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Armagh & District History Group enjoying a summer field trip to St. Patrickôs Church of 

Ireland, Clonfeacle in Benburb. The tour guide was Mrs. Maureen McFarlane. 
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When jilted women took to the courts for 
compensation 

by Mary McVeigh 

When the late, great footballer, George Best, 

famous for exploits both on and off the pitch, was 

sued for breach of promise to marry in 1969, the 

case was said to be the last of its kind in Britain 

because shortly afterwards there was a change in 

legislation. From 1971 it was no longer possible 

for an individual to seek financial recompense for a 

broken promise of marriage. Up until then all that 

was needed before legal action could be taken was 

a promise of marriage, no particular form of words 

or written commitment was required. 

Corroborative evidence was, of course, essential.  

In the days before mass-communication, before 

social media or even radio and television, breaches 

of promise cases, as they were known, often filled 

court rooms and were reported widely in the press. 

From the end of the 18th to the early decades of the 

20th century they were undoubtedly considerable 

sources of entertainment and titillation. Why did 

people go down this legal route thus subjecting 

their private lives to public scrutiny and possible 

ridicule? It would appear that the monetary award 

for damages was a primary motive, but fear of loss 

of reputation or even simply revenge could also 

have been instigators. Nowadays these cases, apart 

from their novelty value, can give us some insights 

into societal views of the period on marriage, 

morals, money, class, courtship and the role of 

women. 

There was certainly no shortage of examples from 

the papers of Armagh women who took legal action 

to get redress from prospective spouses who failed 

to commit. It should be said that although this 

course of action was available to both sexes, the 

overwhelming majority of litigants were women. In 

fact, I found no instances of Armagh men suing 

women for breach of promise. Prior to the 

twentieth century cases were largely taken by 

parents or other senior family members on behalf 

of jilted victims, invariably people from the higher 

echelons of society. Legal counsel, as you might 

expect, was beyond the pockets of the vast majority 

of Irish people at the time. In the twentieth century 

most cases were brought by women themselves, 

from all walks of life, as might be expected 

because, as the century progressed womenôs job 

opportunities expanded. They now could look for 

employment in factories, shops and offices whereas 

in the nineteenth century, for many the only 

occupations open to them were domestic service or 

farm work. Nonetheless, it should be borne in mind 

that womenôs wages were generally low, certainly 

less than those earned by men, and decisions to 

expend them on legal fees would have not been 

taken lightly. 

Maria got neither her piano nor her 
wedding  

One breach of promise case which attracted 

considerable public interest featured a relationship 

which took place in 1847, a time when the Great 

Famine was affecting all parts of Ireland but the 

hunger and deprivation being suffered by the vast 

majority of the population did not appear to 

impinge on those concerned in this instance. John 

Douglas from Mountain Lodge, Keady described in 

court as being óvery wealthyô and the owner of óa 

beautiful estateô was sued by John Wilson who had 

óan extensive factory in Manchesterô on behalf of 

his daughter, Maria. The couple met in the early 

summer of 1847 through a mutual friend, a 

business partner of Wilson, and, literally within 

weeks, were apparently in love and eager to marry. 

John Douglas was to take a year out to travel on the 

continent but just a fortnight after meeting Maria he 

changed his plans. At the outset of the relationship 

Mr Wilson made his pecuniary position clear, he 

pointed out the precarious nature of his business 

which meant he could lose all or he could become 

very wealthy. When he died all his assets were to 

be divided equally between his children, but he was 

not going to make a marriage settlement on Maria. 
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He did, however, gift óa very handsome oil 

paintingô to the young Douglas who professed to 

have no interest in his future father in lawôs 

finances as he had óplentyô of money, all he wanted 

was Maria. He was also keen to assert that his 

relationship with another young lady from 

Manchester had ended. 

Although he did not go abroad it would seem that 

the courtship was mainly conducted via letters 

across the Irish Sea. His estate work kept him busy 

and besides looking after his own land he was 

agent for others, seeing to the collection of rents 

etc. He was further curtailed at home after he had 

an accident on his horse which necessitated a 

period of recuperation by the sea at Warrenpoint. 

His correspondence which was read out in court 

was certainly affectionate, he referred to his fianc®e 

as ómy little pet.ô There were many references to 

their forthcoming marriage, the furnishing and 

decorating of the future marital home in Keady as 

well as the wedding preparations in Manchester, 

including a gift of a wedding dress of Limerick lace 

which was to be the present of the business partner 

mentioned earlier. Mr Wilson, another daughter 

and a couple of family friends were invited over on 

a visit to Mountain Lodge. They duly made their 

way by boat from Liverpool to Warrenpoint, spent 

a night on board before travelling to Keady. During 

their stay they went to Armagh to look for drawing-

room furniture and there Mr Wilson bought a piano 

costing Ã45 for Maria to play in her new home. 

In a letter dated 4th October 1847 addressed to óMy 

dearest Mariaô John Douglas recorded that he was 

going to Belfast on the following Wednesday to 

buy carpets óand the like.ô He went on: ñWe had 

our óharvest homeô on last Saturday night and all 

our people enjoyed themselves greatly and dancing 

was kept up in the most spirited style until twelve 

oôclock when they all separated, greatly pleased 

with their eveningôs amusement. I must confess 

that I was the only person on the occasion who did 

not enjoy himself, as I wanted my little Maria there 

to add beauty and admiration to the scene and hope 

now I will not long be debarred of that pleasure.ò  

Within weeks however, of this profession of 

affection the unfortunate Maria learned that she 

would not be setting foot in the newly furnished 

and decorated Mountain Lodge as its mistress. In a 

further missive dated 22nd October she was 

informed: ñI canôt marry without getting money. I 

see no chance at all of our wedding coming off, and 

which I most sincerely regret on your behalf as 

well as my own.ò Apparently, Mariaôs father had 

encountered financial difficulties which led to 

acrimony and accusations from his business 

partner, the friend of John Douglas. Surprisingly, 

although there was talk in the courtroom about 

where the money to pay for the piano came from 

there would seem to have been no mention of 

Douglasôs assertion that he could not marry 

ówithout getting money.ô Some fifteen months later 

he married the young woman, also from 

Manchester, with whom he had been in a 

relationship prior to meeting Maria Wilson. 

The engagement was not denied but the lawyer for 

Douglas who described his client as óyoung, 

inexperienced and uneducatedô asked the jury to 

take account of his youth, óthe brief period of his 

acquaintance with the lady and the circumstance 

that before he knew her he was attracted to another 

lady whom he afterwards married.ô 

In his summing up the judge reminded the jury that 

óthey were called upon to give compensation not 

merely for the loss of a suitable settlement in life, 

but also for those blighted hopes and wounded 

affections which were a legitimate foundation for 

damages in such a case as the present.ô Just after a 

half hour discussion they awarded Ã800 to the 

young woman. Although Ã3000 was initially 

sought the sum granted was undoubtedly 

substantial for the period, probably the largest seen 

in the Armagh area.1 It would seem that the social 

The former Mountain Lodge. Photo courtesy of  Crown Historic Environment Division 
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   love, their relationship changed, and he became her 

betrothed. Emily thus wrote once again to 

Jeremiah, this time releasing him from the 

engagement. It transpired however, when Esther 

became acquainted with this information, she also 

broke off her engagement. Yet further 

correspondence passed between Emily and the Rev. 

Donovan, the engagement was on again and Esther 

was, apparently, no longer on the scene.  

But the course of true love did not run smoothly 

because Jeremiah appeared reluctant to commit and 

sought to have the wedding delayed for a year. 

óSuddenly in the autumn of 1876 he began to be 

afflicted with all sorts of symptoms that indicated 

that matrimony was impossibleô. An incensed Mr 

DôAlton communicated in no uncertain terms that 

his daughter was not to be trifled with a second 

time. More letters were exchanged, and medical 

certificates were furnished. At one stage the young 

clergyman wrote that due to his state of health if 

they were to marry, they would need to have 

separate bedrooms. In yet another letter he wrote: 

ñMy only wish for deferring the marriage is to save 

myself from the living death of paralysis.ò His 

health issues did not impress Mr DôAlton who 

threatened to expose his behaviour to the bishop of 

his diocese. This proposed course of action 

infuriated the Reverend and thus in high dudgeon 

he wrote letters to his betrothed which were far 

from affectionate in tone. Indeed, on 17th October 

he tried to extricate himself from the relationship: 

ñIf you release me from my engagement, return all 

my letters, including the letter from my mother to 

yours and assure me that no copies have been kept, 

I will pay you Ã200éò She seemed to be still 

living in hope of being wed to him because at the 

end of October he wrote: ñyou have consented to 

defer our marriage for twelve months for the 

presentéAt the end of that time it will, of course, 

be in your power to compel me to perform my 

engagement with youéò By the following month, 

in his last letter to her it is evident that his attitude 

to her had little improved: ñIf you want me to 

ignore the past, as you seem disposed to do so and 

to think more kindly of your mother, at least you 

will procure for me my motherôs letter of last 

January, of which your father threatened to such 

standing of a person seeking damages was reflected 

in the amount awarded, essentially the higher up 

the social scale you were the more money came 

your way. However, in most instances the amount 

awarded was never as great as that sought. 

John Douglas might have been out of pocket as the 

result of this case, but it obviously did not seriously 

damage his reputation or his social standing 

because he later became a magistrate and a Poor 

Law Guardian as well as being a leading figure 

locally in the Masonic Order. When he died in 

June,1898 he left Ã9,109.10s.1d, a substantial 

legacy at that time.2 

The Clergyman engaged to two women at 
the same time 

Such was the notoriety received by another case 

some years later that it even reached papers on the 

other side of the globe. The Australian Town and 

Country Journal, published in Sydney on 20th 

April, 1878 referred to it as óAn amusing breach of 

promise case.ô However, it could likely have been 

termed óacrimoniousô rather than amusing, there 

was little cause for mirth among any of those 

concerned. Rev. Jeremiah Donovan (28), a curate 

who was then living in Jonesborough, Co. Armagh, 

was sued by his cousin, Emily DôAlton (22) 

through her father. Both were natives of Kilrush, 

Co. Clare and had been friends from childhood. 

They corresponded regularly from when he was 

away at university and she was still a schoolgirl, 

through the years when he served as curate in 

Kilkee and then Jonesborough. In November 1875 

he wrote proposing marriage which would seem to 

have been well received by all parties. Donovanôs 

late father had been a wealthy man with a 

successful medical practice in Kilrush and property 

in Dublin and while the DôAltons were not wealthy 

they were ówell connected.ô 

Unfortunately, in the following January a 

bombshell was dropped. Mrs Donovan wrote Mrs 

DôAlton a letter conveying the disturbing news that 

her son was also engaged to another young woman 

in Dublin. Esther OôCallaghan, a óschool mistressô 

was the sister of a deceased friend who had asked 

him to be her óguardianô but over time they fell in 
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    improper use, and return it to me. It can be of no 

use except for the purpose of annoyance. I will not 

feel at my ease until it is out of unsafe hands. It is 

in your interests to conciliate me if you want to 

marry me.ò 

Apparently she was unable or, by this stage 

unwilling, to appease him because among the 

notices of marriage in the Belfast Newletter in the 

following August the following appeared: 

ñDONOVAN-OôCALLAGHAN- August 7, at St 

Peterôs Church, the Rev. Jeremiah Donovan, curate 

of Jonesboroô County Armagh to Esther 

OôCallaghan, daughter of the late Rev. John 

OôCallaghan, rector, of Ross, County Galway.ò  

His health problems were no longer a deterrent to 

matrimony and furthermore he vested all his 

property in the new bride. 

In his summing up of the case, the judge advised 

the jury to bear in mind the social position in life to 

which she would have been entitled had she 

become his wife. Also, they should consider her 

injured feelings and óbeyond doubtô, her feelings 

had been injured. He reminded them that he, 

Donovan, óin his own motherôs language, had 

forgotten truth and forfeited honour.ô After a short 

deliberation, the jury awarded Ã500 which was 

greeted with applause in the courtroom. That was 

not the end of the story however, Rev. Jeremiah 

Donovan was subsequently declared bankrupt and 

Emily DôAlton who was his only creditor had not 

received any damages by 1879 when he left Ireland 

to take up a position as curate in Hoby, Leics. A 

sad story which was undoubtedly an example of a 

prevailing view that marriage at any price was 

better than being a spinster.3 

Smaller awards for the less advantaged 

Damages for breaches of promise to marry cases in 

the Armagh area in the 20th century were 

considerably smaller than in earlier times, the 

majority were under Ã100. Fifty pounds was the 

amount awarded to Sarah Annette who sued Henry 

Spiers Boyd who, when the case was taken in 1900, 

was a sales representative for Kirker, Greer and 

Co., whiskey and soda water manufacturers. He 

later became proprietor of Kirker and Co., Armagh, 

based in Ogle Street. The couple met in Portadown 

where Sarah Annette was working in a hotel 

belonging to family members. When she became ill 

with pneumonia, Boyd, who was staying there was 

very attentive, brought her grapes and other 

luxuries. She eventually moved to Belfast where 

she supervised Robinson and Cleavers tearoom and 

the relationship continued both by letter and visits. 

He proposed at Whitehead and she duly accepted. 

Prior to this, in their letters, they addressed one 

another as óMy dear Miss Annetteô and óMy dear 

Mr Boyd.ô Henceforth they became ñMy dear 

Harryô and óDear Sarahô but after a time it would 

appear that the prospective groom was cooling off. 

At one stage after probing he admitted he had 

money worries but refused assistance from her and 

his letters eventually petered out. In court it was 

revealed that Miss Annette was nine years older 

than her fianc® who was 24 and although she 

denied writing to other men in Portadown she 

admitted sending them photographs.  

In his summation the judge said the case was óa 

very ordinary and small one.ô He went on to add 

that it did not seem that there was Ã10 to spare 

between the parties for the celebration of the 

marriage and the festivities that would follow. 

There could be no question that there had been a 

promise and that it had been broken. The question 

then, he concluded, was how much better off would 

Miss Annette be if she married óthe young fellow 

with nothing at all and went into all the miseries of 

married life with a companion with such beggarly 

means?ô4 

Miss Annette, even though she had an occupation 

and her own money, was prepared to enter 

marriage with a man whose financial position was 

precarious at the time. There were other instances 

however, where women went to greater lengths to 

secure husbands but with certainly less favourable, 

sometimes dire, results. One of these was Elizabeth 

Muldrew, a 22 year old domestic servant from the 

Crossmaglen area, who became engaged to Patrick 

Fagy, a farmer who was also a cobbler, on her first 

meeting with him. She was introduced to him, 

obviously as a prospective bride, by her cousin and 

agreed to marry him after he told her that he needed 
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  someone to look after his mother.  

Just over a week later the pair plus the cousin met 

to go to Crossmaglen to buy the wedding ring. 

Before they left Fagy got Ã4 from his prospective 

bride and got another Ã1 when they arrived in town. 

Two rings costing five shillings each were 

purchased. Fagy kept one and gave the other to 

Elizabeth Muldrew. The imminent wedding date 

was fixed, the requisite papers were submitted to 

the priest and the ówedding goodsô consisting of 

beef, drink and óall sorts of thingsô were purchased 

for the wedding breakfast. A car driver who had 

been hired to take them to the church turned up as 

arranged at 6.30am but the bridegroom did not. The 

wedding party waited until 10.00am but by that 

time there was still no sign of him so all went 

home. Some days later a penitent Fagy made 

another appearance, apologised and promised that 

he had taken óthe pledge.ô A second date was fixed 

and this time Fagy turned up and the wedding party 

duly walked to the church in Crossmaglen. 

However, on arrival he refused to enter saying she 

was the fourth girl he had brought this length and 

he did not intend to marry. The priest came out and 

advised Elizabeth to go home. It transpired that 

before the second trip to the church Fagy had 

forced her into giving him another Ã2. 

The judge said Fagy had acted in a óblackguardly 

mannerô and that she was óa not unattractive girlô 

who had ómissed her marketô and was entitled to be 

compensated. She was thus granted damages of Ã25 

by the jury, hardly over generous in light of the fact 

that she had been considerably out of pocket as 

well as having been humiliated by being left, not 

once but twice, at the church gate. Her lowly social 

status and possibly her gullibility may well have 

been factors in this instance.5 

Her demeanour could well have stood Catherine 

McCann from Armagh in good stead with the jury 

when her breach of promise case came up in 1911 

because she was awarded Ã100 just after a few 

minutes' deliberation. Described as óa respectfully 

dressed and quiet mannered looking girl,ô she was 

aged 25 and worked in a local spinning mill. Her 

fianc®, Thomas Webb, a man twice her age, also 

lived in Armagh and was an agent for flax buyers. 

After a courtship of around three years they got 

engaged in January and the wedding date was duly 

fixed for the following 15th March. However, the 

day before he was due at the altar he went on what 

he described as óthe hurstô so the wedding did not 

take place. He told the court that in January he had 

savings of Ã300 but by March they had dwindled to 

Ã84, he blamed drinking and gambling for his 

financial losses.6 

They got the benefit of the doubt  

The awarding of damages was at the juryôs 

discretion and generally reflected the ethos of the 

time: appearance and demeanour as mentioned 

above, social class and financial circumstances. In 

the majority of cases it would seem that juries were 

relatively sympathetic towards those who sought 

recompense for broken promises. An example of 

this was the treatment of Ellen Malone, 

Newtownhamilton, who, in 1894 had been working 

as a dairymaid for a farmer named Ross when she 

became involved with his son, Alexander, to whom 

she subsequently became engaged. He attempted to 

get released from the commitment because she had 

been jailed for stealing but the jury was not 

convinced that this was the real reason for the 

breakup. The judge declined to give any direction 

and allowed the jury to reach its own decision 

which was to grant her Ã150.7 

As well, there was the case where a woman was 

awarded Ã40 compensation after her whirlwind, 

drink fuelled holiday romance which lasted just 

over a week. Mary Rice of Ayallogue was home 

from America when she met Bernard OôHare, also 

home on holiday from Whitehaven, Cumberland. 

They met on a Sunday, got engaged on Thursday 

and on the following Sunday made arrangements 

with the priest for their wedding which was 

announced óto all and sundryô. The following day 

however the prospective bridegroom up and left, 

his excuse was that Miss Rice had told him she was 

already promised to another man in America, a 

óRussian Pole.ô8 

Novel excuses for not turning up on the 
day  

Some of the excuses furnished by those who 
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  middle of the 20th century. All of these women, it 

could be argued, may have gained some material 

recompense for being rejected, certainly not as 

much as they may have wanted or felt they 

deserved, and did so at the price of having their 

humiliation on being rejected, exposed to all and 

sundry, the targets of salacious gossip. It is highly 

probable that most, if not all, would have been 

prepared to accept any kind of marriage rather than 

being left as spinsters. Married women, until very 

lately, indeed perhaps even now, had higher social 

status than their single counterparts. 

 Women in the higher echelons of society until the 

early decades of the 20th century were not expected 

to seek paid employment so if they did not get 

married and become mistresses of their own 

households, they were seen as burdens on male 

members of their families. Women, lower on the 

social scale who had to work for a living,  were 

paid less than men even if doing similar work,. 

There were less prospects of promotion and there 

were fewer career options open to them. Thus 

marriage seemed to offer, though by no means 

guaranteed, a more secure future for many. 

While these cases may seem incredulous and cause 

for mirth nowadays, they are nevertheless an 

important part of social and womenôs history.  
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reneged on their promises to wed were certainly 

novel such as the one offered by a bricklayer from 

Blackwatertown in 1956 who explained in a letter 

to his fianc®e from Co. Carlow whom he had met 

in England where they both had been working: ñéI 

have been caught smuggling pigs and it will cost 

me Ã250 to get clear. When it is all over I am off to 

Canada. As to the ring, pawn it and keep the 

money. I hope you get as good a boy as you 

thought you had.ò He now had a further Ã40 to 

raise to meet the costs granted.9 

Letters as evidence 

Letters often played a significant role in breach of 

promise actions as noted in some of the cases cited 

above. One in particular in 1916 could well have 

served as a warning to suitors to be careful about 

what they put down on paper. Patrick J. Brannigan, 

a farmer and stonemason from Armagh, would 

seem to have lost the run of himself when it came 

to expressing his feelings in his correspondence 

and duly paid for his outpourings of ardour.  

Indeed, the laughter was so loud in Castleblayney 

court that the judge threatened to have it cleared.10 

After Alice Hughes, a domestic servant from 

Annaghlough, Co. Monaghan left by train on the 

first leg of a journey to London he wrote: ñI did my 

best to hold back the train but was unable.ò In a 

response to one of her letters, he noted: ñWhen 

reading it about the 20th time, I noticed that it was 

about the time you were going for a walk so I was 

going to run to London.ò  In another he waxed 

lyrically about her photograph which she sent him: 

ñYour photo is just gorgeous. You are a wee beauty 

in it.ò 

The pair had been in a relationship from February, 

1913 and in April, 1915 he had given her a ring 

with the promise of going to Belfast to get married. 

Despite his apparent admiration and affection for 

his betrothed Brannigan denied he promised to 

marry her. His plea was not accepted and Alice 

Hughes, described as óa handsome girl of 24ô was 

awarded Ã25. 

These are just a small selection of breach of 

promise to marry cases taken by women from all 

strata of society in the Armagh area up until the 
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Armagh Family Names 

by Gerry Oates 

In this yearôs selection of local surnames I have 

included two well-known names with records going 

back almost 1,000 years and a lesser-known 

example from at least the early 17th century, and 

possibly the 13th century.  Of particular note is that 

the eponym Donn Sl®ibhe of the Mac Aleavey sept 

from 1091 also occurs in the genealogy of the Mac 

Elvanna sept as Donn Sleibhi in 1216. 

Mac Aleavey 

Donn Sl®be is an Old Irish personal name which 

probably means ólord of the mountainô.  It occurs in 

the early genealogies of some south Leinster and 

east Ulster families.  In the early medieval period it 

developed into the surname Mac Duinnshl®ibhe 

which much later became (Mac) Dunlevy in 

English.  

The family claims descent from one Donnshl®ibhe 

č hEochadha, a chieftain of Ulidia in the 11th 

century; their patrimony, Ulidia, then comprised 

the present Co. Down and the southern portion of 

Co. Antrim.  Woulfe describes them as óa remnant 

of the ancient inhabitants of Ulsterô that had its 

centre at Eamhain Macha (Navan) in Co. Armagh 

in the pre-Christian period.  As lords of Ulidia they 

maintained their independence until 1177 when 

they were defeated and driven out by the Anglo-

Normans under John de Courcy.  Following their 

defeat many migrated to Donegal where they 

adopted the role of hereditary physicians to the O 

Donnell chiefs of Tyrconnell.  After the Battle of 

Kinsale in 1601 many migrated again, this time to 

north Connacht where the name Dunlevy is still 

common.  

Apparently, not all of the Mac Duinnshl®ibhe sept 

took part in the migration to Donegal, several 

remained on their traditional lands including those 

calling themselves Mac Dhuinnshl®ibhe (with 

initial D lenited), better known at present as Mac 

Aleavey, which has since been associated largely 

with Cos. Down and Armagh.  It appears under a 

number of variants: Mac Ale(a)vy, Mac Aleavey, 

Mac Eleav(e)y and Mac Elevy, but are all usually 

pronounced similarly. 

Among the early references to the name in Co. 

Armagh is a Manus roe Mc Elevy who was cited in 

the Co. Armagh depositions as a rebel insurgent in 

Kilmore on the outbreak of the Confederate War 

(1641-53) which attempted to undo the 

confiscations of the Plantation of 1609.  The name 

occurs twice in the Hearth Money Rolls of 1664-

65; Daniell Mc Leavy of Legagilly, Armagh parish, 

and a Miles Mc Elleavy of Lurgan, in Oneilland 

barony, paid 2/= per hearth.  Possibly the same 

person, Miles Mc Levy, is named in the Brownlow 

Leasebook of 1666 alongside George Mc Levy 

who was witness to a lease in 1667.   A rent roll for 

the town of Lurgan of 1667 also includes three 

tenants named George mc Levie, Miles and Geo. 

mc Levy, possibly father and sons.  

Records of the Armagh assizes (1735-97) provide 

further evidence of the activities and presence of 

the Mac Aleavey sept in the 18th century.  Among 

litigants at the Lent assizes in 1738 was Art Mc a 

Levy, described as ópost boyô, while other 

appearances include Owen Mc alevy, charged with 

órescueô at the summer assizes of 1749, and 

William Mc aLeavey, a plaintiff at the Lent session 

of 1757.  At the Lent assizes of 1760 Charles, 

Owen and James Mc Elevy were accused with four 

others of assault but found ónot guiltyô.  Three 

decades later, during a period of serious sectarian 

disturbances in the county between the Catholic 

óDefendersô and the Protestant óPeep oô Day Boysô 

a Fardy Mc Aleavy was charged and found guilty 

at the summer assizes of 1790 of being óa papist 

carrying armsô, an offence punishable under the 

penal laws enacted in 1695; the same person faced 

another unspecified charge of ófelonyô in 1791.  A 

Francis Mc Ileavey also appeared at the same 

court session as a plaintiff.    

Leases granted by the Charlemont Estate between 
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  1795 and 1801 included two Mc Aleavey families 

in Carrickacloghan, Killevy parish.  In 1796 the 

Irish Linen Board, in a government-sponsored 

scheme to promote the cottage linen industry, 

awarded Arthur, Francis and Hugh Mc Aleavy of 

Tynan parish, and Peter Mc Aleavy of Armagh 

parish spinning wheels, based on their acreage of 

flax-seed sown.   

Co. Armagh Tithe Applotment Books (1825-40) 

recorded 17 Mc Aleav(e)y tithe payers in Killevy 

parish and 14 in Forkill with five in each of 

Derrynoose, Lisnadill and Tynan parishes.  The 

most comprehensive ósurveyô of the name, 

however, occurs in Griffithôs Valuation (1848-64) 

which showed a concentration in Armagh city and 

the surrounding parishes of Tynan, Derrynoose, 

Lisnadill and Keady.  In south Armagh the version 

Mc Illeavy was most common in Killevy and Forkill 

parishes alongside Mc Aleav(e)y and Mc Alevy. 

 In the census of 1911 Mac Aleavy (132) accounted 

for slightly more entries than Mac Aleavey (108) 

with the majority of both versions recorded in Cos. 

Armagh and Down.  Mac Alevey (48) again 

featured more often in Armagh and Down than 

elsewhere.  Fewer entries were recorded for Mac 

Eleavey (29), Mac Elevy (7) and Mac Alevy (7), 

mostly in Cos. Armagh and Louth, with no entries 

in Co. Down for the last three.   

A number of related surnames trace their 

beginnings to the original Mac Duinnshl®ibhe and 

Mac Dhuinnshl®ibhe forms.  De Bhulbh suggests 

that Mac Glew and Mac Cloy can be traced to Mac 

Dhuinnshl®ibhe, while the diminutive variant Mac 

Dhuinnshl®ibh²n has been reduced to Levins in Co. 

Louth, but in some instances has become 

Livingston(e) in Armagh and Down.  Black also 

notes that Livingstone replaced Maclevy in 

Scotland.  

When the Mac Dunlevy sept migrated to Donegal 

many of them were referred to as Ultach 

óUlstermanô, from which the surname Mac an 

Ultaigh óson of the Ulstermanô eventually 

developed into Mac Anulty, Mac Nulty and less 

often as Nulty in Co. Meath.  An alternative form, 

Ultach§n óUlstermanô, became č hUltach§in 

ódescendant of the Ulstermanô and was initially 

anglicised Hultaghan, but later simplified to Halton 

in Cos. Fermanagh and Cavan. 

In Scotland, Black gives Mac Dhunnshleibhe as the 

Scots Gaelic form of Macclay, Maclea(y) and 

Maclevy; he also mentions that óWilliam 

Livingston, the Islay Bard, always wrote his name 

as Gaelic MôDhunleibhe, and Dr. David 

Livingstone, the noted African traveller, was a 

MacDonleavy of Ulva.ô 

Mac Elvanna 

Mac Elvanna and its many variant spellings - Mac 

Elvanny, Mac Elvenna, Mac Elvaney, Mac Ilvenna, 

Mac Ilvenney and possibly Mulvenna, Mulvenny 

etc., are anglicized versions of the Gaelic name 

Mac Giolla Mheana óson of the devotee of Meanaô.    

It is not certain who or what Meana was, but it has 

been suggested that it refers to the Old Irish name 

of the River Maine in Co. Antrim recorded in the 

Annals of the Four Masters under the year 928 as 

Rubha Mena.  Wagner relates this to Old Irish 

Mana and Manann§n, son of the sea-god for whom 

the Isle of Man is named. 

Mac Lysaght remarks that the surnames Mac 

Ilvenna and Mulvenna etc., have been for centuries 

associated with Co. Antrim and also comments that 

Mac Ilvenna and Mulvenna have been used 

synonymously and occur largely in the same area.  

Mulvenna derives from č Maoilmheana 

ódescendant of the follower of Meanaô, more or less 

similar in meaning to Mac Giolla Mheana óson of 

the servant of Meanaô.  The č Maoilmheana / 

Mulvenna name appears to be the older version, 

for entries in the Annals of Ulster relating to the 

years 1164 and 1216 refer to the obituaries of Gilla 

Patraic hUa Mael Mena and Donn Sleibhi hUa 

Mail Mena respectively.    

There is a further reference to the name in the 

Annals of the Four Masters which tells us that Mail 

Sechlainn hUa Mail Mhena, who died in 1376, was 

professor of poetry to the chieftains of the č 

Cath§in (O Kane) dynasty of Co. Derry.  At that 

time they were located west of the Bann in O 

Kaneôs territory, but č Ceallaigh claims they 

moved east into Co. Antrim in the 17th century 

where the names Mulvenna and Mac Ilvenna have 

been most common in recent times.  A papal 
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  document, dated 1413, refers to a cleric named č 

Maoilmheana (Mulvenna) in Banagher parish of 

mid Derry.  As retainers of O Kane they fell under 

the overlordship of the O Neills and the medieval 

document Ceart U² N®ill (óO Neillôs rightsô) states 

that Muinter I Mhaoilmheana (óO Mulvennaô) must 

supply provision for five men when requested.  

Between the 14th and 17th centuries little is heard 

of the surname until it reappears in Jacobite army 

lists of 1689 as Mulvany, Mulvenna and Mulvenny.  

Both Mulvenna and Mc Ilvenna have been used 

interchangeably in Co. Antrim but it is not certain 

if they are from the same sept. 

Only anglicized versions of Mac Giolla Mheana 

appear in records relating to Co. Armagh.  The first 

possible documentary evidence of the name occurs 

in the Franciscan petition lists of 1670-71 when a 

Bryan [Mac] Elvane signed the petition in 

Loughgilly parish.  However, the name begins to 

appear more frequently in the 18th century; the rent 

roll of the Manor of Armagh recorded Bryan Mc 

Elvannagh, Art Mc Elvannah and Darby Mc 

Elvanna as under-tenants in the townland of Lislea, 

Derrynoose, in 1714.  Later, in 1766, Pat and Owen 

Mc Iclevenny (also recorded as Mc leVenny) of 

Cornakinnegar were listed as tenants and ópapistsô 

on the Brownlow Estate, Lurgan, and in the same 

year the rent roll of the Manor of Balteagh included 

Henry and William Mc Elvenna of Dernalea, 

Derrynoose parish, who were granted leases of 

their holdings for 18 years.  The latter Henry and 

William Mc Elvena of Dernalea also appeared in 

the tithe accounts of 1785-87 along with Margaret 

Mc Elvena of the same townland.  The Register of 

Deeds (dated Oct. 10, 1787) contains a note 

relating to the conveyance of land in Lisglynn, 

Derrynoose, by Charles Whittington to one Patrick 

Mc Elvenney.    

A variety of spellings occur in the Armagh assizes 

indictments which illustrate the difficulties 

officialdom experienced in recording Gaelic 

surnames: Edward Mc Alvenna (1757), James and 

Thomas Mc Ilveney (1759), Phelemy Mc Ilvenna 

(1760) and John Mc Ilveny (1766) all appeared as 

litigants.  The Roger Mc Levenny who, along with 

several others, was found not guilty of órescue from 

the High Constableô at the summer session of  

assize in 1780 is probably the same person as the 

Roger Mc Ilvanny found not guilty of assault at the 

same court session.  The Spinning Wheel 

Premiums list of 1796 includes six Mc Ilvenna 

households in Derrynoose, Keady and Armagh 

parishes.  All received spinning wheels from the 

Irish Linen Board in a scheme to encourage the 

cultivation of flax-seed.  Only one reference to 

names based on č Maoil Mheana, an Edward 

Mulvena of Drummenagh, Drumcree, was 

recorded; it occurred in the Drumcree tithe payersô 

list of 1737. 

The Tithe Applotment Books (1825-40) include 

five households named Mc Elvenna in Derrynoose 

and two Mc Elvanas in Lagan townland, Keady 

parish.  Elsewhere, parish records noted three Mc 

Ilven(n)ys in Shankill and two named Mc Ilvenna in 

Lisnadill among the tithe payers.  Mc Ilvanna is the 

most common form of the name in Griffithôs 

Valuation (1848-64), particularly in Derrynoose 

where five holdings were recorded in Dernalea 

townland with three others in Lisglynn, Maddan 

and Maghery-Kilcrany.  A further three Mc 

Elvenna holdings were noted in Keady.  Griffith 

also includes entries for Mc Elvany, Mc Ilvaney 

and Mc Levenny in Shankill and Seagoe parishes in 

the north of the county.  

Nationwide, variants based on č Maoilmheana 

were the more numerous in the 1911 census: 

Mulvan(e)y (695) and Mulvenna / Mulvenny (233); 

those based on Mac Giolla Mheana were less so: 

Mac Ilvenn(e)y (142) followed by Mac Ilvenna 

(119) and Mac Elvanna (11).  In both cases the 

name was most common in Belfast and Co. Antrim.  

In Co. Armagh more recent figures, for instance the 

electoral register of 1999, suggest that the spellings 

Mac Ilvanna and Mac Elvanna are more or less 

standard and found mainly in and around Armagh 

city, notably in the townland of Ballymartrim and 

in the Killylea and Charlemont electoral districts. 

With regard to the Gaelic versions č Maoilmheana 

and Mac Giolla Mheana emanating from a single 

source surnamesô scholars have noted that on 

occasions names beginning č Maoil + personal 

name have been replaced by names of the type Mac 

Giolla + personal name.  This often occurs when 
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  the prefix č is dropped and the element Maoil- is 

re-interpreted as Mac Giolla reduced to Mac El- or 

Mac Il- in English.  We have an example of this in 

Co. Armagh with č Maoil Chiar§in (Mulherron), 

an ecclesiastical family associated with the Abbey 

of Armagh, later re-interpreted as Mac Giolla 

Ciar§in (Mac Ilherron).  Something similar might 

possibly have happened in the case of č 

Maoilmheana (Mulvenna) and Mac Giolla Mheana 

(Mac Elvanna). 

Catney 

The surname Catney does not appear in the 

principal publications specialising in Irish family 

names, yet the name exists, although rare, and is 

currently on record in Belfast, north-west Down 

and south-west Antrim.  It also occurs in the 

neighbouring district of Lurgan in north Armagh.  

The name, however, with slight variations in 

spelling has been on record in Co. Armagh from at 

least the early 17th century until the present. 

The Patent Rolls of James I (1603-25) provide the 

first reference to the name in the county when a 

Hugh O Cattine of Co. Armagh was granted a 

pardon ca. 1608.  The name also appears in records 

relating to Co. Cavan in 1662 when a Tirlagh O 

Cattany of Tomregan townland, Ballyconnell, was 

recorded in the Hearth Money Rolls of that county.  

In the following year a James Catteny of Muckno 

parish appeared in a list of the hearth tax payers in 

Co. Monaghan.     

The surname shows up again in Co. Armagh in the 

late 18th century under a number of spellings.  The 

local assizes indictments record an accusation of 

órescueô against a Michael Cattney at the summer 

session of 1776 and again at the Lent assizes of 

1787 when three persons, Owen Cathony, John 

Cathony and Patrick Catherny appeared together 

and were found guilty on charges of assault.  

Finally, at the Lent assizes of 1789 a John Catteny 

was accused of handling counterfeit money.  

The previous references to the name in Co. Armagh 

do not indicate which particular area the name was 

associated with, but the Tithe Applotment Books 

for the county include four households named 

Cathony in Clay townland, Keady parish, in 1825 

and a further five Catenay households in the 

townland of Tanderagee, Lisnadill, in 1835.  An 

earlier record of tithe payers from the parish of 

Ballymore in 1830 recorded a Patrick Cathney in 

Lisraw townland.  More recent evidence associates 

the name with the Lurgan area and Mac Corry in 

his recent travels (2000) notes graveyard 

inscriptions bearing the surname in Kilwarlin, 

Trummery and Tullylish in north-west Down, 

places within the general catchment area of Lurgan. 

As previously mentioned the anglicized form 

Catney does not feature as a surname in the more 

authoritative publications on Irish family names, 

but the Gaelic name č Caithniadh, from the Old 

Irish personal name Caithniadh óbattle-championô, 

represents a sept of the U² Fiachra tribe of Co. 

Mayo.  Originally anglicized O Caheny / O 

Cahany, and later Cann(e)y, it is still extant in Co. 

Mayo where they were once lords of Erris in the far 

north-west of the county until dispossessed by the 

Anglo-Norman Barrett family in the 13th century.  

Mac Namee, in his óHistory of the Diocese of 

Ardaghô notes a John Ochaney as prior of St. 

Maryôs Priory, Mohill (Co. Leitrim) in 1400, which 

he suggests might probably be O Caheny from an 

original č Caithniadh.  The anglicized form 

Caheny was recorded only in Co. Sligo in the 

census of 1911.    

On the dispersal of the č Caithniadh sept perhaps 

their migrations took some northwards from Mayo 

via Sligo to Cavan, Monaghan and Armagh where 

the name might have re-appeared as O Cattine 

(1608) and O Cattany (1662), with medial t 

unlenited, and its subsequent variant forms 

Cathenay Catney in the 17th and 18th centuries.  

Some 18/19th century records show a medial 

consonant cluster -th-, Cathony (1787, 1825) and 

Catheny (1830) which might represent the lenited 

consonant t(h) of the Gaelic č Caithniadh.    

Later records find this name concentrated in an area 

where Cos. Antrim, Down and Armagh meet along 

the south-eastern shore of Lough Neagh.  Griffithôs 

Valuation (1848-64) of the 19th century records the 

surname Catney in Lurgan.  

Both the census of 1901 and that of 1911 confirm 

the presence of the surname Catney in the above 

area which encompasses north-west Down, south-
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  west Antrim and Lurgan urban and rural areas as 

well as occurring in a cluster in the Belfast urban 

area.  In 1911 Catney did not occur outside these 

areas, but the census of 1901 recorded Mac Catney 

three times in Co. Longford and twice in Lurgan.    

Catney and variants, if derived from č Caithniadh, 

would seem to have been in transit down the 

centuries from the western seaboard northwards 

before finally settling in the neighbourhood of 

Lough Neaghôs south-eastern shore.  

In Scotland the surname Cattanach, which also 

occurs as Catnach and Catan and belongs to the 

Clan Chattan, dates from the mid 15th century and 

might possibly produce a version similar to Catney.  

However, the presence of the prefix č in 17th and 

18th century versions is usually indicative of an 

Irish origin. 
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The Five Townlands 

by Pooler Archbold 

Introduction 

Sixty or more years ago, I came across a book of 

hand drawn maps in my grandfatherôs house at the 

Navan.  These maps were of five townlands near 

Armagh: Navan, Tullygarran, Drumbee, 

Tullynichol, and Creaghan.  They gave some idea 

of topography, detailed the field shapes and areas, 

listed the subtenants for each numbered field in 

four of the five townlands, but had no scale or 

mark of orientation. The book, measuring 31 x 47 

cm (12.2 inches x18.5inches), had a torn label on 

its cover which gave little indication of its date or 

history.  I thought it must have predated the start 

of Ordnance Survey mapping.  It certainly 

predated the building of the county road from 

Armagh to Caledon which was completed in the 

early 1840s.  I did not know the provenance of the 

maps. My grandfather had a farm at the Navan but 

no interest in any of the other townlands.  Many 

years later, about late 2019 or very early 2020, 

when I was visiting the Irish Studies Library, 

Armagh (now the Cultural Heritage Service 

Library Armagh) I was surprised to come across a 

ónegativeô black and white photocopy of an almost 

identical book of maps of the five townlands with 

no label on its cover but a title page bearing  óA 

Survey of Several Townlands in the Parish, 

Barony and County of Armagh by Hugh Hanna 

1830ô and a handwritten inscription óThe Miss 

Porters, Birlingham, Worcestershireô1.  This 

photocopy was from an original in the Public 

Records Office of Northern Ireland2 and set me off 

on a journey to discover the history of the maps 

and the history of the five townlands until the 

breakup of estates by the Irish Land Commission. 

Land Surveying  

The principles of 18th and early 19th century land 

surveying were essentially based on the ability to 

measure angles with a device called a 

circumferentor, or surveyorôs compass, and to 

measure distance, usually with a chain, for 

example the 66-foot-long Gunterôs chain.  By the 

late 18th century, the circumferentor had been 

superseded by the theodolite. This brief 

description is, of course, an over-simplification of 

the surveyorsô skill and other instruments and 

techniques were also available to them.  The 

precision and accuracy of these instruments 

improved greatly over the course of the 18th 

century.  

Estate Maps were very important records for 

landlords and were generally displayed, handled 

and stored with care.  Good maps would show the 

extent of a landlordôs estate, with field size and 

shape, which might determine the outcome of any 

boundary dispute.  They would indicate the names 

of the tenantry, and they ideally would give an 

indication of the óqualityô of land, indicating areas 

of bog or heath.  They should show important 

topography, and they should indicate any industry 

on the land.  All these were important to landlords, 

a significant number of whom were absentee.  

Like all document-based material, deterioration 

and damage could occur due to environmental 

conditions, especially heat and humidity. Damage 

could also occur from moulds, mildew, insects and 

their larvae, and, even, rodents.  It was, therefore, 

not uncommon for these maps to be replaced 

periodically for several reasons in addition to loss 

or damage, such as to mark a new landlord or 

tenant, or the landlordôs wish to know whether the 

tenant had complied with various conditions or 

covenants or whether a tenant had made 

improvements thus adding value to the property3. 

Hugh Hanna was a 19th century Land Surveyor 

from Magheratimpany, a townland halfway 

between Ballynahinch and Seaforde, Co Down. He 

surveyed and drew the maps of the five townlands 

for the Misses Porter in 1830 in the early stage of 

his career. By 1850 he was at 27 Hamilton Street, 

Belfast and later 8 Clarendon Place, May Street, 

Belfast. The Public Record Office of Northern 

Ireland (PRONI) holds an extensive collection of 

maps and plans drawn by him throughout the north 
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  of Ireland for various landowners and agencies.  

The earliest map in PRONI is dated ócirca 

1820ô (D654/M/69/18 óMap of proposed new road 

into Newtownardsô). Hanna was still working in 

1879 (D424/90 óGround Plan of site for Bangor 

New Churchô).    

Hugh Hanna was married and had two daughters. 

He obviously had a developed social conscience as 

he was a regular subscriber to many charitable 

causes including the Soup Kitchen in Hercules 

Street, The Town Relief Fund, Coal Relief Fund, 

Fund for the relief of distress in Chicago after the 

great fire 1871, Distress existing in India 1877.  

These charities listed their subscribers in the 

newspapers. He usually appended ósurveyorô to his 

name, possibly to distinguish himself from his 

contemporary namesakes, Hugh Hanna, a well-

known Belfast publican, and the Rev Hugh Hanna 

(óRoaring Hannaô), the 19th century Belfast 

Presbyterian clergyman known for his evangelism 

and anti-Catholicism. Hugh Hanna, surveyor, died 

in October 1883 and was buried in Clifton Street 

Burying-ground. His estate was valued at Ã4267-6s

-1d. 

Regarding the maps of the five townlands, there are 

known to be two copies, the PRONI copy and the 

óHomeô copy.  The labelling and handwritten script 

is different in the two copies with more prominent 

ófontsô in the PRONI copy.  The font for Creaghan 

is entirely different to the font for the other 

townlands in the óHomeô copy.  There is a compass 

rose with scale along the East-West axis on the 

maps of the PRONI copy.  There are some slight 

differences in the details of the maps such as the 

placement of houses or trees.  All the maps, bar 

Tullynichol (see below), have an associated 

reference page with each field listed by number, 

acreage and name of subtenant.  In the óHomeô 

copy only there is table at the end listing the five 

townlands and their overall acreages.  There is a 

major discrepancy in the respective maps of 

Tullynichol with the PRONI map a closer 

representation of the true topography. How can the 

differences between the maps be explained? The 

PRONI copy with the title page and handwritten 

inscription and compass rose is presumably the top 

copy and the óHomeô copy most probably a draft or 

office copy.  I surmise that Hugh Hanna re-visited 

the five townlands and made changes to the draft 

copy based on his final inspection before 

presenting his work to his clients. 

Only the scale on the map of Navan has óFour 

chains Irishô, all the other four maps simply have 

the scale óFour chainsô.  This is important because 

an Irish chain was 28 yards whereas an English 

chain was 22 yards making an Irish acre 7840sq 

yds or 1.62 English acres.  Imperial or statute 

measure was mandated in 1824, but Irish measure 

persisted in memory and fact for much longer.  

Land measured in Irish acres was still occasionally 

advertised, even alongside statute measure, in rural 

press into the early 21st century.  The scale of óFour 

chains Irishô on the PRONI Hanna estate map of 

Navan was an error that escaped correction and 

should have simply been óFour chainsô i.e. statute 

measure: the calculated field areas and overall 

townland acreages tie in with Griffithôs valuation 

which used statute measure.  The scale of the 

Hanna maps is equivalent to 20 inches to one mile. 

By the very early 19th century, surveying in Ireland 

was at a watershed.  The Government wanted to 

update land valuations for the purpose of assessing 

and levying the local ócessô tax to fund services 

such as roads, bridges, courthouses and 

traditionally calculated on a townland basis.   For 

this it needed accurate maps. The Armyôs Board of 

Ordnance had previously been used to map Great 

Britain, so it was to military engineers, and not 

Irish surveyors, that the task was entrusted.  They 

established a primary base point at Magilligan from 

which they measured with great accuracy a 

baseline along Lough Foyle to Ballykelly. From 

this baseline, beginning in 1827, triangulation with 

trigonometric and geodetic calculation permitted 

the accurate mapping of Ireland, at a scale of 6 

inches to 1 mile, which was completed in Munster 

in 1846.   

The land survey described in this article was, 

therefore, contemporary with the start of the 

Ordnance Survey of Ireland.  Although local land 

surveyors continued to be useful, they were 

increasingly overshadowed by the Ordnance 

Survey. Landowners could now buy accurate 

printed plans of their holdings at a much cheaper 

price.   
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but now the Anglican Church of Ireland.  There 

was a corresponding change of chief tenants.  In 

1615 John Brown was chief tenant, paying a rent of 

Ã26.13s4d per annum, for the six balliboes 

(townlands) of Ballybrolly, Ballymartrim etra, 

Ballymartrim otra, Drumbee, Tullynichol and 

Tullygarran and for 2 sessiaghs at the Navan (a 

sessiagh is roughly equivalent to one third of a 

balliboe). An entry in 1620 states that he óis to paie 

yearly at Christmas, one coople of fatt capons at 

Christmas, and at Shrovetide one coople of hens, he 

is to build 3 English houses, to find 2 light horses 

and men for his Majestyôs service, he cannot alien 

(transfer), sell or dispose his estate but with the 

licence of the Archbishopô.  He held the property 

until 1634 when John Symons secured the lease 

and assigned the lands by a form of mesne 

agreement to Geoffrey Walker, Walter Dawson and 

Nicholas Seaver (a mesne agreement allows the 

tenant to sublet the property).  In 1660 Captain 

Powell, Nicholas Glover, Major Boltan, who had 

married the co-heirs of Symons, presumably his 

daughters or possibly nieces, were chief tenants and 

remained so until the end of the 17th century when 

the lands passed into the exclusive possession of 

the Powell family apart from the Navan, which 

Nicholas Seaver retained as principal tenant4,5.  

Background history of the five townlands 

To the West of Armagh in the vicinity of the River 

Blackwater is the area known as Cluain Dabhail 

(óthe meadow of the Blackwaterô) anglicized to 

Clandawell or Clonaule.  This is roughly the area of 

the modern electoral division of Glenaul.  Much of 

Cluain Dabhail had been granted to the Church by 

the local clan chiefs one of whom, Daire Dearg, 

granted St Patrick the site at Drumsaileach (the hill 

of the willows; later named Ardsaileach and later 

still Ard Macha) for his church, and also about 20 

townlands in the Territory of Cosway (óthe plainô) 

which lies between Cluain Dabhail and Armagh.  

These latter townlands continued to be tenanted by 

the ancient septs, descendants of Daire, up to the 

end of the 15th century when they were seized by 

two junior septs of the OôNeills ï sliocht Mclaghlin 

[progeny/lineage of McLaughlin] and sliocht 

Murtogh [progeny/lineage of Murtagh]. The 

territory was subsequently split into Coscallen 

(McLaughlin land), with the remaining portion 

retaining the name Cosway (Murtagh land). 

Creaghan lies in Coscallen.  Tullynichol, Drumbee, 

Tullygarron and the Navan are included in the 

townlands of Cosway. 

With the plantation, the native Irish were 

dispossessed. The land was still held by the church, 

Maps of townland of Navan. óHomeô copy (L), PRONI copy (R). 
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In 1615 Edmond Oge OôDonel held Creaghan.  

About 1620 the 8 townlands of Coscallen, 

including Creaghan, were leased to George 

Chambers for Ã42.8s.4d yearly with a heriot of Ã4 

óto build for himself an English house, to find a 

light horse and a man for his Majôs serviceô. The 

lands remained in the possession of his descendents 

until the start of the 18th century when they were 

leased to John Maxwell4,5. 

What happened between 1735 and 1760 is unclear 

as the Rent rolls do not attribute the recorded 

names of lessees to any particular parcels of land. 

Then, in the early 1760s, Hugh Ker, a Dublin based 

Linen Merchant instituted proceedings through the 

Irish High Court of Chancery to recover Ã4979-7s-

0d owed to him by a group of defenders (John 

Bond, Jane Bond, Blayney Townley Balfour, 

William Godly, Robert Hamilton, Alexander 

McAulay, Edward Bond) at least some of whom 

lived in the environs of Armagh.  Set against the 

monetary debt owed to him by the defenders, Ker 

appears to have held mortgages on a number of 

townlands in the area of Armagh and houses and 

tenements in Armagh.  Ker, under the terms of 

judgement of the High Court of Chancery, was 

threatening to sell these properties óby public Cant 

to the best and highest bidderô in order to redeem 

his money. The townlands included Lisdrumard, 

Balticeren (Baltarran), Creghan (Creaghan), Teragh 

(Teeraw), Tieregarty (Tireagerty), Drumbee, 

Tullinickhall (Tullynichol), Tulliesaran (sic), 

Navan, and parcels of land at Knockadreen, 

Carricklogheran (Carrickaloughran), and Flag Park.  

It is not known whether any of the monetary debt 

was repaid before the public auction, which was 

scheduled for December 1764 or whether the 

auction even took place, but Hugh Ker ended up 

holding the title of the townlands of Creaghan, 

Drumbee, Tullynichol, Tullygarran and Navan. 

 Note that four townlands to the west of 

Tullygarran lies the townland of Tullysaran.  The 

legal notices in The Dublin Gazette use the ólongô s 

[ώ] in their font.  One of the townlands is listed as 

Tullieώaran (Tullysaran) but Tullygarran is not 

listed.  Glancy was rigorous in recording alternative 

names for townlands in the pre-plantation era and 

for Tullygarran all he recorded are Tulligarran and 

Tollygarran4. The first-time uncertainty occurs is in 

the Rent roll of 1676 where Tullygarron is denoted 

as Tullysarron.  The Rent Roll of 1714 describes 

Tulliosarran als [otherwise] Tullygarron. 

Elsewhere, in his will, Hugh Ker refers to 

óTullysaran, otherwise Tullygaranô (see later) and 

The Dublin Gazette, Tuesday December 11 to Saturday December 15 1764 with facsimile (R). *Flag Park was formerly part of the Common of Armagh.  

Knockadreen is the townland on which St Patrickôs Roman Catholic Cathedral now stands. 
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  widowed daughter of Sir William Macpheadris, a 

wealthy merchant and one-time Lord Mayor of 

London.  Martha brought into the marriage three 

fortunes, one from her late barrister husband, one 

from her father and eventually one from her 

childless sister.  Their children were David (III) 

(b1751), Richard Gervais (b1756) and Martha 

(b1759).  David (II) bought the Portavo Estate, 

Donaghadee in 1765 with Hugh acting covertly on 

his behalf so that the price would not be inflated for 

a London ófat catô.  David (II) visited Portavo 

briefly in the spring of 1766 but never lived there.   

While on a Grand Tour of Europe aged 23 years, 

David (III) met and fell in love with fourteen-year-

old Madalena Guardi, purportedly the daughter of 

the celebrated Venetian painter Francesco Guardi. 

They óelopedô, hotly pursued, but never caught, by 

Madalenaôs brothers. They lived at Portavo and in 

London. They finally formally married only in 

1785 in the Parish of St Marylebone, Middlesex 

with David (III) declared a bachelor and Madalena 

a spinster.  Madalena was, in fact, in her final 

pregnancy and already dying. They had four 

children, David (IV) b1779, Sophia b1781, Frances 

b1783 and Madalena b1785.  

In addition to Portavo, David (III) owned extensive 

land in Co Down including Montalto, 

Ballynahinch.  Richard Gervais had his own 

holding of property including the Red Hall Estate, 

Ballycarry, Co Antrim. 

Martha Ker (b1759) married Thomas Chinnall 

Porter, a London-based merchant, with property in 

Worcestershire, and had two sons, one of whom 

died in infancy and the other who died as a young 

man in 1821, and three daughters Phoebe (1791-

1861), Martha (1793-1836) and Ann (1802-1877) 

all spinsters who lived between London and 

Birlingham, Worcestershire.   

David (IV) married Lady Selina Stewart of 

Mountstewart, sister of the Foreign Secretary, Lord 

Castlereagh; they refurbished Montalto and rebuilt 

the house at Portavo. Frances married Rev James 

Mahon, Dean of Dromore and later settled in 

County Galway.  Sophia married George Mahon, 

brother of James and went to Mayo.  Madalena 

married John Maxwell of Finnebrogue. 

as late as 1870 when Anne Porter was renewing her 

leases, the new lease describes óTullyesaron 

otherwise Tullygarronô6.   I suspect that a scribe or 

clerk in the mid-17th century simply made the 

transcription error of an ósô for the ógô in 

Tullygarron, with the error carried forward.  

Tullygarran, as well as the other four townlands 

described in the maps was held under the See of 

Armagh.  The townland of Tullysaran was held 

under The Earls of Charlemont.  

The Kers 

The story of the Ker family has been fully 

described7.  Very briefly, the original David Ker, 

Laird of Monfoad, fled to Ulster from Scotland in 

1566 in the aftermath of the murder of Rizzio (the 

Italian Secretary of Mary, Queen of Scots)7. By the 

end of the 17th century the Kers were well 

established linen manufacturers in Ballymena. 

Hugh (b 1705) and David (II) (b 1709) were two of 

the ten children born to David (I) and his wife Jean 

(Boyd).  Hugh moved to Dublin and David (II) 

moved to London to represent and further the 

family business. David (II) married Martha, the 

The five townlands (in yellow with blue labelling) described in this text. 

The townland of Tullysaran is also shown (see text).   

Note: Tirgarriff appears as Teergarve bordering Navan to the north, not to be 
confused with Teergarve (Tirgarve) which borders Creaghan to the east in the maps.  
Tirgarriff is not shown in any of the 17th century registers. The name appears to have 
been given to part of a sessiagh of the townland of Navan in the early 18th century4. 
Tirgarriff is now recognised as a townland in its own right. 
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The descent of the Title to the five 
Townlands 

Hugh Ker in his Will referred to ómy three 

leasehold interests which I hold under the See of 

Armagh one of them the lands of Navan another of 

them of the lands of Creaghan and the other of 

them of the lands of Drumboe Tullynicholl 

Tullysaran (otherwise Tullygaran) all situate in the 

County of Armaghô8.  Hugh Ker and his wife, 

Hannah, had no family and the title of the land 

descended as follows: 

1781   Hugh Ker to his wife Hannah Ker  

1795   Hannah Ker to David & Richard Gervais 

Ker (brothers; nephews of Hugh Ker) 

1811   David Ker to his brother Richard Gervais 

Ker  

1823   Richard Gervais Ker to his nieces Martha, 

Phoebe & Anne PorterŬ 

1837   Martha Porter to her sisters Phoebe & Anne 

Porterɓ  

1861   Phoebe Porter to her sister Anne Porterɔ 

1877   Anne Porter to George & John Low 

(brothers; 2nd cousins of Anne Porter) 

1894   George Low to his brother John Low  

1905   John Low, the lands of Tullynichol to 

George Ker Mahon (his 2nd cousin)ŭ  

1912  John Low to his wife Anna Low and through 

her in the subsequent few years to sub-            

tenants by purchase through the Irish Land 

CommissionŮ 

 

The descent of the Title of the five townlands within the Ker family with the relevant óownersô highlighted in yellow. 
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  reducible to 4%12. The role and work of the 

Commissioners of Church Temporalities was 

transferred to the Irish Land Commission in 1881. 

ŭ  George and John Low redeemed the mortgages 

now held by the Irish Land Commission in 

February 1892 thereby owning the land outright.  

Thereafter, the land appears to have been held as 

collateral to secure various loans.  George Low 

died in May 1894 intestate and unmarried leaving 

his brother, John Low, heir in law. John Low 

conveyed Tullynichol to George Ker Mahon, his 

kinsman, in 1905 most probably to redeem a debt.  

However, the rest of the estate still remained 

encumbered by debt12.  John Low died in 1912 and 

it was left to his widow, Anna, to sort out the estate 

and complete the sale of the land to the tenants 

through the Irish Land Commission.  

Ů The Irish Land Acts of the late 19th century and 

early 20th century transformed tenancy and 

ownership of land in Ireland. Unscrupulous 

landlords certainly existed and there was agitation 

for reform which, no doubt, precipitated or, at 

least, accelerated the enactment of various Land 

Acts. There was a fault line between the law which 

defended landlordsô property rights and the 

notional ideal that tenants should enjoy an 

óinterestô in the property. Generally the majority of 

landlords acknowledged some degree of tenant-

right especially in Ulster. This had probably 

evolved during the 17th century to give planter-

tenants some protection when the success of the 

plantation itself remained fragile and not assured. 

Tenants had security of tenure as long as the rent 

was paid, and the freedom to sell the right of 

occupancy to any new tenant who met the 

landlordôs approval. This practice was never 

formalised but had near universal respect and 

became known as óThe Custom of Ulsterô.  It was 

essentially this custom that was made statutory in 

Gladstoneôs Irish Land Act of 1870. Further Land 

Acts were introduced even after the partition of 

Ireland, by the governments of the Irish Free State 

and Northern Ireland respectively.  Arguably, the 

three most important Acts were the Great Irish 

Land Act of 1881, the Ashbourne Land Act of 1885 

and the Wyndham Land Act of 1903.  

The Great Irish Land Act introduced a system of 

There is no evidence that any of the Ker/Porter/

Low title owners ever visited any of the five 

townlands. 

Ŭ Richard left the Red Hall estate and a Ballymena 

estate to his nephew David (IV), with a generous 

legacy for life to his sister Martha Porter out of the 

rental income of Red Hall, and, apart from some 

minor legacies, the rest of his property was divided 

between his three Ker nieces and his three Porter 

nieces.  The Porter girls inherited money and 

freeholds in London and the five Townlands in 

Armagh. Despite this, the Porters remained 

aggrieved, believing that they should have 

inherited the Red Hall Estate. Thomas Chinnall 

Porter pursued legal action against David (IV) 

questioning Davidôs legitimacy by birth and hence 

his right to inherit8.  In a learned and liberal 

judgement, the question of legitimacy was 

considered irrelevant ï Richard could leave his 

property to whoever he liked.  

At the time the land was being surveyed for the 

maps, the annual rent, for the five townlands, paid 

to the See of Armagh was Ã42.9s.3d with Ã3.0s.0d 

heriot (a sort of feudal death duty) and the rental 

income from the subtenants was Ã875-15s-5p 

(1829)9,10.  

ɓ The land of Tullynichol was devised in a mesne 

agreement of 1781 by Hannah Ker to Robert 

Jackson from thence to John McCullagh and his 

representatives, and in 1858 by Phoebe and Anne 

Porter to William and Mary Wallace of 

Lisnafeedy11.   In Griffithôs Valuation of 1865, the 

name Wallace appears as the immediate lessor 

although, by that time, Anne Porter remained the 

outright chief tenant.  This arrangement 

presumably explains why in both the PRONI and 

óhomeô maps of Tullynichol no field demarcations 

appear and no sub-tenants are listed. 

ɔ With the disestablishment of the Church of 

Ireland, the Church lands were transferred to the 

Commissioners of Church Temporalities. In March 

1874 the Commissioners of Church Temporalities 

granted the lands of the five townlands to Anne 

Porter in perpetuity subject to annual rents of, in 

total, Ã160.1s.8d to secure the payment of 

mortgages of Ã1368.5s.3d with interest at 5% 
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  judicial rent review and provided for the 

establishment of óa land commissionô which 

initially settled rent disputes between landlords and 

their tenants. The Ashbourne Land Act transformed 

the commission to a land purchase agency, 

facilitating tenant purchase of their holdings.  The 

Wyndham Land Act increased the remit of the Land 

Commission by involving it in every step of the 

government-sponsored compulsory transfer of land 

from the landed classes to the tenantry with the 

owners compensated by money provided from 

government funds and the purchasers repaying 

through long term mortgages, called land 

annuities, paid twice yearly over 65-70 years. The 

purchase valuation of land by the Irish Land 

Commission was usually calculated as circa 25 

times the annual rent with the annuity rate to be 

paid by the individual subtenants calculated at 

3.25% of the purchase valuation of individual 

farms. In the case of Navan, Drumbee, 

Tullygarron, and Creaghan (622 acres in total) the 

purchase price calculated by the Irish Land 

Commission in 1912 was Ã12,05412.  

Between 1885 and 1920 the commission is said to 

have overseen the transfer of 13.5 million acres.  

The land reform brought about by the Irish Land 

Acts was revolutionary in its scope and 

achievement. One possible downside was that it 

perpetuated or even extended a class of landowner 

whose farms were too small to be economically 

viable.  

Conclusion 

The book of maps gives a snapshot of the five 

townlands in 1830. Behind this snapshot is a story 

of land surveying for, frequently absentee, 

landlords and a history of the change of 

óownershipô of these lands over the years. Some 

areas of confusion and inconsistency have been 

highlighted and possible explanations given.  

The subtenants through the generations have not 

been discussed but the transience of óownershipô 

will be reflected at least as keenly in this group. 
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the pre-history begins is difficult beyond this. 

Despite hundreds of letters from Dr Lindsay 

surviving in the Armagh Observatory and 

Planetarium archive, none make clear when he first 

saw a planetarium for the first time, nor which it 

may have been. 

Over the next two decades Dr Lindsay would make 

various approaches to the Northern Irish 

government, wealthy individuals in the United 

States and even the Japanese government to gather 

support for his ambition to have a planetarium built 

for the City of Armagh. As outlined in the talk, it 

was a difficult road, beset by numerous setbacks, 

serious health problems, and disappointment2. 

During the discussion after the talk, it was pointed 

out that one of the government documents referred 

to a sketch, and that the sketch was not attached3. 

Following extensive searching in the archive, and 

no small amount of luck, the sketches were found 

and can be seen in figures 1 and 2 of this paper.  

As anyone who remembers the original scale and 

design of the Armagh Planetarium as it was 

eventually built, these drawings represent a wildly 

different view of what might have been. Nested 

approximately twenty metres to the north of where 

This short paper is based on discoveries prompted 

by the feedback and discussion following my 

presentation by the same title on 14 February 2024 

at the Armagh and District History Group. These 

discoveries have led to the uncovering of 

previously unrecognised influences from both far 

from, and close to, home.  

The Armagh Planetarium was opened to the public 

on 1 May 1968, the first such institution on the 

island of Ireland. It remains the longest in 

continuous operation in the British Isles to this day. 

My research on the history and nature of the 

Armagh Planetarium led me to examine in great 

depth the ópre-historyô of the institution. That is; 

everything that came before the opening in the 

summer of 1968. 

This pre-history began with the arrival, or rather 

the return of, Dr Eric Mervyn Lindsay in 

November 1937 to the Armagh Observatory. Born 

in Portadown in 1907, Dr Lindsay visited the 

Armagh Observatory on 5 April 1926, while still an 

undergraduate student at Queenôs University 

Belfast1. After graduating he had won a scholarship 

to Harvard in the United States and there, he was 

awarded his PhD. Pinning an exact date at which 

The Imagined Planetarium - Lost designs and 
Hidden Influences 

by Matthew McMahon 

Figure 1. Sketch drawing of the Armagh Planetarium in 1956, by George Philip Bell, incorporating the original Observatory Stables of 1790. (Armagh Observatory and Planetarium) 
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it stands today, this new structure would have been 

enclosed with the historic garden walls. The terrain, 

which rises steeply from the southwest, to the 

northeast of the garden, would have required 

landscaping. The resulting shape, much lower than 

the two-story structure built in 1967, was a much 

more unique building, demonstrating a great deal of 

originality in design. The incorporation of the 

traditional stables and walls would have created the 

effect of submerging and blending the dome into 

the landscape. This was in stark contrast to any 

planetaria that existed in the United States, where 

institutions such as Griffith Observatory dominated 

the skyline with immense art-deco structures4.  

The planetarium that was eventually built was of a 

very different design, a photograph of it can be seen 

in figure 3. The design of the dome had been 

provided by Ian McLennan, the director of the 

Queen Elizabeth II Planetarium in Canada, to Dr 

Lindsay in the early 1960ôs. No correspondence 

between the two men survived in the Armagh 

Observatory and Planetarium archive, and the form 

of the Queen Elizabeth II Planetarium was 

markedly different to what was built in Armagh. 

The Canadian Planetarium was a single-story 

building, influenced by the visuals of the planet 

Saturn, with a large encompassing ring surrounding 

the planetarium dome. However, on a recent visit to 

Armagh in September 2024, Ian McLennan was 

able to confirm that he corresponded with Dr 

Lindsay. He put Dr Lindsay in contact with Dennis 

Mulvaney, the architect responsible for the 

modernist design of the Planetarium in Canada. 

Frames from a video of the press conference 

announcing the new Planetarium in March 1965 do 

show a building that looks remarkably similar to 

the Queen Elizabeth II Planetarium5. By June the 

plans which would be adopted were in the final 

stages and bore none of the earlier resemblance on 

account of the revised budget. Though the exterior 

of the building was not adopted for Armagh the 

dome itself was adopted in the Armagh design. 

The Armagh Planetarium has been expanded four 

times since 1968, most recently in 2006. This has 

obscured much of the original design, which has 

been recovered in a new facade giving it the much 

more modernist, Space Age appearance it has 

today. However, when examining the original 

structure, it appears to have been influenced by a 

much closer relation than the Queen Elizabeth II 

Figure 2. Sketch plans of the proposed Planetarium, drawn by George Philip Bell. (Armagh Observatory and Planetarium) 
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Planetarium was surveyed in 1992 by the Ulster 

Architectural Heritage Society, the facade of the 

building had been recovered during renovations. 

The disappearance of the original character, which 

is noted in the description of the building, but no 

connection is drawn to the Robinson Dome7. 
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Planetarium. Barely one hundred metres further up 

College Hill is another dome, the Robinson 

Memorial Dome built in 1885. The Robinson 

Memorial Dome, seen in figure 4, was purchased 

from the Grubb Telescope Company in Rathmines 

Dublin. The Grubb company provided not only 

some of the finest astronomical telescopes in the 

world, but also sold the domes as part of their 

catalogue6.  The Robinson Memorial Dome would 

have been familiar to George Philip Bell, as he had 

been responsible for the architectural work at the 

Armagh Observatory for many years. The influence 

of the stone foundation extending into a skirt 

around the base of the building, the vertical slat 

walls, and the finial atop the dome, can all be seen 

in the final design of the Armagh Planetarium. 

This influence is not mentioned in any of the 

surviving correspondence, nor has it been 

mentioned elsewhere to the author's knowledge, but 

when compared side by side, the influence of the 

Robinson Memorial Dome can be clearly seen. 

Planetaria in this period, defined by March® (2005) 

as the óthird waveô were often highly futuristic, 

influenced by the modernist trend of university 

campuses and museums. Armagh Planetarium was 

designed to fit into an existing landscape, and 

heritage, in the grounds of the Armagh 

Observatory, creating a distinctive symbiosis 

between the two institutions. When the Armagh 

Figure 3. The Armagh Planetarium as it was built in 1967, with Armagh Marble and skirting 

and enclosing the vestibule and staircase, and finial on the dome barely visible. (Armagh 

Observatory and Planetarium) 

Figure 4. The Robinson Memorial Dome, erected in 1885 and purchased directly from the 

Grubb Telescope Company in Rathmines Dublin. (Armagh Observatory and Planetarium) 


