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The Robbins Family of Ballyduff 
and Firgrove, Co. Kilkenny 

- A Preliminary Study
John Kirwan

The Robbins family were people of some consequence in 
this county for about two hundred years. The main branch 
which was settled at Ballyduff in the parish of Thomastown 
becam e extinct in the male line in the latter half o f the 
eighteenth century, but a cadet branch which was settled at 
Firgrove, in the parish of Inistioge, survived until the middle 
of the succeeding century. No momento mori appears to exist 
in either of the fore mentioned parishes though it is clearly 
stated in the church records for Inistioge that members of the 
Firgrove family were interred in the graveyard adjoining the 
two churches in the village of Inistioge.

The Ballyduff Branch
A George Robbins, the probable progenitor of the family 

surfaces in the official record during the interregnum. In the 
census of c.1659, he is listed as one o f the four tituladoes to be 
found in the town of Inistioge.1 Likewise, the Hearth Money 
Rolls of Co. Kilkenny which lists the “principal residents” of 
the whole county for the year 1664, shows a George Robbins 
resident in the said town in a structure which had four 
hearths.2 This is probably the same George Robbins who wras 
the father of Joseph Robbins, the first of the family to reside 
at Ballyduff, which is but three miles from Inistioge.3 The 
said George Robbins acquired a considerable patrimony in 
the area chiefly from the Dukes of Ormonde, but also from 
the Deane family.4 By 1761, the family estates amounted to 
approximately four thousand acres plantation measure which 
apart from a small holding in the barony of Lower Ormond, 
Co. Tipperary, were situated in the baronies of Gowran and 
K nocktopher in Co. K ilkenny.5 This could be the same 
George Robbins gent, of New Ross whose will was proved in 
1693.11 As will be demonstrated later the family had business
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interests in this port.
G eorge was succeeded  by his son and heir Joseph 

Robbins who resided at Ballyduff for it is here that he died in 
D ecem ber 1 7 2 4 .” M ost o f  w hat we know o f  th is man, 
em anates from the pen o f Jam es Freney, the eighteenth 
century highwayman. The service and good behaviour of the 
latter's father, John Freney, “drew on him the confidence of 
his master, in such a manner, that he made him his land 
bailiff or steward and trusted him with the superintendencv 
of all his country business, which he thought fell under my 
father's capacity”.8 George appears to have been a benign 
master, one who was willing to aid the efforts o f his servants 
to im prove  th e ir  lot. S h ortly  before  his death , he 
recom m ended John Freney to his eldest son George who 
“continued him in his family in the same holding, and with 
the same freedom  and allow ances which my father had 
enjoyed under the senior Mr. Robbins”.9

The siblings of Joseph are largely unknown. He had at 
least one sister, Mary Robbins, who by October 1711 was 
married to a John Barnes who resided at New Ross, but 
whose family hailed from Donore otherwise Donover. Co. 
Meath. This couple's eldest son was George Barnes."' It is 
probable that there was another sister who had married a 
William Weimar as the latter had close links with the family 
and was involved in a number of their land transactions both 
as a “party” and as a w itness.11 Joseph was Sovereign of 
Thomastown on at least two occasions.12

In 1722 on the occasion  o f the m arriage o f his son 
G eorge, to M iss Lydia  Sheppard , daughter o f  Thom as 
Sheppard of Castlejohn, Co. Tipperary, Joseph declared that 
the said George was indeed his eldest son and heir and that 
he had three other sons besides, nam ely Joseph junior, 
Nathaniel and John Robbins in that order. He mentions his 
wife Catherine but omits to give her maiden name.13 Lydia 
Sheppard brought a dowry of £1200 and she in return was 
promised a widow's jointure of £120 per annum.11

Joseph Robbins makes no mention of his daughters in 
this settlement of 1722 but he appears to have had at least 
four and possibly even a fifth daughter. In no particular 
order they were: Sarah and Martha, both spinsters whose
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wills were proved in 1739 and 1740 respectively15; Elizabeth 
who married the Rev. Robert Hewetson of Thomastown, and 
by him had two daughters Eleanor and Lydia Hewetson16; 
Mary who in 1717 was licensed to marry a Charles Duggan17 
and lastly a daughter who is stated to have married Anthony 
Harmon o f Rosetown, Co. Kildare, which family later settled 
at Palace near New Ross, Co. Wexford. Some o f the family 
also lived for a time at Barrowmount, in Goresbridge, at the 
beginning of the present century.18

The four boys attended Kilkenny College which George, 
the eldest, entered in April 1704.19 The two middle sons, 
Joseph and Nathaniel later entered King's Inns to study law. 
Joseph previous to this had entered Trinity College in 1710 
aged only fifteen20; both appear to have resided chiefly in 
Dublin where they practised law. Nathaniel is perhaps the 
“Nathaniel of Dublin” whose will was proved in 1739 and 
probably  the fa th er o f  N athan iel o f  H ym enstow n, Co. 
Tipperary whose will was proved in 1768.21 He had various 
land transactions with Samuel Robbins o f Borrisokeane 
whose father was Nathaniel Robbins of Derrycloney (will 
proved 1697). W hat evidence there is suggests that this 
Samuel was a kinsman of the original George of Inistioge and 
for reasons unknow n, was d isposing  o f  his land to his 
Kilkenny cousins.22 In 1736, Nathaniel passed some of these 
lands to his brother Joseph.23 Samuel Robbins also disposed 
of land in his possession in Co. Kilkenny, to George the elder 
brother at Ballyduff.24 The last mention we have of their 
father Joseph, is that his will was proved in 1725.25

George the eldest son inherited Ballyduff and most of 
the family patrimony as outlined in the marriage settlement 
o f 1722.26 According to James Freney his servant, George 
“was very easy in temper, and withal very infirm, so as to be 
obliged to use crutches” .27 His first wife Lydia appears to 
have been of a kind disposition for Freney says of her that 
she

made my father take me from a country school, 
which I daily went to, and brought me into her own 
house at Ballyduff, where she had me instructed by 
a country schoolmaster, whom she paid for coming 
thither frequently for that purpose; but I generally
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attended as a pantry-boy, and at table, and being 
very active and nimble, my mistress grew fonder of 
me. She was very strict in keeping me to my duty, 
but as I grew up I became more careless.28 

He goes on to say that
my mistress, who kept me more to my duty that I 
knew my master would, dying in December 1742, I 
then  g lo r ied  in b e in g  m y ow n m aster, not 
regarding the wholesome advice o f Mr. [George] 
Robbins, or my father.29
In 1743 George appears to have married Anne Hopkins 

o f Fethard, Co. Tipperary. The marriage articles were signed 
on 8 March, and by it Anne was entitled to a widow's jointure 
o f £100 p.a. provided “she shall have no son or sons by the 
said George Robbins [and] i f  a son or sons then £80 per 
annum”.30 O f this lady James Freney wrote “Mrs. Robbins 
(my good benefactress having died, Mr. Robbins was then 
married to a second wife and I could not well withstand the 
sight of any other woman in her place) assured me that she 
had a great deal of friendship for me, as I lived so long in the 
family, and believed she would be very kind to me”.31 Soon 
after Freney became a ‘gentleman of the road'. Perhaps the 
new Mrs. George Robbins was not to his liking!

George made his will on 11 August 1754 which was 
proved the following November.32 Herein he gives his address 
as “New Ross” but late o f Ballyduff. He appointed Anne as 
his executrix. There is no mention of any children by either 
his first or second wife. He directed that Anne was to be paid 
a jointure o f £100 p.a. as per the terms o f their marriage 
a rticles , w hich  was the am ount ou tlined  i f  she proved 
childless.33 In 1748 George had obtained a leasehold interest 
in a house “lying in the south end o f the town o f New Ross” 
and which was bordered “on the north west by the key and on 
the south and south west by a lane commonly called Cordons 
Lane and on the east and south east by the town street called 
Fryers Street”.34 She also had £500 which Edward Cook of 
Castletown [Cox] had ordered his executor M ichael [Cox], 
Lord Bishop of Ossory (later Archbishop of Cashel) to pay to 
George Robbins after his death provided that he, Robbins, 
“should well and sufficiently secure the payment o f same to
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his wife Ann should she outlive him”. The payment had been 
made in 1751 with the interest only going to George Robbins 
during his life.35 Anne also had an interest in the town and 
lands of Lismateige, Gaulstown and Goldenhouse and both 
the Granges in the county o f Kilkenny which in 1767 she 
passed to Headene Reade of Sportsvile, eldest son of George 
Reade of Snugborough in the said county.36 Anne's own will 
was proved in 1775.37

One final note regarding the sisters o f George and his 
three brothers. It is possible that Sarah and Martha whom I 
have mentioned above, were not sisters but aunts o f these 
gentlemen. Freney mentions only one sister but does not give 
any details.38 Regarding the sister Mary, who was licensed to 
marry a Charles Duggan in 1717; this may in fact have been 
a F rancis D uggan o f  the city  o f  D u blin , for in 1728 a 
gentlem an o f  that name in con junction  w ith George o f  
Ballyduff, Joseph of Dublin and John of Pleberstown obtained 
a judgement o f £3000 against Amias Bushe late of Kilfane, 
grandfather o f the present (sic) occupier.39

A fter  the death  o f  G eorge in 1754 the R obbins 
patrimony passed to his next brother, Joseph who in the 
Freney memoir is referred to as “councillor Robbins”, and 
who was one o f the key men responsible for bringing him to 
justice.40 He married Margaret Piers, the eldest daughter of 
Sir Henry Piers, Bart., o f the city of Dublin. The marriage 
articles which were registered in M ay 1729 declare that 
M argaret's dowry am ounted to £1460 sterling while her 
widow's jointure was settled at £150 per annum.41 The issue 
o f  this m arriage included three sons, Joseph, John and 
George and two daughters, Jane and Margaret. The three 
sons are given in this order in a land transaction between 
their father and a Mary Piers, then a spinster o f the city of 
D u b lin .42 Joseph  en tered  T rin ity  C ollege  in 1747 and 
thereafter attended King's Inns in the years 1750-56.43 He is 
given as the eldest son and heir in 1756 but he died 2 
January 1759.44 In 1761 his next brother John, who had also 
attended Trinity College, was declared to be the only son and 
heir of Joseph Robbins, lately deceased.45

This implies that the youngest son George was also dead 
at this time. Yet a George Robbins o f Ballyduff is said to
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have m arried Anne Reade née Hayden, widow o f George 
Reade of Snugborough, Co. Kilkenny about this time. The 
latter's will was signed 20 February 1759 and proved 19 April 
1762.46 A lso, a George Robbins o f  the city o f  K ilkenny 
witnessed the indenture of 1761. It is entirely possible that 
we are dealing with two men of the same name.

The will o f “councillor” Joseph Robbins was proved in 
1761 thus it was his eldest surviving son John who inherited 
the family estate.47 Under the will o f their father his two 
daughters Jane now the wife of Thomas Barnes o f Dublin and 
Donover, Co. Meath, and Margaret, wife of Samuel Winter of 
Agher, also in Co. Meath, were entitled to a dower of £2000 
each. This was settled as a charge upon the Robbins estate 
until such time as John was able to pay it.48 John married 
Frances Shanley who died at Ballyduff in September 1768.49 
John himself died in July 1769 and his will was proved that 
sam e y ea r .50 The Robbins estates devolved on Frances 
Robbins their only child.51

As Frances inherited as a minor the Court o f Chancery 
appointed Thom as Barnes and Samuel W inter to be her 
guardians.52 In 1786 Frances married Sir John Blunden of 
Castle Blunden, the marriage articles having been signed on 
18 January o f that year.53 Thanks to Dorothea Herbert and 
her diary we know that negotiations had been in progress for 
some time before the marriage. On a family visit to her 
cousins at Castle Blunden in 1784 she informs us that upon 
their arrival the housekeeper drew them to one side and 

whispered two important Secrets in our Ears -  The 
f ir s t  w as the in ten d ed  M atch  betw een  M iss 
Charlotte [Blunden] and Young Mr. Mathews and 
the Next that Sir John at the Desire of the whole 
fam ily  had proposed  for M iss R obbins a rich 
Heiress and their tears had prevaild on him to 
renounce Miss Semple to whom he had been much 
Attached -  Miss Robbins had Six thousand a Year 
and Miss Semple had only a pretty face and the 
E arn in gs o f  her fa th er w ho was an E m inent 
Physician -  There had been Great Work about it -  
Sir John was at first quite Mad but the Tears of his 
mother and family at last prevaild.53
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Later she noted: “The Night before we left it Sir John 
grew again Obstreperors and Swore he would never Marry 
Miss Robbins but it was only the last Struggles o f a free 
Spirit sighing for its native Liberty for he soon after yielded 
to his Mothers remonstrances to visit Miss Robbins in form”.54 

On yet another visit in 1785 she wrote,
Mr Barnes an old Uncle of Miss Robbins came with 
a Budget of Rent Rolls -  The greatest Respect was 
paid him but for my part I thought he looked more 
like a Hangman than the acting Parent of a Rich 
Heiress -  Sir John used to Liberty seemed tired of 
paying attandance and defference to the Opinion of 
this Man of Business, and was like a Bird let loose 
when his Mentor in law went away.65 

“In the Evening Sir John now disengaged from Mr. Barnes 
and his armful of Rent Rolls drew me to the Forte piano for 
the first time this last Excursion”.56 Her final note on the 
w hole affa ir reads; “We Now got an A ccont o f Sir John 
Blundens Marriage with Miss Robbins -  He Got a delightful 
Estate in the Co. Kilkenny with her and several other articles 
amounting to a clear 8000£ a Year”.57 Without question Miss 
Robbins was a most desirable party but her reported annual 
income is unlikely to be a true one!

Sadly, the m arriage proved w ithout issue and The 
Leinster Journal in February 1808 carried the follow ing 
death notice; “On 17th January in Greenpark Place, Bath 
Lady Blunden, wife o f Sir John Blunden, Bart., o f Castle 
Blunden, an event deeply regretted  by all who had the 
honour o f  her friendsh ip , or w ere acquainted  w ith her 
v irtues” . Sir John Blunden rem arried in 1812 but died 
without issue in 1818.58 The estates of his first wife devolved, 
at her death, upon her first cousin Thomas Barnes, eldest son 
of Jane Barnes alias Robbins, deceased, and upon her aunt, 
Margaret Winter otherwise Robbins, wife of Samuel Winter 
of Agher, Co. Meath.59

Thomas Barnes acquired by far the greatest share o f the 
Robbins estates but Ballyduff complete with its mansion and 
a smaller portion o f lands went to the Winter family.

They continued to possess it until the first decade of the 
present century when it was sold to the Connellan family of
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Coolmore, an adjoining property. Coolmore itself had been a 
Robbins property until 1793. In November o f that year the 
house and domain containing 33 acres plantation measure, 
then in the tenancy of Robert Langrishe of Knocktopher was 
sold by the Blundens for £150 down and a rent of £60 p.a.60

The house at Ballyduff is a pleasant two-storey five bay 
Georgian house with a fanlighted doorway joined by a wing to 
an old tower. The latter building which could more correctly 
be called a tower house in its original form, was possibly built 
by the family o f Edmond ‘ne boly' FitzTheobold Butler, who 
was a grandson o f Edm ond Butler, one o f  the two older 
brothers o f Sir Piers Butler, eighth Earl o f Ormond in the 
sixteenth century.61 It is not known who built the house 
itself. It could have been erected by Lady Blunden's father 
John, or more possibly by one o f the many occupiers who 
leased it from the Blundens or the Winter family. The latter 
never appear to have lived there. A scion o f the Carrick Earls 
of nearby Mount Juliet lived here for a period c. 1790-1800.62

In 1851 it appears to have been occupied by a Rev. Mr. 
Cook.63 Subsequently the Connellan family leased it as a 
dower house before eventually purchasing it.

The Firgrove Branch
This branch of the family is almost certainly descended 

from John Robbins, the fourth son of Joseph Robbins whose 
will was proved in 1725. He was therefore a sibling of George 
o f Ballyduff and o f “councillor” Joseph and o f Nathaniel of 
Dublin. In 1726 he is listed as o f Pleberstown, a property 
which belonged to George o f Ballyduff. However, though 
living at Pleberstown he had possession of a farm of 197 acres 
plantation m easure at Bohilla, otherw ise Bohillagh, the 
demesne of which c.1800 became known as Firgrove. Joseph 
Robbins, his father, had purchased it from James, second 
Duke of Ormonde. John also owned 71 acres in the adjoining 
townlands o f Ballyvoole and Ballygeogan which his father 
had acquired from Joseph Deane o f Ballycocksuist and of 
Terenure, Co. Dublin.64 These lands were part of his father's 
estate in 1722 and they are listed in the settlement of 1722 
when George of Ballyduff married Lydia Sheppard.65 I have 
been unable to locate a memorial of the transfer but I suspect
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that Joseph Robbins bequeathed it to his fourth son John 
under the terms o f his will which was proved in 1725.66

In June 1754 John  R obb in s, then  o f  B oh illou g h , 
acknow ledged h im se lf bound to one Thom as Phelan o f 
Kilmacshane, in the penal sum of £700 should he fail to repay 
all that he owed the said Phelan. John needed £400 in order 
to make provision for George and Abigail Robbins, his two 
younger children. He also wished to provide his son and heir, 
Joseph with a fixed annual income of £30 until such time as 
the latter should acquire the family patrim ony67 In 1759 
John conveyed the entire property including its mansion 
house and demesne to Joseph, in return for a yearly income 
o f £97 2s 2d free of all charges. The debt to Thomas Phelan 
now stood at £350 plus interest.68 Thereafter, John Robbins 
fades from our view. A  short time previous to this he appears 
to have married a Catherine Cuffe. John's second son is 
perhaps the George Robbins who in 1793 m arried M rs. 
Agnew, relict o f the late Col. Agnew, at Rowerstown, Co. 
Wexford. Abigail had licence to marry a Thomas Cuffe in 
1756.69

Joseph, his eldest son and heir, married Mary Hayden, 
daughter o f W illiam  Hayden o f  Croan. Their m arriage 
articles were dated 1772.70 Joseph's will was proved in 1780.71 
In 1782 his widow married a Philip Hayden, a porter brewer, 
who was a son o f Joseph Hayden o f Waterford.72 Joseph had 
three surviving children namely Joseph and George who are 
mentioned in the will of their maternal grandfather, William 
Hayden o f Croan.73 He also had a daughter who as Miss 
Robbins, daughter o f the late Joseph Robbins of Firgrove, 
married Henry Hayden Esq., o f Inistioge in 1808.71

Joseph the eldest son inherited Firgrove. In August 
1830 he was made a Freeman o f the City o f Kilkenny by 
virtue o f his m arriage to Julia [or Juliana] Boyle Hunt, 
daughter of Edward Hunt o f Jerpoint, who was a freeman.75 
By his said wife he had the follow ing issue; Joseph, who 
inherited Firgrove but who died unmarried in February 1850 
aged fifty-one years; George who was baptised 14 January 
1800; Edward John baptised January 1801 and who in 1844 
had licence to marry Anne Charlotte Allen, by whom he had 
one daughter Juliana, his wife and daughter died at Kilkenny
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in 1849, he was still living in Kilkenny in the 1870s; Henry 
baptised July 1813; Elizabeth baptised April 1802.™ George, 
Henry and Elizabeth appear to have died young as there is no 
further m ention  o f  them . Joseph , their fa th er died at 
Firgrove on 9 June 1847 aged seventy-six years. His widow, 
Julia née Hunt, died at Kilkenny on 26 November 1857 aged 
eighty-seven years and was buried with her husband in 
Inistioge.”

Upon the death of their son and heir, Joseph junior, in 
February 1850 the mansion house and lands of Firgrove were 
sold under the Encumbered Estates Act o f 1849. The sale 
took place at Henrietta St., Dublin on 16 April 1850.™ In 
1852 the property was occupied by Edward Thompson Esq., 
who after only a few months residence went to reside in 
England and put the contents up for sale by public auction on 
22 D ecem ber 1 8 5 2 .79 P erh aps his sudden  rem ova l is 
connected with the untimely death o f one Ann Marsh, at 
Firgrove o f cholera in February of the previous year. She had 
been born at Hindley in Lancashire in 1814 and now rests in 
the graveyard at Inistioge. By the mid 1860s the property 
w as in the p ossess ion  o f  a Joseph  H. R osk y ll E sq., o f  
Liverpool who leased out the house and demesne to Miss 
Charlotte Langrishe, youngest daughter o f Sir Hercules 
Richard Landgrishe, third baronet.80 Later as the lessee she 
acquired the freehold as did so many occupiers under the 
terms of one of the land acts. Upon her death, in the early 
years o f this century, she bequeathed the property to her 
ploughm an, James Roche. According to her great-great- 
niece, Barbara Thomas, née Solly-Flood, she is supposed to 
have secretly married James Roche. I have not checked the 
record for such a marriage but in her will, she is clearly 
stated to be a maiden lady.

Traditionally the two-storey, over basement, five bay, 
late Georgian house with its fanlighted doorway dates from 
1836. It is said to have been built in the same year as the 
Roman C atholic Church o f  St. Colum cille in the nearby 
village o f Inistioge. W ithout doubt it replaced an earlier 
house, a part of which survived as a service wing, until it was 
demolished in the late 1980s. The transfer of 1759 which I 
have m entioned above specifica lly  m entions a “m ansion
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house”.81 Firgrove is now occupied by John Tennyson and his 
family. His father, the late Thomas Tennyson, inherited it in 
the early 1960s from a paternal aunt who had married James 
Roche, after the death of Charlotte Langrishe.

In the middle o f the last century, a John Robbins and 
his w ife  M ary E gan occu p ied  a sm all h o ld in g  o f 
approximately 28 acres in the townland of Coolrainey which 
then belonged to the Winter family. They had moved here 
from the adjoining townland of Ballyvoole where their first 
known child, Mary, had been born in December 1823. The 
cou p le  had five  oth er record ed  ch ild ren  v iz ., A nne in 
N ovem ber 1833, F ran ces in O ctober 1835, J u lia n a  in 
November 1837, Martha in October 1839 and finally a son, 
John, in September 1842. The lease was renewed to a John 
Robbins in 1864 and again in 1874.82 It is not known to which 
branch this family belonged. Traditionally they are linked 
with the family at Ballyduff who are said to have disowned a 
younger son because he chose to marry without parental 
approval.

The couple's fourth daughter, Juliana Robbins is an 
ancestress of the Roche and Treacy families who today live in 
Coolrainey and Ballyduff. Juliana is the only Robbins to 
have a memorial over her grave in the cemetery at Inistioge.
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