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Jenkinstown Oratory
Rev. John Brennan

In Ireland houses which incorporate private Oratories as part of 
their original structure are not very common. If they are to be found 
at all they are likely to be part of houses built by Catholics. Penal 
Laws against Catholic worship which existed at a time when these 
houses were being built could be responsible for this phenomenon.

One such Oratory was built as part of Jenkinstown House, Co. 
Kilkenny. It was the house built by the Catholic Bryan family. The 
first member of this family to come to Jenkinstown was John, 
known as John of Kilkenny. He came in about 1640 to marry Ann 
Staines, only child of Henry Staines and Anne Evellyn who, in turn, 
came there from England. By tradition the house they lived in was 
not far from the river Dinan. There is no evidence that this house 
had a private Oratory. However it was to John and Anne that many 
important and valuable articles used for Divine Worship were 
entrusted at the time of Cromwell's threat to attack Kilkenny. 
These articles were hastily sent from Kilkenny for safe keeping. 
This is clearly indicated by Canon Healy who writes - “So much 
trust was placed in them (the Bryans) that Jenkinstown was made 
the repository of several articles of Divine Worship. They com
prised principally a Silver Monstrance with the inscription at the 
base - ‘David Rothe, Episcopus Ossorien, me fieri fecit Anno 1644. 
Ora pro clero et populo Dioecesis Ossoriensis'. On one of the five 
Chalices, highly chased, the inscription reads - ‘Ora pro D. Nicholas 
Cowly Protonotario Apostilico qui me fieri fecit in usum D. Jacobi 
Clariprot, 1640'. There are also several suits of elegant Vestments 
all of which, after a period of 200 years safe keeping, were pre
sented to the Most Rev. Dr. Walsh on the completion of the new 
Cathedral of St. Mary's”1

Jenkinstown House on its present site was built during the 18th. 
century and the Oratory was built as part of the Mansion. An 
engraving of the building, published in 1831, shows the oratory as 
the West wing with North to South orientation. It provided accom
modation for Divine service not only for members of the Bryan 
family but for the considerable household staff, the majority of 
whom, if not all, were Catholics. The only Church in the parish at 
that time was at Conahy several miles away.
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Some special ceremonies which took place in the Oratory are 
worthy of note. These are recorded in the Conahy parish Register. 
On 7th. February the Honourable Edward Bellew married Miss 
Augusta Mary Bryan at Jenkinstown Oratory. The marriage was 
performed by Most Reverend Dr. Walsh, Bishop of Ossory. Present 
as witnesses were John Smyth, Esquire, and the Honourable 
Frances Bellew, and sisters Annabella, Ismay and Fermina Bellew.2

The above named Augusta Mary was sister of Colonel George 
Bryan - owner of Jenkinstown. When Colonel Bryan's son, George, 
died in 1880 he was the last of the Bryan family: his only child, 
Mary, had died in 1872. It was in this way that Augusta Mary's 
third son came to inherit Jenkinstown. He was George Leopold 
Bellew, Barmeath Castle, Togher, Co. Louth.

The parish register records not only the marriage of Edward 
Bellew and Augusta Bryan but also the baptism of their first child. 
On December 12th. 1853 their son, Patrick George Bellew, was 
baptised at Jenkinstown. The sponsors were Rt. Honourable Lord 
Bellew and Mrs. Colonel Bryan.3

While the new owner of Jenkinstown served for many years in 
the British Army in foreign places his brother Richard and his 
family occupied Jenkinstown House. One of their children, Ada 
Kate, was born there. The baptismal record gives the information 
that this took place on August 17th 1893. It was performed by Rev. 
William Carrigan, the Diocesan historian, who was Curate in 
Conahy at that time. Lady Bellew is given as the child's sponsor.4

A Register entry for 30th November 1893, concerning two sons of 
the same parents, is as follows:- “Edward Bellew and Bryan 
Bertham Bellew were baptised conditionally. The Sponsors were 
Lady Bellew for Edward and Mrs. Hourton for Bryan Bertham.”5 
It would be incorrect to conclude from this, that these brothers were 
twins. In fact fifteen months separated their ages and both were 
born in England. The conditional baptism seems to indicate the 
removing of some doubt about their baptism in England. Their 
sister, Ada Kate, was born on 5th March 1893 at 51 Portland Place, 
London. Their mother died two weeks later.

After Richard Bellew had married a second wife, Marie Josephine 
Gwendolene Herbert, the baptism of their first child is recorded as 
follows “On 13th December 1899 George Rothe Bellew, son of 
Honourable Richard Bellew and Marie Josephine Herbert, 
Jenkinstown Park, was baptised. The baptism was performed at
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St. Andrews, Westland Row, Dublin by Rev. Andrew Hogan. The 
ceremonies of baptism were supplied at Jenkinstown Oratory by 
Most. Rev. Dr. Brownrigg, Bishop of Ossory, assisted by Rev. John 
Walsh C.C. The sponsors were Vincent Eyre, Esquire and Major, 
the Honourable George Bellew”.6

The Jenkinstown Oratory continued to be used by the Bellew 
family and its staff until the death of Lord Bellew in 1935. After this 
his widow, Lady Elaine Bellew, went to live in Kilkenny. There she 
involved herself in many community works and was a member of 
Kilkenny Corporation for twelve years. She resided at Butler 
House and died in March 1973. She is buried at St. Kieran's 
Cemetery.

In January 1936 Most Rev. Patrick Collier, Bishop of Ossory, 
wrote to Canon Patrick Treacy, parish priest of Conahy, informing 
him that through information received from Lord Bellew's agent, 
Mr. A. G. Davis, the Oratory and House were to be disposed of. As 
a consequence the Bishop declared the Oratory closed. He directed 
Canon Treacy to notify the staff accordingly'. He asked the Canon 
to remove to safety the sacred vessels, vestments and other similar 
items.

Shortly afterwards the Canon requested the Bishop to reconsider 
his decision and to take over and reopen the Oratory as a Chapel 
of Ease for the people of that area. There was not an immediate 
reply but on 5th. August 1938 the Bishop wrote that “after long and 
serious consideration he would give the proposal a six month trial.” 
He confirmed that if the trial was successful the oratory could 
become a Chapel of Ease on a permanent basis provided it could pay 
its way and not be a financial burden on the parish as a whole. He 
used this occasion to express his regrets that at the public auction 
in 1936 when everything was being sold the Oratory was also 
stripped of everything including the stations of the Cross. He asked 
that if anyone had such items from the Oratory they should be 
returned. As a result of the Bishop's permission the Oratory was 
opened for public worship in September 1938.

Canon Treacy died in 1939 and on 3rd. December of that year 
Rev. Philip O'Shea, the Curate in the parish, wrote to the bishop 
informing him of the estimated cost of renovation. This was 
followed in May 1940 by a letter from a group of parishioners 
asking for his sanction to these repairs and renovations. They 
pointed out that the congregation was growing steadily, that the
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Sunday Collection was an average of 15/- to 16/- per week, and that 
there was a Bank Account of £100. They also stated that full 
liability for the money to be raised was to rest with the Jenkinstown 
people and not with the parish as a whole. This letter was signed 
by the following - Philip Bowden, Ardaloo; Andrew Brennan, 
Ardaloo; Patrick Buggy, Gragara; Martin Birch, Tullow glass; 
Kiernan Tierney, Suttonsrath; Joseph Dowling, Clinstown; Edward 
Phelan, Tullow glass; Michael Piert, Gragara and Edward Lannon, 
Gragara. It is worthy of note that Martin Birch was Bishop Birch's 
father; Edward Phelan was his uncle and Joseph Dowling was the 
teacher in the local school which the bishop attended as a youth. 
Bishop Collier agreed to their request and from that time the 
Oratory was in constant public use.

In September 1939 the Second World War commenced. 
Jenkinstown House was occupied by some local volunteers assist
ing the Regular army. Later they were replaced by soldiers from 
the standing army who continued in occupation until the end of the 
war. Every Sunday there was a special Mass for the soldiers apart 
from the regular Mass for the local congregation. For some time a 
special Chaplain attended to these soldiers.

On the withdrawal of the Army in 1945 reconstruction work 
commenced in the Oratory. A dividing wall was removed so that the 
full West Wing became the Oratory. A new Sacristy was 
added. Stained glass windows and a new set of hand carved Sta
tions of the Cross were added. Fetes and other fund raising 
functions which had been in operation for years continued until the 
work was paid for.

In this state the Oratory continued to serve the community for a 
further thirty to forty years. During that time the congregation 
grew larger and the state of the building deteriorated. Eventually 
it was decided that a new Church would best serve the long term 
needs of the people. They requested that it be built in the same 
location. Martin Brennan of Jenkinstown provided the site. The 
new Church was officially opened on 17th. March 1983. The 
sculpture of the Christ Rising from the tomb was created by Peter 
Donovan and erected on Easter Sunday morning 1984.

The old Oratory has served its usefulness as a place of Workshop. 
It was sold to the Department of Forestry and Wildlife but not used 
by them. They, in turn, sold it to the Kilkenny Branch of the Boy 
Scouts who considered it an ideal base for Scouting activities in the
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locality. For the future it will resound to the words of the Scouts' 
Promise “On my honour I promise that I will do my best, to do my 
duty to God and to my Country, to help other people and to keep the 
Scout Law”.

Notes

1. Healy, W illiam: H istory and Antiquities o f  K ilkenny (1893) Vol. 1, p .33.
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Jenkinstown House and Oratory: Photo dates from about the end o f 19th to 
beginning o f  20th Century. Note how the Oratory did not extend to full 
length o f west wing. The chimneys indicate the part used as residence; the 
remainder was the Oratory.
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