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Some thoughts on 
Kilkenny Studies in honour of 

Margaret M. Phelan
Eleanor Burgess

This is a fascinating and beautifully produced book 
containing twenty-one essays of varying lengths, the fruits of 
the dedicated research and scholarship by many of Mrs 
Phelan's friends and admirers. They cover a wide range of 
subjects and a large time span but geographically are 
inevitably confined to Kilkenny and its environs. The articles 
are linked and unity is achieved by the same names of people 
and places constantly reappearing. Although focusing on very 
specific items, the authors often enlarge on their context and 
background in such a way that much light is thrown on life in 
the county through the ages.

The reader is incited to want to know more, to go back to 
familiar places and look more closely at certain things, to turn 
to the books in question. Familiarity with the objects and 
places makes the information provided even more meaningful 
and pertinent. The book will particularly appeal to those who 
know the area well and are interested in its history, but 
newcomers will be impressed by the wealth and depth of 
antiquities to be explored and the passion of the local 
historians to find out more. Copious illustrations, including 
four colour plates, not only enhance the work but add greatly to 
the understanding of some of the essays.

Arranged chronologically a brief report by Ellen 
Prendergast of the discovery of a second ogham stone at 
Church Clara starts the collection. It then moves to the Middle 
Ages and Inistioge, where the Normans built a motte castle 
and founded a town, which was very advantageously situated 
at the Nore's highest tidal point. River trade provided its 
burgesses with a fairly lucrative living for here the goods were 
transferred to smaller boats bound for Thomastown and 
Kilkenny. This also gave them the opportunity for an illegal 
tipple by adulterating the wine. From charters and later
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inquisitions Adrian Empey has been able to create a vivid 
picture of life there. Thomas Fitz Anthony founded the 
Augustinian priory which played a dominant role in the 
formation of the town and manor. In order to gratify the 
burgesses and attract new settlers. Alured drew up a charter 
designed to secure rights and privileges for them. To 
counterbalance their agriculture duties it allowed them, to a 
large extent, to run their own affairs. A capable administrator, 
Alured had been transferred from Kells priory to tighten up 
discipline. He had originally come from Cornwall to transform 
Kells into an Augustinian priory. This would account for the 
wheel headed high cross, the subject of the next essay by 
Etienne Rynne. It is noteworthy for the rarity of its design in 
Ireland but more common in Cornwall. Thomastown also came 
under Thomas Fitz Anthony's jurisdiction, hence the name, 
and here he founded the parish church of St Mary's in whose 
grounds the cross stands. Before describing it in detail Rynne 
starts with a summary explaining how William Marshall 
became ‘Lord of Leinster' and was thus able to grant Fitz 
Anthony extensive lands in the area.

Many of the authors express their personal appreciation of 
Mrs Phelan as a friend and scholar. John Bradley gives her 
credit for stimulating his interest in medieval tombs. ‘It was 
impossible for anyone who came within Mrs Phelan's ambit not 
to be influenced by her enthusiasm and dedication. At the age 
of twelve I was hooked!'. Naturally the site of his study is again 
a church yard. This time it is St Patrick's in Kilkenny that may 
date to the earliest phase of Christianity in Ossory and thus be 
a rival of St Canice's. Of the twenty-four pre 1700 monuments 
recorded by Carrigan the recently rediscovered tomb of 
Anastatia Tobyn is the only one with an effigy. The figure is 
both illustrated and described in detail here. The style of the 
gown suggests a date of c.1400. There is one documentary 
reference to Anastatia holding lands in Kells barony in 1402. 
Bradley concludes she may have been the widow of Adam St 
Albyn, who held lands in that barony, the principal manor 
being at Kilamery.

The 3,500 tower houses known in Ireland today were 
mostly built in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. They are 
such typical and important features of the Kilkenny landscape
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that this book would not be complete without a chapter on 
them. Dorcas Birthistle has supplied a gazetteer of the twenty- 
four recorded on the Down Survey map of 1655 which are 
situated in the third of Gowran barony nearest to Kilkenny 
city. Such fertile plains attracted the Anglo-Norman lords, 
hence the frequency of their dwellings in this area which was 
dominated by the Ormonds. A map is provided showing their 
location. There are also photographs and drawings of some of 
those still standing in various states of repair. A general 
introduction on the constructional features and contents of the 
castles gives an idea of their inhabitants ways of life.

In spite of this being the age of computers with their spell 
checks the number of typographical errors do not seem to be 
decreasing. In the interests of clarity it is necessary to mention 
one or two. For example Edmund Butler, the eldest ‘legitimate' 
son of James who inherited Neigham castle was not legitimate 
enough to inherit the earldom of Ormond. He was born before 
his parents had been able to become lawful man and wife and, 
though he was afterwards legitimised by act of parliament, his 
youngest brother became the eighth earl. Was illegitimate or 
legitimised intended here?

‘Pride of place in the heraldry of Kilkenny belongs 
naturally to the Butlers of Ormond', states Gerard Crotty in his 
excellent essay on the subject. Greatly helped by the 
illustrations, it is to be recommended to all those who wish to 
increase their knowledge and understanding in order to be able 
to interpret more fully the rich heritage of heraldic devices in 
the county.

The next essay concerns the tenth earl of Ormond and his 
extensive patrimony. In 1515 his grandfather claimed the 
earldom comprising some two million acres, containing some of 
the richest land in the country. Black Tom continued the family 
tradition of regaining lands that had been lost to the Irish. 
John Kirwan's detailed and closely researched account reveals 
how much power was derived from the ownership of land and 
the many perquisites that go with it. The earl could get what 
he wanted by including certain services in his tenants leases. 
There is much about Coyne and livery and the ending of that 
practise. The earl sought to improve dairying, particularly 
cheese making, and general agricultural practices such as hay
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making. He even used his power as a landlord to force his 
tenants to do so. But the reference to Bede is misleading for he 
was pointing out that at that time the climate was so 
favourable that there was no need to make hay. Altogether this 
study of the tenth earl and his handling of his estates throws 
much light on his character and his interests.

The following essay concerns his granddaughter, the 
future duchess of Ormonde, and her house at Dunmore which 
she had inherited from her mother. Although she only lived 
there for a short period it was her favourite property and, 
expecting to predecease her husband, she planned to spend her 
old age there. Consequently, she had extensive work carried 
out on the house and grounds. From descriptions in letters and 
inventories, Jane Fenlon has skillfully built up a picture of the 
place, for nothing now remains of it. Unfortunately it was 
neglected by her family after the duchess's death in 1684. 
There is uncertainty as to the precise date of its eventual 
demise in the early eighteenth century.

Harman Murtagh's ‘Jacobite Waterford' gives a detailed 
account of Ireland's third port and the fate of its inhabitants 
before and after the battle of the Boyne. The earl of Tyrone's 
new regiment which took part in the battle was largely 
recruited from the Waterford area. A series of six appendices 
giving lists of names, includes the regiment's officers.

Soon after the founding of the present Kilkenny 
Archaeological Society, Hubert Butler asked his friend O.G.S. 
Crawford to make a photographic survey of Kilkenny's 
antiquities. In the eighteenth century, with a similar purpose 
in mind, the members of the newly formed Hibernian 
Antiquarian Society had to employ artists. One of these was 
the Dutchman, Beranger. Unfortunately after four years the 
society collapsed and the drawings were dispersed. Peter 
Harbison has succeeded in tracing some of them through 
various collections to their present whereabouts. He has 
produced twelve of the Kilkenny ones, including Inistioge and 
Kells priory and St Canice's, here in both colour and black and 
white. Apparently Beranger never visited Kilkenny so he must 
have copied the views of other artists. As these no longer exists 
it is not known who is responsible for the inaccuracies. 
Harbison has provided notes on the individual illustrations but
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has left the reader to identify the errors by comparing them 
with the real thing.

Mary Lightbown's article is illustrated by two monuments 
in memory of Brigadier General Arthur Gore, one in Grange 
Silvae church, Goresbridge, and the other in St Paul's, London. 
He was killed at the battle of Bergen-op-Zoom in Holland in 
1814. His nephew and namesake was killed at Waterloo. The 
latter's dying mother dreamt that it was his name on the 
Goresbridge monument and so knew that he was dead. The 
Gore family first came to Kilkenny at the beginning of the 
eighteenth century when they acquired Barrowmount. They 
became active and influential members of Kilkenny society. 
They gave their name to Goresbridge [formerly Newbridge] 
which was developed during the life of Ralph, the uncle of 
Arthur, the general. In fact, as an overseer he was responsible 
for building the bridge across the Barrow.

It is ironical and somewhat misleading that some of 
Beranger's illustrations in colour have strayed into Conleth 
Manning's essay on Sheffield Grace's pictorial forgeries. A 
strange character, he had delusions of grandeur and wanted to 
augment me importance of the Grace family. To this end he 
published Lo o k s  in which he misused and falsified evidence. 
He even included poems in Irish with translations that he 
claimed haa survived in the oral tradition, in a way he was 
doing for himself wnat MacPherson had wanted to do for 
Scotland with his Ossian and Fingai. But is is chiefly the 
illustrations of his seif-styiea ancestral buildings in County 
Kilkenny fnat, navmg aroused the author's suspicions, are the 
subject of tnis essay. Conveniently very little or notning of 
them survives today as they exhibit incongruous, illogical 
features, untypical of Ireland, as can be seen from the 
examples included here, in spite of this, though many 
historians have not been misled bv them, they were accepted by 
a few such as Carrigan ana recent publications snow tney are 
still apparently being taken seriously today, thence the need for 
such a study.

Mairead .Johnston has written about a series of pictures, 
ail illustrated here, which were inspired by Keegan Casey's 
poem on a sick and blind girl who had come to Johnswell 
hoping in vain to be cured by the holy water. The original by
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Sir F.W. Burton has recently been rediscovered. It is described 
in detail here but it would be easier to follow if, as it deserves, 
its reproduction in colour occupied a whole page. Although the 
painting disappeared the pathetic scene could not be forgotten 
for, as well as Ryall's limited edition engraving, Charles W. 
Nixon painted a fairly faithful copy of it and Katharine 
Ledwidge reinterpreted it as a tapestry. Apart from the 
biographical details of the artists and descriptions of the works 
this comprehensive essay is interesting for its account of the 
art world of the mid-nineteenth century and the Irish Art 
Union.

After searching though the local papers of the mid
eighteenth to the mid-nineteenth century Edward Law has 
been able to list thirty-five instances of various citizens being 
given plate as a token of gratitude. Much can be inferred from 
the reasons for the various presentations. The seventeenth 
earl of Ormond gave his barrister, Jonah Barrington, a gold 
snuff box when he was acquitted of breaking the local 
apothecary's windows in 1794. His successor, as colonel of the 
Kilkenny Regiment of Militia, received a sword from his fellow 
officers chiefly for keeping up the regimental band at his own 
expense. So why is this information followed by the remarks 
that the Ormonds received no presentations? In 1819 Callan 
presented the Rev. Benjamin Morris with a silver box for his 
essential services to the town, particularly for founding a 
dispensary during a typhoid epidemic when over 800 sufferers 
were relieved. In 1836 the former mayor of Kilkenny, William 
Grace, ironically received two huge salvers for, using the public 
funds for the purpose they were intended after two centuries of 
misappropriation. But thirteen years later, apparently for 
embezzlement, he was on a convict ship heading for Australia.

Before the days of general literacy pictures and images 
were the prayer books of the unlearned. The use of 
instruments of the passion was very popular as indulgences 
were promised to those who prayed before them. Once again, 
as Siobhan de hOir admits, it was Mrs Phelan who has 
stimulated her enthusiasm for the subject. So far she has 
found fifty-five examples on tombs and headstones in south 
Kilkenny. Eight photographs bear out and embrace her 
descriptions of them. The less obvious symbols are explained:
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for example, the cock on the pot as clearly seen on the Dea tomb 
at Owning. There is a legend that when Judas was about to 
hang himself his wife said that Christ could no more rise from 
the dead than the cock she was cooking; whereupon it did so 
and proclaimed the risen Christ.

In 1853 the original Kilkenny Archaeological Society 
mooted the need for change in the law on treasure trove in 
order to save the valuable relics of antiquity. Ireland should 
have the same treasure trove laws as Denmark and Scotland, 
whereby the articles found would be the property of the finder, 
not the owner of the land in question. On surrendering them 
to the government the former would be fully compensated to 
the value of the precious metal. Having thus set the scene 
Aideen Ireland gives examples of correspondence on the 
earliest claims but failed to find any mention of Kilkenny apart 
from the following. In 1882 a chief crown solicitor received a 
letter from a Kilkenny stonemason about a document dated 
1642. He investigated the matter and found that it contained 
exact instructions as to where £40,000 had been buried near St 
Canice's cathedral. Fearing ridicule if the search, as was likely, 
proved fruitless he did nothing. Now, will the curiosity of any 
reader be aroused to such an extent that he or she will be 
unable to resist searching?!

Michael O'Dwyer has outlined the Kilkenny printers and 
their publications from 1800 to 1850 when the trade was in a 
healthy state. By then two newspapers were well established 
and being produced several times a week. At the beginning of 
the century Patrick Kearney took over the Leinster Journal 
from Edmund Finn's widow and John Reynolds was also in 
business. In 1812 he launched the Kilkenny Chronicle but the 
newspaper lasted less than a year. He tried again in 1826 with 
the Kilkenny Independant, it was also devoted to the cause of 
civil and religious liberty. But before long he had to emigrate. 
He had used up all his money defending himself when the 
government prosecuted him for libel. The Kilkenny Moderator, 
a Protestant and unionist paper, started by Abraham Denroche 
in 1814 was successful and lasted over a century. The Leinster 
Journal became the Kilkenny Journal when taken over by 
Cornelius Maxwell, an O'Connell supporter, in 1830. It 
survived until 1965.
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Frank McEvoy quotes at length from his fascinating 
collection of letters whose writers are connected in some way 
with Kilmurry. Further explanations or perhaps family trees 
would make them easier to follow. The writer of the first three 
letters is Geraldine Hewson, a granddaughter of Charles 
Kendal Bushe whose shrewd wife had enabled him to buy back 
Kilmurry, his childhood home. Geraldine is writing about the 
Bushe family and how Kilmurry was lost again. The 
succeeding letter from Sir John Power of neighbouring Kilfane 
announces Charles Kendal's death in 1843. John, his son and 
heir, disliked Kilmurry and eventually sold it to Henry Butler, 
nephew and namesake of the pivotal figure in the famous 
Mountgarret peerage case. There follows a series of letters of 
the 1820s from the latter, an inveterate gambler, to his brother 
Pierce at Ballyconra, begging for money. Finally two letters 
from the younger Henry to his sister Anne tell about his travels 
in South Africa and the West Indies before he settled in 
Kilmurry.

Anyone who has had dealings with the repairs or 
construction of a public building will be interested in Norman 
Lynas's account of the restoration of St Canice's cathedral, 
during the years 1844-1867. They will be able to empathise 
with Dean Vignoles and the long saga of his problems: 
difficulties with the bishop, who did not share his vision for the 
cathedral as well as such typical troubles with builders as the 
new roof leaking and the wrong stone being used. In the end 
he did achieve his aim of undoing the work of the neo- 
Classicists of the previous century and recreating the 
cathedral's Norman splendour.

All students of Kilkenny history are bound sooner or later 
to turn to Carrigan's History o f the Diocese o f Ossory for 
information. So it is very pertinent that he should have a 
prominent place in this festchrift. Thanks to Fearghus O 
Fearghail we have an account of his life of utter dedication to a 
Herculean task. Carrigan was not an interpreter but a 
collector who recorded what he saw and found. In an excellent 
script with a quill pen the actual writing of the History took six 
years. A great work worthy of respect as are his many 
notebooks now in the archive in St Kieran's College.

The final essay also features a writer equally passionate
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about his native territory but this time he is chiefly a prolific 
novelist. William Nolan starts his article by claiming that 
Francis MacManus was one of the most influential Kilkenny 
men of this century. He was also a broadcaster who introduced 
the Thomas Davis lectures. After some brief biographical notes 
in which Nolan vividly evokes the scenes of MacManus's 
childhood he has concentrated on giving us a tantalising 
synopses of eight of his books. His first major work was a 
trilogy based on the long life of the eighteenth-century Gaelic 
poet, Donnacha Ruadh Mac Connmara who died in 1810 so 
that ‘nineteenth' should read eighteenth century in the 
penultimate paragraph of page 208. For the scene of his next 
trilogy MacManus has created a Kilkenny village, Drombridge. 
Nolan pronounces these novels to be among the finest 
evocations of rural life in the early years of the century: ‘in 
reading them one is reading Kilkenny'. The Greatest o f These 
and The Fire in the Dust, also set in Kilkenny, are described in 
such a way that the reader, specially if familiar with the 
county, will feel a strong urge to peruse them.

It has been a pleasure to review this festschrift but a 
difficult task to do justice to all the essays because of the 
number and scope of them. All are of a high standard, some 
exceptionally so. It is a worthy tribute to Mrs Phelan but it 
also proclaims the resounding success of the society, she has 
fostered since its inception. Its chairman, Rev. Sean O'Doherty 
has specified in the preface, all she has done over the years. 
But this would not be diminished in any way if Hubert Butler's 
vital note in the revival of the Kilkenny Archaeological Society 
had been acknowledged along with her husband's. To include 
him in ‘other concerned people' is inadequate. In the Old 
Kilkenny Review, no. 46, page 99, Mrs Phelan describes him as 
‘our instigator' and ‘a moving spirit through the years'. It was 
a tragedy for both himself and the society that, the sectarian 
climate being as it was in 1952, he felt he had to resign. 
Doubtless similar circumstances would not have arisen today.

It remains to give credit to the editor for so diligently and 
successfully performing his mammoth task.
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