is 
symbolised in the accounts of the ledger for the last year under 
study, 1950. By 1950 there is no record of wages being paid to 
anybody to look after the castle. Up to 1948 three to four people had 
been employed to do so, their yearly salary being just over £21. 
Only £166 was spent on the garden and grounds which had cost the 
estate dearly right up to the 1930s,51 e.g., in 1932 £1,395 had been 
spent on them. For three years now no money at all had been spent 
on the stables, and just over £2 on gamekeeping since 1948. Repairs 
and maintenance for the entire demesne was a paltry £259.52 
Records show that in 1947-48 only £3.10s.0d. and £1.17s.6d. had 
been spent on Castle repairs, the former sum for the repair of the 
Castle roof, the latter for repair of a wall.53 Rents from town houses
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brought in £1,740; interest on invested capital was only £829; while 
timber, grazing and miscellaneous receipts were almost negligible 
compared to former years at £142, £28 and £145.54 The castle had 
by now literally been in darkness for a decade. In 1913 it had cost 
£1,310 to install electricity there;55 in 1944 the bill for the entire 
year was 11s. l id .56

Even for the very existence of the family itself things looked bleak 
and perhaps inclusion of this as a factor in the decline of the estate 
isn't being hyperbolic. When the Third Marquis of Ormonde, 
James Butler, died in 1919 he didn't have a son, so the estate 
passed to his brother whose eldest son, George, became Earl of 
Ossory, and lived there with his son Anthony. It was George who 
was in residence at the time of the attack during the Civil War. 
Anthony, however, died unmarried in 1940 and was subsequently 
succeeded by his uncle, who also died heirless in 1949. Thus, his 
brother James Arthur Butler, became the Sixth Marquis of 
Ormonde. He too, like his uncle with whom this study began, had 
two daughters and no son. His heir was to be an American cousin, 
Charles Butler, who ironically at the time of the handing over of the 
castle was also married with two daughters.57

The Sixth Marquis decided that whatever the future of the castle 
should be, it should be for the betterment of the city itself and so in 
the 1960s he “sold” it to the nation for the nominal sum of £50. On 
a lighthearted note, somebody misinterpreted this transaction and 
some time later a newspaper headline read “Kilkenny Castle goes 
for Fifty Pounds”, which led Lord Ormonde to receive numerous 
letters, especially from Americans, wondering if he had other 
castles to sell!58

On a more sombre note, what seemed like a relatively unimpor
tant incident occurred on the day of the handing over of the castle 
on the 12th August 1967, which perhaps is symbolic of how 
unimportant members of the Ascendancy had become as a result of 
the changes wrought by time.

There was a large and distinguished gathering in the courtyard 
of the castle that morning, including Lord and Lady Ormonde, the 
aforementioned Charles Butler, two grandaughters of the Third 
Marquis, Lord and Lady Dunboyne and Lord Carrick, to name but 
a few. In the midst of the crowd a youthful foursome stood out, their 
dress distinguishing them from the other formally clad guests. 
Suddenly, just as Lord Ormonde began to speak, the photogra
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phers who had been present disappeared with their cameras into 
the crowd and they could be seen shortly afterwards chasing the 
strange-looking youthful foursome up the hill. The Rolling Stones, 
as Mark Bence-Jones puts it, were far more important and inter
esting to the media “than Lord Ormonde, the Sixth Marquis, the 
24th Earl, the 30th Hereditary Chief Butler of Ireland, more 
exciting than six hundred years of history”.59

NOTES

1. Burke's Baronetage and Peerage (London, 1950, ed.), p.2047
2. M.Bence-Jones, A Guide to Irish Country Houses (London, 1988 ed.), p.168
3. Burke's Baronetage and Peerage, pp.2047-2050
4. Estate and Rental Ledger o f Ormonde Estate, 1893. (N.L.I. Ormonde Papers, Ms. 23,723.) 

(Hereafter cited as Ormonde Ledger.)
5. ibid.
6. Census of Ireland 1911. Household Schedule Returns, Kilkenny City, (P.R.O.I.).
7. Wages Account Book of Ormonde Estate, 1886-'98. (N.L.I. Ormonde Papers, Ms. 23,893.)
8. ibid.
9. “Rules to be observed by the Lodge Keeper at Kilkenny Castle” dated May 1913. (N.L.I. 

Ormonde Papers, Ms. 24,951.)
10. E. Bowen, “The Big House” in H. Lee, ed., The Mulberry Tree, (London, 1986), p.29.
11. “A Directory o f People to be invited to Balls”. (N.L.I. Ormonde Papers, Ms. 23,522.)
12. ibid.
13. “The Visit of the King and Queen to Kilkenny Castle in 1904”, in Journal o f the Butler 

Society, Vol. 3, No. 2, 1988-'89, pp.202-3.
14. M. Bence-Jones, Twilight o f the Ascendancy (London, 1987), p.85 (Hereafter cited as Bence- 

Jones, Twilight.)
15. Bence-Jones, Twilight, pp.93-94.
16. “Speech of Lord Ormonde on Handing over of Kilkenny Castle”, 12 August, 1967, in 

Foreword, Journal o f Butler Society, Vol. 3, No. 1, 1986-'87, pp. 125-127. (Hereafter cited as 
“Speech of Ormonde”.)

17. Ormonde Ledger, 1950, Ms. 23,779.
18. These can be seen in Bence-Jones, Twilight , pp.85, 86, 275.
19. Ormonde Ledger, 1896, Ms. 23,725.
20. ibid., 1897, Ms. 23,726
21. ibid., 1896, Ms. 23,726.
22. F.M. Purchas, “The Marquess of Ormonde's Irish Estates”, in Journal o f the Butler Society, 

Vol. 3, No. 3, 1991.
23. Ormonde Ledgers, 1902. 1907, 1908, 1913, 1914, Mss. 23,732; 23,737; 23,734; 23,743; 

23,745.
24. ibid., 1919, Ms. 23,749.
25. ibid. 1920, 1921, Mss. 23,750; 23,751.
26. ibid.
27. Investment Account of Lord Ormonde, 1936-1957. (N.L.I., Ormonde Papers, Mss. 23,991- 

92.)
28. Ormonde Ledger, 1908, 23,738.
29. ibid., 1920, Ms. 23,750.
30. ibid., 1935, Ms. 23,765.
31. ibid., 1893, Ms. 23,723.
32. Letter from Lord Dufferin to Duke of Argyle, 1874, quoted from W.E. Vaughan, “An 

Assessment o f the Economic Performance of Irish Landlords, 1851-1881”, in F.S.L. Lyons 
andR.J. Hawkins (eds.),Ireland Underthe Union: Varieties ofTension, (Oxford, 1980),p .188.



THE DECLINE OF THE ORMONDE ESTATE, 1893-1950 1137

33. Speech o f Ormonde, p. 125
34. Ledger of Ormonde, 1893, Ms. 23,723.
35. ibid., 1918, 23,748.
36. ibid., 1919. 23,749
37. ibid., 1942, 1943, Mss. 23,772; 23,773.
38. ibid., 1943, Ms.,23,773
39. See Earl of Ossory, “The Attack on Kilkenny Castle”, in Journal o f the Butler Society Vol. 

1 No. 4, pp.259-74.
40. ibid., p.259.
41. ibid.
42. ibid. p.262.
43. ibid. p.272.
44. ibid. p.273.
45. ibid. p.274.
46. Ormonde Ledger, 1924, Ms. 23,754.
47. Wages Accounts.
4 8 .ibid.
49. Ormonde Ledger, 1894, Ms. 23,724.
50. Farm Account Books, 1883-1932. (N.L.I.,Ormonde Papers, Ms. 23,893).
51. Ormonde Ledger, 1950, Ms. 23,780
52. ibid.
53. ibid., 1948, Ms. 23,778.
54. ibid., 1950, Ms. 23,780.
55. ibid., 1913, Ms. 23,743.
56. ibid., 1940, Ms. 23,770.
57. “Speech o f Ormonde”, pp. 125-26.
58. Editor's note, ibid. p. 127.
59. Bence-Jones, Twilight, p.304.

Bar Chart 1: Showing average amoun t per year in each decade, 1890's 
to 1950's on upkeep and running of Kilkenny Castle
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Table 1: Main sources of income, Ormonde Estate, 1893-1950
Year Interest on Grazing Timber Misc. Rents

invested receipts receipts including
capital arrears

1893 401 364 80 556 40,609
1894 423 379 619 506 43,069
1895 424 375 179 445 41,684
1896 613 369 147 232 40,270
1897 450 388 132 1,168 40,629
1898 324 383 418 2,141 39,879
1899 374 400 800 536 40,134
1900 419 390 534 1,512 40,906
1901 482 362 454 495 39,227
1902 5,646 374 735 852 38,196
1903 824 375 393 405 38,332
1904 657 365 96 740 36,894
1905 699 388 305 649 19,645
1906 803 312 530 1,112 13,070
1907 3,724 383 305 22,710 8,390
1908 4,586 362 1,235 2,367 7,919
1909 7,248 393 1,083 532 7,627
1910 6,690 379 456 — 7,360
1911 6,558 387 723 1,824 7,116
1912 6,349 306 200 1,202 6,521
1913 7,841 224 707 1,405 6,141
1914 7,484 270 118 1,446 5,752
1915 7,683 259 561 471 5,550
1916 6,878 279 620 541 5,220
1917 7,129 210 922 1,103 4,950
1918 7,469 260 2,026 1,988 4,710
1919 6,645 85 2,389 7,583 4,577
1920 8,099 719 781 53,706 4,455
1921 6,919 363 153 151,129 4,399
1922 6,382 796 2,460 460 4,576
1923 6,953 417 1,184 624 5,372
1924 7,770 254 5,122 602 4,615
1925 8,925 2 1,776 4,355 4,261
1926 8,236 2,073 1,304 3,964
1927 8,752 - 2,222 708 4,066
1928 8,615 655 3,460 3,964
1929 8,913 1,635 736 4,066
1930 9,016 1,795 505 3,288
1931 7,961 1,146 1,647 2,985
1932 7,975 - 407 1,672 2,732
1933 8,092 79 5,055 2,734
1934 7,113 2 2,596 2,169
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Table 1 contd.
Year Interest on Grazing Timber Misc. Rents

invested receipts receipts including
capital arrears

1935 7,170 1 2,348 2,227
1936 7,277 22 9 8,357 2,295
1937 8,219 20 591 2,107
1938 7,667 20 114 2,811 2,179
1939 8,136 20 86 4,177 2,154
1940 5,881 20 96 2,963 2,347
1941 5,405 27 137 2,906 2,284
1942 4,677 39 5 1,404 2,349
1943 4,717 51 11 16,774 2,230
1944 4,782 59 3 5,338 2,267
1945 4,542 59 7 7,948 2,278
1946 4,561 58 46 2,347 2,077
1947 1,433 58 184 3,526 1,886
1948 1,496 68 138 7,640 1,792
1949 1,415 70 24 2,573 1,672
1950 830 26 143 146 1,741

Graph 1: showing total income and rental income o f Ormonde Estate 
1893-1950

Years
Income: „  r e n t a l  a t o t a l  Income to nearest £1000
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Graph 2: showing Decline in Total Expenditure Related to Kilkenny 
Castle Demesne, 1893-1950, Based on Estate and Personal Accounts.

Years


