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Frankfort and its Castle
Michael Fitzgerald

The townland of Frankfort - often spelled Frankford - is in the 
parish of Windgap and civil parish of Killamery, and lies close to 
the Tipperary border. It is quite close to Killamery hill, and is part 
of the plateau which stretches eastward from Sliabh na mBan; its 
highest point is 940 feet over sea level. Formerly called Magh 
Cliara, the Plain of Cliara, it was settled at a very early period, and 
it is recorded by the Kilkenny Archaeological Society in 1849 that 
a tumulus had recently been levelled there which proved to have a 
cromleach in its centre. This may have been a bronze age burial 
mound. Killamery is an ancient monastic site dating from at least 
the seventh century A.D. and Kiltrassy, not far away, is also known 
as an early church site.

All this area came into Norman hands soon after the Norman 
invasion. Earl William Marshall acquired the lands of Killamery in 
1192, and in 1247 leased the lands to the Tobins, Barons of 
Compsey, in neighbouring Co. Tipperary.

The Norman family of Tobin, originally de Sancto Albino in 
Latin, translated into Norman French as de St. Aubyn, and thence 
to English as Tobin, seems to have arrived in Ireland in the 12th 
century. In 1204, William de Sancto Albino was a witness to the 
foundation charter of Kells Priory. Their original headquarters 
was probably the ancient castle of Mullinahone. In 1336, Richard 
de Sancto Albino granted a lease of land and wood in Moycleuiv to 
Anastasia, daughter of William Maylard. This was certainly Magh 
Cliara and since the grant was given at the same place, it shows 
that Richard resided there, and the castle probably existed at that 
time.

However, on January 4th 1387, William, son of Richard de Sancto 
Albino, granted Moyclere to the Earl of Ormonde. This was during 
the period when the Butlers were expanding their power and 
influence in the area. The expanding power of the O'Kennedys and 
O'Briens had greatly reduced their bases at Nenagh and Roscrea, 
but they had purchased Kilcash from the de Vale or Wall family, 
and had also acquired Carrick on Suir. Their base was then 
Gowran until 1391, when they acquired Kilkenny Castle.

From 1387 onwards, Frankfort remained in Butler hands. It
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often appears in the Rent Rolls. In 1653 it was shown as the 
property of the Countess of Ormond, whose husband was then in 
exile on the Continent with Charles the Second. The Rent Rolls 
usually include a corn mill.

By the time the Duke of Ormond was attainted for his part in a 
Jacobite plot, Frankfort was in the possession of the Garryricken 
branch, his cousins, who had managed to hold on to their property. 
Following the death of the 2nd Duke, and his brother, the Earl of 
Arran, the title, which had been extinguished by the attainder, 
would in the normal way, have come to Walter Butler of Garry
ricken. In 1702, Walter's son, John of Garryricken, married Frances, 
daughter of Edward Butler of Ballyragget. After her husband's 
death, Frances took up residence in Frankfort Castle, where she 
died on March 2nd 1764. From this it appears that Frankfort was 
then used as a dower house by the Butlers of Garryricken.

Frances, daughter of Edward Butler, was grand-daughter of 
Lord Mountgarret. Her mother was daughter of George Mathew of 
Thomastown Castle, Golden, Co. Tipperary. She was thus a direct 
descendant of Elizabeth, Lady Thurles, who was, by her first 
husband, mother of James, first Duke of Ormond. Later descend
ants of Lady Thurles include Father Mathew, the Apostle of 
temperance, and Nano Nagle who founded the Presentation Sis
ters. Present day descendants of Lady Thurles include, among very 
many others, Queen Elizabeth of England,her husband, and her 
daughter in law, the Princess of Wales.

Frances Butler was sister-in-law to one Archbishop of Cashel, Dr 
Christopher Butler, and grand-aunt of another, Dr. James Butler 
2nd. She was also related to Lord Dunboyne, who, after 23 years as 
Bishop of Cork, succeeded to the title and applied to the Pope for 
permission to marry. When this was refused he resigned and 
conformed to the Protestant Church. He then married his cousin, 
Maria Butler of Wilford, Co. Tipperary. Before his death he re
turned to the Catholic faith and part of his wealth went to found the 
Dunboyne establishment in Maynooth College.

A grand-daughter of Frances was Eleanor Butler, who with her 
cousin and friend Sarah Ponsonby, lived for most of their lives at 
Llangollen in Wales, and are known in tradition as the Ladies of 
Llangollen. Their house and its gardens, known as Plas Newydd, 
are still well preserved.

In the year of Frances' death, her grandson John Butler, known
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as Jack of the Castle conformed to the Protestant religion and 
eventually was restored to the Earldom of Ormonde. The family 
then moved to Kilkenny Castle, and while they retained Garry
ricken House, Kilcash and Frankfort Castles were abandoned.

The next occupant of Frankfort was one Valentine Lanigan who 
was recorded in 1766 as the sole Protestant householder in the 
parish of Killamery. His family were builders of the now ruined 
Protestant Church in Killamery. One of his sons was a Stannard 
Lanigan who according to Canon Carrigan, was the ancestor of the 
Stannard Lanigan family of Grange, near Ballyragget. Valentine's 
daughter, Mary, married Samuel Ladyman of Ballytobin, Callan, 
a justice of the peace. She is the subject of an Irish Caoine, or 
lament, under the name of Molly Bhan, which appears in Duanaire 
Osraoich, by Daithi O hOgáin.

It was probably Valentine who built the existing farmhouse, now 
derelict, beside the castle, although part of it is obviously more 
modern.

Very little now remains of Frankfort Castle. The few remaining 
walls are mainly those of a house of seventeenth century type. This 
would be consistent with the usual practice of adding a large house 
to the existing keep or castle. However some portions of the walls 
may be much older. An unusual feature, obviously of antiquity, is 
the cobblestoned farmyard.

The old road which passes the castle is known traditionally as 
Bosheen an Aifrinn and is recorded by Canon Carrigan as an open 
air Mass Station. However since the Butlers remained strongly 
Catholic up to 1764 and were always politically powerful, it seems 
unlikely that persecution was intense here except possibly in the 
Cromwellian and post-Cromwellian period. It seems more likely 
that it was used as a Mass road, as the name means, by people 
coming from the Nine Mile House area. Two Archbishops of Cashel, 
Dr. Butler and Dr. Brennan as well as Bishop James Phelan of 
Ossory (1669-1695) lived at Kilcash and Garryricken. It is not 
unlikely that they would have visited this Butler house from time 
to time and celebrated Mass there, and this would account for the 
name.

However, Bosheen an Aifrinn served a different purpose in 1798, 
when the pikes used in the short-lived rebellion on Sliabh na mBan 
were manufactured in Frankfort and brought to Nine Mile House 
for distribution on the morning of the Rising.
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The original Irish name, Magh Cliara, remained in use among 
Irish speakers well into the nineteenth century; the name Frankfort, 
the fort of the Franks or Frenchmen', was probably originally used 
for the castle only, from the Tobin connection. There are several 
other places of the name, one in Co. Kilkenny near Gathabaun, one 
in Co. Wexford, and two in Offaly.

After the Lanigan family left Frankfort it came into the posses
sion of Michael Fitzgerald, this writer's great grandfather, who is 
recorded in the Griffith Valuation lists of 1850 as holding 138 acres 
in Frankfort East and West, and Butlerswood, as well as three 
small holdings which were sub-let. All were held from the Earl of 
Ormond.

Notes

Carrigan, Rev. W illiam, H istory and Antiquities o f  the D iocese o f  Ossory, (1905).
Curtis, Edm und, (ed.), Calendar o f  Ormond Deeds, I.M .C., (1933-1943)
Ó hÓgáin, Daithi (ed.), D uanaire Osraioch, (1980).
Dunboyne, Lord, B utler Fam ily History.
Kilkenny Journal Files.


