THE FORTESCUES OF STEPHENSTOWN
From “History of Knockbridge” by Padraig O’Neill 1994
The Fortescues originally were a Viking family who first plundered and then colonized the French
territory near the mouth of the River Seine that is now known as Normandy. During their years in
France these people became Christians and adopted French customs. In 1066 Norman warriors under
William, Duke of Normandy, conquered England at the Battle of Hastings. One of the knights who
performed heroics on that day was one Sir Richard Le Fort. During the battle it is alleged that he held
his own shield on front of the duke ensuring his safety and disregarded the danger he himself was in. In
recognition of his bravery the duke gave him the title- Fort Escue — which means strong shield. From
then on the family always used the name Fortescue. Another family that came to England with William
was called Gernon and this family also were destined to be leading landowners in Louth for many
hundreds of years.
The Fortescue family remained in England where they were extensive landowners and one notable
member was Chancellor of England. Almost five and a half centuries elapsed before one of the
Fortescues came to Ireland. This was the adventurer, Faithful Fortescue, the youngest son of Sir John
Fortescue of Buckland-Filleigh, in Devon. Faithful Fortescue came to Ireland with his uncle Sir Arthur
Chichester on the latter's appointment as Lord Deputy of Ireland. In 1606 Sir Faithful was constable of
Carrickfergus Castle, the chief garrison of the English in Ulster at that time. As a result of the
government's practice of doling out land to its faithful servants Sir Faithful received lands in Cork,
Sligo, Antrim and Armagh. He also received lands in Dromiskin and he occupied the primate's palace
which he leased from the greedy prelate, Christopher Hampton and which never came back again into
the property of the Church. He was knighted and returned in 1613 as the representative for Charlemont,
in County Armagh when the new parliament was summoned.
Sir Faithful served against Spain and Austria in the Low Countries in 1629 and when he returned to
Ireland faced a demand for a troop of horses from Wentworth in 1632. He became governor of
Drogheda in 1641 and afterwards he went to England to fight on the side of the king. At the Battle of
Edgehill he found himself fighting on the side of Parliamentarians. Showing great courage and bravery
he turned his troops and charged across the field to fight for his king when he realised his mistake. Sir
Faithful also fought at the Battle of Worchester, and afterwards he fled to the Continent where he
remained as a very close friend of the king until the Restoration in 1660.
All his lands were seized and in 1660 and as an eighty-year-old man he had little to return to. Charles II,
however, had great regard for him and reinstated him with all his former wealth, position and lands.
Fleeing from the London plague in 1665, Sir Faithful died on the Isle of Wight in 1666 and is buried
there. His son, Thomas, consolidated his lands and purchased more in the Dromiskin area, eventually
owning nearly all the land from Annagassan to Milltown and to Stephenstown. Sir Faithful was the
ancestor of every
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branch of the Fortescue family in Ireland. From this root sprang the landowners and governors of
County Louth in the eighteenth century.
Sir Thomas's second son, William of Newrath, was born about 1641 and became a captain in the
army. He eloped with and married Margaret Gernon, the rich heiress of Milltown, and these two
lovers were the ancestors of the Stephenstown branch of the family. They were married in 1681 and it
was their son Mathew who built the house at Stephenstown.
On 2 May, 1701, a lease of the lands of Stephenstown, Ballyclare and Ballinlough, altogether 600
acres, was given by Mr. Richard Taaffe to Nicholas Taaffe. A longer deed dated 13 November, 1821
explains that Knockatavey was included with the dwellinghouse and demense of Stephenstown. On
19 March, 1735, John Taaffe, son of the late Nicholas Taaffe, got the lease of the above townlands
from Richard Taaffe of Manfieldstown for £500. On 14 February, 1740, John Taaffe surrendered the
lease to Mr. Ignatius Page of Dublin. In that year 1740, Mr. Page leased these lands to Mathew
Fortescue and on 25 July, 1777, these lands were sold outright to the Fortescue family and remained
in the family until the present century (20th), — Registry of Deeds, Kings Inn, Dublin. The Page
family were large money lenders in Dublin and in the early part of the 18th Century a great number of
the landowners in Louth had money borrowed from them.
It should be noted that the wedding of William and Margaret reunited two families that originally
accompanied William the Conqueror to England in 1066. Mathew, who was the son of Captain
Mathew who built the house in Stephenstown, married Marianne, the twenty-year-old daughter of
John and Patience McClintock, on 1 January, 1787. Marianne kept a diary and from it we glean a lot
of information about the lives of the gentry around the time of the Act of Union. In 1797 ten years
after her marriage she began the diary. She gives details of life in Stephenstown, the rounds of parties
and the visitors who were constantly coming and going. In that year she also gives an account of a
journey she made with her husband to Bath because he suffered from gout. At that time it was a long
coach journey to Dublin where they stayed until the weather and conditions at sea facilitated passage
to England. She describes her journey through England — the wonderful bridges, tremendous hills,
acqueducts and the Welsh ale. She also mentions seeing the coal-pits and a visit to Worcester where
she described the china manufacture. She describes the treatment her husband received at the spa. The
journey home from Bath to Stephenstown took three full days. She was in Dublin when the rising of
1798 took place and gives an account of the losses on both sides which were very exaggerated. She
says that the North has remained calm and she returned to Stephenstown. There are many references
to Lisrenny and Corbollis and dancing in Dundalk until four in the morning. In 1798 she states that
the gentlemen at the county meeting in Louth were all unanimous against the Union. She gives a
graphic description of a tragedy at sea when Captain Morton's vessel was wrecked at Haggardstown
and all on board perished. She describes the domestic simplicity of the time where she notes on the 28
March, 1799 she took her two children, Anna and Matt, to Dundalk where they did an hour's
shopping. The constant and lavish hospitality to her numerous guests and visitors is borne out by
frequent entries such as the following on 20 May, 1799:
"We breakfasted early, Fortescue and Ned set out in the gig for Rathescar. Eliza, Anna and I set out at
eleven to go to Drumcar, and just above the Bridge of Fane we met my mother's servant coming to tell
us she and Rebecca were on their way here, so we turned back; a little after we were settled in the
drawingroom in came Mrs. Macan (wife of Turner Macan of Greenmount), Miss Palmer and Miss
Bellingham; a little after them in popped Lady Forster (wife of Sir Thomas Forster, Rector of
Barronstown), then
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a few minutes after her came Lady Bellingham, Miss H. Bellingham, Mr. Cairnes and my brother,
William, all on horseback — they sat until after three. My mother, Beck and Lady Forster all dined,
and all left me this evening a little after seven, Eliza went with my mother — Fortescue left Ned at
Rathescar so we are now alone and well thank God".
The diary also confirms that the family were regular church-goers and she also describes the
customary manner of relieving blood pressure. There is evidence in the diary that our Georgian
forbears were not accustomed to begin the day with breakfast and they often went on long journeys
before that meal. Thus we find on a cold winter's morning "Dr. Lee came out to Stephenstown to
breakfast and afterwards inoculated Emily who recovered in a few days". She describes the loneliness
in the house when Matt went boarding to Dungannon Royal School. The diaries contained few
references to strong political loyalties or religious denominations. The remainder of this essay deals
with events and personalities in the immediate area of Stephenstown up until Mathew the last of the
Fortescues died in 1914.
Before Marianne married Mathew Fortescue her family insisted that Fortescue produce proof that he
really owned all the property he claimed, and that there were no outstanding debts on any of the
deeds, (N.A. 1004-1-14). Other documents verify that the Fortescue's bought most of their property
from the various branches of the Gernon family (N.A. 1004-1-8), the Plunket family (N.A. 1004-1-11)
and the Taaffe family (N.A. 1004-1-12). For example, on 13 May, 1727 Patrick Gernon of
Killencoole let to James Taaffe of "Raneety" the lands of Mullaghosker together with Pidgeons Park,
Newragh etc. all 165 acres I.P.M. 1 together with houses, gardens and apartments for 31 years at £56
per year. John Gernon, son and heir of Patrick Gernon of Killincoole, leased 80 acres I.P.M. in
Tullycuinnin to Arthur Kieran at an annual rent of £50 to be paid twice a year. On 1 December, 1750
the same John Kieran of Killencoole leased 92 acres 3 roods I.P.M. in Kilcroney to Patrick Fleming of
Kilcroney for an annual rent of £60. The term of both of these leases was thirty-one years and when
they expired these properties were bought by the Fortescues. On 1 December, 1764 Mr. John Gernon
of Killencoole let the townland of Mullaghosker, now called Summerhill, to George Taaffe for 21
years at an annual rent of 16s 6d per acre and at the end of the lease he had to hand back the farm,
buildings and fences in a peaceable fashion — this must be the sons of the original signatories of the
deed of 13 May, 1727. When the Stephenstown and Ballyclare lease was surrendered in 1740 to Mr.
Page — the prominent money lender from Dublin to clear a debt, the lease was taken over by Mathew
Fortescue. It was about this time that he built Stephenstown House, and when the original term of the
lease expired Mr. Fortescue bought this property also. At this early stage it was noticeable that the
landlords always retained the right of fishing, fowling, hawking and hunting. Written into the
agreements also was the fact that the tenants couldn't remove hedges or cut trees without paying
compensation. The most of these purchases took place between 1685 and 1819. However by the
middle of the nineteenth century the expansion of the estate had almost ceased and it was amazing
that when the. descendants of the Taaffes sold Milipark which was in the centre of the Stephenstown
estate, they allowed Mr. Caraher to buy it. In 1874 Lt. Col. Fortescue purchased a perpetuity grant for
Drumass, Co. Monaghan from the Commissioners of Church Temporalities in Ireland and then he let
the whole townland for twenty years to Charles Bolton of Castlering, for an annual rent of £156 5s 7d,
(N.A. 1004-5-2-7).
There are lots of notes about the Fortescue estate when Matthew, who married Catherine Blair, came
to live in Stephenstown in 1811. In the townland of Ballinlough he let farms to James Mullen, John
Mullen (ancestor of Packie Mullen) and to William Hackett at approximately £3 per acre I.P.M. for
twenty-one years, the rent to be paid
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and the area around the Solway Firth.
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in two instalments on 1 March and 1 September. On 8 January, 1819 he let twenty four acres in
Killencoole to Ann Kieran Widow and Owen Kieran at £3 an acre. The rent had to be paid on I March
and 1 September, but they also had to give a present turkeys and two barrels of oats at Christmas to
Matthew Fortescue.
On 1 September, 1817 he let the lands of Knockatavey, Ballyclare and SL on twenty-one year leases
at approximately £3 per acre I.P.M. In these cases thesecases the various owners had to provide
turkeys, geese and chickens for the table at Stephenstown every Christmas. The following people had
farms in Knockatavey — Bryan Rooney, Mary Rooney, James Hanratty and James Rooney. The
townland of Ballyclare was divided between Laurence McArdle, Michael McArdle and Thomas
McArdle — the rent also £3 per acre I.P.M. The farms in the above two townlands were small — the
largest was about 12 acres. In Summerhill, Owen Kieran and Pat Neary got a farm of 86 acres,
Nicholas King got a farm of 44 acres, James Thornton got a farm of 16 acres and Peter and Edward
Mackin got almost 20 acres. The price was the same per acre and the leases were for twenty-one
years, and these people also had to provide turkeys etc. for at Stephenstown at Christmas time.
On 8 January, 1819 lands were let in Kilcroney — 8 acres to Michael Mcann and 30 acres to Thomas
McCann and the price averaged £3 an acre and in the area a garden and a house were let to Peter and
Owen Kearney for £4 a year. On 24 April, 1819 Michael McHugh was ordered by Mr. M. Fortescue
to leave his farm of 8 acres 3 roods I.P.M. in Kilcroney.
On 1 November, 1819 Owen Farrell was ordered by Mr. Fortescue to leave his house and farm in
Stephenstown containing 36a Or 20p I.P.M. (N.A. 1004-3-4).
On 27 March, 1824 Thomas McCann surrendered Corderry to Mathew Fortescue on the payment of
£149. 9s. 4p
On 18 February, 1825 William Hackett owed Mathew Fortescue £260. Thomas McDonnell of
Summerhill took 6 acres in Emlagh belonging to Brian and Michael Mackin at £2, 2s. per acre I.P.M.
On 30 September, 1825 Mathew Fortescue held a sale of "Improved Durham cows, heifers and
bulls". The heifers averaged from £15 to £25 each, the cows from £20 to £35 each and some of the
bulls fetched as much as £50. He erected a water wheel in August 1829 to drive a mill and to provide
water for the house and yard — the total almost £38.
Other documents of the time give lists of money owned by the various tenants but this didn't mean
they were in debt but the amounts outstanding for the second gale day. The amazing thing was that
Fortescue owed £4 16s to James Divan and £12 to the Reps. of P. K. McArdle.
In 1828 Matthew Fortescue let 7 acres for barley at £4 per acre and 6 acres of wheat at £8 an acre in
Ballinlough. The crops were standing at the time.
On 14 August, 1828 there was a large letting of conacre and all the crops were standing. James
Dullaghan took 2½ acres of wheat in the Bogfield at £13.10s. an acre and he also took 4 acres of
wheat at Rathroal at £12.12s. an acre. Mr. Richardson took 9 acresof barley in the Bogfield at £9 an
acre and Mr. Kidd took 7 acres of wheat in Farrell’s field at £13 an acre. Mr. White took 16 acres of
wheat in Whitepark at £13.10s. an acre. All above were surveyed by James Coleman, surveyor, on 12
September, 1828.
On the Stephenstown estate in 1829 they grew 21 acres of wheat, 42 acres of barley, 30½ acres of
oats, 4½ acres of beans, 8½ h acres of potatoes and there were 100 cocks of hay in the meadows and
the average weight of each cock was 1 ton. The wheat yielded
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an average of 8½ h barrels per acre, barley 14 barrels per acre, oats 11 barrels an acre, potatoes 80
barrels an acre and beans 10 barrels an acre.
With an eye to forthcoming elections, Mr. Fortescue nominated the following as 40s. freeholders on 21
February, 1825:
James Farrell, Ballinclare, Laurence McArdle, Ballinclare, Michael McArdle, Ballinclare, Thomas
McArdle, Ballinclare, Brian Rooney, Knockatavey, John Mullen, Ballinlough, James Rooney,
Knockatavey, James Thornton, Summerhill, Laurence Taaffe, Emlagh, Thomas McGahon, Kilcroney,
Thomas McDonnell, Emlagh, Edwad Mackin, Summerhill, James Mullen, Ballinlough, Nicholas King,
Summerhill, Nicholas Hardy, Kilcroney, Stephen Hardy, Kilcroney, Thomas Gartland, Kilcroney, James
Curtis, Killencoole, Michael Curtis, Kilcroney, James Clarke, Tullycuinnin, John Brady, Tullycuinnin,
John Kieran, Tullycuinnin, John McGinn, Tullycuinnin and Brian Sharkey, Tullycuinnin.
Three stood for the general election of 1826 and the result was Dawson, 862 votes, Foster, 522 votes,
and Fortescue, 547 votes. It is certain that Fortescue would have taken Foster's seat had his campaign
been better managed. Many people in Knockbridge supported Dawson because he represented the
Catholic Association and it is known that Owen Watters of Carrickmullen, even though he was a very
young man at the time, was very active in this campaign. After the election Matthew Fortescue and his
wife went to live in Scotland for 2½ years and left the estate to be run by his agent, — that is why there
was so much letting of conacre between 1826 and 1829.
The confidential manager to Mathew Fortescue during these years was William Galt who was married to
Agnes Burns, the eldest sister of Robert Burns, the famous Scottish poet.
After Catholic Emmancipation those people entitled to vote had to register. On 4 September, 1830 the
Mullens of Ballinlough, the Rooneys of Knocktavey and Bradys in Kilcroney refused to register even
though they were entitled to votes — maybe a result of something that happened at the election of 1826?
There was considerable damage done to the buildings in Stephenstown on the night of the "Big Wind"
(6 January, 1839) and older folk in the parish used to say that all the trees in the demense were flattened.
All the gentry at that time planted lots of trees on their estates because it gave them privacy and
pronounced importance. The last quarter of the eighteenth century was the golden age of private planting
and each landlord vied with each other to ornament their estates with all types of trees tastefully
arranged in woods, copses and shelter belts. Therefore one can understand the newspaper accounts of
the time all referring to the mass destruction of the trees.
The Fortescues were always recognised as "good landlords" by their tenants, workers and neighbours
and their kindness during the famine years has remained on in the folk memory and their generosity
along with other landlords like the Fosters meant that this area escaped the worst ravages of the famine.
Matthew died in 1845 and was succeeded by his son, John Charles William, who was a Lieutenant
Colonel in the army. In 1857 he married Geraldine the daughter of Rev. F. H. Pare.
On 28 February, 1854 the farm originally leased to James Mullen (where Joe Harvey lived) in 1820 was
now leased to James and Bernard McArdle for 31 years at £71 10s a year to be paid twice annually on I
March and the 1 of September. The interesting feature about this lease is that for the first time the
measurement was given as 30a 3r 33p I.P.M., and 50a Or 23p statute measure.
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On 24 July, 1858 Patrick McArdle of Kilcroney, wrote a letter to Lt. Colonel Fortescue reminding
him of his interest in a lease he signed on the 24 of February, 1854 concerning lands in Ballinlough
and Rathroal and that he now wished to sign it over to his son Bernard McArdle who had an interest
in an adjoining farm. He said that this was being done with his full knowledge and consent and he
asked the landlord's permission to carry out this arrangement.
When Lt. Colonel Fortescue married he came immediately to live in Stephenstown and was welcomed
wholeheartedly by the tenants. However, he wasn't long here when he and Fr. Kearney, the new parish
priest of Knockbridge, got widespread publicity because Col. Fortescue refused to give a site to the
parish priest on which to erect a new church and school-house. This amazed everyone because Fr.
Kearney attended all meetings and signed letters in support of Chicester Fortescue in the general
election which was taking place. Fr. Kearney and the Catholic clergy, meeting in Dundalk with Canon
Levins, Ardee in the chair, unanimously agreed to urge all the Catholics to vote for Mr. Fortescue and
Bellew — Fortescue and Bellew won easily, beating McClintock and Foster. Here is the Dundalk
Democrat dealt with the Colonel's refusal:
REFUSAL OF COLONEL FORTESCUE TO GIVE A SITE FOR A CATHOLIC CHURCH.
He was applied to about three weeks since, for a piece of ground on which to erect a church and
schoolhouse. He asked time to consider the question and that he might examine a map of his property,
but gave no intimation that he would refuse the boon. In fact his Catholic tenantry had not the
remotest idea that he would refuse what their parish priest had asked from him. They looked upon him
as a kind-hearted young man who was ready to serve them in every way he could, and felt satisfied
that the last thing he would do was to refuse them a spot of ground on which to erect a temple of
divine worship.
But whether Colonel Fortescue consulted a map or some perverse person no way friendly to "popery",
it is out of our power to state. At all events he took two or three weeks to consider the question, and
the result of that consideration will be found in the following letter which he addressed to the Rev.
Mr. Kearney:
DEAR SIR, — After a careful consideration of your request for ground on which to build a chapel
and school, I have come to the consideration that I cannot conscientiously grant it, for though I do not
wish to meddle or interfere with the religious creeds of others, yet I do not feel that I ought to promote
the interests of a religion which I believe in error; and this, I conceive I should be doing in making a
gift of land for the of a chapel on my property.
I am sorry to refuse you, and also sorry not to be able to oblige my tenants; is a matter of principle;
and feeling as I do, I cannot act otherwise. — I have the honour to be, your obedient servant.
CHARLES W. FORTESCUE.
"The Rev. John Kearney, P.P., Knockbridge".
Well, giving the Colonel Fortescue credit for manly sincerity, it is evident that he does not wish to be
guided by the example of his late father, who, it is stated site for the Catholic Church in the village of
Knockbridge, and a subscription of £100. It may be that if the Colonel were permitted to follow his
own inclinations, he would yielded to Father Kearney's request. His letter is dated from a place near
Monaghan, and we hope that it was not there he was argued into giving a refusal. Monaghan is a very
anti-Popish place, or, rather, there are some very sour characters living in and ai
But be this as it may, is it not a galling thing to find Colonel Fortescue's tenants such a paltry boon as
a site for a Catholic Church in the land of their fathers; in a land
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which, but for British rapacity and tyranny, would be theirs from sea to sea; and where they are now
reduced to the low condition of begging and being refused a small patch of it, on which to erect a
temple to the honour of their Creator? Is it not hard to endure such an insult as this from any one, but
particularly from a landlord to his tenants? He will take money earned by their Popish hands, and
contained in their Popish purses, but he will not give them a rood of ground, because his doing so
would, in his opinion - bless the mark! — be promoting the interests of a religion which he believes to
be in error!
What a wonderful anti-Popish gentleman we have got in Colonel Fortescue! How very careful he is
not to encourage the Catholic faith! Let us tell him that it will be encouraged without him. He was in
the Crimea, we believe, and whilst there, we are certain he would not have refused to command a
battalion of Popish soldiers, who are the bravest of the brave in the hour of trial; but when he returns
home to Stephenstown he refuses-.-a rood of ground to the Catholic tenants who make his estate
productive and support him in splendour. And we dare say, he thinks this is just and magnanimous.
Does he think it just and magnanimous on the part of the Church to which he belongs to compel the
Catholics, at the point of the bayonet, to support a lazy set of persons, whose faith and teaching the
Catholics repudiate? Does he think it fair to compel the Catholics to support the interests of a religion
which they believe to be in error? We think what is "sauce for the goose should be sauce for the
gander"!
We told one of Colonel Fortescue's tenants that they deserved the refusal they had got, as they went
like slaves and received their landlord with bonfires a few weeks since, when he returned to
Stephenstown — a reception which he had done nothing to merit. "And what else could we do", was
his reply, "when we received orders from the ----?" The murder came out! Is was not till then that we
discovered the secret cause of landlord receptions! Oh, dear, such a country! How can anyone of
independent, manly spirit reside in it? Why will these slaves not learn to respect themselves, and
refuse to honour any person who does not deserve it? They may rest satisfied that whilst they act the
part of serfs, they will be despised and insulted; and not one will respect them unless they respect
themselves.
People had hoped better things from him. Henceforth no Catholic will respect him. They do not care
about his ideas of the Church of Christ, for his smile or his frown is worth little. But to see him
indulging in the petty ideas of bigots, by refusing the site of a church to his own tenants, is a
melancholy thing, and shows that his sense of propriety is a very poor one indeed. (It is probable that
the Dundalk Democrat erred when it stated that the Colonel's father gave a site for a church and a
£100. It is known that when Mr. Taaffe surrendered the estate of Stephenstown, Knockatavey and
Ballyclare to Mr. Page, the banker in Dublin in 1740, Mathew Fortescue first leased the estate from
him and then purchased it outright on 25 July, 1777, No. 213935 Reg. of Deeds. There is written
evidence which states that when the lease was transferred from the Taaffe family in 1740, it was
stipulated that one acre of ground and a barn continue to be available as a Mass house and it is
probable that Mass was celebrated there from the beginning of the Penal Laws (1695), as the church
in Dunbin was in ruins from 1692. Possibly the site was legalised when the present church was
erected in 1811 on the site of the earlier church and that Mathew Fortescue the grandfather was the
person in question.
On 9 July, 1859 the Dundalk Democrat launched another attack on the Fortescue family — this was
against Mr. Chichester Fortescue who accepted the office of the Under Secretary of State for the
Colonies,- "Mr. Fortescue has deserted his post, betrayed the people and clergy — Fathers Lennon
and Kearney, and has done a nice little job which will put £2,000 a year in his pocket. Mr. Fortescue
despises the priests, the people and
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the bailiffs who elected him. He has sold his anxiety for reform, religious equality, tenant right and
the rights of the people of Louth for £2,000 a year".
The Dundalk Democrat may have been too severe on Colonel Fortescue because in a few years he
endeared himself to the people of the parish through his own efforts and the efforts of his faithful
steward and manager Mr. Wood of Rathroal. The Colonel was very generous to the poor of the area
and he gave parties annually to his servants, workers and tenants, entertained the school children and
distributed blankets and firewood to those in need. The Dundalk Democrat even acknowledged as
the years went on that we he was a very fair landlord and he was often quoted in the newspapers of
the time as an example of how landlords should deal with their tenants. Therefore his refusal to give a
site to Fr. Kearney for a church in 1859 may have been dictated by his conscience and if so who are
we to condemn the man — suffice to say that he may have unintentionally did us a good turn as it is
probable that the parish in this day and age would not be able to maintain two chapels.
On 17 April, 1867 a daughter was born to Henry Fortescue of Stephenstown.
On 12 April, 1869 the lease on Martinscross R.I.C. Barracks was extended for another twenty-one
years. The document was signed by Pole Godfrey, Receiver for the R.I.C. and the rent was £16 7s
sterling per annum.
In the year 1880 Lt. Col. Fortescue served as an ex-officio member of the Dundalk Board of
Guardians.
On 30 June, 1890 Colonel Fortescue was present at the eviction of John McGinn in Kilcroney. Mr.
McGinn was away shopping at the time and there was no disturbance.
Colonel Fortescue died in the Isle of Wight on 5 March, 1891 and he was succeeded by his nephew
Mathew Charles Edward, who was born on 6 July, 1861 and died on 24 August, 1914 at 9.45 a.m. and
was the last of his line. He inherited the Stephenstown, Clermont, and Corderry estates from his uncle
John Charles William and from Lord Carlingford (formerly Chichester Fortescue) and at that stage he
owned more than any his forebears. When Lord Carlingford died he owned twenty thousand acres of
land, with an annual rental of £18,000 and he also owned the Waldegrave estates in Essex and
Somerset with a rent also of £18,000 a year. The Ravensdale estate passed to Viscount de Vessi and
most of the remainder came to Mathew in Stephenstown and a very small portion passed to a distant
relative of the Fortescue family. At the turn of the century therefore Mathew was one of the largest
landowners in Louth but before his death he would see it pruned down to a farm a little in excess of
four hundred acres. Lady Frances Waldegrave was a noted English beauty who married Chicester
Fortescue for her fourth husband having buried the other three. She was really Frances Braham,
daughter of the great Jewish tenor, John Braham, by his beautiful Christian wife, and her first husband
was the wealthy illegitimate brother of Lord Waldegrave and he died in a few months of delirium
tremens, leaving her his entire fortune. She then married the real Lord Waldegrave. The church didn't
object, because her first husband was only his illegimate brother and that didn't count. Lord
Waldegrave was not long married, for Frances was a widow again at the age of twenty-six. He died in
1846, of cirrhosis of the liver, leaving everything he possessed to his widow, since he loathed his
nearest relative – an uncle who years before attempted to get possession of the estates by maintaining
that he – Lord Waldergrave was also illegitimate. She then married George Granville Harcourt, a
staid, pompous, pedantic man of sixty-one. He was the eldest son of the Archbishop of York and she
went to live in his splendid country home, Nuneham Park. She was renowned for the number and size
of the parties she threw and in this way she met Chichester Fortescue and when her elderly third
husband died, married Chichester in 1863. He proved to be
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of sterner stuff than the other three, because he outlived her and because she had no children to any of
the marriages he held on to the income of the Waldegrave estates for his lifetime. After his death these
estates in England reverted back to the Waldegraves. In the book * * * * * and Mr. Fortescue" — a
selection from the diaries of Chichester Fortescue it is written that "the Irish Fortescues were never
remarkable for their fertility" really the opposite to the fame or the infamy of some of their members
in this area. Anthony Trollope based the character of "Phineas Finn — the Irish Member" written in
1866, on Chichester Fortescue.
In the last part of the nineteenth century and the early years of the twentieth century the English
Government tried its best to kill Home Rule with kindness. The peasants were placated by facilities
for buying their holdings, the landlords were subsidised to make them agreeable and the urban and
rural middle class were pacified by extensions of local government. The various Land Acts which
were passed between 1870 and 1909, particularly the "Wyndham Act" of 1903, gave the landlord a
much higher price for his land than if he sold on the open market. It secured immediate relief to the
tenant by lowering the amount of his annual payments even though he had paid on average double the
market-value for his holding. Between 1870 and 1910 over 10,000 estates, comprising 13 million
acres were acquired by just under a half-a-million tenants at a gross purchase price of £120 million
which was about £9 per acre. The landlords could also sell their demenses to the State to clear debts
and mortgages on which they were paying up to 10% interest and then they bought back the demenses
from the State at a premium of 3½ % which was a very big saving. This alone stifled any opposition
to the Act. The "Birrell Act" of 1909 introduced a compulsory purchase scheme and it also contained
a bonus system to encourage landlords to sell and a better guarantee of the value of the land.
Therefore the 1903 and 1909 Land Acts completed the social and economic revolution in land
ownership and changed the face of the Irish countryside. The landlord system was broken and
destroyed in Ireland and the new emerging farmers wanted to be left in peace to earn a decent living
from the land — and in this way the Land Question was taken out of Irish politics.
As earlier stated the amount of land he inherited was considerable but in the short period of twenty
years it was transferred to the tenants and all that remained was over four hundred acres when he died.
The 1903 Land Act had one drawback in that it couldn't compel landlords to sell but Mathew
Fortescue was very willing to sell because from the time he came into possession of the estate he was
constantly threatening court action against many of the tenants for sums of money outstanding and in
all probability he was having difficulty in servicing the loans and mortgages that he also inherited
with the estate. In 1899 the estate of John Charles William Fortescue deceased owed £30,000 to the
National Assurance Co. on the estate of Stephenstown, Corderry and Grange in our parish, and the
family had to raise £44,000 (known as the Fortescue Loan) prior to the sale of the Clermont Estate.
(N.A. 1004-4-1-3). Mr. Balfour, at the introduction of the 1903 Land Act, said that there was no vice
possible in a land system that was not to be found in the Irish system. In the House of Lords, Lord
Dunraven, the spokesman of the landlords, said that one-seventh of the agricultural land of Ireland
was in the courts, being insolvent, and three-fourths of the Irish landlords were on the brink of
bankrupcy. The inability of the tenants to clear their debts was a result of the growth of a world
market for agricultural products, and the progressive fall of prices in that market. Some of the
landlords cleared these tenants of their estates to make room for farming on a larger scale. These
evicted land-hungry tenants sought farms and the competition resulted in driving the prices up and
when the agricultural prices fell, the small man was the first to be squeezed. To be fair to Fortescue
the only one he evicted from her holding in the Knockbridge area was
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Mrs. Wood, in Rathroal. He received a lot of adverse publicity over this action in the newspapers of
the time because Mr. Wood before his death was the "loyal and faithful steward" on the Stephenstown
estate. However very shortly before John Wood died over thirty years previously he embraced the
religion of his wife and became a Catholic. In 1870 a few months after John Wood's death, Colonel
Fortescue served the widow with notice to quit the lands of Stephenstown held by her late husband. In
November 1870 Mrs. Wood, having compiled with the notice to quit and given up possession of the
land the Colonel took into his own hands the portion lying along the road — without giving a farthing
of compensation, but admitted her as tenant of the remainder on condition she sign an agreement. This
agreement was the origin of all the trouble. In it the lands are described as "Demesne Lands", a fatal
description for the tenants. This Stephenstown farm contains 38 acres at 47s. an acre and the family
also held another farm in F containing 16 ½ acres. Since 1886 Mrs. Wood paid £20 a year more than
than the Sub-Commission decided that the Stephenstown was worth and on the Rathroal farm she paid
£12 a year too much. When the present Major Fortescue came into possession in 1891 he served
notice to quit on Mrs. Wood but the neighbours interceded with him and he settled with her and
promised not to disturb her during her life. Mrs. Wood, but elderly woman, fell into arrears and Mr.
Bigger, agent for Major Fortescue, offered to accept £100 in lieu of arrears and gave Mrs. Wood a
lease of both farms at a rent fixed by the Land Commission provided she surrendered her judicial
interest in Rathrol. This might seem fair if the lease was for a reasonable term but it was only for the
duration of the life of Mrs. Wood and she was now 80 years old. She was taken to court by Major
Fortescue in 1901 in order to gain possession and this was given, therefore it was plain to see that the
case of Mrs. Wood would crop up again in succeeding negotiations.
On 16 July, 1894 Matthew Charles Edward Fortescue made his last will and testament. He
bequeathed an annuity of £1,500 and the proceeds of all rents to his wife Edythe if she remained
unmarried and the annuity was to be reduced to £1,000 if she did re-marry. He bequeathed £1,000 per
annum to his sister Kathleen Bigger. The executors of were Mr. Thursby and Mr. Eastwood Bigger.
(1004-1-68. 13. N.A.).
On 24 December, 1896 Mr. Thomas King bought a farm of 13a lr 33p under one of the earlier Land
Acts. The document is signed by the landlord Captain Fortescue, agent Colonel Butler, Greenmount
and the buyer Thomas King. (1004-1-68-4 N.A.).
An offer to purchase their farms under some of the early Land Acts was refused by Matthew Hardy in
Kilcroney, Thomas and James McArdle in Ballinclare, Thomas and Joseph Sharkey in Knockatavey,
Mary Wood in Ballinlough and Knockattin an Wood in Rathroal.
On 4 January, 1901 there was a lease drawn up between Mr. T. J. Byrne of Rossmakay and Major
Fortescue, whereby the latter acquired the exclusive fishing rights and taking of fish on the lands of
Rossmakay for a period of 9,000 years from the 1 of November 1900 on the payment of 1s per
annum. (1004-1 71 N.A.).
Hereunder is the return of the 1901 Census for the residents of Stephenstown House.
Name.
M. C. E. Fortescue
Edith Fortescue
Jas. Webb
Jas. McKeag
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Rel.
C.I.
C.E.
C.I.
C.I.

R. & W.
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

Age
39
31
45
21

Pos.
Maj.
—
Butl.
Footm.

M.S.
M.
M.
M.
S.

P of B
Ind
Scot
Dublin
Antrim

Just. Mg. Fraser
My. Madden
Jane Bratten
My. Walters
Eliz. Mason
Eliz. Reilly

F.C.S.
R.C.
C.I.
R.C.
C.I.
C.I.

Yes
Yes
Yes
No
Yes
Yes

28
35
29
47
19
16

L's m.
Cook.
Hm.
Hm.
Hm.
Km.

S. Canada
S. Kildare
S. Donegal
S. Louth
S. Armagh
S. Meath

However when the murder took place on 27 October, 1902 the majority of those mentioned in the
1901 Census had ceased to work in Stephenstown and had possibly moved on to other employment.
In November, 1906 Mr. N. B. King, with the tenants of the Clermont, Corderry and Stephenstown
estates, met Major Fortescue, Colonel Butler, his agent, and Mr. McMahon, his solicitor, in the Town
Hall in Dundalk and agreed terms for the transfer of lands to the tenants — the terms were 25 years
rent and all arrears wiped out. However, there was no final decision because the meeting agreed that
this was not fair to the tenants who had no arrears.
There was a meeting in Dundalk on 3 December, 1906 at which delegates from the parishes of
Dromiskin, Haggardstown, Darver, Knockbridge and Louth who owned farms on the estates of Major
Fortescue attended. Mr. N. B. King, secretary was present and Mr. Byrne of Rossmakay was in the
chair. It was a very acrimonious meeting and some of those present left the room. Mr. King said it
was a pity respectable men could not come there and transact their business without quarrelling with
each other. He declared that a more ridiculous scene was never witnessed in any other country in the
world. The members of the committee originally picked to meet and treat with Mr. Fortescue were:
George Taaffe, Chairman, N. B. King, Hon. Secretary, J. P. Conlon, Joseph Callan, J. Murray, P.
Mallon, P. Byrne, B. Wallace, R. McDowell, A. Sweeney, J. McMahon, Matt Crawley, T. Mathews
and the following names were added that day Fr. Maguire, O. Carroll, Blackrock, Joseph Sharkey, P.
Kinahan and J. McGuinness of Summerhill. Mr. O. Carroll, Blackrock said there wasn't a word about
the labourers and the evicted tenants. Mr. N. B. King said that the eviction of Mrs. Wood was very
unjust and he was sure they would do their best to stand by her. The committee agreed to meet again
with Mr. Fortescue in the New Year.
The land was let for the next year as heretofore and now Fr. Markey and Fr. Maguire took a keen
interest in the affairs. At the same time negotiations were taking place with the tenants on the Clive
and Lord Louth estates in the parish of Knockbridge.
It was clear that Major Fortescue was in dire financial straits because 1907 saw many cases due in the
courts for arrears in rent. The following people were summoned for arrears of rent in 1907 — Robert
Craig for £446 15s 9d., Matthew Harvey, Ballinlough for £149 5s., John Maguire, Corderry for £25
11s., Bernard Nugent, Knockbridge for £33 12s lid., Bernard McGuinness, Summerhill for £243., and
Rosa Murray, Corderry for £333 4s. and early in 1908 P. Coe, the writ server in Louth, served a writ
on Richard Bell, Corderry for £455 6s 3d.
In February 1907, Fr. Markey wrote two very long letters to the Dundalk Democrat in which he
explained the workings of the Land Act and how the landlords gained and how the tenants were
penalised under this Land Act. He continued "I don't at all object that my fitness or the fitness of any
other priest to advise purchasing tenants should be questioned. It is easy to conceive a case where a
priest, say, on account of his relations with the landlord selling, should stand aside and not interfere.
But to raise the cry, "No priest must interfere because he is not a farmer", when his parishioners are
making a
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bargain on unequal terms with the landlord, for want of knowledge, in a matter of importance, is
going too far. I never heard that cry in the Land League days when the jails were choke full of priests
and people and the liberty of every man was at the mercy of a hostile and demoralised police. I
suppose I could fairly claim the right that has used against myself and examine into the qualifications
of the members of committee negotiating purchases in my parish.
In April 1907 Fr. Markey gave an interview in a daily newspaper and was also quoted in all the local
papers. In reply to questions Fr. Markey said that on the Fortescue testate things were more or less in
a state of abeyance at present but the time for completion was drawing near. He advised the tenants
that they should fully appreciate the position of affairs before buying at high terms of purchase. He
said also that the Knockbridge tenants disassociated themselves from the proceedings and were
waiting eventualities. He continued that the people negotiating with Major Fortescue did not seem to
be able to make a business bargain. On the Clive and Lord Louth estates, he said there does not appear
to be any definite arrangement assented to, by the tenants as a body. Fr. Markey concluded that
organisation is an immediate necessity, in order to protect the rights of the tenants.
In June 1907 Major Fortescue lost his claim for damages as a result of a car accident against Lord
Louth and he also settled a claim out of court with Mr. Weherly, a watchmaker from Dundalk, who
fell down the steps at Stephenstown and injured himself.
In July, 1907 the case of the Wood family received wide publicity. The Dundalk Democrat thought
that the tenants were going to deal with Major Fortescue and to leave the Wood family unprovided
for. The article continued "It is bad enough that the Clermont and other tenants on the Fortescue
estates should have turned their back upon these evicted tenants; but we cannot believe that their
neighbours in Stephenstown are going to do likewise". Fr. Markey wrote a long letter in the same
issue highlighting the plight of the Wood family and the Dundalk Democrat also printed a copy of a
letter directly from Fr. Markey to Colonel Butler, the agent for Major Fortescue: Dear Sir — Miss
Wood desires me to say that thought she and her family are most anxious to be put again in possession
of the evicted farm, they could not take it over unless on fair and equitable terms, and they don't
regard those offered to be such. I don't know what was the standard used in fixing the price. The
ordinary standard is a free market, and the absence of it led to the Land Act of '81. For this country,
then, the standard of value for land is the prices fixed by the Land Courts. Comparing the evicted
farm, say, with the farm of the signatory to the terms of purchase, who lives at Corderry, and taking
into account the quality, condition, situation, and other circumstances affecting price, the annuity
payable on the former would be more than 100 per cent higher than that on the latter, even at 28
years. I may add that most of the Major's tenants in this parish will entertain no terms of purchase, till
the case of the evicted farm is settled satisfactorily. — Very truly yours, J. MARKEY."
After the transfer of these lands the estate was cut down to a very manageable area of about 400 acres.
Life continued as before, on a grand scale at Stephenstown with house parties, garden parties and
eight servants employed in the house and a bigger than required number of labourers and gardeners.
This was the twilight of these big estates. Matthew Charles Edward was a Major in the British Army
Reserves and when the First V War broke out he was called up for active service. He received his
telegram from the War Office on 24 August, 1914 and he died within half-an-hour of the receipt of
the summons to duty. Later on his widow Edythe married Major Pyke and he also predeceased her.
During her lifetime she sold all the land to the north of the Stephenstown Road
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also the properties on the south side of the River Fane (including the farm she had bought from Tom
Conlon in Grange) and last of all she sold about 80 acres along the Cavan Road between Rathroal and
Newtownfane. When she died there were only about 180 acres left attached to the mansion and it was
inherited by Major Hamilton who realised that it wasn't possible to farm profitably there and he sold
the estate and moved back to England.
The death duty (Estate Duty) on the estate of Major M. Fortescue who died in 1914 was paid on 5
October, 1920 and amounted to £329 15s 8d. The succession duty was £222 14s payable in four
annual instalments starting on 24 August, 1918.
It is interesting to note that the remnant of the estate comprising about one hundred and seventy acres
(the Louth County Council had a couple of years earlier bought some acres for the site of the pump
house and surrounds at Newtownfane) was purchased on 1 December, 1990 by Sean Lambe, whose
great grandfather Thomas Lambe was evicted out of his small holding on the Fortescue estate at
Channonrock in 1884. The wheel of life had made a full turn. The actual eviction notices issued by
Lieut-Col. J.C.W. Fortescue of Stephenstown against Thomas Lambe of Channonrock and Patrick
Gartlan of Kilcroney, were handed in by Thomas Hughes relieving officer for No. 2 division, at a
meeting of Dundalk Board of Guardians on Monday, 6 August, 1884. The two notices were signed by
Charles McMahon, junior, Esq. solicitor for the plaintiff.
An old Irish proverb says "Seven generations from the king to the spade" and that was the length the
Fortescues were in Ireland. The glory that was Stephenstown is gone, the mansion is a ruin, the trees
are all gone "Cad a dheanfaimid feasta gan adhmad, ta deireadh na gcoillte ar lar", the walled gardens
and orchards, the shaded walks and the lawns and tennis courts are but a memory. The amount of
employment that the Stephenstown estate gave was of immense importance in the bad days of the last
century and the fact that they were resident landlords like the great Fosters, meant there was no
famine on the horrific scale that was elsewhere, merits our thanks on behalf of those who have gone
before, and is a fitting memorial to their memory.
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