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Part one



Chapter 1: Landed society in mid-eighteenth

century County Down
The subject of this thesis is ‘Landed society in mid-eighteenth century County 

Down’. For the purposes of the research mid-eighteenth century means 1740 to 

1780, although, where necessary, documentation from the 1730s or 1790s is cited 

to supplement arguments. The thesis aims to provide an overview of the personal 

and public persona of the eighteenth-century provincial gentry class in Ireland and 

so provide a background to the burgeoning historiography that is emerging on this 

topic. In 1994 when J. G. McCoy was completing his doctorate on ‘Local political 

culture in the Hanoverian empire: the case of Ireland 1714 to 1760’ he noted that 

eighteenth-century Ireland, a previously under-explored area, was now becoming 

an immensely fashionable topic. Stella Tillyard’s Aristocrats and her biography of 

Lord Edward Fitzgerald are much discussed works in popular circles while as the 

research for this inquiry draws to a close, Daniel Beaumont has completed his 

investigation into the gentry of King’s and Queen’s Counties from 1690 to 1760 at 

Trinity College, Dublin.1

All these works and similarly this dissertation, concentrate on the elite rather 

than the middling or lower ranks of society. This perforce affords the reader only a 

partial picture of eighteenth-century Ireland. In defence of a concentration on the 

propertied classes however it may be useful to quote David Dickson’s comments 

on the economic history of Cork in the eighteenth century: that any account of the 

economic condition of eighteenth-century Ireland has to focus on the landlords, 

since by 1700 they were at the centre of the local economy, and on the ownership 

of Irish land rested social hegemony, political power and financial security. 

Congruously James Rosenheim has argued in his study of the English propertied 

elite in this period that there the landed order had a lasting and powerful influence 

on English history up to the twentieth century. Ireland’s history has been no less

1 J. G. McCoy, ‘Local political culture in the Hanoverian empire: the case of Ireland 1714-1760’ 

(unpublished D.Phil. thesis, Oxford University, 1994), p.2; Stella Tillyard, Aristocrats: Caroline. 

Emily. Louisa and Sarah Lennox. 1750-1832 (London, 1995); but see T. C. Barnard, ‘Peerless 

lives’ in Bullan. iv (1998), pp 129-33; Daniel Beaumont, ‘The gentry of King’s and Queen’s 

Counties: protestant landed society, 1690-1760’ (unpublished Ph.D. thesis, T.C.D., 1999).
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influenced by the presence of a comparable class in its country with, it could be 

argued, an even greater legacy in terms of modem history.2

Rosenheim’s monograph covers a 100-year period but in Ireland the era of 

landlord dominance was more circumscribed. The seventeenth century saw the 

upheavals of plantation, the 1641 rebellion and the Williamite wars. The early 

eighteenth century was a time of reconstruction for the governing elite with the 

reclaiming and consolidation of protestant ascendancy amid Jacobite scares in 

1715 and 1745. It was only by 1750 that the gentry felt confident in their position 

as Ireland’s rulers. The novel and ephemeral nature of this system is portrayed in 

Elizabeth Bowen’s family history. The family home, Bowen’s Court was built in 

the 1760s and there

raw earth and builder’s rubbish may have lain under the windows 

and at first there was only one avenue ... the new trees were still 

in their infancy and there had been no time for ‘improvements’ 

yet... [but] life still kept a touch of colonial vigour; at the same 

time, because of the glory of everything, it was bound up in the 

quality of a dream.3

However Ireland was awoken from her sleep in the 1790s, a time of political 

ferment that culminated in the 1798 rebellion, of which County Down was one of 

the cynosures. This was followed by the loss of the Irish parliament, an institution 

that had been the pride and joy of the Irish elite. The nineteenth century saw the 

growth of catholic nationalism and the twentieth century independence from 

Britain.

During the 50 years covered by this thesis the Irish gentry maintained a 

highly stable social and political system. They married well, spending enough to 

conserve prestige, but not so much, they hoped, as would incur serious debts; and 

they built houses which were economically viable but would still have provoked 

admiration from their contemporaries. In managing their estates they sustained a 

measured paternalism towards their tenants which created ties of deference yet

2 David Dickson, ‘An economic history of the Cork region in the eighteenth century’

(unpublished Ph.D. thesis, T.C.D., 1977), p.56; J. M. Rosenheim, The emergence of a ruling 

order: English landed society 1650-1750 (London, 1998), p. 1.
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forestalled the erosion of revenues; and they absorbed new comers into the elite 

not so rapidly as to dilute their own social prestige but quickly enough to 

accommodate aspirants. In civic life they were forced to accept the growing 

political assertiveness of the ‘middle classes’ who now questioned government 

efficiency and corruption, yet were still able to supplement family fortunes with 

patronage and political brokerage.3 4 These are some of the issues that this survey 

will address.

At the outset it is necessary to establish the composition of the landed class 

in this period. This thesis follows Rosenheim and other scholars of landed society 

in England, like Felicity Heal and Clive Holmes, in including the gentry and the 

nobility. Rosenheim argues that from the mid-seventeenth century these two 

groups came together, in terms of wealth and accomplishment, resulting ‘in a more 

homogeneous ... landed class than England had ever experienced’ while other 

political and social events served to widen the gap between popular and elite 

culture. Similarly, Heal and Holmes feel that flexible definitions of gentility were a 

necessary feature of the relatively mobile society of early modem England with 

neither peers nor gentlemen being part of distinct aggregations.5 With this decision 

made this opening chapter will focus on an examination of the size of the land 

owning class, the length of time they were settled in the area, the extent and quality 

of estates, absenteeism, the relative status of families, the elite’s internal social 

ordering, and the question of debt, which affects the discussion in later chapters on 

house building, promotion of the arts, infrastructural improvements, church 

building and politics. Finally it is asked how open landed society was in terms of 

acquisition of land, marriage opportunities, links with trade and social life.

1

County Down was relatively unusual in Ireland in possessing a substantial 

and numerous landed gentry. The collections of estate papers which provide the 

most comprehensive evidence for this thesis came from the Anglesey, Castleward,

3 Elizabeth Bowen, Bowen’s Court. 2nd edn. (Cork, 1998), p.172.

^ See Lawrence Stone and Jeanne C. Fawtier Stone, An open elite? England 1540-1880 (Oxford, 

1984), pp 421-2.

5 Rosenheim, Emergence of a ruling order, p.2; Felicity Heal and Clive Holmes, The gentry in 

England and Wales, 1500-1700 (London, 1994), pp 9-15.
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Downshire and Waring estates. Information may also be gleaned from the 

Delacherois, Maxwell, Mussenden, Rawdon, Savage and Southwell archives.

These are the families whose papers survive but the landlord class was numerous. 

By the end of the century there were 48 country houses in the county. These are 

listed in appendix 2 and their geographical distribution illustrated in map I. 

However when a list of the nobility and gentry of Ulster with incomes of £100 or 

more per annum had been compiled in the first third of the eighteenth century some 

90 individuals were recorded in Down.6

These landed families had not all arrived at the same time. The length of a 

family’s residence in the county could vary by as much as 600 years. The Savages 

had been in the area since the eleventh century, coming originally to England from 

Normandy in 1066 and transferring to Ireland via William Savage, one of the 22 

knights who fought with John de Courcy in the subjugation of Ulster. On the other 

hand the Hills, Montgomerys, Rawdons, Southwells, Wards and Warings appeared 

at the beginning of the seventeenth century. Moses Hill reached Ireland as a 

landless adventurer, during the reign of Elizabeth I, to fight under Essex and 

Mountjoy in the wars against Tyrone. In 1607 he purchased the manor of 

Castlereagh and eight townlands from Con O’Neill. This holding was further 

expanded in 1622 as a result of legal conflict between Hill and O’Neill. The land 

confiscations following the 1641 rebellion also gave opportunities to augment 

property and the family incorporated the Magennis lands into their estates. Other 

landlords were relative newcomers. Edward Bayly and his cousin, Robert Nedham, 

acquired their estate, the lordship of Newry and Moume, County Down, and 

Omeath and Carlingford, County Louth, in 1712 by inheritance from their cousins 

the Bagenals.7 Alexander Stewart, a latter-day adventurer and minor landowner 

from Donegal, procured enough money to purchase in 1744 the manors of 

Newtown and Comber from Robert Colville, thanks to a providential marriage to 

his cousin Mary Cowan, and his involvement with a Belfast flax exporters’

6 List of the nobility in Counties Antrim and Down worth more than £100 p.a., [n.d.] but early 

eighteenth century (R.I.A., Ms 24 K19).

7 Introduction to P.R.O.N.I. calendar of Anglesey Mss (D619).
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consortium, while another eighteenth-century business man who obtained sufficient 

wealth to purchase an estate was Daniel Mussenden of Larchfield.8

Not all landlords were resident. The Baylys and Southwells were absentees 

as was Lord Hillsborough. However, as A. P. W. Malcomson has explained, 

defining an ‘absentee’ is not easy. Many men did not regard themselves as 

neglectful of their property yet might only live on their estate for brief periods, or 

reside on their English property or on land held elsewhere in Ireland. In this way 

Lord Downshire, when resident at Hillsborough, was necessarily absent from his 

holdings at Blessington and Edenderry, as was Lady Clanwilliam, who left her 

Down estates at the time of her marriage, for those of her husband in Tipperary. 

Some might have been viewed as neglectful of their Irish land, yet still pursued 

careers that forwarded the public good. Lords Clanbrassil and Downshire fit into 

this category, having had successful political careers in England before returning to 

Ireland at the end of their lives, in 1742 and the early 1780s respectively.9 Even 

when they had been abroad, landlords’ pursuits were not necessarily to the 

detriment of Ireland. For instance, letters in the Massereene papers show that while 

in London the then Lord Hillsborough took an active interest in the affairs of the 

Irish linen industry. In 1761 he wrote to Anthony Foster congratulating him on a 

recent bill passed to promote linen manufacture. He had great hopes for the 

provisions pertaining to the lapping of white cloth and urged the Linen Board to 

take advantage of the act in order to regulate against the use of crimping engines.10 

Concern can also be seen in the copious correspondence that passed between 

absent proprietors and their agents.* 11 The table below shows the year, number of 

non-attendant landlords and the value of their estates in County Down as 

calculated in successive editions of Thomas Prior’s List of the absentees of Ireland

8 Introduction to P.R.O.N.I. calendar of Londonderry Mss (D654); introduction to P.R.O.N.I. 

calendar of Mussenden Mss (D354).

9 A. P. W. Malcomson, ‘Absenteeism in eighteenth-century Ireland’ in Irish Economic and 

Social History, i (1974), pp 15-35.

10 Lord Hillsborough to Anthony Foster, 29 May 1761 (Massereene Mss, D562/5241); Anthony 

Foster to Lord Hillsborough, 7 July 1764 (ibid., D562/5242).

11 See below, chapter 3.
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Year Number of absentees Money consumed abroad 

£

1729 9 23,500

1767 6 24,200

1769 12 37,800

1782 15 47,300

It should also be remembered that the gentry belonged not to an 

homogeneous, but to a graduated class; the amount of land owned by each 

individual varied widely. On the first of November 1770 John Russell, a linen 

draper from Edenderry, County Down, registered his will, listing his farm in 

Edenderry along with two other holdings in Counties Down and Antrim among his 

possessions. In contrast the Downshire estates stretched from Hillsborough to 

Newry.13 Even at the top of the landed ranks there were differentials in income. In 

1769 Lord Clanbrassil yielded £3,000 p.a. and Hillsborough £7,000 while in 1799 

Lord Clanwilliam managed to have a yearly income of £14,000.14

The quality as well as the quantity of land was also a matter of consequence 

in establishing a landlord’s financial position. Very few surveys exist to indicate the

12 Thomas Prior, A list of the absentees of Ireland and an estimate of the yearly value of their 

estates and incomes spent abroad with observations on the trade and manufactures of Ireland and

the means to encourage, improve and extend them with some reasons why Great Britain should

be more indulgent to Ireland, in particular points of trade. Also some reasons and observations

why absentees should be obliged to contribute to the support and welfare of the country they

derive their honours, estates and incomes from. Humbly submitted to the consideration of the

legislature of Ireland (Dublin, 1729); 2nd edn. (Dublin, 1767); 3rd edn. (Dublin, 1769); 4th edn. 

(Dublin, 1782). Figures are estimated.

13 P. Beryl Eustace (ed.), Registry of deeds. Dublin abstracts of wills: ii (1746-1785-) (2 vols.) 

(Dublin, 1954), p.457; rent roll, 1755 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/139). Unfortunately, as was the 

case with David Dickson’s research into County Cork, it has proved impossible to provide a table 

of the various sizes of estates.

14 F. G. James, Lords of the ascendancy: the Irish House of Lords and its members. 1600- 

1800 (Dublin. 1995), p. 113.
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condition of land on the assorted estates scattered throughout Down. One, taken 

by James McClatchy on the Bayly manor, provided a description of the townland 

of Mullerton in the south of the county. The property was divided into seventeen 

lots, only six deemed ‘good’ and the greater part being quality arable farmland with 

planting in a thriving condition. Seven parts fell to the middle band while four 

were not rated highly. For instance, of lot six it was remarked that ‘very little 

remains but stones and sandy bottom’.15 A 1746 review of the Savages’ property 

in the Ards was more promising, the terms ‘excellent’ or ‘extraordinarily good’ 

predominating. Ballyfuneragh was described as ‘good arable pasture and meadow, 

plenty of marl and turf, meared by a beautiful fresh water lough, abounding with 

fish’.16

The most extensive appraisal of the eighteenth-century County Down terrain 

was carried out by Walter Harris and recorded in his Antient and present state of 

the countv of Down (1744). Working in conjunction with members of the 

Physico-Historical Society, Harris endeavoured to supply a topographical survey 

of the area; with the following observations.

Moume [Bayly]

There are no towns, and few villages of any note in it; yet the 

county is fully inhabited and the farm houses and cottages stand 

in a pretty close neighbourhood; the inhabitants of which graze 

their cattle in the mountains, being for the most part a common 

to the country, while they employ the valleys under tillage.

Lecale [Ward]

It is of late called Marl Isle from an abundance of marl found in it 

since the year 1707. Before this discovery the lands were 

reputed to be moderately fruitful, though the hilly grounds were 

a thin hazely soil, but by the help of that measure they now 

produce as good crops of com as are observed in the deepest 

lands.

15 James McClatchy to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 12 June 1771 (Anglesey Mss, D619/22/B/28).

16 Printed rent roll and valuation of part of the estate of Andrew Savage of Portaferry in 

connection with John Magill and others verses Andrew Savage and others, 1746 (Savage Mss, 

D552/B/2/1/157).

7



Dundrum [Lord Blundell, later the property of Lord 

Hillsborough]

The lands about it are exceedingly good, and answer all the 

purposes of the farmer.

Ards [Savage]

The soil of it is in general tolerably good, and much of the same 

kind with that of Lecale, yet it varies in quality in different parts 

... This peninsula produces large quantities of barley, and a kind 

of oats.

Ballynahinch [Rawdon]

[The] country is fully peopled ... the valleys and sides of the hills 

produce oats and flax in plenty, and the morass grounds seldom 

fail of yielding a full crop of rye.17

Just as there were differences in wealth between members of the landed class 

so too there were differences in power and influence. Lawrence Stone has divided 

the English elite of 1540 - 1880 into two groups, often dependent on the type of 

house each family resided in, county gentry and parish gentry. Parish gentry were 

men whose competency was limited to the boundaries of one or two villages. With 

little advanced education they were rarely eligible for any administrative post above 

that of justice of the peace. In 1792 87 men in County Down performed this 

function.18 The county gentry were men of greater wealth, authority and 

sophistication, with claims to arbitrate decisions that affected the locality and 

whose intellectual and political horizons began with the county but spread to the 

capital where, in parliament and Privy Council, they made judgements concerning 

the ruling of Ireland. In Down the Bailies, Fordes, Maxwells, Savages and 

Warings composed the former group while the Downshires and Stewarts 

dominated the second but.also incorporated the Rawdons and the Wards.

Absentees such as the Baylys and the Southwells are harder to categorise but

17 Walter Harris, The antient and present state of the county of Down containing a chorographical 

description, with the natural and civil history of the same (Dublin, 1744), pp 11, 13, 14, 42-3 and 

77.

18 Appointment of j.p.s for Co. Down, 18 Jan. 1792 (Waring Mss, Waringstown House,

D0960).
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would have been county gentry if resident in the area. The existence of an Irish 

parliament also allowed less wealthy Irish families like the Blackwoods, Hamiltons, 

Montgomerys, Prices and Stevensons to take part in national politics which their 

status may have denied them had they lived in England.19

These distinctions in rank were not static and it would be foolish to presume 

that a certain measure of jostling for position did not take place. Some families 

were in an ascendant, the period 1740 to 1780 being an era of growing stability, 

prosperity and landed control, described by many as a ‘golden age’. A large 

number of landed proprietors were elevated to the peerage at this time, so that by 

the end of the period the county contained the marquess of Downshire [Hill, 

created viscount 1717, earl 1751, earl (G.B.) 1772, marquess 1789] and 

Londonderry [Stewart, 1789], the earls of Annesley [created baronet 1758, earl 

1789], Clanbrassil [Hamilton, 1647], Clanwilliam [Meade, created viscount 1766, 

earl 1776], Hastings [Rawdon, 1789], Moira [Rawdon, created baronet 1750, earl 

1762], Roden [Hamilton, 1771] and Uxbridge [Bayly, 1784], Viscount Bangor 

[Ward, created baronet 1770, viscount 1781] and barons de Clifford [Southwell, 

1776] and Dufferin and Clandeboye [Blackwood, 1800],20

A family which reached the height of prosperity was the Hills, Lords 

Downshire, who by the late nineteenth century possessed a substantial number of 

townlands across the county ranging from Belfast in the north to Newry in the 

south, as well as other estates at Edenderry and Blessington. Politically astute, by 

judiciously espousing first the parliamentarian then the royalist cause, the Hills had 

been able to secure the Kilwarlin estate as a manor in 1657 and make Hillsborough 

a corporate town and parliamentary borough in 1663. Calculated marriages 

between cousins expanded the estate so that by the eighteenth century the family 

were in a position to become key players in both local and national events.21

Other families were in decline. The Savages had once enjoyed a long 

pedigree of power. As early as 1482 Sir Rowland Savage was appointed 

seneschal of Ulster by Edward IV. In 1643 Captain Patrick Savage was M.P. for

19 Stone, An open elite?, pp 6-8.

20 Vicary Gibbs (ed.), The complete peerage ... (13 vols.) (London, 1910), i, 169-70, 138,

413; iii, 211, 239, 298; iv, 457, 492; vi, 377, 524-5; ix, 29; xi, 62; xii, 200.
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the county; and 40 years later, in 1684, another Patrick was appointed high sheriff 

of Down. However, by the eighteenth century this influence had dwindled and the 

estate had been dissipated. In 1515 the head of the Savage family held the title of 

Lord Lecale but by 1553 this appellation, and much of the territory it signified, had 

gone leaving the Savages to preside over a diminished area in the Ards. During the 

Williamite wars, although Patrick Savage followed King William, others in his 

family took King James’s part. There were stories of the plundering of 

unprotected protestants in the Ards and in 1690 Rowland and John Savage were 

appointed by James II to be assessors for the County Down tax on personal 

estates. This involvement led eventually to the confiscation of their land. Still more 

property had to be sold during the eighteenth century to cover debts and legal 

costs until by the mid-nineteenth century the family’s assets had dropped to just 

over 3,000 acres. Even their belated conformity to the established church in the 

1730s did not help the Savages survive.22

Auxiliary factors created a pecking order. Landlords could also be tenants. 

Daniel Mussenden leased land from the earl of Donegall and also appeared in the 

rent roll of the Southwell family alongside Francis Annesley, Cromwell Price and 

Michael Ward.23 Furthermore gentlemen could be in debt to others of their class. 

Lending money to friends was regarded as a form of investment, particularly as 

channelling loans to impecunious neighbours often resulted in bonds being 

discharged by the sale of the property to the creditor, allowing him to acquire 

adjoining land.24 By 1776 the Bayly fortunes, which had been on the verge of 

bankruptcy in the 1740s, had recovered sufficiently to allow Sir Nicholas to start 

speculating. Ten thousand pounds was to be made available and Nicholas’s agent.

21 Introduction to P.R.O.N.I. calendar of Downshire Mss (D607).

22 Introduction to P.R.O.N.I. calendar of Savage Mss (D552).

23 Memorandum by [-], 27 Sept. 1757 (Mussenden Mss, D354/173A); Cromwell Price rented 

Mills Park, Hollymount Park, Ballintogher and Ballyclonely; Michael Ward Walshestown and 

Castle Mogham; Francis Annesley Walshestown; and Daniel Mussenden Ballymuny. Rent roll, 

[n.d.] (Southwell Mss, T943/1).

24 Peter Roebuck, Yorkshire baronets 1640-1760: families, estates and fortunes (Oxford, 1980), 

p.41.
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John Hutcheson, was asked to look about for likely mortgagees.25 Sir John 

Rawdon, later Lord Moira, bought over the £7,615 owed to the sundry creditors 

of Edward Mathews, whether as an act of friendship or to add to his own assets it 

is hard to ascertain. Lastly, Robert Maxwell’s will shows that many were debtors 

to him for it lists substantial sums, ranging from £400 to £900, owing to him from 

a Colonel Johnston, the Reverend Doctor Maxwell of Falkland, County Monaghan, 

William Montgomery of Rosemount, and Andrew Thompson and Thomas Waring, 

merchants in Newry.26

2

Despite the fact that most landlords possessed substantial rent rolls, many 

lived to the limit of their income and still others died in debt. This was common to 

both Ireland and England yet the Irishman increasingly came to be viewed as 

singularly affected.27 In general the reasons for heavy borrowing were to raise 

portions for younger members of the family and general expenditure on houses, 

furniture, servants, political life, education, houses in Dublin and so on, all of 

which were important to the elite as the maintenance of an elevated life style was 

an essential part of eighteenth-century upper-class identity .28 There were additional 

explanations for the marked difficulties faced by Irish landlords. Ownership and 

management of estates had been disrupted by the civil and political disturbances of 

the seventeenth century, long leases prevented landowners from realising the 

current rental value of their property other than infrequently, and the existence of 

middlemen between proprietor and occupying tenants, while insuring against losses

25 John Hutcheson to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 2 July 1776 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/137).

26 A list of the creditors of Edward Mathews, 27 Apr. 1761 (Granard Mss, T3765/M/3/B/12); will 

of Robert Maxwell, 16 Jan. 1767 (Maxwell Mss, D1556/16/20/1). Samuel Waring owed Henry 

Usher £1,000 in 1753, Arthur Hill £450 in 1757, Theobald Wolfe £1,000 in 1780, £200 to the 

Ward family in 1786 and Thomas Haughten £2,100 in 1789. Henry Usher to Samuel Waring, 17 

Sept. 1753 (Waring Mss, Waringstown House, D0495); William Higginson to same, 17 Aug.

1757 (ibid., D0507); Theobald Wolfe to same, Nov. 1780 (ibid., D0499); [-] Ward to same, 8 

Aug. 1786 (ibid., D0506); Samuel Waring to Thomas Haughten, 25 Apr. 1789 (ibid., D0937).

27 John Habakkuk, Marriage, debt and the estates system: English landownership 1650-1950 

(Oxford, 1994), p.92; Marilyn Butler (ed.), Maria Edgeworth, Castle Rackrent and ennui 

(London, 1992), pp 65-122.

28 Habakkuk, Marriage, debt and the estates system, p.279.
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in difficult years, tended overall to depress head rentals, particularly on the more 

substantial holdings. Poor quality of land and the lack of alternatives to agricultural 

incomes aggravated the situation.29

Long leases, middlemen and estate management are touched on in chapters 2 

and 3 but the encumbrances surrounding the personal expenditure of families will 

bear examination here. Large families were prevalent in Ireland. When he entered 

the navy in 1782 William Waring requested an allowance of £30 p.a. but assured 

his father, ‘if you think that too much I beg you will reduce it to any sum you think 

reasonable. I know I have a great many brothers and sisters that are to be 

provided for as well as me’.30 Nicholas Bayly’s correspondence suggests that he 

too found the task of supporting dependants daunting. His agent encouraged him 

in 1779.

I am also doing what I can to get in your County Louth rents, to

enable me to carry over as large a sum as possible to you for

sundry sums you ordered to be paid to Miss Bayly’s [account].31

Because of the costs involved in sustaining cadet members, families were 

highly dependent on patronage. In the Warings’ case the household was aided by 

its friendship with the Hills. By 1780 Lord Hillsborough was well placed in 

political circles and his paternal interest in the welfare of the Warings resulted in 

employment being granted to younger sons of the various branches of that family. 

Hillsborough also agreed to buy Samuel Waring’s eight-mile-cross estate in 1781 

to allow him to raise sufficient funds to establish his son Richard. Hillsborough was 

particularly keen to oblige Waring to compensate for his failure to procure an 

appointment in the army for Richard (who was over the requisite age of 24). To 

make further restitution he also agreed to obtain positions for Holt Waring’s sons, 

that is Samuel’s nephews. Eight months later he had acquired the aforementioned 

Richard a writer’s place in India and in the next year recommended William Waring

29 Peter Roebuck, ‘Landlord indebtedness in Ulster in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries’ 

in J. M. Goldstrom and L. A. Clarkson (eds.), Irish population, economy and society (Oxford, 

1981), pp 136-50.

30 William Waring to Samuel Waring, 25 Apr. 1782 (Waring Mss, Waringstown House,

D0459).

31 John Hutcheson to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 30 Jan. 1779 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/179).
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for a commission in the West Indies. In 1789 the cure of Hillsborough was granted 

to another member of the Waring clan.32

In terms of more general consumption the Maxwell papers afford an insight 

into the financial transactions of the landed class. In the year preceding the death 

of Robert Maxwell, from August 1768 to May 1769, household disbursements 

came to £257. Among the bills which specify the allocation of funds are included 

‘an English ticket’ £15.19s.ld.; money for a son to go to France, £22.15s.0d.; a 

cabinet maker’s charge, £6.14s.0d.; funeral expenses for another son, £6.9s. Id.; an 

invoice of £6.16s.6d. for newspapers; a woollen draper’s account for £5.7s. lid.; 

and an apothecary’s bill for £3.3s.8d.33 The cost of estate management, house 

building, art, clothing, travel, education, infrastructural improvements, charity and 

politics will be discussed in subsequent chapters.

To stint on any element of expenditure would endanger one’s position in the 

eyes of contemporaries. So, for instance, although many wills asked for as simple 

a funeral as decency allowed, the marking of the passing of life was an affirmation 

of a family’s place in society. For Robert Maxwell’s last rites, two conductors and 

four corpse carriers were commissioned with their corresponding gowns, scarves, 

gloves and hat bands amounting to the relatively massive bill of £10.34 Office

holding, while bringing prestige, also incurred substantial outlays. When he 

received the patent of sheriff, Robert Maxwell jnr. ran up a tally of £7.13s.0d. To 

put this spending in perspective, it should be remembered that a 1778 rent roll on 

the Savage estate had rents averaging approximately £3.15s.Od. p.a. for a medium 

sized farm.35

In 1801 the 2nd marquess of Downshire died, leaving his son a legacy of 

debt contracted by himself and his predecessor. This was despite the fact that the

32 Lord Hillsborough to Samuel Waring, 6 Oct. 1780 (Waring Mss, Waringstown House, D0921); 

same to same, 7 Feb. 1781 (ibid., D0922); Holt Waring to same, 12 Oct. 1781 (ibid., D0926); W. 

H. Waring to same, 25 Apr. 1782 (ibid., D0459); Samuel Waring to the bishop of Dromore, 19 

Mar. 1789 (ibid., D0592).

33 Accounts, 30 Aug. 1768 - 27 Nov. 1769 (Maxwell Mss, D1556/16/16/7).

34 Account, 7 Apr. 1769 (ibid., D1556/16/11/23).

35 Account, 13 June 1774 (ibid., D1556/16/11/30); rent roll, 1778 (Savage Mss, D552/B/3/1/46), 

based on a sample of 37 tenants.
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Annual Register of 1797 had estimated the family’s annual income at £24,000 36 

The 3rd marquess would have concurred with the admonitions of Nicholas Bayly’s 

agent, James Rooney, who in 1741 commiserated with the new owner of the 

Anglesey estates.

I should, with much more pleasure than I now do, wish you joy

of your title and estate, had it been more advantageous, but the

heavy load of interest and dower will make it very little more

beneficial than your rent charge.37

However, it was not unusual for large families to carry this level of debt and 

with substantial rent rolls a few year’s retrenchment would alleviate the situation. It 

was smaller families who were more liable to punitive measures. On 23 November 

1717 articles were made between James Montgomery and Henry Dallway, Robert 

Hamill, Hugh Maxwell, John Montgomery and John Savage for the sale of the 

manor of Rosemount. Montgomery had debts of over £3,100 and it was estimated 

the interest alone would soon sink the estate. To prevent this, and to allow him to 

raise portions for his children, Montgomery resolved to pass the land into the 

hands of these men, in exchange for a £1,000. As trustees the five gentlemen 

agreed to sell the land back to whichever of Montgomery’s sons offered the most 

money for it. This sum would be applied towards paying off Montgomery’s 

debts.38 The repercussions of borrowing could be felt for years. In 1746 Andrew

36 Annual Register (1797), [The chronicle], p.31.

37 James Rooney to [Sir Nicholas Bayly], 17 Oct. 1741 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/B/24). 

Unfortunately the eighteenth century does not yield sufficient records to enable a comprehensive 

survey of income and expenditure to be made for any Co. Down families. However W. A.

Maguire found that the first comprehensive calculations of the disbursements of the Downshire 

family in 1820 placed their rent roll at £54,597 which after expenses of £29,338 left a net income 

of £25,240 before deductions for arrears. Charges of £5,000 on the estate for the dowager 

marchioness and £14,183 on interest of capital debt left little for the payment of agents and other 

employees, maintenance of the house and parks, charitable and educational expenditure and so 

forth, especially as £7,000 went on household bills, £3,833 on incidentals and £700 for the sundry 

expenses of the marchioness. From these computations it is evident that the family was living 

beyond its means. W. A. Maguire, The Downshire estates in Ireland 1801-1845: the management 

of Irish landed estates in the early nineteenth century (Oxford, 1972), p.65.

38 Articles made between James Montgomery Esq. and his trustees for the sale of the manor of

14



Savage was faced with a lawsuit for the recovery of £200 borrowed by the family 

in 1670 and from 1767 and 1777 he was paying interest on loans of £1,200 and 

£2,100, with yearly payments rising to £192.39 During Savage’s difficulties he 

constantly denied rumours that land would have to be surrendered in order to settle 

his accounts. Ultimately some was sold, but other, less extreme, methods of 

remaining solvent were put into operation first. In 1743 Savage dispersed his 

household, placed his children with friends and assigned his estate to trustees.40 He 

also tried to break his wife’s marriage settlement but met with resistance from his 

father-in-law, who counselled that

You ought not only to have paid the interest of those debts but 

every year to have saved out of your income part of it to 

discharge some of the debt but I find you were very indolent and 

... spent yourself the whole income of your estate.

Two years later the despairing relative concluded that, ‘whilst you live in 

Portaferry you never will manage to your own or children’s benefit’.41

The commitments of each individual could never be viewed in isolation for 

debts had a domino effect in society. Having taken over the reins from his father, 

Nicholas Bayly received letters from men in ‘indigent circumstances’ begging the 

return of money lent to Sir Edward. One correspondent stressed his desperate 

situation by assuring Nicholas,

Nor would I do it but wait your leisure was I not in very great 

distress for it ... Dear Sir Edward would have paid me but 

unfortunately for me others was seizing him for money and Mr 

Rooney, to keep up the credit of Sir Edward, prevailed on me to

Rosemount, 23 Nov. 1717 (Montgomery Mss, Rosemount).

39 Copy chancery bill, after 1746 (Savage Mss, D552/B/2/1/161); receipt, 4 May 1767 (ibid., 

D552/A/4/1/1); receipt, 4 July 1777 (ibid., D552/A/4/1/8).

40 Trevor Savage to Andrew Savage, [c. 1744] (ibid., D552/A/2/3/13); extract from 

remembrancer’s book re. sale of lands in case of John Magill v. Andrew Savage, 10 Nov. 1746 

(ibid., D552/B/2/1/154); Catherine Nugent to Andrew Savage, 9 Dec. 1743 (ibid.,

D552/A/2/4/10).

41 Lord Westmeath to same, 19 Dec. 1747 (ibid., D552/A/2/5/14); same to same, 20 May 1749 

(ibid., D552/A/2/8/35).
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forbear a while which I was very willing to do.42

Regaining solvency could be a laborious task as the difficulties of raising 

money on land were formidable. It must also be pointed out that a landowner 

would not have initially found himself to be so far in debt if his estate were healthy. 

This was certainly Lord Westmeath’s opinion of the Portaferry demesne.43 The 

Baylys faced a similar problem, as their agent’s account of their financial position 

illustrates.

There is a year’s rent due out of the Welsh estate ending last 

Michaelmas, but what sum you may expect out of it, no one can 

tell yet, there are so many demands out of it, viz. taxes, repairs, 

land tax of Plas Newydd, audit and charges, and also several 

salaries etc., together with the arrears, which I believe will sink 

your income there to about £500, and as to the Irish estate there 

will be half a year due this next November, but not paid till next 

May, so that I believe you cannot expect anything from thence, 

till about next June.44

With an underdeveloped banking system mortgages were sought through 

personal contacts.45 Before authorising such loans the lender would wish to ensure 

that he was making a good investment and estate accounts were given a thorough 

investigation. To have hopes of raising funds one had to have one’s affairs on a 

sound legal and commercial footing.46 Following Savage’s court cases, when he 

applied to parliament for permission to break through family settlements on the 

estate, his brother-in-law, Mr Devlin, applauded his actions, as now Savage had as

42 [-] Sweetxnan to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 27 Oct. 1750 (Anglesey Mss, D619/22/A/38); Nicholas 

Keanan to same, 20 Sept. 1768 (ibid., D619/22/B/5); [-] Elliot to same, 27 May 1752 (ibid., 

D619/22/A/41).

43 Lord Westmeath to Andrew Savage, 28 June 1746 (Savage Mss, D552/A/2/8/28).

44 James Rooney to Sir Edward Bayly, 20 Oct. 1739 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/B/15).

45 Sir Edward Bayly was given the choice of three sources of funds, ‘an acquaintance of Mr 

Draycott’s, or Mr Phipps or Mr Kane’. Andrew Savage’s lawyer, Mr Devlin, went to Dublin in 

search of a friend who was well acquainted ‘with most of the people who have money to lay out’. 

Same to same, 15 Aug. 1739 (ibid., D619/21/B/5); [-] Devlin to Andrew Savage, 20 May 1749 

(Savage Mss, D552/A/2/6/9).
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good security

as any in Europe having a large estate of an ancient and 

unquestionable title, and the debts thereupon one part dejuried by 

a decree in chancery affirmed by the House of Lords in England, 

and the other by a decree in chancery not to be contested, and 

both less on the estate by one universally allowed to be tenant in 

fee of the estate.47

An alternative to a mortgage was to schedule for the money to be paid back on the 

debtor’s demise, an arrangement favoured by Daniel Mussenden, or in instalments, 

as with Michael Ward’s £3,000 arrears to the commissioners of the revenue.48

3

The chapters below concerning elections and the growth of‘independent’ 

politics discusses the friction caused by newcomers who had ambitions of gaining 

an entree into the county’s political arena. The central question raised is the extent 

to which the landed classes in County Down constituted an ‘open elite’? In their 

book the Stones argue that England never faced a political revolution because of 

the willingness of the landed elite to co-opt parvenus.49 In the case of Down there 

were avenues by which men such as the Stewarts, who only attained their County 

Down estate in 1744, could assume positions of wealth and importance in the 

locality. However this was not easy, as property rarely came on the market: 

landlords would only part with land willingly in the case of marriage or death. Even 

then marriage settlements often transferred land on a temporary basis. When he 

married Anne Ward, Robert Maxwell merely became tenant for life to part of the

‘,6 James Rooney to Sir Edward Bayly, 13 Oct. 1739 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/B/12).

47 Consent to application for act of parliament for the sale of the estates of Patrick Savage to raise 

£3,000 charged upon said estates, 7 Dec. 1741 (Savage Mss, D552/B/2/1/133); Lord Westmeath 

to Andrew Savage, 20 May 1749 (ibid., D552/A/2/8/30); [-] Devlin to same, 8 July 1746 (ibid., 

D552/A/2/6/8).

48 Randall Donaldson and William Blacker to Daniel Mussenden, 22 Oct. 1746 (Mussenden Mss, 

D354/117A); Thomas Staunton to Michael Ward, 13 July 1742 (Castleward Mss, 

D2092/1/5/142).

49 Stone, An open elite?, pp 3-4.
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Ward estate in County Down.50 In the second case rigid rules on primogeniture 

meant that in death land was passed on intact. The Echlin family tried to 

circumvent this and were forced to seek legal advice in order to break up their 

holdings to settle jointures on cadet members.51 It took the Savage family three 

years to obtain the necessary act of parliament to enable them to surrender enough 

ground to realise £3,000 and interest due to Catherine, the wife of Roger Hall, of 

Narrow Water, County Down.52 Other families petitioned parliament for bills to 

allow the disposal of property. In June 1742 an act was passed for the sale of land 

to engender £10,000 for a settlement on Lady Raymond following the death of her 

father Lord Blundell, and in 1776 and 1778 Lords Anglesey and Carrick obtained 

statutory permission to sell farmland for similar purposes: in both cases a very 

public declaration of financial embarrassment.53

Sir John Habakkuk has concluded that from 1650 to 1888 most landed 

fortunes were governed by the strict settlement, which bound up English estates 

for a generation to come and only allowed the current owner the rights of a tenant 

for life with very limited powers. These agreements made provision for individual 

members of a family but also transmitted the property intact from one generation 

to another.54 In Ireland Michael Ward, when contemplating his own demise, 

showed himself to be a stickler for this tradition. His will left all the Castleward

50 Will of Robert Maxwell, 16 Jan. 1767 (Maxwell Mss, D1556/16/20/1).

51 C.J.I.. xix, 276, 278.

52 Ibid., vii, 748, 800.

53 Journals of the British House of Commons, xxiv, 152, 277; C.J.I.. xvii, 347; xviii, 503. In the 

late 1780s William Macartney tried to sell his Killinchy estates. However, having advertised the 

fact and received preliminary enquiries regarding the estate, his solicitor advised him of certain 

practical difficulties which would have to be overcome if prospective purchasers were to be 

persuaded to offer the full market value. It would not only have been necessary and expensive to 

procure an enabling act of parliament but, in view of the fact that the jointure settled on 

Macartney’s wife was partly to be derived from those properties, she would have been obliged to 

swear, either before a panel of judges or before a committee of the House of Lords, that her 

consent to the sales was not obtained by coercion. Eventually and reluctantly, Macartney decided 

to retain the properties. Peter Roebuck (ed.), Macartney of Lisanoure. 1737-1806, essays in 

biography (Belfast, 1983), pp 286-7.

54 Habakkuk, Marriage, debt and the estates system, p. 1.
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lands to his son Bernard, with detailed instructions on how the estate would be left 

at Bernard’s own death, although he reminded his son to be kind to relations. This 

included provision for future marriage settlements and portions for younger sons 

and daughters.55 When his time came, Bernard circumvented the problems raised 

by primogeniture by buying-additional lands in the Ards and Lecale for Edward 

and Robert, his younger sons. His four daughters were also catered for with 

legacies ranging from £3,000 to £5,000.56

As a result, newcomers had few opportunities to acquire estates. Even when 

land did become available, the price was prohibitive. In 1781 land in County 

Down was valued at 20 years’ rental. When Alexander Stewart secured the 

Colville estate at Comber in July 1744, even for the favourable terms of £22,000, 

he must have realised that, with a gross rental of £1,110 p.a., it would take many 

years for him to make a return on his investment.57 Vendors were also careful not 

to dispose of their holdings without due deliberation. In 1787 Robert Howard 

advised an impecunious Samuel Waring to sell an outlying estate in its entirety to 

Lord Hillsborough. Although a greater sum might be realised by parting with the 

land in divisions, he might find only the best portions would sell and the worst 

would remain on his hands. Moreover, Hillsborough could pay for the land 

outright while others might have to offer securities or spend long periods searching 

for friends from whom to borrow the purchase price. Finally Hillsborough, the 

source of much family patronage, could not be alienated by the Warings refusing to 

sell to him.58

Established landlords were also distrustful of outsiders. As an incomer, and a 

man whom many held in low personal esteem, Alexander Stewart’s encroachment 

on County Down society caused concern, his continued acquisitions in the area 

prompting Bernard Ward to write to his father, Michael to complain:

Have you heard that Stewart is about purchasing Galgorm

estate? If he gets that added to Newtown and Comber he will not

55 Will of Michael Ward, 16 June 1749 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/7/96).

56 Will of Bernard Ward, 8 Apr. 1769 (ibid., D2092/1/9/5).

57 Agreement, 9 July 1744 (Kerr Mss, D564/C1/1/MA).

58 Lord Hillsborough to Samuel Waring, 7 Feb. 1781 (Waring Mss, Waringstown House,

D0922); Robert Howard to same, 22 Feb. 1787 (ibid., D0923).
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have less than £7,000 p.a. in this neighbourhood which will give 

him a greater property than any commoner in this part of the 

world and give him opportunities enough of being troublesome.59 

In 1750 Stewart was again seeking to extend his holdings but did so by 

negotiating with the Mercers’ Company in the city of London. With no fixed 

attachment to County Down society, or its political balance, the Mercers took the 

pragmatic policy of selling their land to the highest bidder, a position which 

Stewart claimed since he was prepared to pay £16,500: £5,500 upon acceptance of 

his proposal, and a further £11,000 three months from the date of his contract. 

Once again ratification in the form of an act of parliament was required to make 

this transaction legal.60

Because the possession of land was so closely tied to social success its 

procurement could cause strife among the landed class as each man tried to 

augment his position to the detriment of others. Eighteenth-century Ireland is 

reported to have contained a large number of under-employed lawyers who 

encouraged their clients to go to law.61 If one examines the copious lawsuits 

associated with County Down landlords it would be easy to conclude that the legal 

profession was successful in this aim. Litigation could be protracted and expensive, 

a business that many suspected was manipulated by lawyers. In the 1770s John 

Hutcheson, Nicholas Bayly’s agent, commented that Trevor Stannus, a particularly 

litigious gentleman, had almost entirely ruined his estate by a variety of lawsuits so 

that ‘he blames his attorneys [sic] and they him’.62 This philosophy prompted 

Hutcheson to file a possessory bill in his own name after neighbouring landlords 

had encroached on Bayly’s land, in the hope it would ‘be attended with less 

expense than if you [Bayly] were plaintiff.63

Before a period of high quality maps, boundary disputes were a common 

occurrence. Daniel Mussenden and Roger Hall were involved in a legal battle over

59 Bernard Ward to Michael Ward, 10 Nov. 1744 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/6/94).

60 Journal of the British House of Commons, xxvi, 57-8.

61 W. H. Crawford, ‘Economy and society in eighteenth-century Ulster’ (unpublished Ph D. 

thesis, Q. U. B„ 1982), p.33.

62 John Hutcheson to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 16 Dec. 1774 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/107).

63 James Rooney to [same], 17 July 1750 (ibid., D619/21/B/91).
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the lands of Cabragh in 1757 whilst Nicholas Bayly had frequent squabbles with his 

neighbours, William Brabazon, Lord Clermont, Francis Fortescue, Trevor Stannus 

and Thomas Tipping.64 Although the amount of land in dispute might be worth no 

more than a shilling a year, divisions were guarded jealously as by acquiescing to 

even a small infringement on one’s land the way would be opened for further 

violations. When Holt Waring allowed a part of his mountain range to go 

unattended the resultant high levels of poaching and trespass gave the impression 

that no one owned the area and the bishop of Dromore ‘generously’ gave 

permission for a Mr Boyd to go shooting there. Apart from the symbolic loss, 

arguments concerning land divisions caused rentals to go down as few tenants 

would wish to lease disputed lands. This was the case on Michael Ward’s 

property, when the Bangor mosses were ‘rendered very little worth through the 

claims of [Robert] Blackwood and Mr Young’ .65 Alternatively, structural 

improvements on one estate could adversely affect another. When Lord 

Annesley’s miller built a weir in the river it was feared the Waring estate might be 

flooded. Eventually Annesley visited the spot himself and agreed to pay damages 

to his neighbour.66 To guard against such occurrences land was constantly 

surveyed and, if a rival was marking his estate, tenants were dispatched to prevent 

encroachments.67

The following correspondence, from the Gordon collection, shows how 

altercations over boundaries were regarded as a matter of communal concern in 

elite circles. In September 1758 Hans Hamill, a lawyer appointed by the Rev. 

Hutcheson Hamilton, contacted Robert Gordon to inform him that two of

64 In the years 1742, 1744, 1750, 1768-75 and 1770: Janies Rooney to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 19 

July 1742 (ibid., D619/21/B/35); memorandum by Sir Nicholas Bayly, 9 Feb. 1744 (ibid,, 

D619/14/A/3); James Rooney to [Sir Nicholas Bayly], 17 July 1750 (ibid., D619/21/B/91); 

same to same, 6 Aug. 1768 (ibid., D619/20/K71), John Hutcheson to James Nicklon, 11 Aug.

17 70 (ibid., D619/21/C/23); same to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 20 Apr. 1772 (ibid., D619/21/C/59); 

James Rooney to [same], 29 Jan. 1743 (ibid., D619/21/B/66).

65 Bishop of Dromore to Rev. Holt Waring, 12 Aug. [n.d.] (Waring Mss, Waringstown House, 

D0609); Patrick Dunn to Michael Ward, 4 Feb. 1756 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/8/59).

66 William Annesley to [-] Waring, 24 Aug. 1757 (Waring Mss, Waringstown House, DO 128).

67 James Rooney to [Sir Nicholas Bayly], 3 May 1750 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/B/90); John 

Hutcheson to same, 10 June 1775 (ibid., D619/21/C/118).
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Hamilton’s tenants had complained that Gordon was threatening to take a large 

area of moss from them. It transpired that both Gordon and Hamilton felt they 

owned the disputed lands. In order to prevent complex legal action each agreed to 

appoint a referee to adjudicate the case. Hamilton chose John Bailie and Gordon 

Robert Gillespie. These two men were to examine the litigants’ claims to the land 

by reading their statements, viewing that part of the estate and questioning the 

tenants who lived there. However, a year later the case was still not settled and 

Bailie was replaced by Robert Blackwood who resolved, in November 1759, to 

postpone his decision until the summer when the land would be drier and the days 

longer. He began his interviews with the tenantry in July 1760. After a week’s 

consideration, Blackwood suggested dividing the bog land in proportion to the 

amount of dry ground facing the marsh owned by each man. A month of 

prevarication ended when Hamilton agreed to these terms and a six-foot drain was 

dug to mark the division. Similar methods of arbitration were used when Sir John 

Blackwood and Robert Gordon disagreed over the placing of mearings on the bog 

between Drumragh and Rafffy in 1780 and 1781 68 At the start of such expensive

68 Correspondence surrounding a bog dispute, 3 Sept. 1758 - 29 Aug. 1760 (Gordon Mss, 

D4204/6/1/1/1-36); correspondence between Sir John Blackwood and Robert Gordon, 20 June 

1779 - 25 June 1787 (ibid., D4204/E/1/2/8-22). A bundle of letters and papers concerning a 

boundary dispute on the Rawdon estate at Ballynahinch shows the complexities of legal action in 

the eighteenth century. In the Rawdon verses O’Neill case. Lord Moira wrote to Lord Lifford, 

lord chancellor of Ireland, explaining that Hugh O’Neill held his land on a hundred-year lease, 

yet no fences or ditches had ever been put up. This resulted in cattle belonging to O’Neill’s 

tenants grazing on Moira’s property, with the subsequent feuds and disputes with the latter’s 

leaseholders. O’Neill’s continued refusal to have the ground surveyed prevented Moira from 

satisfactorily setting contracts for his lands. He therefore begged the chancellor to order a survey. 

During the tribunal two lawyers, whose decision was to be final and binding, were given power 

by the attorney general to examine all the witnesses produced. The proceedings were complicated 

due to the inadequacy of evidence: a recent map of the area was not exact enough as O’Neill’s 

‘people’ had prevented access to the contested area. Eventually, a land surveyor was sent to 

Ballynahinch and the two lawyers drew a black line on the map to declare how the land was to be 

divided and marked by a march ditch, made at the mutual expense of the two men. An itemised 

list gives an indication of the costs involved in litigation, a total of £9.0s.6d. Letters and 

correspondence relating to a boundary dispute on the Ballynahinch estate (Granard Mss,
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and prolonged proceedings emotions would already be running high and 

resentments were likely to linger.

4

Marriage could also either restrict access to or expand opportunities for, 

entrance into society. Alliances between landed families varied from pure love 

matches to the most economic of unions. It is impossible to gauge which type of 

marriage was the more prevalent, although in general the eighteenth century seems 

to have witnessed a shift from purely mercenary motivation to a degree of choice 

on the prospective husband’s part from a select group of suitable ladies. Even then 

matrimony was a family rather than an entirely personal, concern, particularly in 

the case of the eldest child, since family prestige and wealth depended on at least 

an equal match being made. Younger sons were often left to fend for themselves. 

Daughters, frequently married off at an age when they had little ability to object, 

could have their partners chosen for them as a means by which their family formed 

concordances with other members of their class.69 The diagram below shows the 

extensive intertwining of families through matrimony in County Down.

Waring

Hamilton

Southwell----Blackwood-T’rice —Maxwell Montgomery

Fofde—Bailie-rAiinesley

The picture produced is not surprising. As newcomers the Baylys, Stewarts 

and Mussendens had yet to penetrate the intricate pattern of kinship. The Hills and 

Rawdons, although well established, had few junctions with other families but this 

is due to the fact that they were absentees and, as major landholders and political

T3765/L/3/7/1-9); itemised list of costs, Lord Moira verses Hugh O’Neill, Hilary term 1775 

(ibid., T3765/L/3/7/4).

69 Habakkuk, Marriage, debt and the estates system, pp 146-66, 218.
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players, were in a position to marry either English ladies or young women from the 

Irish aristocracy. Arthur Hill was related by marriage to both Lord Midleton, who 

married Hill’s widowed mother, and the earl of Kildare, whose daughter wed Wills, 

1st marquess of Downshire. Sir John Rawdon married Lord Hillsborough’s sister 

and then Lady Elizabeth Hastings, sister of the marquess of Hastings.70

One family that significantly advanced its position through matrimony was 

the Stewarts. Alexander Stewart’s marriage to Mary Cowan, his first cousin, and 

heiress to her brother, the governor of Bombay, ‘before she was aware of what 

man or money was’ had been the means by which Alex had acquired the necessary 

wealth to purchase the family’s Newtownards and Comber estate. Alex’s son 

Robert improved even on this, marrying women of fortune twice in succession.

The first was the daughter of Lord Hertford, a former lord lieutenant and owner of 

vast holdings in Lisburn. One of the last acts of Hertford’s lord lieutenancy had 

been to recommend his son-in-law, albeit without success, for an Irish title. 

However Hertford’s political influence in Ireland still remained firm and, as 

Stewart’s Irish property was in the adjoining county, his son, another Robert, later 

Lord Castlereagh, was accorded the responsibility of managing the Hertford 

political interests in Ireland. In the post-Union period his career in British politics 

was to be significantly advanced by Hertford family influence - notably Lady 

Hertford’s friendship with the Prince Regent. In 1775, his first wife having died in 

1770, Robert Stewart snr. married the Hon. Frances Pratt, daughter of the first 

Lord Camden, a former lord chancellor of England. Camden was recalled to 

political life in 1784 and sat in Pitt’s Cabinet until his death in 1794. He became a 

political mentor to the young Castlereagh and, in 1789, obtained an Irish peerage

70 Roger Hall married Catherine Savage in 1740 and their two grandsons, Roger and Samuel, 

married into the Savage family once again at the turn of the nineteenth century. James Bailie 

married Jane, daughter of Francis Annesley, at the end of the seventeenth century; their son John 

married Jane Forde, daughter of Matthew, in 1720; and in turn their son James married into the 

Hall family in 1767. The Maxwells married into the Echlins during the middle years of the 

seventeenth century and the Annesleys, at the end of the eighteenth; another branch married into 

the Ward, Price, Montgomery and Waring families. The Magills, Colvilles and Wards were 

connected by marriages in the 1690s and 1740s respectively, and Francis Price and Charity Forde 

married in 1752. Linen Hall Library, Blackwood’s pedigrees.
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for the Stewart family. Later, in 1798, after the 2nd Earl Camden, now lord 

lieutenant of Ireland, made Lord Castlereagh his acting chief secretary, Castlereagh 

himself married, in 1794, Lady Emily Hobart the only daughter of the 2nd earl of 

Buckinghamshire.

The Downshires were also successful in gaining wealth and prestige through 

marriage. In the 1690s William Hill married the daughter of Michael Boyle, 

archbishop of Armagh, and in 1780 his great-grandson, the 1st marquess, inherited 

the Blessington estate in County Wicklow through this connexion. In 1786 the 

2nd marquess married Mary Sandys and inherited the Blundell estates in Down and 

King’s County. Moreover, in 1773 one of the 2nd marquess’ sisters had wed the 

first marquess of Salisbury, lord chamberlain from 1783 to 1804, which 

contributed considerably to the family’s standing at the English court.71

Relations and friends participated in each other’s most personal business. A 

1792 settlement concerning the nuptials of Thomas Waring and May Goddard 

involved five other County Down gentlemen.72 As the formal power of trustees 

was considerable, and they were closely involved in the affairs of the family, these 

men were usually chosen from friends and relations of comparable social status.73 

When Samuel Waring borrowed £450 from Roger Hodghinson in 1757 the Hon. 

Arthur Hill and the earl of Hertford were brought in as security (the Warings’ 

indebtedness to the Hills in the matter of patronage has already been discussed).74

Consequently an interest in genealogy became a preoccupation of those 

aspiring to social success. In 1761 Hugh Waring of Kilkenny wrote to the only 

other family bearing his name in Ireland, at Waringstown, to inquire whether there 

might be a connexion between them. While not wishing to ‘plume [himself] with 

borrowed feathers’ his claim was based on very flimsy information. He admitted to 

‘imperfect accounts’ of his own lineage and no knowledge of the County Down 

family. The smallest scraps of evidence were seized on to create a relationship,

71 A. P. W. Malcomson, The pursuit of the heiress: aristocratic marriage in Ireland 1750-1820 

(Belfast, 1982), pp 12-3, 36-7, 4-7.

72 Marriage settlement between Thomas Waring and May Goddard, [1792] (Waring Mss, 

Waringstown House, marriage settlement).

73 Habakkuk, Marriage, debt and the estates system, p. 65.

74 Receipt, 17 Aug. 1757 (Waring Mss, Waringstown House, D0507).
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such as vague similarities in coat of arms, livery, crests or mottoes although, as 

Waring admitted, time, fashion and intermarriage often changed these, and the 

favoured use of family names, in this case Thomas and William. Inquiries were 

also made of families of the same name in England.75

Connexions might be created or reinforced through the system of appointing 

godparents for one’s children. A recipe book at Rosemount records the progeny 

of William and Elizabeth Montgomery born between the years 1727 and 1755. For 

the ten infants the following godparents were chosen; the Rev. Mr Bacon, Mrs 

Bayly of Innishargy, Mr Hans Bayly, James Echlin, Mrs Ann Fortescue, Dean 

Gore, Miss Hall of Strangford, Mrs Hall of Killough, Mrs Anne Hall, Francis Hall, 

Miss Letitia Hall, Mrs Lucy Hardman, Mrs Hill of Belvoir, Arthur Hill, the Rev. 

Hugh Hill, Mrs Mary Hill, Mr Samuel Hill, Miss Sophia Hill, Lord Kildare, Mrs 

Alice Lambert, Mr Magill, the Rev. Edward Mathews, Mrs Mauleveres, Miss 

Maxwell of Rowbane, Mr Robert Maxwell of Finnebrogue, Mrs Montgomery of 

Drogheda, William Montgomery of Killough, Mrs Catherine Rowley, Frank 

Savage, William Savage of Kirkistown, Thomas Tenison, Mr Tipping, Archdeacon 

Usher, the Rev. Bernard Ward, Colonel Welch and Hugh Willoughby.76 The vast 

majority of these ‘parents’ came from Down or had strong connexions with the 

county and all were of the gentry class.

In a similar way strong bonds of friendship were sometimes forged to stand 

in the stead of blood ties. In the case of Thomas Dawson Lawrence this led to 

moral blackmail. In 1783 the young man berated Samuel Waring for failing to ease 

Lawrence’s entrance into County Down society, shamelessly telling Waring that 

My uncle in a conversation long before his marriage, told me,

Tom if you succeed me, in Samuel Waring you will find a Father 

look on him as such for I love him as a brother, a tear of 

sensibility stole down his manly cheek.

75 Hugh Waring to [-] Waring, 22 June 1761 (ibid., D0917); same to same, 8 Aug. 1761 (ibid., 

D0920); Robert Waring to [-] Waring, [c.1761] (ibid., D0925).

76 Recipe book, [n.d.) (Montgomery Mss, Rosemount).
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The letter concludes with the author arranging an appointment with Waring for the 

following Wednesday, a meeting at which he hoped to meet with a warm 

reception.77

But while family attachments could connect an aspiring gentleman with the 

great and the good in his county they might also bring contact with those of 

reduced rank. Another argument advanced by Stone for the openness of English 

society was the willingness of the elite to allow younger sons to trickle downwards 

through the social system.78 In 1751 Thomas Waring, son of the Rev. Thomas 

Waring of Moira, himself a younger son of William Waring of Waringstown, was 

apprenticed for £300 to John and Robert Scott, merchants in Newry. Despite his 

background Waring was not accorded a position of privilege within the Scott’s 

establishment. In return for his training, diet, lodging and washing, the young 

Thomas had to promise to serve his new masters and not to commit fornication, 

enter into matrimony, play cards or dice, or frequent taverns, ale houses or 

theatres. Although from this modest start he went on to become a well respected 

businessman, trading with mainland Europe and importing shiploads of goods of 

up to £38,000, Waring would have relied for his livelihood on his connexions with 

the expanding trading classes as well as the landed elite. Dickson notes a similar 

situation in County Cork for the same period.79

5

While the County Down gentry was a rigorously stratified social group with 

each individual seeking either to advance or at least uphold his position, the 

effective running of the county relied on good working and social relations among 

the governing elite. In the concluding section of this chapter the social intercourse 

of the upper classes will be described, their modes of entertainment, their social 

snobberies, the exclusive nature of their social circle and the geographical extent of 

social connexions.

77 Thomas Dawson Lawrence to Samuel Waring, 1 Nov. 1783 (Waring Mss, Waringstown House, 

D0928).

78 Stone, An open elite?, pp 5-6.

79 Correspondence of Thomas Waring with various business partners (Waring Mss, Waringstown 

House, D0129, D0174, D0169, D0284-413); Dickson, ‘An economic history of the Cork region’, 

p.92.
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On her third visit to County Down, in 1750, Mary Delany employed a harpist 

to accompany the dancing of the young people who congregated twice weekly at 

her home. Dinner parties were another source of amusement. In 1782 Lady Moira 

recorded that she had entertained 20 guests to supper.80 These were visitors at the 

local spa on whom Lady Moira called and was ‘at home’ to for card playing and 

gossip. This she considered a hardship to be borne, but consoled herself that, ‘as 

they dance almost every night I shall have no need of balls’. A month later the 

Moiras were planning to host their own soiree.81

Calling at each other’s homes was a frequent diversion. During a winter in 

Dublin Mary Delany, in one morning alone, sat for over an hour with Mrs 

Hamilton and then visited Lady Rawdon who had been so keen to make Mrs 

Delany’s acquaintance that she had initiated the first visit. This friendship 

continued for some years.82 Others with whom Mary had social relations included 

the Annesleys, Baylys, Thomas Breton (a local curate), the Conways, Fordes, 

Hamiltons, Leonergans, Mathews, John Trotter (agent to Edward Southwell),

Lady Anne Ward and Lady Anne’s daughter, Theodosia Magill. A guest might stay 

all day, as Charity Forde did with Mary Delany in 1752, when she came requesting 

advice concerning her love life. Mary’s admonitions must have been salutary, for 

two years later Charity again passed a day with the Delanys, this time as Mrs 

Francis Price.83 For even longer periods house parties were arranged. On one 

occasion at Belvoir, the home of the Hillsboroughs, twelve acquaintances arrived 

to stay.84 This social life created cross-county links: Michael Ward and his family 

enjoyed a trip to Cushendall and Glenarm in the company of the Boyds and the

80 Mary Delany to Ann Dewes, Aug. 1750, printed in Lady Llanover (ed.). The autobiography 

and correspondence of Mary Granville. Mrs Delany with interesting reminiscences of King

George III and Queen Charlotte (3 vols) (London, 1861), ii, 580-2; Lady Moira to Lady Granard, 

20 June 1782 (Granard Mss, T3765/J/9/19).

81 Same to same, 13 July 1782 (ibid., T3765/J/9/25); same to same, 10 Dec. [1782] (ibid., 

T3765/J/9/37); same to same, 11 June 1783 (ibid., T3765/J/9/42); same to same, 24 Aug. 1782 

(ibid., T3765/J/9/31).

82 Mary Delany to Ann Dewes, 26 Jan. 1753, printed in Llanover (ed.), Autobiography and 

correspondence, iii, 198-200; same to same, 5 May 1759 (ibid., iii, 550-3).

83 Same to same, 26 Sept. 1752 (ibid., iii, 157-60); same to same, 26 July 1754 (ibid., iii, 288-9).
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sub-sheriff of County Antrim. The landed gentry of Antrim also came south, many 

enjoying the benefits of the Ballynahinch wells.85

While the summer months tended to see social interaction within the county 

the winter saw the city come to life. Dublin balls could be quite magnificent. In 

September 1755 Lord Powerscourt, a member of Lady Rawdon’s social circle, 

gave a dance on a Monday night from which his guests did not return until the 

following evening. Lord Charlemont, another friend of the Rawdons, rented the 

city’s music hall for a similar event and promised it would ‘make Lord 

Powerscourt’s no more to be remembered or spoke of 86 Other Dublin 

entertainment included trips to the theatre.87 Theodosia Magill, as Lady Gilford, 

socialised even further afield in London, and the Hillsboroughs also had a home in 

the English capital at which Mary Delany’s niece attended a reception. Even a 

minor gentry family like the Warings contemplated visiting friends in England.88

However, for public events County Down also competed favourably. In 

1750 Mary Delany compared the Downpatrick assembly to ‘the Gloucester ones 

that we used to have before Whitfield’s was the fashion’.89 Two years later, still in 

County Down and obviously feeling the social strain, she was complaining that, ‘ all 

this neighbourhood are now in an uproar of diversions. They began last 

Wednesday and are to last till Saturday, each day a horse race, assembly and 

ball’.90

84 Same to same, 1 Oct. 1758 (ibid., iii, 511-6).

85 [-] Boyd to Michael Ward, 23 July 1725 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/2/129); Lady Moira to 

Lady Granard, 1 June 1783 (Granard Mss, T3765/J/9/1/40).

86 [-] Wash Cotes to Lady Rawdon, 18 Sept. 1755 (ibid., T3765/M/3/14/7).

87 Lady Moira to Lady Granard, 3 May 1792 (ibid., T3765/J/9/2/2).

88 Mary Dewes to the Rev. John Dewes, 1763, printed in Lady Llanover (ed.), The autobiography 

and correspondence of Mary Granville. Mrs Delany with interesting reminiscences of King

George III and Queen Charlotte (2nd ser., 3 vols.) (London, 1862), i, 9; same to same, 16 Mar. 

1763 (ibid., p.14); A. Blakiston to Samuel Waring, Dec. 1764 (Waring Mss, Waringstown House, 

D0137).

89 Mary Delany to Arm Dewes, 16 Sept. 1750, printed in Llanover (ed.), Autobiography and 

correspondence, ii, 590-1.

90 Same to same, 10 July 1752 (ibid., iii, 136-8).
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Despite this seemingly light-hearted mixing, these events were submerged by 

snobbery and battles for status. After one particular gathering, Mary exclaimed, 

how magnificent are the Wests! I wish I had some of her fine 

things here to make my neighbours stare, but as for pine-apples I 

can almost vie with them, having had ten sent me from Dublin 

since I came here.91

Mary could also be slighting if her contemporaries did not reach the standards she 

expected. Of her neighbour Lady Anne Annesley, she remarked. ‘She is daughter 

to my Lord Tyrone [and] such another slatternly, ignorant hoyden I never saw, and 

the worst of it is she is very good-humoured but will be familiar’. Later in the same 

letter she described a dinner party at Lady Anne’s home as ‘a mere rabble rout’.92 

Another poor man, whom Mary encountered at an assembly, was put down as 

‘such a no-dancer, a mopstick with a brown dirty mophead’.93 Charlotte Rawdon 

was outraged when visitors to the local spa commented that her sister Kitty had 

obviously not studied the social graces. To outwit the Misses Boyle, who had 

made this damning comment, Charlotte and Kitty befriended a young girl and 

insisted on dressing her up in feathers and beads but, as Lady Moira foresaw, ‘the 

dirty gauze was canvassed, the sloop condemned, and the sullied feathers 

indicated’ .94 Another story, told by Lady Moira, illustrates how social gaffes could 

be excruciating. At the home of Lady Shelburne who, according to Countess 

Moira, was ‘fine and formal to an excess’ and who scarcely spoke or did the 

honours of her table from pride and consequence, the duchess of Buckingham, 

dubbed naive, instead of conversing about the opera, inquired if her fellow diners 

had seen the cow with two heads. Lady Moira exclaimed ‘you may conceive the 

astonishment of the superfine minister of state’s lady’.95

The importance of social events in reflecting social status is best seen from 

an investigation into that most socially exclusive of sports, hunting. Throughout 

the eighteenth century upper-class Europe distanced itself from popular

91 Same to same, 9 Sept. 1758 (ibid., iii, 509-11).

92 Same to same, 10 Sept. 1744 (ibid., ii, 322-6).

93 Same to same, 9 Sept. 1758 (ibid., iii, 509-11).

94 Lady Moira to Lady Granard, 24 Aug. 1782 (Granard Mss, T3765/J/9/31).
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amusements while still maintaining the aristocratic tradition of recreation and 

leisure. Hunting, fishing and shooting took on a new significance.96 Before the 

Down hunt was formed in 1757 a rotation of squires entreated large contingents of 

mutual friends to dine, hunt and sleep at their homes for a week at a time. When 

this arrangement was formalised the first rule quoted in the records of the Down- 

hunt decreed that a gentleman could only be admitted if every member agreed; a 

system of black-balling operated. To propose a friend or acquaintance a fine of £5 

on top of the annual subscription of £3.8s. 3d. was required. In 1774 a new rule, 

designed to impose greater discipline upon this procedure, stated that a quorum of 

20 members was essential for each vote.

Appearance was equally regulated. A uniform of ‘dark green cloth frock’ 

bound with a border of gold lace, gilt buttons and a green velvet cape with the 

words ‘the Downe hunt’ engraved on every button was mandatory on at least one 

day of the week’s hunting or a fine of a guinea would be levied. In 1762 this was 

amended so that uniform should be worn every day or a fine of five guineas be 

imposed. The rule may have been flexible, for in 1769 it was resolved that the 

ordinance be now strictly enforced. By 1773 73 members were listed in the 

treasurer’s book.97

From its commencement the club placed a strong emphasis on its social 

function, being the first hunting and dining club founded in the British Isles. In 

1773 £62.14s.6d. was paid to Edward Darley, presumably an inn keeper, along 

with a remittance of £1.2s.9d. to a Mr Faylor for oysters.98 The correspondence

95 Same to same, 1 Aug. 1782 (ibid., T3765/J/9/29).

96 Gareth Williams, ‘Sport and society in Glamorgan 1750-1980’ in Prys Morgan (ed.), 

Glamorgan countv history: vi. Glamorgan society 1780-1980 (Cardiff, 1988), pp 382-7.

97 Gawin Rowan Hamilton, Annals of the Downe hunt (Belfast, 1903), pp 5-32; Down hunt 

account book, 1774 (Montgomery Mss, Rosemount).

98 Treasurer’s book of the Down hunt, 1769-73 (ibid.). Horse racing was even more prestigious. 

When John Waring Maxwell was governor of the Downpatrick race meeting in the 1790s his 

friend Thomas Pottinger tried to save him £40-50 on the expense of a governor’s plate, and Lord 

Castlereagh was brought in to help, as by 1799 he was deemed one of the accepted leaders of 

county’s society who would have the necessary contacts in Dublin. Thomas Pottinger to John 

Waring Maxwell, 21 May [n.d.] (Maxwell Mss, D1556/18/13/8); same to same, Mar. 1799 (ibid., 

T1023/166).
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between Thomas Pottinger and John Waring Maxwell illustrates the binding 

experience of the hunt. When Eldred Pottinger decided to set up a pack of hounds, 

his friends from County Down all donated dogs and their ‘poor friend Henry 

White’ was treated with great concern when he fell ill. In order to raise funds for 

White’s relief Maxwell determined to pay White the absolute full value for his 

horse and a second friend acted as mediator " Appendix 1, an extract from a 

folder compiled by Gawin Rowen Hamilton at the turn of the century, listing the 

original members of the Down hunt up to 1780, gives an indication of the social 

profile of the membership of the club and also of the geographical extent of the 

County Down elite’s social life and marriage patterns. While the information 

provided is by no means complete it does show that of the 134 men listed 74 

resided in County Down the rest coming predominantly from Counties Antrim, 

Armagh, Louth and Tyrone. Thirty five of the County Down men have their 

marriage patterns recorded, with eleven wedding young women from within the 

county. Twelve County Down huntsmen were M.P.s at some point and 17 were 

high sheriffs. Thirty six were either peers themselves or were closely related to men 

of title.

In the subsequent pages it is necessary for the reader to bear in mind that the 

County Down landed class differed from similar groupings in Ireland as a whole in 

that it was well established and large in number. However it was not homogenous 

as members ranged from those with vast wealth to the owners of one or two 

townlands. Some gentry were resident, others absentee, but all had an interest and 

an input into local affairs no matter how limited their affluence, power, length of 

tenure or family connexions.

This thesis is intended to provide an overview of the gentry’s personal world 

and civic life in the mid-eighteenth century, as well as an illustration of how they 

related both to their tenants and to their fellow landlords. The intention is to 

convey an understanding of how one section of the Irish landed community 

successfully ran one small area of Ireland in a comparatively under-researched 

period, between two great eras of political ferment. With these thoughts in mind,

99 Same to same, 14 Sept, [c.1795] (ibid., D1556/18/13/9); same to same, 30 Oct. 1794 (ibid.,

D1556/18/13/2).
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the thesis is divided into two parts, concerning first the private world of the elite, 

and secondly their functioning in the ‘public sphere’. The first section deals with 

estate management (incorporated under two chapters, landlord-tenant relationships 

and the role of the agent and middleman), and the physical surroundings of the 

elite, in regard to architecture, the most enduring legacy of this class and their art, 

furniture and libraries, which to quote Rosenheim ‘are explicable as the 

deployments of cultural claims to superiority intended to fortify their social 

position against challenge’.100 In regard to the gentry’s involvement in public life, 

we will look at local expenditure on infrastructural improvements and economic 

improvement in general, involvement in the affairs of the established church, 

attitudes to Roman Catholics, electoral machinations, and lastly the emergence of 

‘independent’ politics at the end of the period, as gentry power at last came under 

challenge.

100 Rosenheim, Emergence of a ruling order, p.2.
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Chapter 2: Estate management
The aspect of the lives of landlords which provides the most documentation, as 

well as representing the ultimate source of their wealth and position, is 

landownership and estate management. Having survived the turbulence of the 

seventeenth century, which had seen the replacement of the Gaelic system of land 

tenure with the English regime of proprietor and tenant, the 1641 uprising and the 

Williamite wars, the chief policy of those English and Scots who remained was to 

safeguard and preserve their estates. However, there were many factors to contend 

with. The effects of the Williamite settlement had yet to provide a stable political 

environment in many areas, while agriculture remained frequently depressed by 

poor seasons and fluctuating prices. In addition, Ulster continued to adjust to 

changes in the size and distribution of its population.1 Nevertheless, by the second 

quarter of the eighteenth century many Ulster towns showed signs of steady 

development and by 1750 Ireland was beginning to respond more vigorously to the 

twin forces of population growth at home and demand for Irish goods from 

abroad, particularly agricultural produce and linen. This progress continued and in 

the course of a generation Ulster became the most economically and socially 

advanced of the four Irish provinces.2

This revolution could only be implemented because of the congeniality that 

existed in this period between landlord and tenant. This chapter, organised into 

three sections, discusses how landlords sought to promote a healthy rapport with 

their tenants. The first section addresses the issue of how landlords arranged their 

estates to facilitate good relations. This was done by choosing leaseholders who, it 

was hoped, would be both solvent and malleable, and then establishing well 

understood ground rules in the form of the lease, at this time a relatively new 

device for small and middling tenants. In these documents agreements concerning 

security of tenure, payment of rent and improvement covenants were laid out.

1 W. H. Crawford, ‘Economy and society in south Ulster in the eighteenth century’ in Clogher 

Record, vii (1975), p.19.

2 Peter Roebuck (ed.), Macartney of Lisanaure 1737-1806: essays in biography (Belfast, 1983), 

P-2.
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Once tenants were on the land the second section argues that attempts of the 

landlord to influence estate interaction took three forms: first, positive affirmation 

which involved a paternalist input into the tenants’ lives in the form of economic 

assistance, intervention between agent and tenants, and well-timed acts of leniency 

and benevolence; second, contractual agreements based on the premise that both 

landlord and tenant had certain traditional rights centred on natural justice; and 

third, negative enforcement, which encompassed the monitoring of property, 

distraint, eviction and intimidation.

The final section shows how these three methods were employed in the 

collection of rents - the chief factor in the landlord-tenant nexus. Throughout the 

chapter it will be argued that dealings between landlords and tenants should not be 

viewed, as popular historiography might have it, as a downtrodden mass ruled by 

absent, tyrannical landlords, intent on optimum profits with no concern for the 

general good, but as an organic relationship with landlords and agents aiming to 

maximise profits while maintaining peace and harmony on estates.

At the outset, a word of warning is required concerning the evidence. Owing 

to the practices of rundale and subletting it is impossible to obtain a complete 

picture of the number of tenants on each estate. Surviving rent rolls show an 

average of 41 tenants on the Blundell demesne, ranging from 29 in 1746 to 50 in 

1754 and 30 tenants on the Savage estate, again ranging from 14 to 52 between 

1746 and 1778; while the only full rentals recorded in the Mussenden and Anglesey 

collections, from 1753 and 1756 respectively, have 54 and 79 tenants. Obviously 

these were the bare minimum; the integer could easily be doubled, at the very least. 

For instance in 1766 James Savage, the local agent at Dundrum, gave Henry 

Hatch, the Dublin lawyer employed by the Blundells, details of the number of 

under-tenants on a Mr McClatchy’s holding: three men were named.3 However in 

situations such as this it was hoped by contemporaries that the small numbers of 

direct tenants would allow the landlord or agent to get to know each leaseholder

3 Rent roll, 1746 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/23); rent roll, 1754-5 (ibid., D607/A/139); rent roll, 

[aft. 1746] (Savage Mss, D552/B/2/1/159); rent roll, 1765 (ibid., D552/A/4/2/2); rent roll, 1772 

(ibid., D552/B/3/2/139); rent roll, 1774 (ibid., D552/B/3/2/141A); rent roll, 1778 (ibid., 

D552/B/3/1/46); rent roll, 1753 (Mussenden Mss, D354/175A); rent roll, 1756 (Anglesey Mss, 

D619/7/1/8); Janies Savage to Henry Hatch, 8 Feb. 1766 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/264).

35



personally. This was the practice on the Leveson Gower estates in Staffordshire 

during the 1720s.4

Rent levels also varied and, again, large tenants may have been middlemen or 

have held their land in partnership and consequently were not liable for the full sum 

stated on the rent roll. On the Blundell demesne rents averaged £2 in 1747 but 

ranged from £1 to £43 with a total rental of £400. The median on the Savage 

estate was £5, with a range of £1 to £18. In 1766, £10 per townland was the 

standard on the Angleseys’ manors.5 The size of the portions of land rented by 

each individual were again diverse. In 1747 holdings on the Blundells’ land ranged 

from one rood and 30 perches, inhabited by the widow Monaghan, to 467 acres 

held by William Maitland.6

The terms by which tenants held their land varied still further. For instance, 

some tenants held their land at will. While in theory this meant that these men were 

under greater landlord control the proprietor had to take care that tenants did not 

exhaust the land or refuse to continue with the lease and leave him desperately 

trying to find new tenants. While in an English context J. R. Wordie has argued 

that on the Leveson Gower estates it was amply demonstrated that this class of 

tenant improved as energetically as those with a lease, the County Down landlords 

preferred 21- or 31-year leases or a lease for three lives to encourage tenants of a 

high calibre to settle on their estates. Under the provisions of a three-life lease 

three names were placed on the rental agreement and the tenant occupied the land 

until the death of all nominated.7 When his lease expired the farmer would hope 

that he could persuade his landlord, by claiming that he had behaved as a good 

tenant and made substantial improvements, to extend the lease at a new rent based 

on the current value of the land.8 This security was very important to him. Nothing

4 J. R. Wordie, Estate management in eighteenth-century England: the building of the 

Leveson-Gower fortune (London, 1982), p.29.

5 Rent roll, 1747 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/23); rent roll, 1765 (Savage Mss, D552/A/2/2); rent 

roll, 23 Apr. 1766 (Anglesey Mss, D619/7/1/32). Figures are rounded up or down to the nearest 

pound.

6 Rent roll, 1747 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/23).

7 Wordie, Estate management, pp 59, 30; rent roll, 1747 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/23).

8 Crawford, ‘Economy and society’, p.20.
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created as much bitterness as an attempt by a landlord, or his agent, to turn out a 

tenant. It is an historical commonplace that Ulster remained relatively free from 

agrarian disturbance because of the local custom which gave tenants some 

protection and guaranteed they would not lose the benefit of any amendments they 

might make.9

Obviously relations between landlord and tenant were influenced by these 

variables. Moreover, each landlord would have his own particular style of 

management. The Blundell estate during the 1750s is an example of what could 

occur when landlord-tenant rapport broke down. By contrast, Michael Ward was 

paternalist in character. The Baylys had a contractual relationship with their 

tenants while Daniel Mussenden and, more specifically, his son William were hard- 

headed businessmen in their dealings. What follows must, of necessity, be no more 

than a cursory examination of the differing methods of estate management in 

Down. Nevertheless it may still afford some insight into the functioning of Irish 

estates in this period. It should also be stressed that because of constraints of space 

only a few examples are used to support each argument being forwarded. These 

should not be viewed as representing all the available documentation but as 

samples of evidence for illustration of observable general trends.

1

Before an estate could be managed it had to be set. This section addresses 

the question of how landlords chose aspiring tenants and the stipulations they laid 

down explaining their expectations of those who rented their land. Care was taken 

to choose tenants who were potentially solvent and malleable. In 1759 James 

Savage of Dunleady complained to Henry Hatch, Blundell’s attorney, that one 

reason for the indebtedness on the Blundell estate, apart from bad management, 

was the turning out of good tenants to bring in beggars.10 Deposits were required 

from aspiring leaseholders. In 1745, when contemplating the distraint of crops, 

Charles Disney, Michael Ward’s agent, asked his master’s permission to re-set the

9 W. H. Crawford and Brian Trainor (eds.). Aspects of Irish social history (Belfast, 1969), pp xi- 

xii.

10 James Savage to Henry Hatch, 21 Mar. 1759 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/189).
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lands of those who could not give security for their rent." Often substantial sums 

would be involved. In 1785 Richard Atkinson, who offered to pay £100 for a 

division of the townland of Mullerton, was prepared to advance £500 or £1,000 

bail.12 A long established history of tenure was also regarded as an indication of 

reliability. Rent proposals in the Anglesey papers all state the length of time the 

tenants had resided on the estate and both sides were eager that established men 

were to be given the preference over strangers.13

If ‘unknowns’ were considered as possible tenants a frequent prerequisite 

was the production of character references. Lord Blundell inquired at Mitchell’s 

Bank for a statement concerning the reputation of John Blackwood who intended 

taking over a large section of the Blundell estate in the 1750s. Various other 

recommendations for would-be tenants were sought from ‘the gentlemen of 

Down’.14 Such endorsements would not necessarily be superficial. When Charles 

Brett, agent at Castleward, wrote a testimony for a certain Jack Joyce he informed 

Ward:

He does not appear to me to be altogether so industrious as the 

other thinks him and as for his means I know of none but that he 

has succeeded his father as parish clerk, his wife keeps a school 

for young seamstresses.

Brett heartily disapproved of Joyce’s father-in-law, a notorious drunkard, for, ‘if 

he get footing with him will keep him idle and the whole town in an uproar and I 

am sure caution in this matter will be very necessary’.15 Any sitting tenant found

11 Charles Disney to Michael Ward, 20 July 1745 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/7/30).

12 Rent proposal, Richard Atkinson to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 21 July 1785 (Anglesey Mss,

D619/6/96).

13 John Hutcheson to same, 25 May 1774 (ibid., D619/21/C/97); [-] Bromgoole to same, 3 Nov. 

1751 (ibid., D619/22/A/40); Robert Draper to Sir Edward Bayly, 28 July 1734 (ibid., D619/6/4); 

Rowland Savage to same, 20 Nov. 1734 (ibid., D619/6/64).

14 Henry Hatch to Lord Blundell and William Turnbull, 31 May 1753 (Downshire Mss, 

D607/A/23); Henry Waring to Bernard Ward, 19 Mar. 1757 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/8/70).

15 Charles Brett to Michael Ward, 10 Nov. 1749 (ibid., D2092/1/7/105).
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unworthy was, if possible, dismissed. This was the case for Alex Patterson, 

neither ‘an improving tenant nor a person with a good character’.16

Once selected, it was becoming increasingly common for tenants to sign 

leases with appropriate stipulations regarding rent payments and improvement 

covenants. These were important administrative tools and were carefully phrased 

to avoid future disputes. James Savage remarked that, at Dunleady, 

the tenants on that estate in general are reduced, except very few.

What else can be expected, as no lease or encouragement can be 

given to any tenant, ejectments served on them almost every 

year, no tenant will raise marl without a lease, and without marl 

the yearly rent will not be got.17

The relative benefits and drawbacks concerning the length of leases have already 

been discussed.

In order to set their land to best avail landlords had to be aware of the value 

and condition of their estate. Surveys were far from cursory. A 1771 investigation 

of Mullerton, on the Bayly estate, took five days on an initial examination, to 

ascertain the different qualities of land and their respective advantages and 

disadvantages, as it was a large townland including an extensive tract of 

mountain.18 At Dundrum, before Henry Hatch, Lord Blundell’s attorney, carried 

out a tour of inspection, tenants held their farms at a very low rate. At first rent 

proposals were for a mere continuance, but once the inhabitants were informed of 

the Dublin agent’s visit they knew this hope was doomed to failure. The fact that 

Nicholas Bayly’s coastal farms were rich in supplies of kelp was also suppressed.19 

On the other hand having a landlord who was well versed in the circumstances of 

his estate could profit the tenants as it allowed land to be set to best effect. When 

Hatch realised that many Dundrum tenants had no access to marl he was able to 

calculate a method of dividing up the land so that there was enough of this material 

for every farm. He had further grasped the need for a drain to facilitate entry to the

16 John Blackwood to same, 13 July 1741 (ibid., D2092/1/8/72).

17 James Savage to Henry Hatch, 5 Dec. 1757 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/171).

18 John Hutcheson to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 31 May 1771 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/52).

19 Henry Hatch to Lord Blundell and William Turnbull, 11 July 1747 (Downshire Mss, 

D607/A/23); John Hutcheson to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 28 Dec. 1765 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/1).
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nearby bog.20 A review of the Maxwell estate in 1787 gave the principal reason, in 

this case at least, for a proper arrangement of farms. The intention was to curtail 

the constanttfespassing of tenants on each other’s lands, so preventing frivolous 

complaints being brought before the landlord or agent and promoting better 

relations on the estate. That surveys were as much for the tenants’ as the landlords’ 

benefit is again suggested by James McClatchy’s covering letter, which 

accompanied a 1769 survey of the Waring estate. There McClatchy made it clear 

that his decisions concerning the divisions of land had been based as much on 

tenant consultation as a scrutiny of the farms.21

Even after the paperwork had been completed agents reported instances of 

tenants trying to evade the landlords’ mandates by fraudulent means. Three-life 

leases could be prolonged by neglecting to inform the lessor when the chosen 

names died or, even better, by transferring the life from one man to a son or 

nephew who carried the same name. Letters from agents provide running 

commentaries on the state of‘lives’ health and clauses were inserted into 

agreements specifying that anyone who had been absent for six years and did not 

appear after six months of being given notice would be adjudged dead.22 Despite 

this difficulty three-life leases rather than 31 years were preferred on the basis that 

at the end of a set period tenants would let their lands go into a decline which did 

not happen with three-life leases, they being of uncertain demise.23

Once they had signed their covenants, farmers were expected to keep their 

holdings in prime condition and carry out improvements such as planting orchards 

and hedges, digging ditches or building dwelling houses and offices. Before 

handing out a lease for a bleachyard to Arthur Hammill, Daniel Mussenden made

20 Henry Hatch to Lord Blundell and William Turnbull, 28 Apr. 1747 (Downshire Mss, 

D607/A/23).

21 Map, June 1787 (Perceval-Maxwell Mss, D14218/F); James McClatchy to Samuel 

Waring, 5 Mar. 1769 (Waring Mss, Waringstown House, D0181).

22 John Hutcheson to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 27 Oct. 1778 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/177); James 

Rooney to same, 21 Nov. 1741 (ibid., D619/21/B/27); John Hutcheson to same, 4 Oct. 1773 

(ibid., D619/21/C/86); James Rooney to same (ibid., D619/21/B/34).

23 Henry Hatch to Lord Blundell and William Turnbull, 1 Aug. 1754 (Downshire Mss, 

D607/A/23).
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an inventory of all the instruments and utensils in the building to insure they were 

returned in good working order. Non-compliance was punished. In 1742 one 

tenant, Mr McClenaghan, was fined £300 for waste on his vacated land. Residents 

were also penalised for refusing to grind their com at an assigned mill, as well as 

for non-performance of other obligations.24 Additionally subletting was 

discouraged, as it was believed that if people were only set as much land as they 

could occupy themselves they would be compelled to live on it and treat it with 

consideration. Moreover, a direct tenant tended to pay his rent with greater 

punctuality.25 Mussenden stipulated in his leases that tenants who consigned their 

land to anyone except a child or near relation would be charged double rent. In 

theory this gave landlords an exclusive choice over who utilised their lands.26

Leases also encompassed problems yet to be discovered. To exclude himself 

from the responsibility of any future county rates Daniel Mussenden decreed that 

Thomas McCreery ‘pay all taxes, subsidies, assessments, impositions, public 

charges whatsoever which now are, or hereafter shall be, charged or imposed on 

the said demised premises’.27 As the century progressed and increasing demands 

were made on the public purse, his son, William, again transferred accountability to 

his leaseholders. In 1779 Robert McKown had to agree not only to contribute to

24 Using the landlord’s mill had to be stipulated, since millers, who had a reputation of wrong 

dealing, were rarely popular members of farming communities. D. R. Hainsworth, Stewards, 

lords and people: the estate steward and his world in later Stuart England (Cambridge, 1992), 

p.74; lease, Robert Kyle to James Reid, 23 July 1746 (Mussenden Mss, D354/116); lease, Andrew 

Savage to Rev. James Armstrong, 13 Sept. 1741 (Savage Mss, D552/B/1/2/201); inventory, 16 

Feb. 1756 (Mussenden Mss, D354/163); memorandum by Sir Nicholas Bayly, [n.d.] (Anglesey 

Mss, D619/14/C/2).

25 Henry Hatch to Lord Blundell and William Turnbull, 27 Aug. 1747 (Downshire Mss, 

D607/A/23).

26 Lease, Daniel Mussenden and Thomas Jamison, 20 Apr. 1753 (Mussenden Mss, D354/124). 

The subdivision of estates in Ulster to provide small holdings for linen weavers had been the 

subject of complaints to the Dublin Society as early as 1737 but, as weavers were able to pay 

higher rents than farmers, the process of subdivision continued on an increasing scale throughout 

the century, so that by 1800 in Co. Armagh, for example, the average size of farms was only five 

acres. W. H. Crawford, ‘The rise of the Irish linen industry’ in L. M. Cullen (ed.), The formation 

of the Irish economy (Dublin, 1969), p.31.
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the county cess in order to finance the construction of a school house but also to 

sublet a section of his farmland for the proposed building.28 Additionally landlords 

were aware of the possibility of future diversification and the exploitation of estate 

resources. When renting land in 1750, Robert Nevin inserted a clause into his 

leases declaring his rights to ‘all mines, minerals, quarries, timber, trees now 

standing and growing, and all other royalties, privileges, immunities and franchises 

whatsoever’. The Anglesey family commissioned a survey of their estate in the 

1730s and 1750s to ascertain if mining of coal or copper would be a suitable 

option.29

However the prerogatives demanded by landlords were not so draconian as 

initial inspection may make them appear for negotiation was an essential factor in 

landlord-tenant communication. In a year blighted by bad harvests Sir Nicholas 

Bayly refused to collect the duty off the herring boats at Carlingford and Newry. 

On the Savage estates, although Patrick Savage had the right to first refusal on any 

trees planted by his tenant, Edward Savage, if the two men could not reach a 

suitable compromise regarding the price, an oath-bound panel of twelve people 

was appointed to value the property. These men were, in all likelihood, fellow 

tenants and, if Patrick refused to meet their assessment, Edward was free to sell his 

timber elsewhere.30 Again, while Daniel Mussenden was permitted to send 

workmen on to his tenants’ land to bore for minerals and coals, he was obliged to 

pay any damages.31 Other rules could be ignored. Alexander Hardy, the official 

miller for the Blundells, complained that the tenants of only two and a half 

townlands brought their com to him, the rest going elsewhere.32

27 Indenture, Daniel Mussenden to Thomas McCreery, 1750 (Mussenden Mss, D354/123B).

28 Lease, William Mussenden to Robert McKown, 23 June 1779 (ibid., D354/244).

29 Indenture, Margaret and Robert Nevin to Robert Smith, 10 Feb. 1750 (Maxwell Mss, 

D1556/18/3/1); articles of agreement between Sir Edward Bayly and John Ducker, 1737 

(Anglesey Mss, D619/14/A/2); James Rooney to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 2 July 1751 (ibid., 

D619/21/B/102).

30 Sir Nicholas Bayly to John Hutcheson, 26 Dec. 1768 (ibid., D619/21/C/3); lease, Patrick 

Savage to Edward Savage, 1 Nov. 1767 (Savage Mss, D552/B/1/2/256).

31 Indenture, Daniel Mussenden to Thomas Jamison, 20 Apr. 1753 (Mussenden Mss, D354/124).

32 Alexander Hardy to Adam Williams, 15 Jan. 1760 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/202).
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Furthermore the terms of agreement should not be seen as fiats imposed on 

unwilling underlings. Often suggestions for rental arrangements came from farmers 

themselves, as did the desire for leases. In 1747 John Callister, Joseph Hill, John 

Kennedy, John Magee and Robert Mason offered Blundell 5s. per acre for their 

holdings, provided that they all obtained individual contracts. Their example was 

followed by other men on the estate.33 In some cases tenants would even offer for 

other men’s land, undermining the very custom of secure tenure so praised in 

Ulster. In the same year as his fellow farmers made a bid for leases, John Savage 

tendered for the 90 acres formerly possessed by James Hill and William Magee.

He desired the usual liberty for turf and water as there were none on the farm, and 

agreed to pay £20 a year for the first four terms and £25 p.a. for the remaining 

27.34 Occasionally landlords took advantage of this lack of solidarity by placing 

advertisements in the local newspapers inviting all to compete for land, although 

this practice was not universally prescribed. John Moore, agent to the Annesley 

family at Clough, ascribed the motivation behind it to a landlord’s determination to 

set to the highest proposer, without regard or indeed humanity to the old tenants.35 

The difficulties of this procedure were thrown into stark relief when over- 

enthusiastic bidders allowed prices to rise to unprecedented heights, only to 

discover that once on the land they could not meet their obligations. In 1774 

Owen Treanor agreed to advance his rent from 23 to 25s. per acre but soon found 

the commitment lying heavily on him. John Hutcheson, the agent employed on the 

Anglesey estate, admitted to Sir Nicholas that he had thought the land was set too 

high but looked upon it as his duty to insist upon Treanor fulfilling his promise.36

33 Rent proposal, John Callister, Joseph Hill, John Kennedy, John Magee, and Robert Mason to 

Henry Hatch, 21 Apr. 1747 (ibid., D607/A/32); rent proposal, John Callister, William Edmiston, 

Joseph Hill, John Kennedy, James Magee, and Robert Mason to same, 19 Aug. 1747 (ibid., 

D607/A/44); rent proposal, John Savage to same, 1 May 1747 (ibid., D607/A/33); Hugh Gwyn to 

same, [c.1749] (ibid., D607/A/102).

34 Rent proposal, John Savage to same, 1 May 1747 (ibid., D607/A/33).

35 John Hutcheson to James Nicklin, 18 Oct. 1770 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/33); John Moore to 

[-] Chester, 27 Dec. 1775, printed in W. H. Crawford (ed.), letters of an Ulster land agent. 1774- 

85: the letter books of John Moore (Belfast. 1976), p.10.

36 John Hutcheson to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 25 May 1774 (Anglesey Mss,

D619/21/C/97).
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Tenants were keen to acquire a contractual agreement as they felt it gave 

them greater legal protection if their relationship to the landlord was well defined. 

On occasion lawyers would be employed by tenants intent on challenging a 

landlord who they felt was over-riding his authority. The law was not inevitably 

weighted towards the ruling classes, as leases guaranteed security for tenants and 

required landlords to prove any case against them, usually before a jury almost 

invariably composed of other tenants.37 For instance, in the 1750s, William 

Mussenden’s tenants sought advice regarding their right to cut turf and brought the 

issue to court where they met with success. Two years later on the Blundell estate, 

when the bailiff confiscated a cow for non-payment of rent, the hapless fellow was 

served with a replevin, demanding his arrest if the livestock were not returned.38

Nevertheless, leases were viewed in the main as a necessary evil by the 

gentry as a formalised relationship with the lower classes seemed to create a 

willingness to co-operate on the tenantry’s part allowing them to feel they had a 

long term stake in the land. When Nicholas Bayly took over his father’s estate, his 

agent required the local farmers to pay a penny and sign and seal a document 

acknowledging Bayly as the new owner and promising to pay him their rent.39 This 

system proved very beneficial to estate relations. In one instance Robert Draper 

had promised Bayly that he would make a proposal to rent a mill on the townland 

of Abbeylands. Draper realised, however, that this would not facilitate optimum 

estate efficiency. He therefore regarded himself as duty bound to act in Bayly’s 

interests and put forward a counterproposal to build a mill, or even mills, on those 

parts of the estate where it would best suit the Anglesey tenants.40

Before delving into the nature of the landlord-tenant relationship, it is 

therefore necessary to be aware of what we might think of as a typical County 

Down tenant. In general, he was a man bound not only by a written contractual

37 Crawford, ‘Economy and society’, pp 33-4.

38 Robert Allen to William Mussenden, 18 Feb. 1758 (Mussenden Mss, D354/338); Daniel 

Mussenden to Lord Lifford, [n.d.] (ibid., D354/204); Alexander Hardy to Adam Williams, 15 

Jan. 1760 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/202); copy of replevin, 15 Nov. 1760 (ibid., D607/A/213).

39 Agreement between Sir Nicholas Bayly and the tenants of Muchgrange, 23 Apr. 1766 

(Anglesey Mss, D619/5/5).

40 Robert Draper to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 30 May 1740 (ibid., D619/22/Ay30).
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agreement, the lease, but also by unwritten custom. This obliged him to pay his 

rent and obey local custom but also gave him a lasting investment in the 

community, a solid legal position in regard to his landlord and the right to make 

improvements. These circumstances made landlord-tenant communication in 

Ulster easier, in theory, than in the other Irish provinces. However section two will 

show that good estate relations were not achieved without additional effort.

2

Some members of the gentry class had fixed romantic views concerning the 

peasantry and their work. In a letter describing a visit to Downpatrick, Mary 

Delany, the English wife of the Anglican dean of Down, who socialised 

remorselessly with the local elite, remarked

I am very sorry to find here and everywhere people out of 

character, and that wine and tea should enter where they have no 

pretence to be, and usurp the rural food of syllabub. But the 

dairymaids wear large hoops and velvet hoods instead of the 

round tight petticoat and straw hat, and there is as much foppery 

introduced in the food as in the dress, the pure simplicity of the 

country is quite lost!41

Mary’s artwork reflects this attitude. Her sketch of the road between Mount 

Panther and Belville [Illustration 1] portrays country life at its most idyllic. The 

road is winding, peopled at regular intervals with various forms of labour on 

display. In one field wheat is being cut and piled into haystacks, in imitation of a 

neighbouring meadow in which work has already been completed. Women sow 

seed in another enclosure and, in a fourth, two seated men watch cattle graze. The 

countryside is filled with neat, relatively large, farmyards and cottages and on a 

nearby hilltop a protestant church stands watching, as if in approval of the scene. 

However this emphasis on her ‘inferiors’ is unusual in Mrs Delany’s work: often 

they simply disappear into the scenery. An etching made on her trip to 

Downpatrick [Illustration 2] devotes very little detail to the farmhouse in the

41 Mary Delany to Ann Dewes, 21 June 1745, printed in Lady Llanover (ed.), The autobiography 

and correspendence of Mary Granville. Mrs Delany with interesting reminiscesnces of King

George III and Queen Charlotte (3 vols) (London, 1861), ii, 362-6.
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background and, while a rather humble dwelling appears in ‘A view of Belville in 

the county of Down belonging to the Reverend Mr Bayly’ [Illustration 3], its 

inhabitants are shadowy figures, a mother holding a child at the door and a third 

unidentified figure sitting inside.

The reality was very different, for the eighteenth-century farming classes 

could neither be idealised or ignored. The following, a summary of the Savage- 

Hatch correspondence in the Downshire papers, is a good example of a 

breakdown in estate relations. On the 21 April 1757 a battle over an attempted 

ejectment was fought on the Dundrum estate. On one side stood the sub-sheriff, 

supported by ‘ten able resolute men’; on the other 30 men in arms, many dressed 

in women’s clothing covered with white shirts and their faces disguised. Two 

shots were fired at the sheriff who narrowly escaped death when three pellets 

penetrated his hat. Another man received a hand injury before the law enforcers 

called a retreat, for John Trimble, ringleader of the dissidents, had sworn he would 

prefer death to eviction. The land surrounding Trimble’s holding had been laid 

waste, trees and hedges having been cut down and homesteads left in ruins. 

Attempts to collect rent were futile and cattle were in no fit state to be distrained. 

Even if they had been, Trimble, to the delight of his fellow tenants, had terrified the 

bailiff into resigning his office.

This story had begun in 1723, when John Trimble was set 435 acres, 

containing Monylean farm, one of the best on the Blundell estate, with an annual 

rental of £65.12s.0d. Trimble, a protestant, was related by marriage to a Dr 

Joshua Fullers, a clergyman of‘fortune and note’, who pledged £50 security on the 

lease. As one of the largest lessees, Trimble sublet his land to a considerable 

number of under-tenants, all protestant, and gained influence over neighbouring 

farmers. From as early as 1746 problems regarding rent payments on Trimble’s 

holding caused concern. Despite assurances, remittances were not forthcoming 

and James Gwyn, the receiver, was perplexed as to how to retrieve them. Distraint 

would in all likelihood cause financial ruin for the under-tenants yet bring in little 

profit for Blundell as they owed little. It would also be a laborious process. Money 

was scarce and too many people were frightened of bidding for Trimble’s goods.

46



By 1754 Trimble owed £150 yet continued to farm his land regardless.

He held his under-tenants’ allegiance through threats of having them shot or having 

their homesteads burnt down, so they persisted in paying rent to him even when 

Lord Blundell, the original landlord, gave orders to the contrary. Robert Isaac, 

Blundell’s agent, realised that to distrain such a ‘desperado’ and his set of‘people’ 

would take a posse of men. Yet none would risk their lives to help. The aid 

eventually mustered in 1757 was lured only by promises of substantial monetary 

reward. By 1755 Trimble had reached more amicable agreements with his tenants 

until they were as rebellious as he. Several attempts were made to recover arrears 

but with little success. Blundell’s position was weakened as a dispute had been 

persisting since 1755 over who held the title to the estate, William Macartney, the 

main lessee, or Blundell, the original proprietor. Because Trimble had influential 

connexions (including Lord Annesley), James Savage, the agent who succeeded 

Gwyn, believed that if Trimble were sent to gaol he would be relieved. A decision 

given against Trimble in March 1755 did not prevent him selling his grain. He 

declared that, as there was an order made against his person since the previous 

Easter (presumably a warrant for arrest), he would not allow his goods to be 

touched. His confidence was so great that he even threatened to take legal action 

of his own, alleging that the bailiffs unauthorised distraining had lost him many 

under-tenants.

Real hatred fuelled these negotiations, as Savage was a catholic who, Isaac 

remarked, caused the tenants to ‘hate like the devil’. In 1754 Savage was ordered 

by Macartney to convert, but five years later was still regarded as a ‘papist’. 

Alexander Hardy, a tenant on the Downshire estate, complained,

I think it is cruel in Mr Savage to use any of the ancient tenants 

in this estate in such a manner, and really with more severity than 

he usually does his own sort, who are all newcomers in.42 

This, in all likelihood, was a reference to the first catholic tenants to be introduced 

on to the Blundell lands in March 1758. Savage’s manner was also unfortunate. 

From his appointment as bailiff he consistently refused to negotiate with the 

tenantry and instead demanded rent immediately on threat of distraint. One tenant,

42 Alexander Hardy to Henry Hatch, 26 Mar. 1759 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/190).
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Jane Gwynn, was so incensed that she wrote to Henry Hatch complaining of 

Savage’s behaviour, and saying that she would only pay her rent if the attorney 

would sanction it.43

The denouement, when it came, was an anti-climax. Along with ten others 

Trimble appeared before the local grand jury, only to die of fever in late October 

1757, before any punishment could be invoked. But, despite warnings that they 

risked being proclaimed, his mob continued their actions. Arrears soared in 

August 1758 to £410.4s. Id., as various tenants, particularly Trimble’s sons, were 

quick to ape his behaviour. The Trimble men were reported to be carrying guns 

and threatening any who opposed them by cutting timber or committing similar 

waste on their lands. Anyone who farmed their late father’s land did so at his own 

peril. The situation proved infectious, and other tenants began bearing arms and 

taking legal proceedings when their goods were confiscated by Blundell in an 

attempt to bring in the rent. By 1761 this scenario was universal across the estate 

and rent collection remained difficult well into the 1760s.44

Although an extreme case (unique indeed in the surviving documentation), 

Trimble’s story illustrates most of the strains involved in the landlord-tenant 

relationship. Although eighteenth-century landlords could be regarded as the 

natural leaders of society their power did not go unquestioned. Peter Roebuck has 

also discovered this to be the case in Yorkshire in the same period.45 None the less, 

such challenges should not be seen as attempts at revolt but more as serious 

irritants which forced the individual proprietor to develop a flexible relationship 

with his tenants. In the area of estate management supremacy was indeed retained 

by the landlord but only after an elaborate process, involving negotiation, the 

assertion of authority, and even the occasional capitulation. What follows will 

examine the different approaches deployed by individual landlords at various times 

to cultivate a workable arrangement between themselves and their tenantry. These

43 Jane Gwynn to Henry Hatch, 8 Dec. 1755 (ibid., D607/A/135).

44 Correspondence of James Savage and Henry Hatch, 2 July 1743 - 7 Sept. 1761 (ibid., 

D607/A/14-223).

45 Peter Roebuck, Yorkshire baronets. 1640-1760: families, estates and fortunes (Oxford, 1980).
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methods have been grouped under three headings: positive affirmations, 

contractual agreements, and negative enforcement.

When positive affirmation was utilised the ideology of paternalism was 

strongly present. An unknown source writing to Lady Anne Bligh, wife of 

Bernard Ward, saw landlord-tenant interaction in the form of a Christian mission, 

preaching that it was ‘morally your interest and religiously your duty’ to return to 

Ireland in times of distress, and once there to spend money in order to give 

sustenance and employment to the poor.46 In a letter intended to be read 

posthumously Bernard’s father endeavoured to inculcate similar values into his 

son. Michael Ward saw his tenants as an extension of his family. He recommended 

that Bernard always carry on business with ‘civility and good address’ and 

professed to regard the estate as an organic unit, each member owing the other 

mutual respect. Anyone not complying with this philosophy should, he felt, be 

required to leave.47 In practice Michael Ward appears to have followed his own 

advice, although he could be doctrinaire, as shown by his efforts to dictate to his 

tenants which miller they should use.

The paternalist image of the landlord was encouraged by the stress laid on 

estate boundaries. In the event of attack from outside landlords moved to reassure 

those within that they would be protected. Thus James Savage was quick to 

prevent encroachment on the Blundell inhabitants’ fishing rights when 

neighbouring tenants of John Gibbons intruded.48 The message was reinforced by 

physical symbols. After continual disputes with Trevor Stannus, a substantial 

middleman on the Anglesey estate, concerning each other’s precincts. Sir Nicholas 

Bayly demanded that the townland of Mallaghtee be traced and proper landmarks 

erected, the most usual being mearing ditches, so that ‘forever hereafter’ the 

boundary divisions of the land should be distinct.49 Tenants were summoned to 

attend surveys and ditches were dug according to the information they provided. 

This allowed the tenantry to see estate barriers, not as artificial devices designed to

46 [-] to Lady Anne Bligh, [n.d.] (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/6/56).

47 Michael Ward to Bernard Ward, [n.d.] (ibid., D2092/1/7/121).

48 James Savage to Henry Hatch, 26 July 1756 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/150).

49 Memorandum by Sir Nicholas Bayly, 9 Feb. 1744 (Anglesey Mss, D619/14/A/3).
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defend landlord property, but as comforting reminders of their identity as tenants 

on an estate who were afforded the sanctuary of a benevolent lord.50 When Samuel 

Montgomery’s horse was distrained for grazing on the moss belonging to the 

neighbouring Ward estate, John Blackwood, his landlord, contacted the seneschal 

of the manor, requesting a replevin and agreeing to stand security for all costs and 

damages incurred.51 Even on their own estates, situations where landlords were 

able to mediate between tenants and agents or middlemen afforded them the luxury 

of being able to keep at one remove from the instigation of unpopular measures 

and to be seen as the final court of appeal. Complaints ranged in importance from 

an agent refusing to sell timber for repairs, to tenants begging to be released from 

an over-repressive middleman intent on doubling their rent.52

The landlord, as head of his ‘family’, was the obvious person to approach for 

favours; for example, if a tenant’s son needed an apprenticeship or employment 

was desired on a revenue boat.53 It would be hard for the tenant thereafter to 

challenge the man to whom he owed his good fortune. Economic assistance came 

in the everyday running of estates, not just in exceptional circumstances. On their 

manors both Ward and Bayly hired boats to transport the tenants’ barley and kelp 

to wherever the highest prices could be obtained. Bayly’s vessel was engaged 

every week on this account and his agent swore that the cotters and poorer tenants 

faced financial ruin without it. Again this is similar to the Yorkshire model 

described by Roebuck.54 Gratitude could also be cultivated by well timed acts of 

leniency which often cost nothing. One exemplification was the postponement of 

rent payment until there was the prospect of a rising market, or allowing a good 

tenant, who had fallen into arrears following temporary misfortune (for example in

50 John Hutcheson to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 10 June 1775 (ibid., D619/21/C/118).

51 John Blackwood to Charles Brett, 21 Sept. 1754 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/8/41).

52 Alexander Hardy to Henry Hatch, 26 Mar. 1759 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/190); petition of the 

tenants of Beighnah to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 12 Mar. 1778 (Anglesey Mss, D619/11/6).

53 Robert Ward to Michael Ward, 17 Jan. 1730/1 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/4/54); William Hull 

to [Lord Hillsborough], 26 Nov. 1778 (Downshire Mss, D607/B/41A).

54 Thomas Parkinson to Michael Ward, 23 Jan. 1743 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/6/69); John 

Hutcheson to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 2 June 1779 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/183); Roebuck, 

Yorkshire baronets, p.40.
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the form of cattle infection or personal illness), to repay in instalments.55 However, 

other acts of paternalism did place a financial burden on the landlord. In 1775 

John Bowen Benson, a gentleman of very good character, enjoying £2,000 p.a., 

possessing excellent political connexions and intending to make ‘considerable 

improvements’, offered Bayly a guinea per acre for land held by unreliable tenants 

paying 25s. Economic rationalism, in that Benson was more likely to pay his rent 

in full and on time, would have dictated leasing to him but Bayly regretfully had to 

decline as he was under an engagement to the sitting tenants. A landlord’s word, 

once given, had to be kept.56

Landlords also indulged in more ostentatious displays of benevolence. Apart 

from the charter schools, which will be discussed in Chapter 7, hospitals were a 

popular form of charitable endeavour. A report into the state of the County Down 

infirmary for 1772 annexed a list of 56 governors for life and subscribers, which 

was virtually a roll call of the County Down landed elite. In total they contributed 

£681.3s.2 3/4d. p.a. to care for 92 resident and 736 non-resident patients.57 

Edward Southwell founded an almshouse at Downpatrick for old family retainers, 

giving sustenance to twelve people at a time, and Robert Nedham appointed a plot 

of ground in Newry to provide a similar institution for six ‘reduced’ protestant 

families.58

To prevent endowments appearing too institutionalised, individual gifts were 

given to the ‘deserving poor’. A form of charity was preferred that would enable 

tenants to become self-reliant. In his will, Michael Ward, a prize example of a 

paternalistic landlord, left a portion of his landed profits to be distributed yearly in

55 Charles Brett to Michael Ward, 10 Nov. 1749 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/7/105). References to 

rent postponements can be seen in petitions of the period where tenants asked the landlord to be 

‘kind’. This meant the landlord reducing the rent covertly by retaining the existing remittance on 

the rent roll while agreeing to accept a lower rent from the tenant. This allowed the landlord to 

provide relief in bad times while maintaining the nominal annual value of the estate. Hainsworth, 

Stewards, p.58.

56 John Hutcheson to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 10 June 1775 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/118); Sir 

Nicholas Bayly to J[ohn] Bowen Benson, 21 June 1775 (ibid., D619/22/B/37).

57 A state of the Co. Down infirmary, 24 June 1772 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/9/20).

58 Walter Harris, The antient and present state of the countv of Down containing a chorogranhical 

description with the natural and civil history of the same (Dublin, 1744), pp 23, 92.
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apprenticeship fees, fishing tackle, books and alms, and Bayly befriended poor 

widows by donating ‘a good wheel or so much flax as may come to 6s.6d. each’. 

The total of £6.10s.0d. was equivalent to the rental of a small farm.59 This again 

echoes Roebuck’s conclusion for Yorkshire, where, he noted, private philanthropy 

was generally deemed more appropriate to dynastic endeavour than public 

subscription.60 Landlords were careful to preserve a monopoly in public charity. 

When a local farmer died, leaving four orphans, neighbouring tenants took on the 

rent and wished the surplus to be donated to the children, but Michael Echlin, 

Ward’s agent, discouraged this, maintaining that for pragmatic reasons Ward 

himself should remain in control of the infants’ care.61 At a time when there was 

little or no social security these gifts could literally be lifesavers. This is best 

illustrated by the pitiful pleadings of Patrick Dobbin of Ballyonyan who in 

advancing years found himself, because of‘age and infirmity’, rendered incapable 

of sustaining himself or his family and humbly begged that Bayly, being a ‘worthy 

bountiful and charitable person’, would take his case into consideration.62 (There is 

no record of the family’s response).

Despite landlord paternalism tenants were not persuaded into unthinking and 

automatic compliance. Their economic prosperity was important to the landlord in 

assuring him of his rent, and landlords preferred, even needed, co-operation. The 

relationship involved negotiation and mutual exchange of benefits. This is where 

contractual agreements played their part and tenants were quick to remind 

landlords of past favours and to anticipate reward. The ‘humble’ petition of Bryan 

Moumahan to Sir Nicholas Bayly can be used as an example. Moumahan held a 

kiln on the Anglesey estate but this had been confiscated by the agent and given 

over to another miller. Moumahan recalled how he had refused to allow any 

gentleman to encroach on Bayly’s boundaries and related that, during Bayly’s last 

visit, when Moumahan had shown the mearings of the manor (markers of estate

59 Will of Michael Ward, [n.d.] (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/7/96); John Hutcheson to Sir Nicholas 

Bayly, 11 Aug. 1779 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/185); rent roll, 1778 (Savage Mss, 

D552/B/3/1/46).

60 Roebuck, Yorkshire baronets, p.41.

61 Michael Echlin to Michael Ward, 9 Mar. 1739/40 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/5/46).
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boundaries) to surveyors, Bayly had promised that Moumahan should never be 

disturbed from his holding.63 This idea often had such a grip that it could be carried 

to extremes. Charles Disney remonstrated to Ward that there were 

certain folks here who imagine because they call themselves old 

followers of your family have therefore a right to sit undisturbed 

though some of them are extremely unworthy.64

However, not all the methods used by landlords were as positive as these. 

Under the banner of negative enforcement, landlords, while placating their 

tenantry, also had to establish limits that could not be infringed. This was 

important, as the virtue of leniency could often become a fault, for tenants would 

exploit any sign of weakness. In 1742, when contemplating the case of a tenant 18 

months in arrears, Nicholas Bayly’s agent, James Rooney, observed that the delays 

in collection of rent caused by the lengthy probate following Sir Edward Bayly’s 

death, when the Anglesey tenants had refused to pay knowing they could not be 

evicted or have their goods confiscated, had created a persistent habit of reluctance 

throughout the estate.65 On the Blundell lands, discipline in the gathering of rent 

slipped to such an extent that indebted tenants were able to run away in broad 

daylight without anyone trying to stop them.66

The response of landlords to delays in the payment of rents is described 

below but in other areas the only way to re-impose estate discipline was to 

maintain a constant, watchful presence and to make it clear to all that it was the 

landlord not the tenant who was in charge. Bayly showed his lease-holders that he 

was always aware of his own property and his tenants’ treatment of it. In 1770 he 

requested that all the trees on his estate be listed and marked and employed a bailiff 

to keep guard to prevent waste and destruction. Anyone circumventing his 

authority had his turf seized as an example to others.67 If such vigilance did not

62 Petition of Patrick Dobbin to Sir Nicholas Bayly, [c. 1766] (Anglesey Mss, D619/11/1).

63 Petition of Bryan Moumahan to same, 7 Mar. 1775 (ibid., D619/11/5).

64 Charles Disney to Michael Ward, 11 Jan. 1745 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/7/76).

65 James Rooney to [Sir Nicholas Bayly], 5 Dec. 1741 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/B/29); same to 

same, 7 Nov. 1741 (ibid., D619/21/B/42).

66 John Willock to Henry Hatch, 21 Apr. 1759 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/194).

67 Sir Nicholas Bayly to John Hutcheson, 28 Feb. 1770 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/12); John
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succeed and landlords became overburdened with petty crime the area of conflict 

was removed altogether. Thus John Hutcheson advised James Nicklon to sell off 

all the trees on the Anglesey estate or ‘they will be destroyed and nothing got for 

them’.68

A constant landlord presence was as good a deterrent to prospective trouble

makers as absence encouraged defiance. James Hanlon, one of Bayly’s under

agents, reported that while two chief tenants, Trevor Stannus and Mr Clarke, were 

ready and willing to serve their governor when he was in the country, as soon as he 

had departed their loyalty disappeared. In 1745 Stannus was embroiled in a 

boundary dispute with Bayly and agreed in January to settle when his landlord 

arrived in the spring but in the interim he worked hard to get all the bog carried 

away so that when Bayly returned to take possession, nothing would be left.69 No 

wonder that shortly after Nicholas Bayly had inherited the estate his agent, James 

Rooney, urged him to reside on his land for a season as ‘you will come to a 

thorough knowledge of your estate, and have an opportunity to let some of your 

neighbours there know you won’t be trifled with’.70 Sir Marmaduke Constable, of 

Everingham and Rasen in Yorkshire, encountered similar problems during his 

absences from the north of England.71

In order to re-establish authority over unruly tenants, landlords often chose 

to administer sharp reprisals. In the case of Stannus, court proceedings were begun 

even though Rooney admitted the ground in question was not worth a shilling a 

year. What was at stake was the principle of encroachment on Bayly’s land.72 

Vengeance could come as long as thirty years after the event. In the 1740s tenants 

on the land of a Mr Marshall had refused to accept Bayly as their landlord. In 

1776 Marshall became involved in a dispute with Bayly, giving Hutcheson, the

Hutcheson to James Nicklon, 11 July 1770 (ibid., D619/21/C/22).

68 Same to same, 12 Oct. 1770 (ibid., D619/21/C/32).

69 James Rooney to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 4 Jan. 1745 (ibid., D619/21/B/67); James Hanlon to same, 

5 Apr. 1766 (ibid., D619/22/F/12).

70 James Rooney to [same], 4 Jan. 1743 (ibid., D619/21/B/67).

71 Roebuck, Yorkshire baronets, pp 186-94.

72 James Rooney to [Sir Nicholas Bayly], 29 Jan. 1743 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/B/66); same to 

same, 7 Jan. 1745 (ibid., D619/21/B/68).
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agent, the opportunity to have Marshall’s under-tenants served with ejectments.

The dissidents were turned out of their homes and the doors nailed up, except for 

one man who agreed to sign a legal document accepting Bayly’s authority.73

In other dealings blatant intimidation was not ruled out. Despite his 

paternalist leanings, when Michael Ward established his salt mill at Killough he 

ordered the local tenants at Killough ‘at their peril’ only to buy salt from his 

representative. Magarry, the miller, was to keep a record of all the names and 

addresses of his customers so that Ward would be aware of who ‘doth or doth not 

buy’. This was a procedure initiated by Robert Maxwell on his estate and other 

landlords, including Arthur Hill, Roger Hall and John Gibbons, planned to follow 

suit.74 When landlords could be so severe, rumours of their displeasure, even if 

false, might intimidate tenants. In 1728 the townland of Ballygilbert was put up for 

public sale, yet no one would bid for it because it was said that either Lady Ward 

or Lady Ikerrin might break through the lease at anytime.75

All the precautions detailed in this chapter could have profitable results for 

landlord-tenant relationships. In 1772 Hutcheson was pleased to report to Bayly 

that the repairs to the ramparts at Greenore had cost only a fraction of the 

predicted price as the tenants had insisted on working free of charge, save for ‘a 

little liquor morning and evening’.76 Others viewed their landlords with less 

equanimity. In the same letter, describing the method of ensuring that tenants 

bought their salt at Ward’s mill, Michael Ward’s brother, Robert, expressed 

surprise that some took pleasure when Michael’s granary wall fell down.77

In the 1770s when the Hearts of Steel outrages erupted, in a lower-class 

response to levies of cess designed to finance road construction in the county, the 

agitation did not appear on Anglesey’s land since he had a benevolent attitude to 

his tenants. An attack was reported at Newry in March 1772: Alexander 

Stewart’s haystacks were burnt down and Edward Southwell’s agent, John

73 John Hutcheson to same, 2 July 1776 (ibid., D619/21/C/137); same to same, 10 July 1776 

(ibid., D619/2l/C/139).

74 Michael Ward to Robert Ward, 16 Feb. 1740 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/5/68).

75 James Hamilton to Michael Ward, 4 Dec. 1728 (ibid., D2092/1/4/42).

76 John Hutcheson to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 10 Nov. 1772 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/69).
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Trotter, John Blackwood and others were threatened, but Southwell’s man 

discovered that by refusing to react when the first two letters were sent to him a 

third did not appear. Some threats continued to be made, and a few were carried 

out, but mostly to those who ‘made the greatest bustle about them’. Where 

landlords were reasonable, refusing to provide an obvious target, tenant solidarity 

was not sufficient to foment any real trouble.78

William Mussenden, a Presbyterian proprietor at Larchfield, three miles east 

of Hillsborough, was probably the most domineering landlord, possibly because he 

was an arriviste, his father having made his money in trade. In general, those who 

acquired estate and title through commercial activity were inclined to be hard on 

their tenants, possibly feeling that this was the way to emphasise their position in 

the landed elite.79 Of all the County Down gentry it was Mussenden who suffered 

most at the hands of the Steelboys. In early February 1772 George Vaughan, his 

caretaker, heard that the Hearts of Steel planned to attack Larchfield the following 

week. Vaughan returned to the house, hoping that his presence would prove a 

deterrent, but to no avail. In the dead of night 300 armed men, almost certainly 

local, surrounded the house, swearing they would see it in flames before they left. 

Attempts at pacification proved useless, only provoking threats that the door 

would be burnt down to make Vaughan swear oaths on peril of death. After shots 

had been fired at the defenceless house, Vaughan agreed to come out and write to 

Mussenden, stating the determination of the Hearts of Steel to lay waste the estate 

and their threat to Mussenden’s life, to Vaughan’s if he remained, and to any bailiff 

or agent who attempted to collect the county cess. The situation was so 

intimidating that it was impossible to employ a guard: no one could be appointed 

from so untrustworthy a tenantry.80

3

77 Robert Ward to Michael Ward, 16 Feb. 1740 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/5/68).

78 Grand jury presentments at Co. Down, [n.d.] (Tennison-Groves Mss, T808/15015); John 

Trotter to [-], 23 Feb. 1771 (Southwell Mss, T582 (1), fol. 131); John Hutcheson to Sir Nicholas 

Bayly, 20 Apr. 1772 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/59).

79 Roebuck, Yorkshire baronets, p.36.

80 George Vaughan to [William Mussenden], 20 Feb. 1772 (Mussenden Mss, D354/1035).
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To illustrate how positive affirmation, contractual agreements and negative 

enforcement worked in practice, it may be useful to take as a case study the 

collection of rent, the central feature in any landlord-tenant relationship and the 

one with the greatest potential to cause controversy. Leases in the Savage and 

Mussenden papers, and letters of the Anglesey, Downshire and Ward families, 

reflect this concern, and indicate similar arrangements for the defrayal of rent on 

most County Down estates. Remittances were to be paid retrospectively in equal 

amounts, twice yearly, on the first days of May and November. Failure to comply, 

usually within the period of 21 days, would cause goods to be distrained. By owing 

half a year’s rent tenants were kept in subjection, both politically and socially, as 

the money could be exacted at any time.81 An account sent to Michael Ward in 

1739 by his bailiff, Francis Lascelles, enclosed a list of the possessions confiscated 

and eventually sold when one Richard McElmale fell behind in his rent. The 

tabulation demonstrates the categories of goods involved: two cows sold at 

£2.14s.0d., barley and oats to the value of £5.5s.0d., and a mare and colt worth 

£1.2s.9d., with 14s.4d. charged for labour, drawing and watching.82 If the sum 

raised by the sale of these goods was insufficient, eviction threatened to follow. 

Daniel Mussenden took an even stronger line. His leases, which were printed 

(leaving one to surmise they were the general issue), bound tenants with penal 

sums of £10 or £50 payable on demand, but made void if all rents and agreements 

were complied with.83

Despite these precautions, all the landlords whose papers have been 

examined recorded difficulties. In May 1750 six of Anglesey’s 15 tenants were in 

arrears to the value of £230.4s.9d., when the half-yearly rent due was 

£369.16s. lOd. In 1763 the proportion of tenants in arrears rose to 14 out of 22 

but fell to six out of 20 in 1765, who between them owed only £128.1s.0d.

81 W. A. Maguire, The Downshire estates in Ireland. 1801-1845: the management of an Irish 

landed estate (Oxford, 1972), p.53.

82 Francis Lascelles to Michael Ward, 20 Jan. 1739 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/5/62).

83 Lease, Daniel Mussenden and Thomas Jamison, 20 Apr. 1753 (Mussenden Mss, D354/124).
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Blundell, whose annual rental was £789.7s.5d. in 1754, reported arrears in August 

1747 of £263.18s.8d.84

Those paternalist landlords choosing a positive approach realised that refusal _ 

to pay rent was not invariably a case of open defiance. In at least some 

circumstances poverty was to blame. Landlords and agents took trouble to apprise 

themselves of the difficulties which some tenants had. In 1745, James Rooney, 

Anglesey’s agent, lamented that, even if all the cattle he had distrained were sold, 

he would not recover the rents. In a later crisis John Hutcheson, Rooney’s 

successor, attributed the struggle to obtain remittances to a scarcity of money, 

exacerbated by the high rate of exchange with England and inflated prices, and 

combined with a depression in the linen industry.85

If late payments were perceived to originate from the depressed condition of 

the economy rather than the shortcomings of individual tenants, a flexible approach
— ] W’A-«

todelaysm discharges was apparent. In March 1740 Michael Echlin, agent to 

iVIichael Ward, stepped in to prevent bailiffs seizing the assets of a deceased tenant, 

and Bayly instructed his agent in 1768 not to distrain on the fishing boats’ yearly 

duties as the yield of the herrings had been poor.86 In periods of general distress 

rent abatements would be introduced. It was believed that indulgence in times of 

hardship would make defrayal prompt in years of abundance. Agents were as quick 

to report good harvests or fairs as they were bad seasons.87

However, other evasions of rent were more deliberate and in all probability 

were a result of the contractual nature of the landlord-tenant connexion. An itniate 

sense of justice was strong among tenants. The practice of rundale, where land 

was held jointly by several lessees, was profitable but only until one or more of the 

occupiers fell behind in their obligations. Although technically bound to pay their

84 Rent roll, 1 May 1750 (Anglesey Mss, D619/6/98); rent roll, 1 Nov. 1765 (ibid., D619/7/1/19); 

list of arrears, 1 Nov. 1765 (ibid., D619/9/3); list of arrears, 19 Aug. 1747 (Downshire Mss, 

D607/A/45); rent roll, 1755 (ibid., D607/A/139).

85 James Rooney to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 4 Jan. 1745 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/B/67); John 

Hutcheson to same, 4 July 1773 (ibid., D619/21/B/67).

86 Michael Echlin to Michael Ward, 9 Mar. 1739/40 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/5/46); Sir 

Nicholas Bayly to John Hutcheson, 26 Dec. 1768 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/3).

87 Robert Isaac to Henry Hatch, 1 Sept. 1747 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/48).
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fellow tenants’ arrears, the remaining holders often felt this unjust. In 1745 

Stephen Rolleston, agent for Michael Ward, reported that while, ‘I told Flaherty 

what he must expect if he did not clear off the arrears, he said it was not reasonable 

to expect that he should pay other men’s debts’.88 Furthermore, when a lease fell 

in, it was common that on renewal the rent should be amplified to take account of 

any increase in agricultural prices and in the value of land during the interval; but 

this disconcerted tenants who believed these raises deprived them of the benefits of 

their own work. At Curryglass in 1745 Rolleston tried to increase tariffs but found 

‘the tenants absolutely bent to throw up rather than raise the rent’.89 Natural justice 

did not merely affect payments of rent; often tenants felt they had other unwritten 

rights. In one particular lawsuit, the tenants of Ballymurry quoted tradition as 

having established their title to dig for turf on the Mussenden estate although their 

leases included no stipulations on this matter.90 When Anglesey introduced a 

system of tokens to enable his tenants to cut on bog land, even though the tickets 

were free, many continued to harvest regardless and nearly killed the turf bailiff, 

Laurence Murphy, waylaying him at night as he returned from issuing passes.91

Repudiation of rent could be a means of showing dissatisfaction at how an 

estate was being managed. When Robert Isaac took over the receivership at 

Clough, on the Downshire estate, many tenants disapproved of his appointment.

To make his point, one man, while agreeing to pay the rent, stated he would not 

hand over receiver’s fees.92 Payments could also be delayed to hasten business 

transactions. Trevor Stannus, a substantial if troublesome tenant, would not ‘pay 

one penny either of arrears or rent’, until the mill accounts and other business he 

wished to see settled were completed.93 Agrarian disturbance in Down accorded in 

the main with E. P. Thompson’s ‘moral economy’ thesis. Thompson argued that 

rural unrest had a set pattern wherein the consumer defended his notions of what

88 Stephen Rolleston to Michael Ward, 1 Mar. 1745 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/6/111).

89 Same to same, 13 Mar. 1744/5 (ibid., D2092/1/6/80).

90 Notes on proceedings in chancery, 13 Sept. 1773 (Mussenden Mss, D354/204E).

91 John Hutcheson to James Nicklon, 26 June 1770 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/21); same to 

same, 11 July 1770 (ibid., D619/21/C/22).

92 Robert Isaac to Henry Hatch, 3 Oct. 1747 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/51).

93 John Hutcheson to James Nicklon, 30 May 1770 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/20).
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was just. Food riots in eighteenth-century England were highly complex forms of 

direct popular action and had clear objectives, being grounded upon a consistent 

and traditional view of the social norms and economic obligations of each party in 

the community. A disposition to riot was effective not as a sign of revolt but as a 

signal to the rich to put the machinery of parish relief into good repair.94 A later 

article by Thompson claimed that the food riot was also a phenomenon of 

eighteenth-century Ireland and recent work on the Oakboys, the precursors of the 

Hearts of Steel, supports this notion of a ‘moral economy’ in Ireland. An article by 

E. F. Magennis argues that these protests were against the county cess being used 

for private interests, and an increase in tithes above traditional levels. Once 

complaints had been remedied the community reverted to the status quo.95

Alternatively, prevarication over defrayal of rent might be attributed to astute 

commercial reasoning. As early as 1742 Castleward tenants were reported to be 

delaying the sale of their barley until prices went up. This meant a corresponding 

postponement in settling their accounts with Ward. Such actions were more likely 

to occur at a time of economic prosperity. In 1753 Stephen Rolleston discovered 

that,

though everything yields a good sale, money was never harder to 

be got in, some think people are hoarding it, and do not care to 

part with it, as they can now lay by a piece of gold, but formerly 

only shillings which they did not much regard.96

94 E. P. Thompson, ‘The moral economy of the English crowd in the eighteenth century’ in Past 

and Present, no. 100 (1971), pp 76-136; reprinted in E. P. Thompson, Customs in common 

(London, 1991), pp 185-258.

95 Eoin Magennis, ‘A Presbyterian insurrection: reconsidering the Hearts of Oak disturbances of 

July 1763’ in Irish Historical Studies, xxxi (Nov. 1998), p.185; Thompson, Customs in common, 

pp 265, 296. S. J. Connolly dates agrarian outrages of this type back to 1711 with the Houghers 

in Connacht: S. J. Connolly, ‘The Houghers: agrarian protest in early eighteenth-century 

Connacht’ in C. H. E. Philpin (ed.), Nationalism and popular protest in Ireland (Cambridge, 

1987), p.139.

96 Robert Ward to Michael Ward, 20 Feb. 1742 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/5/134); Stephen 

Rolleston to same, 10 June 1753 (ibid., D2092/1/8/29); Robert Ward to same, 20 Feb. 1741/2 

(ibid., D2092/1/5/134).
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Originally, in 1742, Thomas Squire, an agent and middleman, had reported that 

Ward would have difficulty finding tenants as markets were low; indeed in the 

previous three years a quarter of the Castleward inhabitants had left, some through 

death, others of their own volition. Meanwhile, Ward was conferring with revenue 

commissioners in order to pay off a £3,000 debt. Sitting tenants were therefore in 

a strong position, not only in the timing of rent payment but in labour negotiations, 

and immediate material advantage took precedence over deference to their 

landlord. In May 1743 James Nicholson, another employee, reported that he 

could not hire labourers for the usual wage of 6d. a day. This was because Charles 

Brett, the Bangor agent, had offered them 8d. and now they would not work for 

less. On arbitration the sum of 6 l/2d. was reached.97 However, tenants were only 

in a position to bargain if they were strong economically. For lesser tenants to 

pose a threat they had to be able to unite. In exceptional circumstances, as on the 

Blundell estate, rent strikes were initiated but such solidarity was usually transitory 

and only when the interests of all were at stake. In October 1765 every tenant in 

Ballyonyan made an agreement to bid for 7s. an acre and a share of the moss 

wrack but when a later similar scheme was introduced Hutcheson prophesied that 

it would not work, knowing that eventually the tenants would break.98

If these were the reasons for delayed payments then the remedies of the 

estate officials came under the description of‘negative enforcement’. On the 

Anglesey estate, where a decision to diminish the number of tenants for which ‘the 

estate is totally and utterly inadequate’ had already been made, estate discipline 

was quite simple. Those who would not pay their rents as due were simply evicted 

and their lands parcelled out to others.

[As] it is wholesome to seek opportunities of turning out tenants

and never to omit using them when they happen. The welfare of

97 Thomas Squire to same, 13 July 1742 (ibid., D2092/1/5/142); James Nicholson to same, 17 

May 1743 (ibid., D2092/1/6/73).

98 Rent proposals, 1765 (Anglesey Mss, D619/6/44-7); John Hutcheson to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 14 

Feb. 1773 (ibid., D619/21/74).
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the estate as well as of the tenantry depends upon it in a great 

degree."

In the same way, when Hutcheson reported to Bayly in 1776 that four tenants had 

stolen two small trees, Hutcheson to prevent a recurrence,

immediately seized their cattle, goods, and for all rents due to 

your Honour, their cattle are now in the pound and shall continue 

there until they pay the rents, by this method your Honour will 

come off safe, and at the same time will distress them more than 

any prosecution, which would cause them to run off with the 

rent, or make away with their cattle.100

As with the practice of leases, measures put in place for the recovery of rent 

were rarely carried out to the letter. On many occasions, the punitive process was 

more art than reality. In 1774 Hutcheson elucidated to Bayly his dealings with the 

under-tenants of Mrs Blair,

though I am obliged often I may say every week to be distraining 

them, yet they have never been put to one farthing’s expense, 

either on the bailiffs’ pound keepers’ or mine, nor have I ever yet 

sold any of their properties for your rent which cannot be said of 

any of the neighbouring estates, but these things must be done to 

spirit them up, to prevent running too far in arrears.101 

This was also the case for William Maitland on the Downshire estate. He 

considered a part repayment sufficient to halt eviction proceedings.102

Distraining was seen as a means of exhorting poorer tenants to promptness in 

payment. Being used to frequent confiscation, they would not take offence, and it 

was hoped that bringing measures against one defaulter would serve as an example 

to all. In 1779 John Slade, agent for Lord Hillsborough, reported that after a 

sweep of distraining he was required to keep his office open beyond the usual

" Memorandum by Sir Nicholas Bayly, [n.d.] (ibid., D619/14/C/3).

100 John Hutcheson to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 7 May 1776 (ibid., D619/21/C/135).

101 Same to same, 25 May 1774 (ibid., D619/21/C/97).

102 William Maitland to Henry Hatch, 9 May 1747 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/34).
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hours of business in order to receive rents.103 Pressing lowly tenants might also 

force larger yeomen, who relied on their labour, to pay on their behalf.104 

Furthermore, when a tenant was found to be hopelessly in debt it was the practice 

to convince him that he should dispose of his interest in his farm. It was necessary 

for the landlord to put pressure on him, since, until he agreed to sell, no one else 

would bid for his land.

However, in general, economic interest militated against distraining. Often it 

could be counterproductive: once tenants’ cattle were taken and sold they might no 

longer be able to retain solvency and their land would go to waste. This was the 

situation reported on estates neighbouring Bayly’s in October 1779. Even if assets 

did not go into liquidation once tenants had been distrained, the problem remained 

of what further methods could be used to extort rent. Frequent ejectments on the 

Downshire estate discouraged tenants in difficulties from paying any rent at all. 

There seemed little point if they might soon be homeless.105 Alternatively a simple 

matter like bad weather could prevent distraint, as rainy conditions would mean the 

destruction of the pound if cattle were brought into it.106 Distraint was also an 

expensive undertaking. In 1774 Hutcheson quoted the outlay on keeping the 

Millgrange pound open at six guineas a year and in 1776 an ejectment case cost 

£8.15s.4d. to evict just one townland.107 The effects of legal action could also be 

mitigated if law enforcers were intimidated. When the Curryglass tenants refused 

to pay their rent Thomas Fordice offered Ward his help but asked that their 

agreement be confidential ‘for it may be of very ill consequence to me’.108 Equally 

the proceedings might be hampered by a lack of knowledge or authority. At this 

time proper records were not yet kept. In 1764 Daniel Mussenden prevailed on a 

Mr Orr to adhere to his lease agreements but only Orr had a copy of the

103 John Slade to Lord Hillsborough, 15 June 1779 (ibid., D607/B/96).

104 Stephen Rolleston to Michael Ward, 27 Apr. 1748 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/5/146).

105 John Hutcheson to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 14 Oct. 1779 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/186); James 

Savage to Henry Hatch, 21 Mar. 1759 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/189).

106 Robert Isaac to same, 16 Dec. 1747 (ibid., D607/A/55).

107 John Hutcheson to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 15 Nov. 1774 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/106); same 

to same, 19 Oct. 1776 (ibid., D619/21/C/141).

108 Thomas Fordice to Michael Ward, 19 Jan. 1741/2 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/5/126).
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appropriate document and he would not produce it for inspection.109 Agents were 

often unsure of the proper methods to frustrate offenders and, even if they took 

such measures, failed to possess the necessary power to carry them through.110 A 

letter written by Rooney to Bayly in 1742 indicates that in order to distrain agents 

had to receive a letter of attorney from their landlord.* * 111 Agents’ letters are marked 

by a strong desire to avoid troubling their masters. Robert Isaac, agent on the 

Downshire estate, begged Henry Hatch the _

favour of you in all your letters where you state the rents being 

due, to give me the most strict charge you think proper to me 

immediately to collect them, which I can read to the tenants that 

are indebted, which will show to them the urgent occasion for 

the money being paid as desired and no excuse can avail them.

In his proclamation he had to stress that ‘if you fly in my face the consequence will 

be that you also fly in the face [of] my Lord Blundell your landlord by whose 

authority I act’.112

4

The surviving sources relating to the landlord-tenant relationships present a 

one-sided image, with an under representation of the tenantry and an over 

emphasis on estates with non-resident, and therefore usually more substantial, 

landlords. None the less, the management of estates must be the bedrock on which 

the history of the ascendancy class in Ireland is based. From rental incomes and 

profits came the wealth to build and furnish great houses and churches, purchase 

artwork and implement infrastructural improvements on estates. From proprietorial 

authority flowed the prestige and interest necessary to control parliamentary seats, 

develop a network of patronage and extend political influence.

Although for many tenants life could be a struggle, they were not the 

downtrodden majority so often claimed. This portrayal of the eighteenth-century 

tenantry accords with W. E. Vaughan’s re-evaluation of the agrarian history of

109 William Gamble to paniel Mussenden], 9 Aug. 1764 (Mussenden Mss, D354/352).

110 James Savage to Henry Hatch, 17 Dec. 1755 (Downshire Mss, D607/A7137); John Hutcheson 

to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 4 May 1763 (Anglesey Mss, D619/22/F/11).

111 James Rooney to same, 28 Sept. 1742 (ibid., D619/21/B/42).
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nineteenth-century Ireland which found rents lagging behind increases in the value 

of agricultural output and the importance of evictions and rural outrages greatly 

exaggerated by contemporaries.113 In eighteenth-century County Down, landlords 

were aware of their tenants’ ability to make trouble and set up strategies and 

structures which would deflect any opportunities for conflict. Various methods 

were employed; positive assurances, in the form of paternalism and the portrayal of 

the estate as an extended family from which favours, protection and charity were 

bestowed; a contractual ideology, which afforded tenants rights; and finally 

coercion, by legal proceedings or other means of intimidation. The approach taken 

tended to depend on the personality of the particular landlord or agent.

The source of tenant defiance was a spring with many tributaries, including 

poverty, a sense of natural justice, resentment of old rights being eroded, the wish 

for economic advancement, overconfidence brought on by prosperity and 

displeasure at particular kinds of estate management. However, in the long term, 

tenants did not possess the capability or solidarity to be more than an irritant to the 

landlord. When reimposing their social control most landlords primarily favoured 

persuasion but, if necessary, were prepared to resort to firmer action.

112 Robert Isaac to Henry Hatch, 21 Nov. 1747 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/52-3).

113 W. E. Vaughan, Landlords and tenants in mid-Victorian Ireland (Oxford, 1994), pp 1-103.
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Chapter 3: Agents and middlemen
While the bulk of this thesis is concerned with the landed class itself, this chapter is 

devoted to two sub-categories within the elite, agents and middlemen, who were in 

the world of the landlord but not of it. Tenants would have deferred to them in 

matters of business and even though the gentry held themselves to be the superior 

class they were obliged to acknowledge the agent or middleman as a necessary 

component in the running of their estates and the maintenance of social order.

1

When investigating the landlord-tenant relationship it is essential to establish 

who ran the estate in reality, the landlord or his agent. From 1690 onwards English 

landowners increasingly began to employ full-time, salaried stewards, previously 

engaged only by England’s largest magnates. This trend was accelerated by the 

advent of the land tax which boosted the number of agents and, almost incidentally, 

promoted the development of the skills and experience upon which successful 

management later came to depend.1 By the 1730s English stewards had attained 

professional standing and from the first half of the eighteenth century most estates 

had an agent. Ireland witnessed a similar phenomenon although David Dickson 

argues (in relation to County Cork) that there the office of agent, as opposed to 

steward or receiver, only became distinct in the later part of the century.2 In 

County Down agents’ reports were current from the 1740s but it was not until the 

1770s that these men resided in the landlord’s house during his absence. At this 

date letters to employers begin to be written with a new assurance and authority as 

agents were now chief stewards of large areas with numerous under-agents and 

bailiffs to supervise, rather than one man superintending a small part of an estate.

Stewards make useful witnesses for modem historians, as absentee landlords 

scrutinised the business of their distant estates with an insatiable curiosity. In 

general, agents were rebuked if they did not send detailed descriptions of local 

events at least once a week. In the period between 8 October and 7 November

1 Peter Roebuck, Yorkshire baronets: 1640-1760. families, estates and fortunes (Oxford, 1980), 

p.35.

2 David Dickson, ‘An economic history of the Cork region in the eighteenth century’

(unpublished Ph.D. thesis, T.C.D., 1977), p.217.
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1741 James Rooney sent Sir Nicholas Bayly four letters on 8, 16 and 17 October 

and 7 November.3 These letters were from a man particularly well placed to 

observe the functioning of the Anglesey estate and give an insight into regional 

politics. An agent like Rooney was his master’s voice, eyes and ears in county 

affairs. With a knowledge of both arenas, the world of the tenantry in the locale 

and of the landlord in Dublin or England, agents’ letters grant the reader a 

perspective on eighteenth-century Ireland from both sides of the landlord-tenant 

divide. It is from these men that we hear of local reactions to national affairs, 

legislation, taxation, elections, the impact of disease or weather and the problems 

of the poor.4

The principal commitments of the agent were to receive or sue for rents and 

debts, appoint bailiffs, sign legal documents, issue receipts, keep accounts and pay 

any surplus to the landlord. It is these responsibilities which will be discussed. 

However some landlords rarely, if ever, visited their estates and in this instance 

agents were expected to fulfil a wider role in society: organising manorial courts, 

cultivating electoral interest, nominating church wardens, cracking down on crime 

or being clerks of works on building projects, obligations usually performed by the 

gentry themselves.5 These duties are touched on in earlier and subsequent chapters, 

so need not bear repetition here. What is of importance is that these duties 

accorded the agent a prominent role in society and his position is best understood 

if it is remembered that as well as being an employee the agent was often also a 

businessman in his own right. D. R. Hainsworth suggests it is significant that the 

accounts of English stewards show sums of money received by the master as debit 

and capital expended by him, or on his behalf, as credit. This situation is reflected 

in the computations of James Crawford, agent for Robert Maxwell of Finnebrogue. 

This apparent paradox is easily resolved when one realises that a steward’s

3 D. R. Hainsworth, Stewards, lords and people: the estate steward and his world in later Stuart 

Eneland (Cambridge, 1992), pp 1-2, 8; correspondence of James Rooney to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 8 

Oct - 7 Nov. 1741 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/B/22-5).

4 Hainsworth, Stewards, pp 3-5.

5 Ibid., pp 43, 186, 237.
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financial transactions were viewed as his own even when they were devoted 

entirely to his employer’s affairs and not intermingled with personal expenditure.6

Most agents of social standing had at least one under-agent or bailiff. Under 

agents were men charged with directing business on an outlying estate, or portions 

of very large properties under the overall supervision of a chief steward who was 

based at the administrative centre of his master’s principal holding. Such men were 

employed on the Bayly, Blundell and Ward estates.7 In his investigation of English 

estates Hainsworth admits the term ‘bailifF can be ambiguous. In general the bailiff 

was a minor estate official, responsible for collecting rents and other payments and 

for ensuring attendance at manorial courts. This post was essentially a part-time 

job and its holder was appointed by the agent himself. Bailiffs were also instructed 

to watch unstable tenants and thereby anticipate them running off without paying 

rent, to prevent bog being sold, rented out or destroyed, and trees being cut down, 

and generally to ‘strike a terror’ into the people. At Curryglass the bailiff assigned 

to apprehend those responsible for purloining local timber was an old offender 

himself, as Thomas Squire, the chief agent, thought it appropriate to ‘set the thief 

to catch the thief.8

Although the agent was not considered to be a man of the highest social 

standing, he was still well placed in the lower ranks of the gentry. In 1813 L. C. 

Curwan observed that ‘the agency business of landed property has been undertaken 

by men of talent and character, the consequences of which, as might be expected, 

are beneficial to all parties’. In Ireland the agent’s background was often of greater 

consequence than in England, with younger family members frequently employed. 

However, for this reason, agents were identified to a stronger degree with the 

landed classes and came to be viewed as tools of oppression.9

6 Ibid., pp 33-4; accounts between James Crawford and Robert Maxwell, 5 Apr. 1745, 10 Oct. 

1745, June 1747 (Maxwell Mss, D1556/16/14/1-23).

7 Dickson, ‘An economic history of the Cork region’, p.228; Hainsworth, Stewards, pp 17-8.

8 Robert Isaac to [Henry Hatch], 1 Sept. 1747 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/48); John Hutcheson to 

James Nicklon, 9 Feb. 1770 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/11); Stephen Rolleston to Michael Ward, 

7 Apr. 1753 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/8/35); Thomas Squire to same, 25 June 1741 (ibid., 

D2092/1/5/100).

9 Edward Hughes, ‘The eighteenth-century estate agent’ in H. A. Cronne, T. W. Moody and D. B.
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In general as the social eminence of the employer increased so did that of his 

agent. E. M. Jancey also found this to be the case in eighteenth-century 

Shropshire.10 John Moore, employed by the earl of Annesley’s family at Clough, 

was a country gentleman with a small fortune, who could claim descent from the 

Muire family of Rowallane in Ayrshire. He had received a military education, but 

in later life retired to farm. His wife, Debra, was the daughter of Robert Isaac of 

Holywood House.* 11 This system of only appointing agents of high social standing 

was reinforced by the custom of requiring would-be agents to give security in 

money and personal assurances before they commenced their responsibilities. At 

Dundrum James Savage obtained affirmation from a Mr Crombie and Sir Robert 

Blackwood.12 On the same estate it was considered essential for Robert Isaac to 

provide a personal recommendation from Hans Bailie, as well as paying £600 

collateral, twice the sum of the annual rent roll. In the case of major agents, for 

instance Henry Hatch, the Dublin lawyer employed by the Blundells, this sum rose 

to £5,000.13

To emphasise the respect and authority due to his post a steward’s 

accommodation had to be sufficiently imposing. George Vaughan, agent to 

William Mussenden, occupied Larchfield House while his master was absent. John 

Moore’s lodging, the agent’s dwelling owned by the Annesleys on the Clough 

estate, though less ambitious and in desperate need of repair, was still substantial 

and was described in correspondence as a mansion house.14 In 1838 Aynsworth 

Pilson compiled a memoir of the notable inhabitants of Downpatrick and included 

in his survey John and Edward Trotter, father and son, who had been agents to the

Quinn (eds.), Essays in British and Irish history in honour of Janies Eadie Todd (London, 1949), 

pp 185-98.

10 Hainsworth, Stewards, p.7; E. M. Jancey, ‘An eighteenth-century steward and his work’ in 

Transactions of the Shropshire Archaeological Society. Ivi (1957-60), p.35.

11 W. H. Crawford (ed.), Letters from an Ulster land agent 1774-85: the letter books of John 

Moore (Belfast, 1976), p.i.

12 James Savage to Henry Hatch, 6 Oct. 1766 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/276).

13 Hemy Hatch to Lord Blundell and William Turnbull, 27 Aug. 1747, 23 July 1754 (ibid., 

D607/A/23).

14 George Vaughan to [William Mussenden], 20 Feb. 1772 (Mussenden Mss, D354/1035); 

Crawford (ed.), Letters, p.vii.

69



Southwell family. He noted that they both resided in a long, two-storey, slated 

house at the head of Irish Street with a large expanse of ground at the back. The 

Southwells stayed there themselves in 1749 when they came to inspect their town. 

In his own right John Trotter acquired further property in the borough and in his 

time as owner Edward built an extension to the family home in order to 

accommodate a library.15

To finance this lifestyle agents received considerable salaries. Moore turned 

down an offer of £300 p.a. to work on Lord Clanbrassil’s estate at Dundalk. The 

man who eventually accepted the position was also created collector of the port, 

increasing his yearly stipend to £500. Another gentleman collected £900 p.a. as the 

combined agent of Lords Granard and Moira.16 James Crawford, who served the 

Maxwells, received much less, only £60 p.a., albeit still a considerable sum.17 

Multiple agencies were common. At Dundrum Robert Isaac was agent for Lord 

Blundell but also oversaw land for the Annesley family at Clough. As a later agent 

for the Annesleys, Isaac’s son-in-law Moore also acted as administrator for Lords 

Glerawly and Clanbrassil.18 Sharing agents produced a greater uniformity of estate 

management throughout the county and allowed the agent to maintain his status of 

gentleman without his employers having to pay him an exorbitant amount. This 

was similar to the English model. On the Leveson-Gower estate in Staffordshire, 

Shropshire and Yorkshire the chief agent, Robert Barbor, was paid £200 p.a. and 

his successor, Thomas Gilbert, £300, but both had other sources of income.19

More than money bound an agent to his employer. John Moore saw the 

master-servant relationship as one of long-standing trust enduring from generation 

to generation and had ambitions of procuring his son William, a cleric, a provision

15 Aynsworth Pilson, ‘Memoirs of notable inhabitants of Downpatrick’, 1838 (Pilson Mss, 

D356/8); Kathryn Southwell to Edward Southwell, 8 July 1749 (Southwell Mss, T1254/1).

16 John Slade to Lord Hillsborough, 7 Apr. 1779 (Downshire Mss, D607/B/76).

17 Robert Maxwell’s account with James Crawford, 23 Aug. 1746 (Maxwell Mss, 

D1556/16/14/1).

18 Henry Hatch to Lord Blundell and William Turnbull, 24 June 1747 (Downshire Mss, 

D607/A/23); Crawford (ed.), Letters, p.vi.

19 Hainsworth, Stewards, p.37; J. R. Wordie, Estate management in eighteenth-century England: 

the building of the Leveson-Gower fortune (London, 1982), pp 42, 46.
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in a nearby diocese in order, Moore expostulated, to secure Annesley an honest 

man to succeed him in the event of Moore’s own death.20 The agent’s role as 

family friend is illustrated by John Hutcheson’s pains to keep Sir Nicholas Bayly 

abreast of circumstances in the Anglesey household, particularly with regard to the 

education of the young Misses Bayly. Stewards also informed their patrons of 

milestones in their own lives. In 1749 James Rooney, a widower, wrote to Sir 

Nicholas relaying his intention of undertaking a second marriage for the sake of his 

motherless children. Perhaps the gentleman was more than usually concerned to 

notify his employer for fear that there might be some disapproval: the lady in 

question was a ‘papist’, ‘though not in the least rigid’.21 It was hoped that treating 

an agent in a familiar manner promoted a trustworthy association between the two 

parties. This was imperative as an efficient agent was essential to maintain his 

master’s finances and status. Because of their warm relationship stewards were 

trusted to a far greater extent than lawyers who might neglect their clients to serve 

others or be tempted to prolong a case in order to maximise profits.22

In return for these services the agent’s family often prospered. The post of 

estate manager provided security of employment, status and an annual income. 

Without exception the chief agents on the Leveson-Gower estates secured 

patronage for one or more of their relations.23 The dowager Lady Bayly offered to 

negotiate a lease on Rooney’s behalf when he was embroiled in a dispute with Sir 

Nicholas while Mrs Annesley took an active interest in the education of Moore’s 

sons. This earned her Moore’s untold gratitude, as

we cannot all be great scholars but we are certainly inexcusable if 

we want good manners and such are only to be learned in good 

company.24

20 John Moore to Arthur Annesley, 9 Feb. 1784, printed in Crawford (ed.), Letters, p.47.

21 James Rooney to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 15 Mar. 1749 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/B/89).

22 Hainsworth, Stewards, p.251; John Hutcheson to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 16 Dec. 1774 (Anglesey 

Mss, D619/21/C/107).

23 Hainsworth, Stewards, p.31; Wordie, Estate management, p.53.

24 James Rooney to Lady Bayly, 4 July 1752 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/B/107); John Moore to 

[Mrs Annesley], 5 Aug. 1776, printed in Crawford (ed.), Letters, pp 16-7.
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His daughters also received attention. Mrs Annesley dispatched sheet music from 

England which the girls were to perform when she was next in Ireland.25 This 

investment ensured that in later life Moore’s children followed responsible 

professions. The eldest boy, William, entered the church while the second joined 

the army and travelled to Gibraltar. His daughters were accorded a high enough 

position in society to enable them to attend the local balls and assemblies.26

A position of consequence and a warm and congenial manner with members 

of the elite were also necessary in an agent because he was the absent landlord’s 

representative and had to deal with neighbouring gentry who did reside in the area. 

During the progress of a boundary dispute John Moore had to negotiate with the 

earl of Moira personally and a compromise was reached over dinner at the 

Rawdons’ home.27 The agent’s importance in these matters was especially 

pronounced if his master was frequently away for long periods.28 Being on friendly 

terms with local families was particularly important in election years when an agent 

might act on a magnate’s behalf and exhort the lesser gentry or freeholders to place 

their interest behind a favoured candidate.29 In the intervening periods the steward 

was still active. Again the Leveson-Gower agents became involved in the 

Staffordshire turnpike trusts.30 John Slade, Lord Hillsborough’s agent, had political 

duties and was responsible for recommending people to fill the vacant posts for 

burgesses in the borough of Hillsborough and in 1760 Sir Nicholas Bayly’s 

brother, and agent, Edward Bayly, was charged with raising the militia on the 

Crobane estate.31 Work of such authority could only be administered by a man of 

standing.

25 Same to Arthur Annesley, 3 May 1783 (ibid., p.43).

26 Same to [Mrs Annesley], 5 Aug. 1776 (ibid., pp 16-7).

27 Same to Arthur Annesley, 5 July 1777 (ibid., p.19).

28 Hainsworth, Stewards, p. 103.

29 John Moore to Arthur Annesley, 5 Jan. 1784, printed in Crawford (ed.), Letters, p.46; same to 

same, 9 Feb. 1784 (ibid., p.47).

30 Wordie, Estate management, p.41.

31 John Slade to Lord Hillsborough, 15 Mar. 1779 (Downshire Mss, D607/B/70); Sir Nicholas 

Bayly to Edward Bayly, 16 Feb. 1760 (Anglesey Mss, D619/22/I/9).
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Other necessary skills would be forthcoming in a gentleman of ‘good’ 

background. It was hoped he would have the indispensable qualifications of a fine 

writing hand, skill at accountancy and a thorough acquaintance with surveying and 

drawing.32 Between 1720 and 1750 there was an increasing tendency to employ a 

land steward who saw his task not just as that of a mere rent collector but as an 

active manager whose business it was to improve his patron’s property.

Christopher Clay found that by the eighteenth century stewards were au fait with 

the land laws, had acquired skill as surveyors and had mastered the technical 

ingenuity needed to implement agricultural improvements on their masters’ estates. 

At Rathffiland Henry Waring, the agent in charge, gave a detailed summary of how 

to transform the village into a thriving linen centre. Again, this accords with the 

Shropshire model.33

Landlords also hoped that gentlemen stewards would be more scrupulous 

than those from further down the social scale. This was an important attribute as 

the agent handled considerable sums of money. On the Clough estate the yearly 

rent roll for 1774 came to £1,449.13s.Od. Landlords could easily check that rents 

were being collected, but other functions of an agent, such as the maintenance of 

the proprietor’s rights, had to be taken on trust. Indeed Dickson has concluded 

that the quality of an agent’s management was determined ‘as much by his 

performance in informal duties as by his execution of central obligations’.34 The 

following examples inform this interpretation. In 1749, when a ship ran aground in 

Carlingford Lough, a tenant decided to salvage the boat. James Rooney had to 

write to remind him that all wrecks on that strip of coast belonged to Bayly.35 The 

agent also had to ensure that land was obtaining the optimum rent. At Dundrum, 

where James Gwyn was the agent in the 1740s and 1750s, most of the lands had 

been let either to Gwyn or to his relations, so that no one would bid against them

32 John Slade to Lord Hillsborough, 15 Mar. 1779 (Downshire Mss, D607/B/70); James Hanlon 

to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 18 July 1756 (Anglesey Mss, D619/22/F).

33 Hainsworth, Stewards, pp 8, 23; Henry Waring to Bernard Ward, 24 Aug. 1764 (Castleward 

Mss, D2092/1/8/109); Jancey, ‘Eighteenth-century steward’, p.36.

34 Dickson, ‘An economic history of the Cork region’, p.234.

35 James Rooney to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 6 Apr. 1749 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/B/82).
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and Gwyn was free to charge whatever rent he pleased.36 James Rooney’s 

replacement on the Bayly manor, John Hutcheson, realised in 1779 that the value 

of the shore at Crobane had been concealed and immediately ordered a survey so 

that the greatest possible rent could be brought in. He further reported difficulties 

agreeing a tariff for the land shared between Bayly and his cousin Robert Nedham 

because the latter’s agent, Edward Corry, was setting land worth 25s. an acre for 

only 16s. As agents usually received a set fee, this concern brought Rooney and 

Hutcheson no extra profit.37

Another reason to employ a man from the propertied classes was the 

steward’s role as a middleman between two conflicting interests, the landlord who 

wanted rents to rise, and the tenant who wanted them to fall. It was feared that 

agents selected from the tenantry would be too sympathetic to other farmers and, 

as local men, might be subject to peer pressure from neighbours.38 It was hoped 

that class loyalty would bind wealthier agents to their employers. But it was also 

necessary that the agent keep the respect of the tenantry. When a catholic man 

was appointed receiver at Dundrum he experienced considerable resistance from 

the protestant tenants who said they would rather be in ‘Egyptian bondage’ than 

under his power.39

Alternatively the agent should not be too affluent, as employees with 

substantial means could use their position to advance self interest. Some agents 

were adept at augmenting their own income at their employers’ expense. In the 

1690s William Waring of Waringstown, an agent on his neighbour’s estate, wrote 

to Richard Laurence defending himself against accusations of lining his own 

pocket.40 Similarly when Nicholas Bayly was commissioning a new agent in 1756 

he was warned against appointing William Stannus, a gentleman who, in later 

years, tried to challenge his authority.41

36 John Moore to Arthur Annesley, 18 Feb. 1775, printed in Crawford (ed.), Letters, p.2; Henry 

Hatch to Lord Blundell and William Turnbull, 7 Feb. 1746 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/23).

37 John Hutcheson to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 22 July 1779 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/183).

38 Hainsworth, Stewards, pp 4, 24.

39 Robert Isaac to Henry Hatch, 3 Dec. 1755 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/134).

40 William Waring to Richard Laurence, [c. 1695] (Waring Mss, Waringstown House, D0728).

41 James Hanlon to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 18 July 1756 (Anglesey Mss, D619/22/F/7).
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Assuming that agents, although not necessarily members of the landed elite 

themselves, were well connected and enjoyed a position of respect and influence 

within it leads to the question: to what extent did they influence estate management 

and local affairs, and was it their landlord’s or their own personality which was the 

deciding factor in determining the tenor of estate relations? The eighteenth-century 

agent was not autonomous. Power to do anything whether collecting rents, 

renewing lives on leases or holding courts, had to be justified by an attorney’s 

letter. In 1770, proposals for land were forwarded to Dublin by John Hutcheson, 

the local man employed to manage the Bayly estate. Tenants were instructed that, 

if they wished, they could by-pass him and send to the capital direct.42 Other 

activities needed the landlord’s consent, for example a tenant wanting a lease to 

raise marl to manure a small strip of land, or permission to proceed against another 

who was destroying parts of his leasehold.43 In 1767 Robert Hanlon wrote to Bayly 

complaining that he could get no information from James Hanlon about land in 

Muchgrange until Bayly either came over himself, or, at the very least, sent an 

account.44 In his examination into the landlord-steward relationship in later Stuart 

England, Hainsworth records many similar instances of the agent seeking his 

master’s advice on trivial matters.45

However the limited powers of the agent, particularly if his master was some 

distance away, could cause concern among the tenantry. Tenants were suspicious 

of an unsupervised representative and did not want to risk having to pay rent twice 

over because the first instalment had gone to an impostor. When Robert Isaac 

assumed his position as receiver at Dundrum, the Dublin agent travelled to the 

north to introduce him to the local farmers so that no one would have cause for 

concern. Following his dismissal Isaac remained to cause trouble for his

42 John Hutcheson to James Nicklin, 2 Dec. 1770 (ibid., D619/21/C/42).

43 James Rooney to [Sir Nicholas Bayly], 19 July 1742 (ibid., D619/21/B/35); same to [Sir 

Edward Bayly], 17 Oct. 1741 (ibid., D619/21/B/24).

44 James Hanlon to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 5 July 1767 (ibid., D619/6/87).

45 Hainsworth, Stewards, p.254.

75



replacement, James Savage, by hinting to the tenantry that Savage was not 

qualified to accept remittances.46

However, the landlord-agent relationship could be more relaxed if the 

employee were a younger brother, not an unusual situation. Edward Bayly, while 

also performing duties as a clergyman, took on the running of his brother 

Nicholas’s estate. The trust placed in him is well illustrated by the following letter 

between the two men. Nicholas informed Edward that

I have writ to Mr Nedham, who is in Oxfordshire, to desire he 

would direct the necessary power to be sent to you for setting 

leases as well as a power to make abatements in particular cases 

where you judge necessary ... as to Hadzor’s I am quite of your 

opinion in regard to him and would rather leave it to your 

judgement than decide myself what should be done ... and as you 

seem to think the best way will be not to tell him have more land 

so be it... the other land he has a mind of you think advisable to 

let to a man whom you would put there to be a kind of bailiff - in 

this I also totally agree with you and beg of you to act in it as 

you think fit.47

While the landlord was seen as having the ultimate say in estate management 

the fact remained that he was not resident on the estate and often did not know the 

tenants and therefore, within prescribed limits, the agent as the man on the spot 

was free to advise him on how to proceed in certain circumstances. Before the 

Dundrum lands were set, Isaac promised to advise the Dublin agent on any 

proposals of the tenants and to make a report of what he felt they could pay.48 In 

his turn. Hatch counselled Blundell to set leases for three lives rather than 31 years

46 Dickson, ‘An economic history of the Cork region’, p.231; James Rooney to Sir Edward Bayly, 

16 Oct. 1741 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/B/23); Henry Hatch to Lord Blundell and William 

Turnbull, 6 Sept. 1746 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/23); John Moore to Arthur Annesley, 29 Apr. 

1775, printed in Crawford (ed.), Letters, p.4; Henry Hatch to Lord Blundell and William 

Turnbull, 27 Aug. 1747 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/23); same to same, 24 June 1747 (ibid., 

D607/A/23); James Savage to Henry Hatch, 6 Dec. 1755 (ibid., D607/A/136).

47 Edward Bayly to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 2 Aug. 1757 (Anglesey Mss, D619/22/1/3).

48 Robert Isaac to Henry Hatch, 19 Sept. 1747 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/50).
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so that tenants would be more likely to improve the land. Although it was part of 

an elder son’s education to gain a knowledge in the running and preservation of 

estates, in many cases the agent was more erudite than his patron and would give 

gentle and discreet hints on how the landlord could develop a modus operandi. In 

the year following Sir Nicholas Bayly’s inheritance James Rooney became 

accomplished at this and would send covering letters to his master giving 

instructions on how to deal with the leases he had sent over.49 Guidance was also 

proffered when tenants proved obstreperous. Savage counselled Hatch on the 

need to take strong measures against the Dundrum tenants who were late in paying 

their rents. Alternatively agents could urge compassion. In 1743 Bayly complained 

to his employee, James Hanlon, about mounting arrears. Although Hanlon 

reported he had faithfully gone to the men mentioned in his employer’s letter and 

warned them of the methods proposed for the recovery of back payments he 

stressed that distraint or eviction would be of ill consequence to those implicated 

and that the reason for the tenants’ reluctance was not ill design but poverty.50 

Another agent on the same estate, James Rooney, also urged Bayly to take an 

understanding attitude. In this instance a middleman, McAnuff, had fallen behind in 

rent payments. To alleviate circumstances for McAnuff s under-tenants Rooney 

persuaded them to take on a joint bond, which they unwillingly agreed to. Rent 

was still unforthcoming and it was left to Bayly to decide whether to sue all 

involved or only McAnuff. While leaving the decision to his employer, Rooney was 

careful to point out that the tenants were ‘a set of poor wretched creatures’.51 

Nevertheless agents could sometimes be guilty of presuming too much. Henry 

Hatch was irate when he discovered that the local agent at Dundrum had been

49 Hainsworth, Stewards, p.254; Henry Hatch to Lord Blundell and William Turnbull, 1 Aug.

1754 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/23); James Rooney to [Sir Nicholas Bayly], 19 Mar. 1747 

(Anglesey Mss, D619/21/B/73).

50 James Savage to [Henry Hatch], 16 Apr. 1764 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/247); James Hanlon to 

Sir Nicholas Bayly, 14 Dec. 1743 (Anglesey Mss, D619/22/F/6).

51 James Rooney to [same], 3 Sept. 1754 (ibid., D619/21/B/116). It was one of the steward’s 

duties to make effective his master’s charitable impulses. He also prompted those impulses by 

pointing out to the landlord those who he felt deserved to benefit from them. For examples, see 

above, p.52. Hainsworth, Stewards, p.159.
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setting land to tenants, a procedure which Hatch regarded as very much his own 

prerogative.52

As the agent’s powers were often no more than advisory, should tenants defy 

him he had only limited powers with which to reimpose discipline. Therefore 

threats, by necessity, seem to have played a large part in an agent’s dealings with 

the tenantry. When Robert Isaac was first ensconced at Dundrum he encountered 

difficulties in collecting rent, so he summoned a court leet and baron in order to 

read a proclamation before the tenantry. The meaning was, that if the tenants paid 

up Isaac would treat them well but if not he would take action. Isaac further asked 

Hatch to use very firm language in his letters so that these could also be read to 

tenants and make clear the urgency involved.53 James Savage took a more vigorous 

approach. He marched from house to house, flanked by bailiffs and threatened to 

distrain immediately if the rent was not paid.54 In some cases the agent was also a 

middleman. This gave him greater control. When an under-tenant of Thomas 

Squire stole timber on the Castleward estate, his family was immediately evicted, 

an action for which no permission had to be sought from Ward.55 The philosophy 

of being cruel to be kind was current. A lax agent was not necessarily the tenants’ 

friend. Isaac explained to Hatch that by consistently ensuring the Dundrum tenants 

kept to their rents, he had been more obliging than his predecessor, James Gwyn, 

who had let arrears mount up and then nearly ruined farmers by forcing them to 

pay in one large instalment. Isaac found gentle persuasion effective but in extreme 

cases a firm example of distraint or eviction frightened other freeholders back into 

line.56

Tenants were aware of the limits to the agent’s authority and some sought to 

test his power as far as they could. When William Stannus was told to refrain from 

cutting a watercourse through Bayly’s land the agent was ignored and work

52 Hemy Hatch to Robert Isaac, [c.1754] (Downshire Mss, D607/A/120).

53 Robert Isaac to Henry Hatch, 21 Nov. 1747 (ibid., D607/A/52).

54 Same to same, 3 Dec. 1755 (ibid., D607/A/134); James Gwyn to same, [c.1755] (ibid., 

D607/A/128).

55 Thomas Squire to Michael Ward, 13 July 1741 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/5/1).

56 Robert Isaac to Henry Hatch, 14 Sept. 1748 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/91).
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carried on regardless.57 Dundrum tenants refused to pay rent to James Savage and, 

in one case, applied to the Dublin lawyer to know if the local agent really had the 

authority to force them to cut down the trees growing on their farms.58 In earlier 

years these same tenants had petitioned Lord Blundell to prevent Isaac being a 

receiver.59 If relations between agent and tenants deteriorated beyond repair 

tenants could and would threaten to transfer their loyalty to another estate unless a 

more amenable agent was found.60 In England it was common practice for tenants 

to play agents and landlords off against each other, either complaining about a 

tyrannical steward or by-passing him to negotiate leases with the landlord 

themselves. This was also the case in Ireland. One example which illustrates the 

point is that of William Stannus and James Rooney on the Bayly estate in the 

1740s. In 1742 Rooney ordered Stannus to stop his large-scale removals of marl 

and called in the rent. Stannus wrote back, questioning Rooney’s competency, and 

stating that, if and when Rooney obtained authorisation and used it in a reasonable 

manner, he would comply. Stannus’ reply to the charges concerning the marl was 

simply that he was an improving tenant. In 1745 Stannus circumvented Rooney by 

writing directly to Bayly, promising to cause him no complaints but refusing to 

treat with the agent who, he felt, held a grudge against him. He also accused 

Rooney of destroying Bayly’s lands through mismanagement. Three years later the 

feud was re-ignited. Stannus denounced Rooney for building a mearing ditch 

without his permission and blocking a road that passed through Rooney’s land but 

led to the house of one of Stannus’ tenants. Rooney contended that he had only 

built the ditch because Stannus had defaulted on a promise to do so, and, on the 

subject of the road, stated that the tenant in question had as easy access to his 

house through their own or Stannus’ land.61

While the Stannus family had a reputation for recalcitrance, the dismay of 

tenants at those employed to supervise them was sometimes justified. Agents could

57 Memorandum by [-], 1783 (Anglesey Mss, D619/20/L/3).

58 John Willock to Henry Hatch, 17 Oct. 1762 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/235).

59 Robert Isaac to same, 21 Nov. 1747 (ibid., D607/A/53).

60 Same to same, 14 Sept. 1748 (ibid., D607/A/91).

61 Hainsworth, Stewards, p.51; letters of William Stannus to James Rooney (Anglesey Mss, 

D619/22/E/4-7).
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be ineffectual or downright dishonest. Rooney is an example of the former. In 

1753 Rowland Savage wrote to Sir Nicholas Bayly explaining that when he settled 

on the Anglesey estate he had agreed to pay a high rent because he particularly 

desired to be a tenant there but, despite his repeated applications to Rooney for a 

lease, none had been forthcoming.62 Other contracts that Rooney concluded were 

ill advised. For instance, when he issued a lease to Captain Murry for the sea rack 

in the County Louth section of Bayly’s land, he considerably lessened the value of 

other farms in the vicinity as they now no longer had access to this form of 

manure.63 Lawrence Murphy, also a Bayly employee, was an example of a 

dishonest agent. He refused to allow Thomas Carroll and his partners to cut bog 

on their own land, unless they paid him an additional stipend of over £1 a year.

Any who refused to pay were denied entry to the marshland and the surplus fuel 

sold to outsiders.64

Although at first glance these situations appeared to damage estate 

management they could be turned to the landlord’s advantage, by enabling him to 

step in and himself provide relief for the tenants from an overbearing agent. On the 

Bayly estate under-tenants of James Hanlon, who was also a bailiff, reported that 

by doubling the rent in four years Hanlon had dispossessed many poor folk forcing 

them to turn to begging. The petitioners entreated Bayly to grant them a direct 

lease but to keep this move a secret from both Hanlon and Hutcheson, the main 

agent.65 This Bayly was pleased to do since it enabled him to realise rising land 

prices for himself rather than being forced to watch rent inflation line the pockets 

of a middleman.

Nevertheless, to avoid continual recurrence of these disputes, on which the 

reputation of an estate could be made or ruined, agents were carefully supervised. 

In 1746 James Gwyn sent his accounts to the Dublin agent. He enclosed arrears

62 Rowland Savage to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 15 Jan. 1753 (ibid., D619/22/H/1).

63 Edward Bayly to same, 8 Oct. 1757 (ibid., D619/22/I/7).

64 Petition of Owen and Edward Rice to same, 14 Feb. 1772 (ibid., D619/11/4); petition of 

Thomas Caroll to same, [c.1772] (ibid., D619/11/14); petition of Henry McKevey to same, [n.d.] 

(ibid., D619/11/15).

65 Petition of the tenants of Beighnah in the parish of Carlingford to same, 12 Mar. 1778 (ibid., 

D619/11/6).
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from 1744, the 1745 rent roll, his receipts for both, a list of the present arrears 

owing and an abstract of accounts between himself and Lord Blundell. He also 

gave a detailed description of the tenants’ financial position, the state of the linen 

industry and how the weather was affecting crops in order to explain why some 

payments might be late.66 Hatch remained unconvinced and resolved to travel to 

Dundrum himself, both to collect the remaining arrears and to audit the estate 

which, in his opinion, was not well managed.67

It is vital to understand the role of the agent, not only because their letters 

constitute the principal surviving evidence for the study of eighteenth-century 

estate management, but also because for long periods agents were the sole 

embodiment of landed power on some estates. However, they should be regarded 

as representatives of the landlord and his wishes rather than as a separate class who 

had any real say in the governance of rural Ireland. It is true they were substantial 

yeoman or lower gentry and lived in large houses with an income commensurate 

with the lifestyle they were encouraged to maintain. This allowed them access to 

the edges of elite society. However the gentry wished this, not for their employees’ 

benefit, but because they realised that the agent’s high status would accord him 

respect from the tenantry and lesser gentry on neighbouring estates and hopefully 

produce a loyal and honest servant. In practice the agent had little real power of his 

own. His ability to act independently was limited by law. He could threaten 

distraint or eviction but only the landowner could carry this out. Any influence the 

agent might have on estate management came from his role as on-the-spot adviser 

to an absent proprietor. The tenant would still have regarded his landlord as the 

true master of his fate.

2
Just as estate papers deal principally with the relationship between landlords 

and substantial farmers, and not landlords and cottiers, little documentation 

survives for the holdings of middlemen. This class of tenant had developed from 

the late seventeenth century when certain men had been allotted long leases, often 

to a substantial acreage. In turn they had re-let all or part of the land demised to 

them. While this phenomenon was common throughout Europe it is in Ireland that

66 James Gwyn to Henry Hatch, 28 June 1746 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/23).

81



the subject has been the cause of much historiographical debate. This is because 

most contemporary Irish sources, such as Arthur Young, Edward Wakefield and 

the Royal Dublin Society, usually denounced the system.68 However David 

Dickson has argued that the presence of middlemen on estates often meant fewer 

management problems for the landlord, particularly if the landlord was himself an 

absentee. In theory substantial tenants found it easier to fulfil their rent obligations 

and through subletting encouraged poorer men to settle on their land and improve 

it. The middleman further constituted an emergent rural ‘middle class’ who sought 

social stability and had direct control over the tenantry yet were not associated 

with the landed class. Their presence thus distanced the elite from many unpopular 

initiatives, the refusal to issue leases, increases in rent, distraint, eviction and so on. 

The growth of the linen industry accelerated the practice of sub-division as farmers 

found that by subletting portions of their acreage they earned greater returns than 

if they simply cultivated the land themselves. Middlemen flourished in Ulster from 

the late seventeenth century to the 1770s. After this date many landlords chose to 

call in old leases and re-issue direct ones to all the tenants who lived on their 

estate.69

In the south, many of these men were catholics, but in Down most were 

protestant. This was an inheritance from the colonisation of the county in the 

seventeenth century, when there had been so much immigration from mainland 

Britain that there was no room for the survival of the old Gaelic landowners as 

head tenants. Moreover the belief that protestant tenants would be loyal, stable and 

politically advantageous and the prohibition on granting long leases to catholics 

encouraged landlords to let their lands to men of English or Scots origin well into 

the eighteenth century.70 However there were exceptions. Some native Irish were 

sufficiently well organised and held enough standing in the community to retain 

their leases and so maintain direct links with the local landlord. John Towel, of 

Knocknagoran, complained to Sir Nicholas Bayly that he felt James Hanlon, his

67 Henry Hatch to Lord Blundell and William Turnbull, 1 July 1746 (ibid., D607/A/23).

68 David Dickson, ‘Middlemen’ in Thomas Bartlett and D. W. Hayton (eds.). Penal era and 

golden age: essays in Irish history 1690-1800 (Belfast, 1979), p.163.

69 Ibid., pp 162-85.
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immediate landlord, was overcharging him because he was a protestant, leaving 

one to presume that Hanlon was himself a catholic.71 In such cases this should be 

viewed as a wise measure in social control on the part of the gentry, who sought to 

avoid sectarian strife on their estates by allowing the lower tenantry to be 

‘managed’ by men of their own religious denomination. Nevertheless, in general, 

the County Down tenantry paid their rents and duties not to landlords, or old 

Gaelic lords and sub-lords, but to substantial protestant tenant farmers.72

At the commencement of the period under discussion middlemen were not 

discouraged and many would-be lessees made no secret of the fact that they 

intended to sublet. In 1768 Rowland Savage offered to pay £80 for Knocknagoran 

while agreeing that the cottiers who lived on that townland could remain in situ. 

Another man rented farms to the value of £400 on the same terms.73 Even quite 

small landholders might be involved. Francis Boyd proposed to pay £1.2s.9d. for 

40 acres all within the same townland as he meant to settle linen workers there.74 

The evidence suggests that, at this point, the middleman was a respected 

component of the social structure. Some members of the class even married into 

the gentry. In 1749 William Montgomery of Rosemount married Susanna Jolly, 

the daughter and sole heiress of John Jolly of Rathmullen, County Down, a 

gentleman who had in the early part of the century leased land from Lord Limerick 

and Michael Ward for the use of himself and his under-tenants.75 John Jolly had 

also worked as a land agent for Michael Ward, as did Thomas Squire, another 

middleman on that estate, and the middleman James Hanlon was bailiff to Nicholas 

Bayly.

70 Ibid., pp 171, 174.

71 Petition of John Towel to Sir Nicholas Bayly, [c. 1771] (Anglesey Mss, D619/11/7).

72 W. H. Crawford, ‘Economy and society in south Ulster in the eighteenth century’ (unpublished 

Ph.D. thesis, Q.U.B., 1982), p.25.

73 Rent proposal, Rowland Savage to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 15 Sept. 1768 (Anglesey Mss, 

D619/6/89); John Hutcheson to same, 15 Nov. 1777 (ibid., D619/21/C/159).

74 Rent proposal, Francis Boyd to same, 12 Sept. 1771 (ibid., D619/6/93).

75 Thomas Harrison Montgomery, A genealogical history and pedigree of the family of 

Montgomery (Philadelphia, 1863), p.132; lease, Michael Ward to John Jolly, 3 Jan. 1709 

(Montgomery Mss, Rosemount); lease, Lord Limerick to same, 31 Aug. 1725 (ibid.).
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Occasionally the landlord still had some say in how land was utilised. When 

Mrs A. Blackwood wished to rent lands in Ballyveman from Michael Ward she 

obtained plenty of offers for under-tenants but, before accepting any, first asked if 

Ward had instructions concerning the setting. However this was a letter from an 

impoverished woman who was also asking Ward to help settle her debts.76 In the 

main her deference was unusual and more often, once middlemen had taken 

possession of their holding, landlords found themselves powerless to influence who 

cultivated their lands. A tiered operation developed at Lislea on the Anglesey 

estate. There the main holder. Captain Murry, sub-let to two men, Hamilton and 

Hays, who, in their turn, re-let to a large number of subtenants, who by this stage 

were three levels removed from Bayly.77 Similarly in 1753 Robert Blackwood, 

significantly a substantial landlord in his own right, helped his brother-in-law 

William Macartney discharge his debts and in the process became the main 

leaseholder to Lord Blundell without Blundell’s permission.78 In these 

circumstances land could change hands at an alarmingly fast rate. This is 

illustrated by the example of Millgrange which, between the years 1709 and 1771, 

had five tenants. When this was the situation the question of who controlled land 

use, the proprietor or the lessee, could cause controversy. Shortly after being 

granted the mill at Millgrange from Robert Draper in 1766 John McClenaghan 

altered the watercourse. Draper, the lessor, was unhappy but unable to prevent it 

as McClenaghan’s lease was for three lives in perpetuity. Sir Nicholas Bayly was 

similarly concerned, for in 1771 William Stannus took over the lease from 

McClenaghan and revived the scheme to re-route the watercourse leading to the 

destruction of a substantial section of Bayly’s property.79

Another disadvantage of the system was that with so many more people 

involved than those actually named on the rent roll, rent often proved difficult to 

collect. On the Anglesey estate Rowland Savage regularly postponed the payment

76 A. Blackwood to Michael Ward, 27 Nov. 1755 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/8/51).

77 James Hanlon to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 4 May 1763 (Anglesey Mss, D619/22/F/11).

78 Henry Hatch to Lord Blundell and William Turnbull, 12 May 1753 (Downshire Mss, 

D607/A/23).

79 Memorandum by Sir Nicholas Bayly, [n.d.] (Anglesey Mss, D619/20/L/1); Memorandum by 

same, [n.d.] (ibid., D619/20/L/7); Memorandum by same, [n.d.] (ibid., D619/20/L/3).
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of the Ballinan rents until his tenants were ready to pay him and, in 1748, Andrew 

Savage and James Ross were forced to come to an agreement permitting Savage to 

distrain Ross’s under-tenants in order to hasten the production of remittances.

Ross lived in Belfast, which, interestingly, illustrates that it was not always the 

main landlord who was the absentee.80 Ross was, in all probability, a lease 

speculator, a character particularly associated with periods of rapid inflation in land 

values, such as the 1750s and 1760s. Townlands were often obtained via 

newspaper advertisements of which the Belfast Newsletter for the period holds 

many examples.81

Some middlemen refused to pay rent altogether and there could be a struggle 

between the chief landlord and the middleman to see who commanded the ultimate 

loyalty of the tenants. In this instance tenants could continue to pay their rent to 

the middleman or acknowledge the main landlord as having the legal authority to 

collect rents. In 1752-3, one middleman, Bernard Maynard, insinuated himself into 

the affections of the tenants of Curryglass, a property that the landlord, Michael 

Ward, had not visited for nine years. Maynard gained the allegiance of William 

Evans, ‘a beggar’, by taking on the responsibility of his £40 arrears. This gave 

Evans the confidence to swear on eviction that he would kill anyone who 

attempted to distrain or take his goods.82 Evans was not the only tenant to give 

trouble however. In March 1752 Stephen Rolleston reported that ‘[all] the tenants 

upon B:M’s holdings intend not to pay you any rent and if I distrain then you will 

have as many lawsuits as tenants distrained’.83 In this instance the inhabitants of 

Curryglass were not blamed completely, as Rolleston recognised their fear that if 

they paid rent to the absent Ward they might still have to pay Maynard who, it was 

rumoured, could arrive at any time. Hillgrove, the one tenant cited as being 

absolutely sure of his adherence to Maynard, to the point of prosecution at law in 

June 1753, had, in May 1751, been involved in a court case against Ward

80 John Blackwood to Michael Ward, 27 Nov. 1755 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/8/51); John 

Hutcheson to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 29 Sept. 1774 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/102); agreement 

between James Ross and Andrew Savage, 29 July 1748 (Savage Mss, D552/B/1/1/195).

81 Dickson, ‘Middlemen’, pp 172-3.

82 Stephen Rolleston to Michael Ward, 1 Apr. 1752 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/8/19).
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concerning rent increases. Then Hillgrove replevined for his cattle despite owing a 

year’s rent, his reasoning being that Ward’s right to advance tariffs during the 

period of his lease was invalid.84

Nevertheless, on most occasions tenants were loath to testify in court cases 

between landlords and middlemen for fear of retribution. In 1743 Hutcheson could 

find no one willing to make an affidavit when one middleman, Trevor Stannus, 

was accused of wasting land.85 If there was a conflict between landlords and chief 

tenants, under-tenants were often the ones who suffered most. In 1750, for 

instance, when Thomas Tipping wished to extend his holdings on Bayly’s land, he 

repeatedly distrained the local tenants’ cattle, hoping they would eventually break 

down and pay the rent to him.86 Another, even more serious, episode occurred on 

the Downshire estate. There John Trimble, a substantial middleman, had his goods 

distrained yet the agent, James Gwyn, admitted there had been little point to the 

exercise as Trimble held such an ascendancy over the area that no one would buy 

any of his goods. Nearly a decade later Trimble’s dominance was confirmed. When 

Robert Isaac, the agent, asked Blundell’s tenants why they paid their money to 

Trimble and not to their landlord, they confessed that the middleman had 

threatened to shoot them or bum their houses. The agent was incapable of 

distraining goods as no one would help him for fear of their lives.87 Alternatively, 

friction between landlords and middlemen could give tenants more freedom as 

middlemen allowed farmers to defy the chief landlord if they were displeased. This 

was the case when one middleman, William Barbazon, argued with Sir Nicholas 

Bayly over a strip of land on which Brabazon desired a road to be built. In 

retaliation Brabazon gave all his tenants new leases, allowing them to grind com 

where they pleased, to the min of the latter’s miller.88 This was an illegal move. In 

1765 Robert Gordon treated his landlord James Adair in a similar manner causing

83 Same to same, 3 Mar. 1752 (ibid., D2092/1/8/23).

84 Same to same, 7 May 1751 (ibid., D2092/1/8/8).

85 John Hutcheson to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 14 Dec. 1743 (Anglesey Mss, D619/22/F/6).

86 James Rooney to [same], 17 July 1750 (ibid., D619/21/B/91).

87 James Gywn to Henry Hatch, 21 Feb. 1746 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/28); Robert Isaac to 

same, 4 Jan. 1755 (ibid., D607/A/123). For more details see above, pp 46-8.

88 Petition of John Carron to Sir Nicholas Bayly, [n.d.] (ibid., D619/6/81).

86



much ill-feeling.89 Other examples of middlemen and landlords struggling for 

property or power include John McClenahan enclosing common land on the 

Anglesey estate in the 1740s and setting it to under-tenants and in 1758, when 

Lady Mount Alexander had to post an advertisement alerting tenants that they 

should not rent moss from a Mr St Lawrence as he had no right to the bogland in 

question.90

Tensions between middlemen and landlords could also endanger the 

apparatus of law and order. Take the case of William Stannus, son of Trevor, who 

again resided on the Bayly estate. Stannus was affluent and well connected. In 

1766 his father-in-law, Stephen Sipthorpe who was also a brother-in-law to 

Anthony Foster (Foster later became one of the most powerful men in Ireland), 

declared himself as candidate to succeed Foster as M.P. for County Louth. In the 

process he received Bayly’s support although Bayly’s agent is not recorded in 

attendance at any of the entertainments during the canvassing. Sibthorpe won and 

held his seat for two years until Anthony Foster’s son was ready to enter 

parliament in 1769. As a middleman who was also a magistrate and whose landlord 

was an absentee, Stannus was in a position to cause problems. In 1767 Hutcheson 

explained to Bayly that, when he had adjusted the boundary lines between the 

tenants’ holdings, he tried to be impartial but Stannus used his position to favour 

the greatest troublemakers, ‘by which means ... most of those new tenants will 

become rebellious and be of dangerous consequence to you if not speedily 

remedied’. Hanlon, the under-agent, reported further disruptions: Stannus would 

give court rulings simply to defy Bayly. One case concerned Morgan, a ‘litigious 

man’ and well known agitator, banished by other tenants. When a kindly tenant, 

Hagan, softened and gave Morgan land, the latter repaid him by committing an 

assault on his person, yet Stannus refused to prosecute the assailant. Bayly’s 

brother, the Rev. Edward Bayly, intervened, heard both parties, found in favour of 

Hagan and ordered Morgan to leave by 1 November. This Morgan refused to do 

and by January he had attacked the other tenants of Dromulla, along with their

89 James Adair to Robert Gordon, 15 July 1765 (Gordon Mss, D4204/E/1/4/3).

90 James Rooney to [Sir Nicholas Bayly], 19 July 1742 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/B/35); Robert 

Barson to [Lady Mount Alexander], 11 Mar. 1758 (Delacherois Mss, Mic 321/6).
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pregnant wives. Yet Stannus again took Morgan’s side and refused to 

acknowledge his landlord’s viewpoint.91

Stannus was informed of the dire consequences to Bayly’s authority and 

prestige of indulging unruly tenants but persisted in his actions and, ‘in a violent 

heat’, said ‘he must act as magistrate’. An uncertain compromise was eventually 

reached, but, though both sides were heard, only the question of the right to 

property, not the assault, was discussed. Hanlon believed Stannus’s power was 

‘so great... those insinuations to the ignorant rabble are sufficient to terrify me into 

a submission’ and allowed Stannus to take revenge on the agent for circumventing 

his attempts to make encroachments on Anglesey’s estate.92

Ten years previously Nicholas Bayly had described middlemen as 

‘engrossers of land who drive a kind of trade by oppressing the poor people who 

live under them and who seldom take land without getting as much by it 

themselves as they pay for it’.93 Stannus’s behaviour seems to have confirmed him 

in this view, for shortly afterwards he began to foreclose on late payers or non

residents and gather in direct leases.94 This was done with gusto. When the last 

name on a three life-lease died, Bayly’s agent, John Hutcheson, was keen to 

recover the land. An attorney was brought up to Newry at great expense 

especially for the purpose but Hutcheson justified the two guineas expended on 

this cause as worthwhile to prevent any ‘oversight or improper word’ which might 

‘endanger or bring into dispute’ the greater sum on the rent roll.95

Bayly could proceed in confidence as he knew that he had the whole hearted 

support of the lower tenantry. Throughout Ulster sub-tenants had been trying to 

obtain security of tenure from farmers, but almost everywhere were repelled and

91 A. P. W. Malcomson, John Foster: the politics of the Anglo-Irish ascendancy (Oxford, 1978), 

p.9; William Stannus to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 15 Sept. 1766 (Anglesey Mss, D619/22/E/8); Sir 

Nicholas Bayly to William Stannus, 21 Oct. 1766 (ibid., D619/22/E/9); C.J.I.. xiv, 298.

92 James Hanlon to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 24 Jan. 1767 (Anglesey Mss, D619/22/E/15).

93 Sir Nicholas Bayly to Edward Bayly, 2 Aug. 1757 (ibid., D619/22/I/3).

94 John Hutcheson to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 16 May 1773 (ibid., D619/21/C/77); Memorandum by 

Sir Nicholas Bayly, [n.d.] (ibid., D619/14/C/3); James Hanlon to same, 23 Apr. 1766 (ibid., 

D619/22/F/13); John Hutcheson to same, 14 Feb. 1773 (ibid., D619/21/C/74).

95 Same to same, 27 Oct. 1778 (ibid., D619/21/C/177).
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remained cottiers, holding at the will of the chief tenant in return for weaving, 

performing essential work on the farm, or breaking in marginal land.96 When 

George Lister wanted to rent a farm on the Bayly estate in 1757 he explained that 

there are rookers and oppressors who have given in proposals for 

whole towns, such as John Ellis and John McCannan: If your 

honour chooses to set it [to] such men I will cheerfully give up 

my pretensions to it... If I have the good fortune to be your 

honour’s tenant I would expect to be treated with humanity, but 

to live under such men would be nothing else but a wretched 

state of slavery and bondage.97

The desire to rid estates of middlemen had been a factor in the Steelboy 

campaigns of the 1770s. Then the Magherally Steelboys stated that ‘by the 

oversetting of our lands most of the tenants in Magherally are reduced to a state of 

poverty within these few years’.98 In 1778 the occupants of Beighnah secretly 

protested to Bayly against James Hanlon who they felt was endeavouring to 

‘banish and dispossess’ them by doubling the rent in four years. They asked to be 

issued direct leases. Similar petitions had already been submitted by Francis 

Rourke and the under-tenants of Camemucklagh."

Because of the strength of the linen industry, Ulster saw the cessation of 

middlemen some time before they disappeared from areas such as south Munster. 

By the 1770s the rent rolls of landlords had expanded rapidly and the substantial 

farming class had gradually disappeared to be replaced by a multitude of tenants 

paying their rents directly to the landowner. Once catholics were enfranchised in 

1793 the need to attract protestant tenants lessened and this further accelerated the

96 Crawford, ‘Economy and society’, p.29.

97 Memorial of Samuel Corbet to Sir Nicholas Bayly, [n.d.] (Anglesey Mss, D619/11/17); George 

Lister to same, 7 July 1757 (ibid., D619/22/A/46).

98 Copy of a letter sent to Robert Joy for publication in the Belfast Newsletter by the Hearts of 

Steel of Magherally, 10 Mar. 1772 (Donegall Mss, T1893/1).

99 Petition of the tenants of Beighnah to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 12 Mar. 1778 (Anglesey Mss, 

D619/11/6); petition of the under-tenants of Comemucklagh to same, [n.d.] (ibid., D619/11/9); 

petition of Francis Rourke to same, [n.d.] (ibid., D619/11/18).
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middleman’s demise.100 This streamlined the social structure but the elimination of

protestant middlemen as economic and political anachronisms strengthened the

‘peasant proprietorship’.101 Only when the transformation had occurred did many 

landlords realise that they had lost effective control over their estates as there were 

now too many tenants. As a result it became increasingly difficult to prevent sub

division or enforce covenants in a lease and, because landlords had placed 

themselves in a more immediate role with their tenantry, issues were bound to arise 

which would produce confrontation. Yet landlords could not afford to antagonise 

their tenantry. Instead they had to rely on their personal authority and their role as 

patriarchs in the community to maintain social control.102

Therefore the landlord-middleman relationship must be viewed with 

ambivalence. In many ways middlemen simplified the gentry’s role in Ulster by 

cutting down on estate administration and providing a solid protestant and 

dissenting yeoman class, but their presence also meant a challenge to the landlord 

for control over the sub-tenantry. Ultimately the landlord had attained dominance 

by the end of the eighteenth century but not without substantial effort and 

negotiation.

I

100 Dickson, ‘Middlemen’, p.182.

101 Kevin Whelan, ‘An underground gentry? catholic middlemen in eighteenth-century Ireland’ 

in Eighteenth-Century Ireland, x (1995), pp 7-67.

102_W. H. Crawford, ‘Economy and society in south Ulster in the eighteenth century’ in Clogher 

Record, vii (1975), pp 12-5.
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Chapter 4: Houses and demesnes
i

This chapter assesses the significance of the ‘big house’ and garden in eighteenth- 

century County Down. Through bricks, mortar and plants the gentry symbolically 

proclaimed that they had established their foothold in Ireland, intended to stay and 

were key players in county society. Interest in eighteenth-century domestic 

architecture was keen and visiting big houses an enjoyable pastime.1 The evolution 

of Castleward House and demesne [Illustrations 4 and 5] may be plotted by 

referring to visitors’ comments. In 1744 Walter Harris surveyed

the seat of Mr Justice Ward, where handsome improvements in 

parks, gardens, canals, a decoy and great plantations are already 

made and more designed.

In 1752 Bishop Richard Pococke described it as

very fine not only in groves and clumps of trees, but in quick 

fences to the road, adorned with flowering shrubs as well as rows 

of trees.

Eleven years later Mary Delany was concerned that

Mr [Bernard] Ward is building a fine house, but the scene about 

it is so uncommonly fine it should be judiciously laid out. He 

wants taste, and Lady Anne Ward is so whimsical that I doubt 

her judgement. If they do not do too much they can’t spoil the 

place, for it hath every advantage from nature that can be 

desired.

Nine years on, in 1772, Sir James Caldwell recorded that, though the house was 

‘not quite finished’, the family was in residence and the main rooms had been

1 This trend was reflected in contemporary literature. While on her visit to Derbyshire 

Elizabeth Bennett admired the delights of Mr Darcy’s home at Pemberley. George Saintsbury 

(ed.), Jane Austen, Pride and prejudice (London, 1894), pp 301-17 and one of Sir Kit 

Rackrent’s first actions on returning from his honeymoon was to view the new buildings and 

improvements with his wife. Marilyn Butler (ed.), Maria Edgeworth, Castle Rackrent and 

ennui (London, 1992), p.77.
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decorated.2 Mrs Delany also inspected Belvoir, built by Lady Midleton between 

1728 and 1747, and decided it was ‘a very good house though not quite finished 

and everything very elegant’.3 She later tried to survey Killyleagh Castle, when the 

wind was so high her negligee (loose dress) ‘fluttered like the streamers of a ship’. 

But the gates were locked so that Mary and her group were compelled to turn 

back.4

The ‘big house’ represented many things in eighteenth-century Ireland, both 

to its owners and their tenants. However, in the context of this thesis, it is the 

mentality of the landed class that is perhaps of primary relevance. To quote R. F. 

Foster, buildings were, ‘not only a claim to land recently won but also [a way] to 

convince themselves that they would remain’.5 Building projects also saw the 

introduction of new skills and ideas and reflect the mentality of the elite, the 

importance they attached to possessions, their pride in their wealth and their 

interest in travel and the importation of new ideas from England and continental 

Europe. So, while Down’s architectural heritage may be scanty as compared to 

London, Bath or Dublin, this chapter joins Parson Samuel Burdy, curate of 

Ardglass in the late eighteenth century, in his counsel to 

Let others praise famed Windsor’s lofty seats,

Its waving forests and its calm retreats;

Such splendid themes my muse content to pass.

Dwells on a far more humble scene - Ardglass.6 

Or in this case, the entire compass of County Down.

2 Mark Girouard, ‘Castleward, County Down’ in Country Life. 23 Nov. 1961, [off print in the 

document box for Castleward, Department of Historic Monuments in Northern Ireland], pp 1260

-3.

3 Government of Northern Ireland, Archaeological survey of Countv Down (Belfast, 1966), p.353.

4 Mary Delany to Ann Dewes, 28 Aug. 1758, printed in Lady Llanover (ed), The autobiography 

and correspondence of Mary Granville. Mrs Delany with interesting reminiscences of King

George III and Queen Charlotte (3 vols) (London, 1861), iii, 505-7.

5 R. F. Foster, ‘Protestant magic: W. B. Yeats and the spell of Irish history’ in Jonathan Allison 

(ed.), Yeats’ political identities: selected essays (Ann Arbor, 1996), p.86.

61. A. A. press cuttings for Co. Down.
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The following section deals with the home; first, the strong emotions
!H • jHBBWg

iched tOO'wSnership of the family seat, the landlord’s personal involvement in the

building works and the time and expense lavished on them and second, the

significance of the houses. On a political level they chart the consolidation of the

British in Ireland and the national pride the Anglo-Irish took in Ireland’s place in
.

the British empire and Europe. On a more personal level, for the projectors of the 

buildings themselves, the structures represented a gentleman’s arrival among the

county elite with his new position as the proprietor of a country residence giving 

him an opportunity to vie for status in County Down society.

An illustration of the firm attachment the gentry had for their homes and the

import of ownership is provided by Killyleagh Castle [Illustration 6], This is a 

plantation castle and bawn, built by James Hamilton, c. 1610, but with two massive 

comer towers, one of which is probably a survival from an earlier Norman fortress 

of the late twelfth century built by John de Courcy, and the other a later addition 

by Henry Hamilton, 2nd earl of Clanbrassil, in 1666.7 Before this stronghold was 

placed in the Hamiltons’ hands however, it had a tempestuous history, passing 

from Irish to English possession six times before being granted to the Hamiltons, 

after the flight of the earls in 1607.8 Even the first earl of Clanbrassil had to 

withstand attack from parliamentary forces in 1648 when the citadel was partially 

demolished. The second earl restored Killyleagh in 1666 but his pleasure was short 

lived for in the next year he contracted a disastrous marriage with Lady Alice 

Moore. The couple’s only child died in infancy and when Clanbrassil became 

impotent Alice realised that her childless state would mean disinheritance in favour 

of her husband’s cousins. To rectify this she broke into the charter room at 

Killyleagh and removed her father-in-law’s will, which entailed the estate away 

from her. She then forced her husband to make another will in her favour. The earl 

died of poisoning less than a year later, aged 27.

For two decades the Hamilton cousins battled to obtain legal redress until a 

copy will was discovered containing the original entail. By this stage the last 

cousin had died but had bequeathed his fortune to his daughter Anne and nephew

7 Mark Bence-Jones, Burke’s guide to country houses, ii (Ireland) (London, 1978), p.172.

8 Samuel Lewis, A topographical dictionary of Ireland (2 vols.) (London, 1837), ii, 159.
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Gawn. His testament was carried out in reality as well as in spirit and every asset 

Clanbrassil had owned was divided between the two. In the case of Killyleagh, 

Gawn received the castle and Anne and her descendants, the Blackwoods, obtained 

the gate house and bawn. The two feuding families lived side by side for 150 years 

with the Blackwoods in the gate house building a mansion directly in front of the 

Hamiltons’ castle, calculated to shut out light and view. Their bickering only ended 

in the nineteenth century when the then Lord Dufferin handed over the 

Blackwoods’ half of the property to his cousins.9 Another example in which family 

members turned against each other was at Castleward. There, at the turn of the 

nineteenth century, Bernard’s youngest son, Robert, tried to murder his brother 

Nicholas, the then Viscount Bangor, in an attempt to take possession of the house, 

its contents and the surrounding estate.10

The gentry’s involvement in building work is significant to the arguments of 

this chapter since it shows that the messages which are displayed in architecture 

are resonant of the Irish gentry themselves, and not of an English architect or 

itinerant builder. Landlords took an active role in the construction of the country 

homes dispersed around County Down [for which see Map 1 and Appendix 2], No 

architect is ever mentioned in connexion with Castleward but architectural books 

were common in the eighteenth century and were used by the gentry to plan their 

homes, in conjunction with local builders. Two features suggest this was the case 

at Castleward. First, a picture of Bernard Ward, painted by Coates in 1767 

[Dlustration 7] and situated in the salon at Castleward, shows Viscount Bangor 

holding in his hand the linen plans of the house. Second, the ceiling of the former 

estate office is not symmetrical or aligned with the windows. If an architect had 

been in charge he would have corrected this. It is therefore more probable that 

Castleward was constructed by builders to Ward’s plans while the viscount was in 

Dublin.* 11

9 Alistair Rowan, ‘Killyleagh Castle, County Down’ in Country Life. 19 Mar. 1970, cxlix, 

no.3859, p.692.

10 Information obtained at Castleward.

11 Lady Moira also dabbled in architecture. In Apr. 1792 she wrote to her daughter that the next 

day she intended to set about sketching plans and making a model for her. A month later she 

rejoiced that Lord Granard had approved her designs and explained how she had consulted
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Even where an architect was involved this did not necessarily mean the 

landlord’s wishes were secondary. Correspondence at the time of the extension to 

Hillsborough Lodge in 1795 [Illustration 8] between the second marquess of 

Downshire, his overseers and agents, and Robert Furze Brettingham, the architect 

who provided the plans, illustrate the interplay between the architect’s conception 

and that of his patron. They show how the marquess was prepared to have features 

such as chimney projections altered, at whatever difficulty for those in charge of 

the work, and how details such as capitals might be decided without reference to 

the architect who had conceived the overall design. Modifications, according to the 

client’s wishes, while work was under way had been quite usual in England since 

the sixteenth century and provision was sometimes allowed for them in an 

indenture between client and architect. Lord Downshire’s overriding of his 

architect’s recommendations and of the practical considerations advanced by his 

overseer are characteristic of the intricate processes involved in building an Irish 

country house. Moreover, few of the English or Scottish architects who provided 

plans for Irish buildings ever came over to Ireland to see how their commissions 

were progressing. Brettingham was an exception but his actual presence at 

Hillsborough served little purpose. Most projects were supervised by agents, with 

varying intervention from the client.

A letter from Thomas Lane to his employer Lord Downshire, in August 

1795, demonstrates this. In his report Lane stated what work had already been 

completed, enclosed the architect’s plans for the new square and stabling, and 

explained he had had several conversations with Brettingham and had given him 

instructions on specific details on which Downshire had pronounced views. 

However, Brettingham had taken umbrage at this perceived meddling and Lane 

feared that ‘a discontent marks his manners and I apprehend off he will be by 

Thursday’s mail’. Fortunately, Brettingham was still there in November when an 

‘R. Sharland’, an engineer employed by Downshire, wrote to him on Downshire’s

economy as far as possible and marked any main walls she had doubts about. Lady Moira to Lady 

Granard, 2 Apr. 1792 (Granard Mss, T3765/J/9/2/1); same to same, 3 May 1792 (ibid., 

T3765/J/9/2/2).
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behalf: even at this late date Downshire wanted Brettingham to make considerable 

alterations to his design. For

the marquess was pleased to express his disapprobation to me 

this morning of your plan of finishing the ends of the eating room 

... the recess being so wide that it is out of all proportion, the 

consequence of which is the room will appear much too low, and 

the arch which should at least be a semicircle can only be a 

segment to prevent its interference with the frieze.

Sharland also had some suggestions as he had

observed to his lordship that the side in which the fireplace [is 

placed] would appear very heavy without some enrichments and 

proposed panelling it unless his lordship has some pieces of 

canvas to commemorate the memory of some ancient or modem 

artist.

Sharland was in charge of plumbing yet even the smallest minutiae of his work 

were not deemed to be beneath the marquess’ notice. Sharland was required to 

send a detailed description of the installation of the cistern over Downshire’s water 

closet and was constrained to await the marquess’ approval before he bought any 

of the necessary apparatus.12

Some landowners went further and supervised the building of their homes 

personally. In 1790 William Johnston of Ballykilbeg, who had purchased the 

property six years previously at the cost of £4,140, commenced building a 

residence there [Illustration 9], The Dublin architect Charles Lilly was employed 

but, unlike Brettingham, probably did little more than provide plans and act as 

consultant. Details of expenditure headed, ‘an account of cash expended in 

building and other improvements at Ballykilbeg, 1790-1’, are recorded in 

Johnston’s own hand on twelve pages remaining of an earlier account book and 

suggest his close involvement in proceedings. Building materials were purchased 

and labour, both skilled and unskilled, was hired directly by Johnston himself. A 

quarry was opened on the Ballykilbeg estate and timber was purchased in

12 E. R. R Green and E. M. Jope, ‘Patron and architect: an example of relations in the late 

eighteenth century’ in Ulster Journal of Archaeology, xxiv-xxv (1961-2), pp 145-51.
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Portaferry and transported by water to the quay built by Edward Southwell at 

Downpatrick in 1717. Other local resources were sought: for instance, the 

entrance of the house was dressed in sandstone from the quarries at Scrabo, near 

Newtownards, and the sills of the basement windows appear to be of Moume 

granite. The preference for local materials is found throughout the county: for 

instance Mount Stewart’s dark grey stone also came from the local quarries on 

Scrabo Hill and this material was employed at Killyleagh.13

The length of time devoted to the construction of these buildings indicates 

that the gentry, and particularly the greater gentry, wanted the best possible 

monument to display their consequence to the world. The building of Castleward 

took 12 years. At Mount Stewart [Illustrations 10 and 11] building work covered 

a number of different phases. The original house, called Mount Pleasant, was 

probably begun soon after the estate was acquired in 1744. A fairly modest villa 

extension was placed on to the west wing by James Wyatt between 1783 and 1788. 

Extensive alterations were again made to this end of the house in 1803 to 1806 by 

an Irish carpenter-cum-architect, John Ferguson.14 Work continued beyond the 

period under discussion with the complete remodelling and enlargement of the 

eastern half of the house, making the whole building symmetrical for the first time, 

an enterprise tentatively attributed to William ‘Vitruvius’ Morrison and, equally 

tentatively, dated between 1822 and 1828. New buildings, probably only new 

office wings to replace Wyatt’s stables at the east end of the house, together with

13 However Michael Ward imported stone from Bristol and Portsmouth for his house, as did his 

son, for Sir James Caldwell reported that the Gothic and classical fronts were ‘all built of Bath 

stone, brought from Bath to Bristol and from thence in his own ships’ and at Echlinville key 

blocks of coade stone have been discovered in the remains. This is a high quality composition of 

London manufacture and not true stone. Samuel Campbell to Michael Ward, 20 Dec. 1739 

(Castleward Mss, D2092/1/5/45); Girouard, ‘Castleward’, pp 1260-3; D. M. Waterman, ‘A 

vanished Ulster house: Echlinville, County Down’ in Ulster Journal of Archaeology, xxiii (1960), 

pp 124-5; D. M. Waterman, ‘The building of Ballykilbeg House, County Down, 1790-2’ in Ulster 

Journal of Archaeology, xxiv-xxv (1961-2), pp 152-5.

14 Gervase Jackson-Stops, ‘Mount Stewart’ in Country Life. 6 Mar. 1980, clxvii, no.4313, p.636.
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refurbishing and various alterations to the main abode, and the building of a new 

stable yard further away to the east were completed between 1845 and 1850.15

Of course the main inducement to spread building projects over a number of 

years was not avid perfectionism but financial necessity. Gentlemen-architects were 

well paid, an illustration of the importance attached to their profession. James 

‘Athenian’ Stuart received £54.3s.4d. for his Temple of the Winds at Mount 

Stewart, and Wyatt £25 and £83 in 1783 for his plans of stables, offices and a new 

mansion house.16 But, compared to the total outlay on these dwellings, this was 

inexpensive. Castleward, built between 1760 and 1772, cost £5,000 more than 

Buckingham House in London, which had been completed in 1715 at a final price 

of around £20,000. The Stewarts were not to be outdone, and the initial building 

phase at Mount Stewart in the 1780s also amounted to £25,000. A break down of 

the expenses lists: £40 on a deer park wall, £3,628 on the demesne, £976 on 

carpenters’ fees, £945 on the garden, £2,399 on household goods and plate, 

building work £15,072, plantations £967, stone cutting £78, pictures £7 and the 

temple £996. This was at a time when labour was relatively cheap. In 1775 Robert 

Gordon made an agreement with Hugh Agnew, a brick maker from Malone, near 

Belfast to come to his estate at Florida, near Bangor to mould, bum and set 50,000 

bricks. Gordon was to provide coals, straw and other necessary material and 

Agnew was to be paid 5s. 1 l/2d. for every 1,000 bricks he completed. Such 

investment could have serious pecuniary implications. Yet in order to have an 

impressive family seat the gentry were prepared to place themselves in financial 

discomfort for many years to come. At Mount Stewart the disbursements of the 

1780s, combined with those of the 1790 County Down election, meant that the 

main building work had to be curtailed for a generation, only resuming in the 

1820s, and the year before Portaferry House was finished in 1790 the Savages had 

to negotiate a mortgage to conclude the undertaking.17

15 Information obtained at Mount Stewart.

16 Jackson-Stops, ‘Mount Stewart’, p.646.

17 John Harris, Geoffrey de Bellague and Oliver Millar (eds.), Buckingham Palace (London, 

1968), pp 22-3; expenses general, 1781-9 (Stewart Mss, D654/H2/1); agreement between Robert 

Gordon and Hugh Agnew, 4 June 1775 (Gordon Mss, D4204/J/3/1); mortgage, 19 Jan. 1789 

(Savage Mss, D552/B/1/1/234).
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The fact that many proprietors were so personally involved, and at so great a 

cost in the design and building of their homes, justifies an analysis of this domestic 

architecture in terms of the messages that it may have been intended to convey, or 

which are implicit within it. In the seventeenth century the main function of a 

landlord’s home was defensive. At Killyleagh Castle the fears entertained by the 

seventeenth-century colonists of their obstreperous neighbours are apparent. A 

water-colour, drawn three years before the 1850 rebuilding, shows the windows in 

the south-west tower were still no more than slits.18 Old Castleward, built in 1610 

[Illustration 12], the first house associated with the Wards in Ireland, is a fine 

example of the defensive residences being erected by the gentry, and others of 

substance, during this unsettled period. It consists of three storeys with an attic and 

oversailing battlement parapet and measures only 28 by 25 Vi feet.19

By the late seventeenth century the emphasis on defence was being replaced 

by a concern for architectural fashion. To take an early illustration, Waringstown 

House, built in 1667 by William Waring [Illustration 13], is one of the oldest 

surviving examples of an unfortified dwelling in Ireland. Originally the house 

appears to have been of two storeys and an attic, with pedimented curvilinear 

gables along the exterior, but before long the front was raised so that it became 

three full storeys. Surprisingly, for so large a house, the walls are of rammed earth 

and originally had a thatched roof.20 The whole design was open and airy. Further 

examples of this are Edward Corry’s town houses, built ini 730 at Abbey Yard, 

Newry. There one third of the exterior walls was devoted to windows.

In a later chapter it will be argued that the landed elite of County Down, in 

common with the landlord class throughout Ireland, were seeking to establish their 

country as an equal to England through art, literature and costume. In the same 

manner the country houses of Down show that, far from being ignorant 

provincials, the local gentry were people of cosmopolitan taste and sophistication.

18 H. C. Lawlor, ‘Killyleagh Castle’ in Ulster Journal of Archaeology, ii (1939), p.19.

19 Terence Reeves-Smyth, ‘Castleward demesne’ (2 vols.) (Department of Historic Monuments in 

Northern Ireland, unpublished guide book), i, 1.

20 Bence-Jones, Country houses, p.282; Rolf Loeber, ‘Irish country houses and castles of the late 

Caroline period: an unremembered past recaptured’ in Irish Georgian Society, xvi-xvii (1973-4), 

p.37.
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Although admittedly, ‘sophisticates’ who preferred to slavishly copy the mode of 

the English rather than develop a distinctive style of their own. Maurice Craig 

argues that Irish country houses were consistent in style with those being 

constructed in Dublin and, according to the trend set throughout Ireland, the main 

movement in country house building in Down was played out by 1750 and much of 

what had been built was influenced by the classical style inaugurated by William 

Connolly at Castletown. Other contemporary fashions can be seen in the T-shaped 

formation of Finnebrogue (1795) and Hillsborough Lodge (1758), the vaulted 

stables at Gill Hall (mid-eighteenth century), the bow windows at Gill Hall, 

Rosemount (1760) and Tollymore Park (1730, additions up to 1787) and the 

overlapping wings of Waringstown House (1667). No doubt many of these trends 

were spread through the pattern books popular in this era, of which the Royal 

Dublin Society held copious volumes, but it must also be remembered that many of 

the County Down gentry were building townhouses in Dublin during the period

where they would have seen the city’s architectural renaissance. The Baylys, ----

Garricks, Clanwilliams, Fordes, Maxwells, Moiras, Prices, Stewarts and Wards are 

all listed in Dublin street directories during the eighteenth century.21

Travel on the continent and the fondness of the elite for food, furniture and 

artwork from continental Europe, are also discussed in chapter 5 and these are 

again reflected in the architecture of the time. Just as the Temple of the Winds 

[Illustration 14] transported Robert Stewart and his friends to ancient Greece, 

other construction work linked County Down with Europe. There is a popular 

myth that every late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century Irish house of 

consequence can be attributed to an anonymous Dutch architect. It is thought this 

originates with John Allen, a merchant from the Netherlands who settled in Ireland 

in the later half of the seventeenth century and whose skill in architecture meant 

that he was often consulted by the nobility. The presence of ‘Dutch’ gables at

21 Maurice Craig, The architecture of Ireland from the earliest times to 1880 (London, 1982), 

p.189; Maurice Craig, Architecture in Ireland (Dublin, 1978), p.37; Irish Georgian Society, 

Records of eighteenth-century domestic architecture and decoration in Dublin (5 vols.) (Ireland, 

1969), i-v.
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Waringstown House has contributed to this legend.22 Other features giving the 

country houses of Down a continental ambience included the salon at Castleward. 

Its windows were inlaid with Flemish stained glass, of bright, purples, blues and 

greens, with lifelike pictures that are breathtaking in their clarity. Flemish glass was 

also present at Tollymore Park, and at Carradore Castle the towers were decorated 

with the cross of Lorraine to indicate the French origin of the de Lacherois 

family.23

Houses were inclined to follow British and continental trends because many 

of the architects employed by the County Down elite were English. Architectural 

fashions of early eighteenth-century England are generally regarded as being 

introduced to Ireland by the Irish architect. Sir Edward Lovett Pearce. Additionally 

Lord Limerick brought Thomas Wright over from Durham to design Tollymore 

House. These English architects had a distinctive style. For instance the pediment 

carried on a giant order of pilasters or half columns, which in England and 

elsewhere was the usual substitute for the portico as a central feature, was not 

popular in Ireland at this time. However it occurs at Castleward and is thought to 

be the influence of an English designer; the use of Bath stone further suggests the 

Bath/Bristol architects, James Bridges or Thomas Party.24

If the Stewart family may be taken as a model, Englishmen seem to have 

been keen to introduce their Irish ‘cousins’ to fashionable designers. In 1781 

Robert Stewart commissioned some competent, but unremarkable, plans and 

elevations for new stables and offices, almost certainly the work of Alexander 

Bogs, who had designed the old parish church in Belleek, Co. Fermanagh. But, 

Stewart’s father-in-law Lord Camden, who acted as his political agent in England, 

took matters into his own hands and contracted James Wyatt. In the same way 

Lord Londonderry may have been introduced to James ‘Athenian’ Stuart either by 

the Dublin architect, James Gandon, or by the bishop of Dromore, Dr Thomas 

Percy, who published An account of the extraordinary escape of James Stuart Esq,

... from being put to death bv some Turks in 1804 (although no other books of

22 Bence-Jones, Country houses, p.xviii.

23 A. J. Rowan, ‘Georgian castles in Ireland’ in Irish Georgian Society, vii (1974), p.21.

24 Bence-Jones, Country houses, pp xix and 282.
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architectural interest are listed in Percy’s library).25 On the other hand the 

marquess reimbursed his brother-in-law Camden in March 1782 for ‘the model of 

the temple which he had paid’, so the recommendation may have equally well come 

through him. Ten years later, when building work recommenced George Dance 

was employed as architect. Dance is thought to have been the lover of Lord 

Londonderry’s sister-in-law, Lady Elizabeth Pratt. Dance came to Ireland with 

Elizabeth, during the period that her father, Lord Camden, was lord lieutenant. It 

is possible that he visited Mount Stewart at this time and was authorised to take 

charge of the alterations of 1803.26

However, men had to be employed to carry out the work and often these 

craftsmen tended to be Irish. In this way standards of Irish design and innovation 

were brought in line with those of England. Accounts for the Temple of the Winds, 

up until December 1783, reveal that the first-floor plaster work was undertaken by 

William Fitzgerald, although it is reminiscent of Stuart’s late decorative style, as 

exemplified in the chapel at Greenwich. The central rosette, fluting and coffering of 

the dome above the staircase are also closely related to the domed ceiling of the 

room in the Shugborough Temple, in Staffordshire an English copy of the Temple 

of the Winds. No evidence survives to indicate how Fitzgerald was instructed 

during the building work, but papers relating to Hillsborough Lodge illustrate that 

Brettingham’s mandates to the foreman William Forsyth could not be too detailed. 

For instance, a written memo was sent giving directions for the fixing of the brass 

wire on the doors of the bookcases in the library and a carved model of a staircase 

railing was sent from England and presumably copied by a local blacksmith. The 

initiated were not slow to take advantage of the education these experiences 

offered. In 1803 Fitzgerald had advanced his stature and now reappeared as the 

engineer who was ‘superintending the new building at Mount Stewart’.27

25 The library of Thomas Percy 1729-1811. bishop of Dromore sold 1812 to the earl of Caledon

(London, 1969).

26 Information obtained at Mount Stewart.

27 When Brettingham was designing Hillsborough Lodge he addressed them to Mr William 

Forsyth, Hillsborough, Ireland. Plan by R. F. Brettingham, [c.1788] (Downshire Mss, 

D671/P8/22/13); memorandum by same, [c. 1795] (ibid., D671/P8/24/11); information obtained at 

Hillsborough Castle; information obtained at Mount Stewart.
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The Irish utilised domestic architecture in order to make some implicit 

statement on their nation’s position vis-a-vis England. Yet the construction of a 

new house, or the rebuilding and adapting of an existing house, also had a 

significance at local level. A new residence often marked the social or political 

arrival of a family and it could also serve the function of obscuring the fact that 

wealth had been made in trade. This may have been the hope of the Londonderrys 

at Mount Stewart. In the early to mid-eighteenth century the lower gentry lived in 

small houses like old Castleward and inventories confirm that their contents were 

relatively sparse. However, wealthier landlords grew richer by the decade and 

decorated their houses accordingly.28 When Bernard Ward was raised to the 

peerage as Viscount Bangor, he and his family moved from their Queen Anne 

house, a short rectangular two storey residence built around 1713, into the present 

day Castleward, and one of Robert Stewart’s first acts on succeeding his father in 

1781 was to change the name of the family residence from Mount Pleasant to the 

more resonant, and exalting. Mount Stewart and to consider building new stables 

and offices.29

Because houses were considered a statement of one’s social position siting 

was important, as landowners wished to ensure they conveyed the correct 

impression. The peasantry and the larger tenants and yeomen farmers, while kept at 

a safe distance, had to be able to see these buildings and appreciate their 

significance. More pertinently, other gentlemen were expected to admire. In 1752 

Bishop Richard Pococke, made a tour of Ireland and spoke admiringly of 

Castleward, Echlinville, Finnebrogue, Mount Panther and Rostrevor, and the 

homes of Francis Annesley, Edward Bayly, Lord Limerick and Edward 

Southwell.30 Similarly, as well as enjoying the views for their own sake, owners 

wished the vistas from their homes to be a testament to their wealth and greatness. 

Castlewellan House overlooks the bay of Dundrum, the valley running to

28 Peter Somerville-Large, The Irish country house: a social history (London, 1995), pp 147-65.

29 Reeves-Smyth, ‘Castleward demesne’, i, 7; Jackson-Stops, ‘Mount Stewart’, p.646.

30 John McVeagh (ed.), Richard Pococke’s Irish tours (Dublin, 1995), pp 31-5.
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Downpatrick, the picturesque hills that encircle Slieve Croob and all the summits 

of the Moume range. The Annesleys were, it seems, lords of all they surveyed.31

The gate lodge was an important symbol of the landowner’s grandeur. These 

were the first landmarks that a visitor would see and, at a time when most big 

houses were distant and closed off by high demesne walls, gate houses delineated 

the boundary between elite and non-elite culture, but also let the tenantry and other 

passers by appreciate the distinct architectural style of their betters. Because the 

prime purpose of these houses was to impress, slight emphasis was given to 

accommodation. They were small even by contemporary standards. Symmetry was 

all and rear elevations remained unadorned. To add to the illusion of wealth and 

demarcation, gate men were often required to wear uniform. Examples include 

those at St. Malachi’s church, Hillsborough (which were in fact school houses) and 

Oakley at Killough, built for Dean Annesley in 1789 by Charles Lilly. This is a 

two-roomed, three-bay lodge of Georgian Gothic construction with two rubble- 

stone gate pillars, surmounted by sculptured pineapples. Lord Limerick, however, 

did not build his gateways with accommodation in mind. He employed Thomas 

Wright, the English architect and amateur astronomer, to design his Barbican 

Entrance [Dlustration 15] and Gothic Gate in 1780 and 1786. The former is a 

rough stone castle with an arch between two round towers with trefoils and arrow 

slits. The towers, interestingly, contain shamrock motifs over pointed arched 

openings, one giving access to the park, the other housing a spiral staircase that 

leads to battlements.32

For those privileged enough to gain admittance, the vista from the driveway 

to the house was designed to inspire. Charles Lilly was employed to fashion the 

avenue and greenery at Hillsborough Lodge [Dlustration 16], A circular drive 

swept up to the mansion and created a heart-shaped inner lawn with gravel paths

31 The Weekly Irish Times. 1937 (I. A. A. press cuttings for Co. Down). In time buildings sited in 

beautiful surroundings were themselves subject to the same treatment. By 1738 Audley’s Castle 

had sufficient romantic interest to be used as the eye-catching focus for the long axis of 

Castleward’s Temple Water.

32 J. A. K. Dean, The gate lodges of Ulster: a gazetteer (Belfast, 1994), pp i-ix, 92, 88, 97.
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lining the circumference of the demesne wall.33 The facade of the house was no less 

intimidating: balance and order predominated and the sturdy door, with fanlight 

and Doric columns, was mirrored in the four ground floor windows. While the 

Hills chose simplicity to make their point, the doorway of Gill Hall at Dromore 

[Illustration 17], enlarged in about 1731 to designs by Richard Castles, the 

architect employed on the Lagan navigation, opted for magnificence. The door 

opened under a segmental arch with carved stone dolphins in the spandrels and was 

rusticated on either side. All this was framed by Doric columns and a Doric 

entablature, surmounted by a segmented pediment. In the same vein Killyleagh 

Castle flanked its entrance with lions. While some areas of the houses’ anterior 

were highlighted in this way, others were underplayed. Moira House had massive 

cornices to hide the roofs of the side bays. Similarly, areas relegated as servants’ 

quarters were hidden from view.34

The urge to surpass one’s peers could sometimes give houses an eccentric 

air as owners chose to spend hundreds of pounds on accoutrements which were 

not strictly necessary. The devout Lord Hillsborough is supposed to have built 

tunnels that led from his house to the nearby parish church, so that if he felt the 

desire for private prayer he could enter St. Malachi’s free from the scrutiny of the 

local townsfolk. A more public display of the family’s nobility was the castle guard 

and bugler at Hillsborough Fort. Follies were a popular mode employed by the 

gentry to vaunt their consumption. Tollymore Park has a series of these, the 

Clanbrassil Bam built in 1758, Horn Bridge Hermitage constructed in the early 

1770s, Lord Limerick’s follies completed in the late 1770s and Ivy Bridge, finished 

in 1780. The owners of Castleward and Rosemount also participated in this trend. 

At Tollymore great care was taken to produce a Gothic theme. The ornamental 

bap-like stones on almost all the structures, although they look indigenous, are in 

fact indicated on a Wright drawing. The charm was heightened because both 

Wright and Clanbrassil were not professionals but gifted amateurs.35 It may have 

been Clanbrassil’s idea to combine larch and spruce on the mountain-side so that

33 Plan by Charles Lilly, 1789 (Downshire Mss, D671/P7/3).

34 Bence-Jones, Country houses, p.133; Loeber, ‘Irish country houses’, p.39.

35 Peter Rankin, ‘My favourite building’ in Ulster Architect Apr. 1985, p.35.
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their shadowy Gothic character blend with the Gothic follies scattered throughout 

the demesne.36

The finest example of a folly cum dining room and belvedere in Down must 

be the Temple of the Winds at Mount Stewart. Robert Stewart, a resident 

landlord, who, as a Presbyterian, had been educated at Geneva before commencing 

on his Grand Tour, was the only Irish patron of James ‘Athenian’ Stuart whose 

1758 Doric Temple at Hayling, Hampshire bears the distinction of being the first 

monument of the Greek revival in the world. Stuart had lived in Rome between 

1740 and 1741 and travelled to Greece with his friend Charles Revett in 1751 to 

undertake their comprehensive survey of the ancient buildings of that country for 

their Antiquities of Athens, the first volume of which was published in 1762.

When Stuart and Revett were unable to procure an adequate view of the 

original temple in Athens, a native of the city pulled down his house to facilitate 

their observations. In due course this allowed Mount Stewart to have the most 

correct version of the Temple of the Winds in the British Isles, an improvement on 

Stuart’s earlier attempt at Shugborough in Staffordshire as the Mount Stewart 

Temple was built of cut stone rather than brick and stucco allowing it to reproduce 

the ‘reliefs of the original’ and had more windows.37 Although the aspidal 

projection that contains the staircase at the back is taller and far more prominent 

than in the original and there are two porticoes rather than three, the unorthodox 

capitals of the columns, crisply carved in hard dark grey local stone, are exact 

replicas of those drawn by Stuart and Revett in Athens 30 years earlier.38 The 

interior was furnished in conjunction with the Scheemaker brothers who had also 

collaborated with Stuart on the construction of Spencer House, Westminster in 

1759.39

36 Keith Lamb and Patrick Bowe, A history of gardening in Ireland (Dublin, 1995), pp 56-7.

37 Nikolaus Pevsner and Judy Naim (eds.), The buildings of England: Staffordshire (London, 

1974), p.237.

38 Jackson-Stops, ‘Mount Stewart’, p.646.

39 Ingrid Roscoe, ‘James “Athenian” Stuart and the Scheemakers family’ in Apollo (Sept. 1987), 

p. 178; the Knight of Glin, The Temple of the Winds. Mount Stewart: an historical note (The 

National Trust, 1966), pp 3-12.
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The completed building was used for entertaining dinner guests. Food was 

heated in the ground floor after being conveyed from the house through 

underground tunnels and then carried to the dining area on the first storey. This 

design in due course became popular with other architects of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries, such as Wyatt, Inwood and Elmes.40 On important occasions 

other families set up temporary accommodation to entertain large numbers. For 

instance in 1800 Lord Downshire erected a large oilcloth tent in his grounds.

Guests entered through a portico into a 25 feet long dining room, connected via a 

corridor to a drawing room, 12 feet by 18 feet. Another passageway led to a 

bedchamber.41

As the controversy surrounding the eventual ownership of Killyleagh Castle 

illustrates, few things could provoke as much passion as the preservation and 

continued security of a family seat. In the eighteenth century these monuments 

were being constructed at a more prolific rate than at any time previously.

Landlord influence on style and structure appears to have been strong. A 

gentleman might design his house himself, as at Castleward, or heavily influence 

the architect, as Lord Downshire did in his relationship with R. F. Brettingham. He 

might even build the house to another’s designs in the mode of William Johnston at 

Ballykilbeg. Most building work took years, as at Castleward and Mount Stewart, 

and as the expense was vast, the consequences of building projects were felt by 

families long after the event.

With this level of personal and financial investment it is not fanciful to 

conclude that the messages conveyed by the bricks and mortar that remain are 

hardly coincidental. In the first part they trace the British settlement in Down from 

simple structures, with an emphasis on defence rather than comfort, to the relaxed, 

Anglicised mansions of the eighteenth century, representing security of tenure, the 

improvement of land, the success of the British settlement, the growth of the linen 

industry which brought new wealth to east Ulster and the nation’s pride that 

Ireland could take her place culturally alongside mainland Britain and Europe. The

40 David Walkie, Athenian Stuart: pioneer of the Greek revival (London, 1982), p.27.

41 Plan of a tent, [c.1800] (Downshire Mss, D671/P8/6).
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houses also served as an example to Irish workers and the middle classes who on a 

smaller scale sought to emulate the domestic architecture of their ‘betters’.

Houses were also a reflection of the desire of the gentry to be seen as 

integral members of the county elite, which necessitated having a home of suitable 

standing. To judge from the comments of Walter Harris, Mary Delany, Richard 

Pococke and Sir James Caldwell, others were quick to admire or censure a 

gentleman’s taste. It was de rigueur to choose an impressive site overlooking 

one’s estate, town or village with gate lodges demarcating the otherwise invisible, 

but well understood, division between elite and non-elite space. Those who could 

enter through the gateways of the high demesne walls were encouraged to 

appreciate their host’s prestige by admiring sweeping vistas, imposing facades and 

ostentatious outlays of wealth on superfluous accoutrements.

2

In the eighteenth century it increasingly became the vogue for a landowner to 

commission views of his house and park. A print in the Downshire papers, of 

Blessington House in County Wicklow, the family’s second home in Ireland 

[Illustration 18], gives an intriguing glimpse into how the gentry displayed their 

homes and gardens and the messages these edifices were intended to convey. The 

artist is standing on a hill, which sweeps majestically down to Blessington House, 

placed in the centre of the print. Access to this mansion is only for the fortunate 

few, as a high demesne wall surrounds the house and the only door admitting entry 

is enveloped by dense vegetation. Trees also encircle the house and nearby church, 

the highest object in the print, shielding these two buildings from the village. The 

established religion seems to belong to the landlord. So does the countryside, for 

the hamlet housing nearby tenants is barely visible, as it is hidden behind foliage.

The message appears to be that the landlord is the single legitimate resident on the 

landscape. The artist also gives the impression that the inhabitants of Blessington 

House are the only group who care for the country’s agronomy as the sole patch of 

cultivated land in the print is the Blessington demesne. Anything outside its wall is 

rough, rocky with tree stumps and bushes. In the foreground a group of men, 

overshadowed by large, wild, unkempt trees, set off hunting, carrying large whips
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and acfedpajil^ by a pack of dogs. Blessington and its occupants are the lone 

representativ^bn view of protestantism and, by implication, civilisation.42

In contrast Jonathan Fisher’s depiction of Castleward displays a more 

tranquil setting. In the 1780s Fisher painted a set of five aspects of the house.

One of these, the classical west front of Castleward and its environs, shows the 

main approach to the demesne from the south. The drive runs for about half a mile 

and suddenly there is a break in the planting which gives a first vista of the castle, 

well set back on a broad strip of lawn with a glimpse of Strangford Lough and the 4’ 

green spine of the Ards peninsula in the background. Even allowing for artistic 

licence it serves as an excellent explanation of why Bernard Ward should have 

sited his new house there. Like Blessington, the castle is in the centre of the

Canvas but there is no defensive wall and the low trees on either side of the drive
- —

indicate privacy rather than restricted access. In the foreground again there are 

horses, but these, and the men chasing them, are elegant and playful. There is a 

clear sky and romantic trees frame the scene.43

This section will argue, as T. C. Barnard has done, that gardening ‘tells us 

something of the links which bound Ireland to England’. The art of gardening was 

a new departure for eighteenth-century Ireland and was perceived by the gentry to 

be a way of taming the ‘wild’ Irish landscape and transplanting in its stead the 

reassuring veneer of the English home counties. This improvement proclaimed for 

the protestant newcomers the advantages to their adopted country of their

42 North prospect of Blessington, [c.1770] (ibid., D671/P2/4). Prints of houses were popular at 

this time. Tollymore appeared in Thomas Milton’s engravings of Seats and demesnes of Ireland 

(1794). These editions had a largely Irish readership but further afield, a drawing of Hillsborough 

Castle appeared in the Royal Academy in 1797 to commemorate the completion of the extension 

works with an inscription to the effect that it had just been finished under the direction of the 

architect Robert Ferze Brettingham. Subscribers from County Down for Milton’s volume of prints 

included, the Hon. Richard Annesley, the Rev. John Bayly, the earl of Clanbrassil, the Rt. Hon. 

John Fortescue, the earl of Moira, Hugh Montgomery, Colonel Robert Ross, Robert Stewart, the 

Hon. Edward Ward and the Hon. Robert Ward. Ardglass received similar treatment from Thomas 

Robinson. Leslie Hewitt (ed ), The seats and demesnes of the nobility and gentry of Ireland, 

engravines by Thdfaias Milton 1783-1794 (Kilkenny, 1982).

43 Jonathan Fisher’s set of landscapes are in the possession of the National Trust of Northern

Ireland at Castleward.



enterprise and distinctive values in contrast to the sinful wastefulness of the native 

catholics.44 For instance, in the 1730s, according to Judge Edward Willes, the 

mountains of Mourne, were extremely hazardous and anyone who ventured among 

them did so at their peril, as they were a haunt of tories and rapparees. However, a 

good road was pushed through in the 1740s. In Willes’ opinion the area was still 

wild and mountainous but an oasis had been provided by a tract of land designated 

by Lord Annesley for improvement, where he had built a pretty town,

Castlewellan, and was now ‘building a magnificent seat for himself 45 Because 

eighteenth-century improving schemes were so strongly linked with the protestant 

religion the clergy took pains to be involved in the promotion of horticultural 

innovation. Patrick Delany, alongside his friend Jonathan Swift, propagated the 

ideas of Alexander Pope and William Kent and the list of subscribers to Philip 

Miller’s Gardeners’ dictionary of 1732 included the bishops of Down and 

Dromore.46

While their tenants were obliged to undertake improvement clauses in leases, 

landlords chose to turn their grounds into models of English taste in horticulture. 

The importance of this transfiguration of the landscape in the minds of the gentry is 

shown by the sites and names of homes. The original house built by Alexander 

Stewart was called Mount Pleasant, presumably on account of the magnificent 

aspect to the south over Strangford Lough. It later became Mount Stewart. Other 

men named newly reclaimed areas after themselves, Castleward, Crawfordsbum, 

Hillsborough, Hilltown, Mount Stewart, Seaforde and so on.47 Formal plantations 

were also popular as they imitated the Dutch styles chosen to honour King William 

III. At Bangor Joseph Walker reported, ‘there are gardens, which are large and 

handsome, and filled with nobler-greens of a great size, cut in various shapes’ and 

when Mary Delany and Edward Bayly took a tour of the improvements at 

Hillsborough they noted that the ground was laid out in good taste with nurseries,

44 T. C. Barnard, ‘Gardening, diet and improvement in later seventeenth-century Ireland’ in 

Journal of Gardening History, x (1990), p.71.

45 Edward Willes to [-], [c.1759] (Willes Mss, T2368/3).

46 Edward Malins, Lost demesnes: Irish landscape gardening. 1660-1845 (London, 1976), pp 1, 

129-32.
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shrubs and flowers diversifying the scene. There was also a pretty stretch of water 

with an island on it and all the views were pleasant.48 At Castleward, in the early 

eighteenth century, the Temple Water, an artificial canal cut a straight line through 

the estate and provided fresh water fish for the household. It gained its name from 

a folly built in the grounds. An artificial mount was constructed to provide a high 

point from which the whole layout of the formal garden could be enjoyed.

Nevertheless, as the century progressed the position of the landed elite on 

the island became more assured and there no longer seemed to be the same need to 

point out the differences between the old and new landowning classes. Now 

gardens did not appear to emulate the British political system but instead many 

chose to use them to substantiate Irish claims to nationality grounded on the 

argument that Ireland was a thriving nation equal in terms of cultivation and 

prosperity to the English so should be allowed to take a position as a separate but 

friendly nation with Britain.

A strong correlation between the gentry’s desire to improve Ireland and its 

native industries and attempts to bring order and control to their own gardens 

could be seen when Arthur Young visited Castleward in 1777. He waxed lyrical on 

the beautiful scenery from Lady Anne’s temple which watched over a winding hill 

enshrouded by a glen of wood. This broke the view of the large bay, an inlet for 

Strangford Lough, to which. Young enthused, ‘a ship at anchor added much’.49 

The combination of aesthetic and commercial improvements is again seen at 

Hillsborough, where Lord Downshire’s office may have presided over the Moira 

road but his bedroom overlooked parkland.

Gardening fashions also became more natural, wild and picturesque, inspired 

by ‘Capability’ Brown’s visit to the home of the noted patriot Lord Kildare at 

Carton, County Kildare, However even ‘natural’ gardens had been given a helping

47 Jackson-Stops, ‘Mount Stewart’, p.646.

48 Joseph Cooper Walker, Historical memoirs of the Irish bards, an historical essay on the dress of 

the ancient and modem Irish and a memoir on the armour and weapons of the Irish (Dublin, 

1818), p,168; Mary Delany to Ann Dewes, 1 Oct. 1758, printed in Llanover (ed), Autobiography 

and correspondence, iii, 511-6.

49 Arthur Wollastan Hutton (ed.), Arthur Young’s tour in Ireland 1776-1779 (2 vols.) (London, 

1892), i, 143.
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hand, (perhaps analogous to the patriots’ declarations of Ireland’s constitutional 

rights which were founded on a complete denial of the existence of the 

controversies caused by the catholic question in Ireland). At Tollymore the colour 

of the landscape had been changed out of recognition by planting Rhododendron 

Ponticum through the woods, giving relief to the otherwise sober colouring of the 

native firs. This was a revolutionary idea for its time.50 In the same way, when 

William Ashford, the leader among landscape artists of eighteenth-century Ireland, 

came to Strangford in 1785 to paint the bay, the new house and the temple 

[Illustration 19], the scene was bathed in an imaginary golden light. The Temple 

Water was omitted, as it was a reminder of the earlier rigid lines of the ‘Dutch’ 

period, so the northward view from the back of the shrine was quite different from 

the reality, being over open land outside the demesne to the wide expanses of 

Strangford Lough.

Maria Edgeworth’s letter to her mother on 21 March 1806, describing Fort 

Hamilton, her aunt’s residence, two and a half miles outside Rostrevor, displays 

the physical results of these changes in gardening style.

The two former proprietors’ of this mansion had opposite tastes, 

one all for straight and the other for serpentine lines and there 

was war between snug and picturesque of which traces appear 

every step you proceed.51

However in the mid to late eighteenth century, natural gardens, inspired by the 

spirit of‘improvement’, were pre-eminent. The period 1740 to 1780 is seen by 

many as a golden age of prosperity and innovation in Ireland. While this can be 

debated, it cannot be denied that the period saw the emergence of a number of 

societies dedicated to improvement; the Royal Dublin Society, Incorporated 

Society, the Physio-Historical Society, and so on and individuals such as David 

Bindon, Henry Brooke, Samuel Madden and Thomas Prior all intent on improving 

Ireland’s economic, social and political position. In Down this passion for 

‘improvement’ was not diluted by its transmission to the provinces. The county 

saw an expansion in house-building which has already been detailed, and

50 Lamb and Bowe, History of gardening in Ireland, p.57; Malins, Lost demesnes, p.106.

51 Ibid., p. 17.
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infrastructural improvements and town planning, which will be discussed in chapter 

6. Here the mode in which the spirit of improvement was reflected in eighteenth- 

century horticulture is outlined.

There was no single origin for the enthusiasm the County Down gentry 

channelled into the cause of improving Ireland’s economy. One source was the 

existing moderate expansion of the Irish economy in the early years of the century 

so that by 1750 Ireland saw the development of a money economy and improved 

communications. The first farming district in Ulster to be guaranteed a regular 

market was the Lecale. This area had blossomed after Michael Ward had 

introduced the technique of applying marl to the lea ground in the year before 

ploughing in 1707, an innovation which greatly increased the production of barley 

that facilitated by the new roads, quays and harbours being built in the county, was 

supplied to the rapidly growing city of Dublin.52

Second improvement helped to further the British, and, by definition, the 

protestant, interest. Kevin Whelan contends that the gentry felt that improvements 

would ‘articulate in the landscape the visible signs of a stable and civilising 

protestant society’.53 This point has already been touched on, but one should not 

underestimate the religious fervour which lay behind these schemes. In a letter 

intended to be read posthumously Michael Ward advised his son,

what remains after your religious duties, and the business of your 

family and estate, should be spent in such a manner as your 

studies qualify you for and, if that fails, attending parliament, 

keeping a justice of the peace, advising your tenants and keeping 

them in peace, husbandry, planting and other improvements.54 

Third, the culture of‘improvement’ accorded with the burgeoning sense of 

patriotism that was emerging at this time. Patrick Delany, Samuel Madden and 

Jonathan Swift argued that Ireland could not be a prosperous nation unless its

52 Between 1700 and 1750 Dublin’s population doubled from 65,000 to 130,000. W. H.

Crawford, ‘Economy and society in eighteenth-century Ulster’ (unpublished Ph.D. thesis, Q.U.B., 

1982), pp 51, 62, 67.

53 Kevin Whelan, ‘An underground gentry? Catholic middlemen in eighteenth-century Ireland’ 

in Eighteenth-Century Ireland, x (1995), p. 10.
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people supported home industry. Michael Ward’s cousin, Arthur Dobbs, gave 

weight to this argument in his Essay on the trade and improvement of Ireland 

where he stated that, by 1730, about £100,000 worth of manufactured silks, 

muslins, Hollands, cambrics, bone lace and draperies were being imported into 

Ireland annually.55 Lady Moira’s papers contain a receipt from the Irish silk 

warehouse which was ‘constantly supplied with a variety of garments and cloak 

satins, armazeens, widow’s silks, mantuas and lustings’, with the postscript that the 

manufacturers were grateful for the encouragement they had so long experienced 

and humbly solicited a continuance of the public favour which they would always 

use their best endeavours to merit. These are foreign goods and accord with the 

argument of section one that Ireland sought to substantiate its claim to equality 

with Britain through its cosmopolitanism yet at the same time any economic profits 

to be made from these endeavours were to be placed in the pockets of the Irish 

rather than the British. In 1768 Lord Clanbrassil started collecting exotic trees.

His grand idea was to reforest the more remote mountains and hills of Ireland with 

commercial coniferous woodland. After his discovery of a slow growing spruce, 

the family had the honour of having the Piceabvies Clanbrassiliana named after 

them. In 1783 he published a treatise on the subject An account of the method of 

raising Scotch fir as practised in Scotland.56 Of the County Down landlords in this 

discussion, Daniel Mussenden involved himself the most in trade and in particular 

the pottery business. In 1748 he was the merchant responsible for supplying 

mainland delftware potters with Carrickfergus clay and was one of the leaseholders 

for the Downshire pottery, the only clay works ever set up in Belfast specifically 

for the manufacture of cream and pearlware. In the three years of its sustained 

manufacture output was comparable to sales of Wedgwood in Ireland.

54 Michael Ward to Bernard Ward, [n.d.] (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/7/121).

55 Arthur Dobbs, An essay on the trade and improvement of Ireland (Dublin, 1729), pp 38-41; 

see J. G. McCoy, ‘Local political culture in the Hanoverian empire: the case of Ireland 1714- 

1760’ (unpublished D.Phil. thesis, Oxford University, 1994), passim.

56 Lamb and Bowe, History of gardening in Ireland, pp 55-6.
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Nevertheless Mussenden’s commitment to Irish pottery did not prohibit him 

ordering a set of Dresden tea and coffee ware from Danzig, priced £180.57

To understand this interest in improvement it is illuminating to look at the 

dilettante art available. For County Down the best example of the gifted amateur 

lies in the National Gallery of Ireland’s sketchbook belonging to Mary Delany. 

Whether these sketches reflect the reality or the ideal is not crucial to the 

arguments of this chapter. It is enough that they display what the gentry aspired to 

achieve. From 1744 Mary’s husband, Patrick Delany, had held the post of dean of 

Down. Mary had started to draw shortly before her marriage to Delany in 1743 

and with his encouragement continued her draftsmanship until his death in 1768. 

Therefore many of her chosen scenes were taken from County Down.58 On a trip 

to Ardglass Mary portrayed ‘The eastern prospect of the ancient city of Ardglass in 

the county of Down, now in ruins’ [Illustration 20], All five castles are on view. 

Of course these dilapidations had become part of the landscape, as had those of 

Saul, a noted Patrician site near Downpatrick [Illustration 21], drawn in 1745,

57 Mairead Dunlevy, Dress in Ireland (London, 1989), p.94. In the early days of the United

Irishmen some Co. Down landlords became members, in the belief that the movement would lead 

to less taxation in England and prosperity at home. Lt. Col. D. A. Rowan Hamilton, ‘The 

Hamiltons of Killyleagh’ in Dufferin Chronicles, i (1988), p.10; receipt, 1792 (Granard Mss, 

T3765/L/3/3); Peter J. Francis, ‘The early fine ceramic potteries of Belfast and the Carrickfergus 

clay trade’ (unpublished MA thesis, Q.U.B., 1992); John Gibson to Daniel Mussenden, 31 July 

1750 (Mussenden Mss, D354/794). For a further consideration of the link between economics and 

patriotism see John Gerard McCoy, ‘Local political culture in the Hanoverian empire’, pp 134- 

64. "
58 Most of Mary’s sketches were executed on loose sheets of paper and pasted into the sketchpad, 

the original of which is held in the National Gallery of Ireland. In 1745 Mary Delany informed 

her sister that it was intended as a souvenir book to take home with her to England. Drawing 

could be a communal activity. Mary, in the same letter, informed her sister that ‘yesterday, Mr 

Bayly and his lady and Mrs Murray (a lady painter) who live five miles off dined with us. We 

dine with them tomorrow, and as soon as the weather is settled enough for an expedition, we are 

to meet at Ardglass, about seven miles off, where there are five ruins, to carry cold meat, and 

make a merry day of it; and I am to provide paper and pencils for taking sketches’. Hilary Pyle, 

‘Artist or artistic? The drawings of Mary Delany’ in Irish Arts Review (Spring, 1987), pp 27-8; 

Mary Delany to Ann Dewes, 21 June 1745, printed in Llanover (ed). Autobiography and 

correspondence, ii, 362-6.
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and now overgrown with foliage. Nevertheless amid the remains of past times the 

improvements of the present were celebrated. The view of Downpatrick shows a 

neat field with a hedge containing grazing cattle, swans swimming on a lake and in 

the background a windmill that has been built on a hill amidst fastidiously hedged 

fields. The town, mostly hidden by trees, is uncluttered and well constructed.

‘The lake at Seaforde, belonging to Matthew Forde Esq.’[Illustration 22], shows 

a beautiful pond, lined with trees at equal distances from each other. Deer are 

drinking at one side and swans swim peacefully. Nearby, cattle can be seen 

grazing. The lawn is neat and ploughed fields form the background.

The gardens of County Down reflected this desire to improve. The gentry’s 

wish to create a new country from the perceived wilderness that they had taken on 

in the previous century is seen in the remains of estate walls. At Castleward the 

boundary, mentioned by Harris in 1744, was six feet high, and flanked on the inner 

side by intervals of trees. It created a boundary between the big house and its 

demesne and the rest of the estate, imparting an air of grandeur and remoteness 

and establishing a line between cultivated, controlled land and the wild land of the 

natives. This demarcation was obviously important as in 1677 the Hills spent 

£2,000 on their garden wall.59 The Annesleys built a ten-mile screen around their 

estate at Castlewellan to encircle a mountain, a lake, grazing lands and forests. 

These were all ‘improving’ schemes of importance to the family.

In 1731 the Royal Dublin Society was established by Thomas Prior, acting in 

concert with 14 founder members, including Michael Ward. The full list of 

members from County Down is given in chapter 6. The reasoning behind their 

schemes of amelioration was to rescue the people of Ireland from the wretched 

poverty which was endemic to the island at that time. They hoped to restore the 

country’s economy by creating new industries and interesting the population in a 

more balanced and up-to-date agricultural system. Robert Ross of Rostrevor 

undertook the task of supplying both books and information direct from Holland 

and an examination of the eighteenth-century manuals held in the society’s library 

in 1850 includes works on gardening, agriculture, architecture and dictionaries of 

artists, indicating that augmenting one’s own home and demesne was seen as the

59 Irish Times. 19 Aug. 1967; Loeber, ‘Irish country houses’, p.29.
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first step to improving the entire country60 Leases of the period show the 

philosophy of improvement spilling over into estate management. In 1744 the Rev. 

James Armstrong was ordered by Andrew Savage to enclose and divide his ground 

into six- or seven-acre parks with a regular, sturdy ditch, planted with whitethorn 

or crab trees and a couple of ash trees in every perch. A dwelling house and 

offices were also to be constructed, using stone and lime.61

Individuals played their part. In 1773 James Fortescue prevailed on a local 

printing firm in Newry to publish Some hints on planting bv a planter. Fortescue’s 

treatiserwas intended to give advice to fellow landlords regarding a recently passed 

law which entitled landowners to every tree planted on their estates.62 The Dublin 

Society had earlier received instruction from Fortescue in 1765 when his subject 

had been the manufacture of damasks and the cultivation of flax. Two years later 

Henry Waring addressed the society with a paper containing an ‘easy and cheap 

method’ of draining land. John Blackwood and Lady Moira were also 

contributors.63

Physical evidence that the Royal Dublin Society’s message reached the 

provinces is seen on the Castleward demesne. In the early eighteenth century the 

society had started to encourage forestry. Timber compared favourably with other 

forms of economic activity as there were fewer seasonal or other limitations on 

exploitation. Moreover, because the purchaser usually shouldered all the trouble 

and expense of felling, costs were reduced to a minimum and profits were 

correspondingly heavy. In Yorkshire, in the same period, Sir John Reresby had

60 Desmond Clarke, Thomas Prior 1681-1751. founder of the Royal Dublin Society (Dublin, 

1951), pp 24-8; Royal Dublin Society, Catalogue of the library of the Royal Dublin Society 

(Dublin, 1850); Royal Dublin Society, A bibliography of the publications of the Royal Dublin 

Society since its foundation in 1731 together with a list of bibliographical material relative to

the society (Dublin, 1982); James Meenan and Desmond Clarke (eds.), R. D. S.: the Royal 

Dublin Society (Dublin, 1981), pp 186-222; Terence de Vere White, The story of the Roval 

Dublin Society (Tralee, 1955), p.59.

61 Lease, Andrew Savage to James Armstrong, 13 Sept. 1741 (Savage Mss, D552/B/1/2/201).

62 James Fortescue, Some hints on planting bv a planter (Newry, 1773).

63 Proceedings of the Royal Dublin Society, i, 117-8; ii, 329; vii, 324-6.
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little difficulty in obtaining pre-payment of £7 an acre for his timber.64 Arthur 

Dobbs sent his cousin, Michael Ward, a copy of his Essay on the trade and 

improvement of Ireland, which advised widespread planting and, to press the point 

home, enclosed 500 saplings.65 His instructions were carried out to the letter.

Ward had established an orchard in the 1720s but this was now being 

supplemented with the new trees.66 Other estates followed this example. Nicholas 

Bayly employed a bailiff to number and mark all the timber on his estate and the 

petition of Owen and Edward Rice shows that tenants could even get into trouble 

for cutting down storm-damaged wood.67 Dobbs also hoped that promoting 

horticulture would reduce imports. Planting orchards, for example, would produce 

cider apples and obviate the need for wine and brandy.68 In the 1790s Lady Moira 

advised her daughter. Lady Granard, to propagate birch trees, since sugar, vinegar 

and wine could all be procured from them without damaging the plants.69 The 

gardens of the elite also aided the peasantry by providing employment. Arthur 

Dobbs noted that horticulture was more labour-intensive than agriculture.70 In 

1723 John Jolly, agent to Michael Ward, reported to his master the progress being 

made by labourers in the sowing of seed, planting of trees and digging of ditches, 

and in 1774 the Maxwells spent £13 employing 32 men to weed the orchards.71 

Demesnes could become model farms, intended to spread new ideas to the local 

tenant farmers. This was the case at Saintfield in the last quarter of the eighteenth

64 Peter Roebuck, Yorkshire baronets 1640-1760: families, estates and fortunes (Oxford, 1980), 

p.38.

65 Arthur Dobbs to Michael Ward, 4 Feb. 1743/4 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/6/66).

66 James Threlford to same, 7 Feb. 1745/6 (ibid., D2092/1/7/28); John Jolly to same, 11 Mar. 

1723/4 (ibid., D2092/1/1/76).

67 Sir Nicholas Bayly to John Hutcheson, 28 Feb. 1770 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/16); petition 

of Owen and Edward Rice to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 14 Feb. 1772 (ibid., D619/11/4); A. Clarke, 

‘The genesis of the Ulster rising of 1641’ in Peter Roebuck (ed.). Plantation to partition: essays 

in Ulster history in honour of J. L, McCracken (Belfast, 1981), p.38.

68 Dobbs, Essay on the trade and improvement of Ireland, p.44.

69 Lady Moira to Lady Granard, 3 May 1792 (Granard Mss, T3765/J/9/2/2).

70 Dobbs, Essay on the trade and improvement of Ireland, p.28.

71 John Jolly to Michael Ward, 8 Feb. 1723/4 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/9/42); accounts, 27 June 

1774 (Maxwell Mss, D1556/16/11/40).
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century when Nicholas Price set up a farmyard dedicated to educating sons of local 

tenant farmers.72

These endeavours satisfied the public-spirited. The more adventurous, or 

perhaps the more snobbish, explored foreign parts. Chapter 5 and the first section 

of this chapter argued that the Irish gentry wished to be seen as equals of the 

English in education and accomplishment and were inspired by travel abroad.

These trends are also seen in garden design. One of the first men in Ireland to raise 

plants under glass was Sir Arthur Rawdon at Moira in the late seventeenth century. 

Sir Arthur’s extensive gardens were furnished with walls, vistas, a labyrinth, canals 

and ponds but his interest in the exotic had been stimulated by his friendship with 

Sir Hans Sloane, the famous naturalist and traveller in Jamaica, who came 

originally from Killyleagh. Sloane’s personal collection later became the nucleus of 

the British Museum. Rawdon sent his agent, James Harlow, to the tropics to 

collect rare species, with the result that some 1,000 new trees and shrubs were 

planted on the Moira demesne. To accommodate their arrival the first storehouse 

in Ireland was erected. Rawdon’s descendants maintained the garden. In 1744 Sir 

John Rawdon received a specimen of ladyfinger grass, in exchange for St Timothy 

seed, from William Ellis, a horticulturist from Hertfordshire.73 Six years later 

Richard Barton sent Rawdon information on a plant growing in the hothouse at 

Montalto, whose background had previously been unknown. Unfortunately the 

house was sold in 1802 and afterwards the garden was neglected.74

Others liked to experiment. The Rawdons’ garden donated seeds to the 

bishop of London at Fulham, the Chelsea gardens, the duchess of Beaufort at 

Badminton and the botanical gardens at Amsterdam, Leiden, Leipzig and 

Uppsala.75 Lady Moira reported to her daughter her intention to procure cypress 

cones from Lady Strangford and ‘many things’ from Thomas Waring of

72 Col. M. C. Perceval Price, ‘Saintfield and the Price family’ in Saintfield Heritage, no.3 

(1990), p.13.

73 William Ellis to Sir John Rawdon, 20 Dec. 1744 (Granard Mss, T3765/M/2/11/3).

^ Lamb and Bowe, History of gardening in Ireland, p.24; John O’Neill, ‘The father of Irish 

gardening: Sir Arthur Rawdon and his plant introductions’ in Country Life. 4 Nov. 1982, clxxii, 

no.4446, pp 1406-7.

751. A. A. press cuttings for Co. Down; Lamb and Bowe, History of gardening in Ireland, p.24.
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Waringstown; in particular golden scallion for her menagerie hedges.76 In 1768, 

Waringstown House boasted 25 varieties of roses and 51 other flowering shrubs.77 

Seed catalogues were current and a list of seed, compiled in 1723, by John Jolly, 

for Castleward, included 26 varieties. Most were common fruit and vegetables - 

carrots, leeks and parsnips, but also included were cucumbers, Dutch asparagus 

seed, Indian hotspur bean and sweet marjoram.78 In 1725 Charles Echlin was sent 

to London by Michael Ward to obtain supplies. He searched in shops around St. 

James’s and in Henry Wise’s gardens, where he failed to find field lupins, and in 

the Physic gardens at Chelsea where he searched in vain for seed of cedar of the 

Lebanon.79

Similarly just because they had transplanted themselves to a new, less 

cultivated and, in their view, agriculturally backward country, the gentry saw no 

need to lower their own standards of cuisine. Gardens testify to a sturdy self- 

sufficiency even for those with a palate more in line with the English upper-classes 

than the Irish poor. At Castleward a decoy pond was cut in a fimnel shape to 

attract ducks which were to be caught in traps situated at the narrow end. The 

Temple Water, a long rectangular canal measuring 530 x 50 metres, stocked tench, 

roach and carp, and in the 1760s a park was created for fallow deer.80 The Savage 

household accounts for 1754 suggest that a wide range of food was produced on 

the estate. Their detailed expenses list only fish, oranges, mutton and bottled

76 Charles Echlin to Michael Ward, 12 Feb. 1725/6 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/2/76); Lady Moira 

to Lady Granard, 14 May 1782 (Granard Mss, T3765/J/9/14).

77 Rev. James Clewlow to Michael Ward, 14 Apr. 1783 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/9/42); Richard 

Barton to Sir John Rawdon, 16 May 1750 (Granard Mss, T3765/M/2/11/4); list of flowers in the 

garden at Waringstown House, 11 Jan. 1768 (Waring Mss, Waringstown House, D0164).

78 Hans Montgomery to Michael Ward, 3 Dec. 1725 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/2/128); John 

Jolly to same, 8 Feb. 1723/4 (ibid., D2092/1/1/48).

79 An interest in foreign plants was widespread throughout Ireland. In the 1740s the Synge letters 

make reference to obtaining ‘great heaps’ of flower roots, tulips, foxgloves etc. from Dublin and 

there are instructions to the gardener concerning melons and broccoli. Marie-Louise Legg (ed.), 

The Synge letters. Bishop Edward Synge to his daughter Alicia: Roscommon to Dublin 1746-

1752 (Dublin, 1996), pp 9, 118, 447.

80 Reeves-Smyth, ‘Castleward demesne’, ii, 3, 9.
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water among their purchases.81 The large walled garden at Castlewellan, 

comprising twelve acres, dates from 1740, when presumably it was devoted to 

growing vegetables and choice fruits with perhaps an area set aside for producing 

fresh flowers for the house. Recipes in the Downshire, Maxwell and Waring 

manuscripts show that an extensive variety of local products were used as 

ingredients, butter, cream, cherries, eggs, flour and milk. The Warings had recipes 

for barm made from potatoes, pickled beetroot, gooseberry wine, pickled 

mushrooms, a rennet to preserve milk made from nettles, sauerkraut made from 

cabbage and turnip soup.82

Eighteenth-century gardens were the result of hard work and investment 

reflecting the gentry’s aspirations both for themselves and, more broadly, for their 

country. They were an attempt to cultivate and control land recently won which 

now, because of the calmer political situation, permitted ‘frivolities’ such as 

flowers, orchards and hothouses. Yet political considerations were an ever present 

influence on the landscape. First admiration for Dutch styles in homage to William 

III, then ‘improvement’ and a patriotic desire to forward the Irish economy took 

precedence, perhaps a reflection of the protestant Patriot party, of which the earl 

of Moira, Robert Stewart and Bernard Ward were prominent supporters. At a time 

when Ireland was improving in affluence and security they sought to bring the 

protestant religion and ‘protestant patriotism’ to the fore. This can be seen in the 

mountains, lakes and forests of eighteenth-century County Down and in the 

records of the Royal Dublin Society, so ably and extensively supported by the 

Down elite.

81 Accounts, 1754 (Savage Mss, D552/B/3/1/156).

82 Recipes, [n.d.] (Maxwell Mss, D3244/H0); recipes, [n.d.] (Downshire Mss D607/A/1-7); 

recipes, [n.d.] (Waring Mss, Waringstown House, D0872, D0873, D0876, D0878, D0882, 

D0886).
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Chapter 5: Hospitality and display
This chapter turns to the internal features of big houses, for the contents of an 

eighteenth-century home were a display of the owner’s character and experience as 

well as his aspirations. While some information has been gleaned from written 

sources, it is hoped that this section may serve as an illustration of how evidence 

can be derived principally from material remains. In his study of the gentry’s 

cultural horizons S. J. Connolly has stated that lack of sources ‘means any attempt 

to sum up the main features of the elite culture of the late seventeenth and early 

eighteenth century can hardly be more than speculative and superficial’ yet more 

recent work by T. C. Barnard would contradict this.1 At the same time Connolly 

was correct to urge caution, for the use of this material creates its own problems. 

Although exhaustive attempts have been made to collate a wide range of 

information concerning contemporary paintings, furniture and artefacts, much will 

have been lost through sale and damage in the intervening 200 years. One is also 

hampered by the difficulties of viewing the contents of homes in their eighteenth- 

century context. At Castleward much of the Gothic furniture was removed to 

Bangor Castle at the turn of the nineteenth century by Robert Ward, during the 

lunacy of his brother, Nicholas. Mount Stewart was rebuilt in the nineteenth 

century and Hillsborough Castle holds no furniture from the period under 

discussion. Other eighteenth-century pieces that purport to be family originals may 

in fact have been bought at a later date. Perforce the clearest impression must be 

formed from inventories and the small remnants of these lists that remain in situ.2

Moreover evidence of this kind is often surrounded by its own myth and 

nostalgia. If one takes a well publicised exemplar in the 1960s and 1970s, Lord 

Dunleath was fascinated by Downpatrick cathedral’s organ and its provenance. 

Tradition had it that the instrument was originally built by Samuel Green for 

George HI, who presented it to the partially restored cathedral in 1802. But

1 S. J. Connolly, Religion, law and power: the making of Protestant Ireland 1660-1760 (Oxford, 

1992), p.66; T. C. Barnard, ‘The worlds of a Galway squire: Robert French of Monivea, 1716-79’ 

in G. Morgan and R. Gillespie (eds.), Galway history and society: interdisciplinary essays on the 

history of an Irish county (Dublin, 1996), pp 271-96.

2 Information obtained at Castleward and Hillsborough Castle.
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research has now proved almost conclusively that in the late eighteenth century 

there was no royal chapel which could either accommodate such an organ or did 

not already have one and comparisons of the structure of the instrument in 

question with others built by Green evinced differing building styles. Lord 

Dunleath, however, was by no means abashed commenting, ‘the above revelations 

mean that just about everything I have written about Down cathedral organ since 

1966 is nonsense, but there it is - we all make mistakes’.3 Whilst bearing these 

factors in mind, this chapter nevertheless hopes to confer to the reader a 

representation of how the gentry perceived themselves and chose to present 

themselves to others; also how they viewed the world, not as provincials, but as 

well read Europeans with an interest in travel and ideas from abroad. In everything 

they did they sought to dispel myths of their cultural inferiority and proclaim 

themselves equal to the English.4 Yet by doing so they merely copied the English 

styles and fashions rather than generating an identity of their own.

1

If one commences on a search for the material remains of the eighteenth- 

century County Down gentry’s domestic environment the first point to be noticed 

is the elaborate decoration typical of homes throughout Ireland and, more 

importantly, England for this period. In 1801 the countess of Clanwilliam, a 

frequent visitor to London, found that her son’s new home at Gill Hall near 

Dromore was

a most agreeable surprise to me, it is the most magnificent 

beautiful place I ever beheld it makes me happy in reflecting on 

the happiness my Richard will enjoy here.5

If the plans for Hillsborough Lodge are an indication, it is clear that no detail was 

left untouched in the bid to attain excellence. There were drawings of the cornice 

for the library and the elevation of its chimney, the cornice and architrave for the

31. A. A. press cuttings for Co. Down, 6 May 1980.

4 See D. W. Hayton, ‘From barbarian to burlesque: English images of the Irish, c. 1660-1750’ 

in Irish Economic and Social History, xv (1988), pp 5-31.

5 Lady Clanwilliam to Lady Kinslay, 4 Aug. 1801 (Clanwilliam Mss, D3044/E/10).
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bedrooms and hall, and a choice of three types of handrails for the stairs

[Illustrations 23-9],6

Often workmen were brought over from England to ensure that details, such 

as the plasterwork, met the standards imposed by the English. The outstanding 

Irish stuccodore of the mid-eighteenth century was the English man, Robert West, 

whose work is characterised by lively and naturalistic birds. A ceiling at Montalto 

carved around 1760 has been attributed to him and shows birds, grapes, roses and 

arabesques in high relief.7 One of the finest walls in the county was at Castleward 

[Illustration 30] where Dublin plasterers were employed to create the beautiful 

designs in the main entrance hall, although local men came in to complete the work 

when Lady Anne Ward grew tired of having workmen around her home and 

dismissed them before the job was finished. Something similar happened at 

Montalto. At Castleward there are military motifs of arrows, horns and drums and, 

over the door, is the family’s coat of arms, ‘allegiance under the cross’ and the 

heads of the Queen, a Greek God and a sheep. With less skill, and the knowledge 

that time was against them, the Ulster workmen took to dipping objects in plaster, 

rather than moulding them, and then fastening them to the wall. They chose violins, 

globes, keys, a hat, flowers and fruit basket, as well as an hour-glass with a sickle, 

a lute, sheaf of com and a Grecian urn as their decorations, none of which are Irish 

in character. The amazing plaster ceiling of the Gothic salon was also particularly 

un-Irish in character being modelled on the roof of Henry VTI’s chapel in 

Westminster Abbey [Illustration 31],8

6 Drawing of the cornice for the library, showing the soffit, by R. F. Brettingham, [c. 1795] 

(Downshire Mss, D671/P8/24/7); drawing of the elevation of the library chimney by same,

[c. 1795] (ibid., D671/P8/24/8); drawing showing the cornice and architrave for the bedrooms and 

for the hall by same, [c.1795] (ibid., D671/P8/28/1); drawing of the mouldings for the bedroom 

chimney piece by same, [c.1795] (ibid., D671/P8/28/2); drawing of a detail of the handrail to the 

staircase by same, [c.1795] (ibid., D671/P8/26/1).

7 Mark Bence-Jones, Burke’s guide to country houses, ii (Ireland! (London, 1978), pp xxii, 208, 

Joseph McDonnell, Irish eighteenth-century stuccowork and its European sources (Dublin, 1991), 

p.27.

8 Desmond Guinness, ‘Castleward: a house divided’ in Museum Magazine (Sept./Oct. 1981). R. 

F. Brettingham also made plans for elaborate plaster work at Hillsborough.
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Another important component in English cultural circles was artwork and the 

Irish also sought to emulate their mainland neighbours in this arena. Hillsborough 

Lodge had 75 paintings in 1777; Moira House, at Lady Moira’s death in 1808,

168, 102 in the small parlour alone, and the collection received a well deserved 

mention in Richard Twiss’ 1775 Tour of Ireland. It should be no surprise that, 

shortly after coming into his inheritance, Sir John Rawdon received advice from his 

grandfather. Sir Richard Levinge of High Park, County Westmeath who suggested 

how the young man should build up the nucleus of his gallery. In 1782 Lady Moira 

employed Strickland Lowry to instruct her daughter Charlotte in the basics of 

draughtsmanship. He became an intimate of the family and his importance to the 

Rawdons was recognised when the earl granted a pension to his widow which she 

continued to receive until her death. The Stewarts were also avid collectors of art 

and, in 1790, Robert Stewart sold ‘a fine collection of old family portraits’ to help 

contribute to the £60,000 necessary for his son’s election for the county.9 The 

heiress of Robert Hawkins Magill, Theodosia, later countess of Clanwilliam, was 

painted by both Sir Joshua Reynolds and Thomas Gainsborough, two of the 

leading painters in mid-eighteenth century Britain and founder members of the 

Royal Academy, who counted royalty as their customers.10 Theodosia is recorded 

in Reynolds sitter’s book for 1764 and 1765 and the picture was engraved by 

James Watson in the same year.11 Such portraits were by no means cheap:

9 Lady Moira to Lady Granard, 30 Apr. 1782 (Granard Mss, T3765/J/9/1/11); same to same, 7 

July 1782 (ibid., T3765/J/9/1/23); same to same, 11 July 1782 (ibid., T3765/J/9/1/24); Eileen 

Black, A catalogue of the permanent collection three: Irish oil paintings. 1572-c. 1830 (Belfast, 

1991), pp 42-3; inventory of Hillsborough Lodge, 1777 (Downshire Mss, D607/B/13); inventory 

of Moira House, 1808 (Granard Mss, T3765/L/4); Sir Richard Levinge to Sir John Rawdon, 6 

May 1742 (Rawdon Mss, T1839, pp 96-8); Charles Vane Tempest Stewart (ed.), Memoirs and 

correspondence of Viscount Castlereaeh. second marquess of Londonderry (4 vols.) (Edinburgh, 

1848), i, 7; Twiss also stated that Alexander Stewart possessed about 100 pictures among which 

was a large nativity by Rubens; Richard Twiss, A tour in Ireland in 1775, With a view of the 

salmon leap at Ballvshannon (Dublin, 1777), pp 25-6.

10 Eileen Black, Dreams and traditions: 300 years of British and Irish painting from the collection 

of the Ulster Museum (Belfast, 1997), p.64; Ian Chilvers and Harold Osborne (eds.), The Oxford 

dictionary of art (Oxford, 1988), p.192.

11 Ulster Museum Report (1969), p.16.
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Gainsborough charged between 100 and 200 guineas for a full length portrait, 

Reynolds, 200.12 As with plasterwork, local artists were sometimes used to reduce 

the expense. However these men still required the expenditure of considerable 

rates. In 1790 Thomas Robinson, an Ulster artist, advertised his prices: 20 guineas 

for a full length portrait, ten for a half length and four for a head. He settled at 

Gilford in 1793, possibly at the invitation of Bishop Thomas Percy of Dromore.13

The enthusiasm to procure artwork arose not only from the desire to link 

Ireland culturally to England but also to impress contemporaries in Ireland by 

sending out definite messages concerning the position sitters felt they occupied 

within society. This can be illustrated by an examination of painting styles, poses, 

where paintings were placed in homes and the events for which the artwork 

provided a stage. On the question of style in general Lowry tended to paint 

members of the merchant class and never attained entry to the top ranks of 

portraitists, his figures being characterised by wooden poses, long faces and large 

eyes. The first painting commissioned during his stay in Ireland was that of ‘The 

family of Thomas Bateson Esq.’ in 1762 [Illustration 32], Bateson was a partner 

of Daniel Mussenden and this is one of the few paintings in Ireland to depict a 

house interior.14 This marks the family out as being in trade. The aristocracy 

preferred to be painted in van Dyck dress, or some other timeless garb, to create an 

illusion of antiquity and family pedigree. Classical robes were another such device. 

Theodosia Magill [Illustration 33], sits in Reynolds’ portrait in relaxed flowing 

pink robes, leaning her left arm on a balustrade on which rests a large, ornate 

Grecian urn, this provides the foreground to a romanticised sky and hinterland.

The Batesons, on the other hand, are not striving for respectability or rank but are 

in their own home, surrounded by familiar objects and wearing their best clothes 

Their residence, Orangefield House, an unpretentious three-story building, is

12 Patricia Crown, ‘Portraits and fancy pictures by Gainsborough and Reynolds: contrasting 

images of childhood’ in British Journal of Eighteenth-Century Studies, vii (1984), p. 159.

13 A portrait and landscape painter from Whitehaven, Cumberland working in Shropshire, 

Staffordshire, Worcestershire and Ireland, Lowry is probably best known for his thirteen 

engraved views of churches that appeared in Phillip’s History and antiquities of Shrewsbury, 

published in 1779. City of Belfast Museum and Art Gallery, i (Jan. 1949), p.2.

14 Black, Dreams and traditions, pp 42-7.
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portrayed accurately, with pictures of George EH, Queen Charlotte, Pitt and 

Chatham in the background. However Lowry’s later ‘Portrait of a lady’ 

[Dlustration 34], unknown but quite possibly from County Down, is looking to 

enhance the woman’s status as she is holding a Bolognese lap dog, a rare breed 

favoured by the gentry.15

Status differentials can also be observed in the poses of the subjects. In both 

of Lowry’s portraits the figures are stiff and upright. In contrast it often seems 

that the richer the subject the more relaxed was the posture. Horace Hone, 

appointed miniature painter to the Prince of Wales in 1795, drew a water-colour of 

Major Holt Waring in 1796 [Illustration 35], Waring is relaxed, eyes facing, no 

wig, a grey overcoat, black cocked hat and holding a stick in his right hand.

Thomas Robinson’s portrait of John Reilly of Scarva in 1775 [Illustration 36], a 

protege of Lord Downshire and some time high sheriff of Down and Antrim, 

shows a plump man sitting at his desk. Reilly epitomises the well dressed, 

complacent county gentleman, while John Echlin, sheriff of Down in 1758 

[Illustration 37], was painted in 1788 relaxing in a wooden chair, the same 

attitude struck in an earlier portrait of George III. No doubt Echlin took his 

inspiration from an engraving of the king, engravings being a popular influence on 

art at this time.16

The significance of eighteenth-century artwork can further be deduced if one 

is aware of where it was placed in the home for paintings were often only the 

backdrop to a bigger ceremony. Chapter 1 has already shown how entertaining was 

one mode of creating important links with other families and of promoting political 

and social aims. The inventory of Hillsborough Lodge indicates the uses to which 

paintings were put, with portraits and paintings which were intended to impress 

being placed in ‘public’ rooms: the dining room, drawing room and entrance hall. 

The dining room at Castleward suggests that families sought to convey an air of 

solidity and prosperity for this purpose. There the walls are beautifully oak-

15 Ulster Museum, Belfast, Portraits and prospects: British and Irish drawings and watercolours 

from the collection of the Ulster Museum. Belfast (Belfast, 1989), p.40. The family of Thomas 

Bateson; Miss Theodosia Magill and the portrait of a lady are all in the possession of the Ulster 

Museum, Belfast.
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panelled set off by a marble fireplace. The dining table and eight chairs are of Irish 

Chippendale design. On October 1772 Sir James Caldwell dined at Castleward, 

where he enjoyed an excellent dinner comprising of

stewed trout at the head, chine of beef at the foot, soup in the 

middle, a little pie at each side, and four trifling things at the 

comers ... the second course of nine dishes made out much in 

the same way the cloth was taken away, and then the fruit - a 

pineapple, not good; a small plate of peaches, grapes and figs 

(but a few) and the rest, pears and apples. No plates or knives 

given about; we were^served in Queen ware ... during dinner 

two French horns of Lady Clanwilliam’s played very fairly in the 

hall next to the parlour which had a good effect.17 

Vast amounts were expended to ensure meals attained the required 

standards. Again when Sir John Rawdonxame into his title he received advice 

from his eager grandfather on the best food to serve his guests.18 An account of the 

consumption of butcher’s meat, poultry, bread and wine at his home, from May 

1788 to November 1789, after his elevation to the earldom of Moira showed 

£1,132 spent on meat, £25 on poultry, £108 on bread and 2,508 bottles of wine, 

port and claret imbued, which reckons out at nearly seven bottles a day. 

Unfortunately it has proved impossible to ascertain how often the earl 

entertained.19 More modest occasions still provided good fare. In 1758 Patrick 

Delany preached at Downpatrick and afterwards Mary explained to her sister that 

they had dinner as usual for as many as filled a table for twelve. The meal 

consisted of a boiled leg of mutton, a sirloin of roast beef, six boiled chickens,

16 All these portraits are in the possession of the Ulster Museum, Belfast.

17 Inventory of Hillsborough Lodge, 1777 (Downshire Mss, D607/B/13); Mark Girouard, 

‘Castleward, County Down II’ in Country Life. 30 Nov. 1961 [off print in the document box for 

Castleward, Department of Historic Monuments in Northern Ireland], pp 1320-3.

18 Sir Richard Levinge to Sir John Rawdon, 18 Jan. 1746/7 (Rawdon Mss, T1839, pp 94-6).

19 Accounts, 19 Nov. 1789 (Granard Mss, T3765/L/3/3); Co. Down residents showed great levels 

of connoisseurship. Both the Hills and the Wards imported wine from abroad. Andrew Carmieull 

to Lord Hillsborough, 13 Nov. 1776 (Downshire Mss, D607/B/11).
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bacon and greens, apple-pies and a dish of potatoes. Everything was set out at the 

one time as the interval between church services did not allow for two courses.20

It was not just the food itself that was of prime concern but its presentation. 

Silverware was a very popular statement of wealth and position. In 1790 Captain 

John Waring spent £64.7s.6d. on goblets, sauceboats, plated candlesticks and salt 

cellars. Much tableware was inscribed with family crests. Between 1720 and 1780 

more than 100 dinner and tea services were made and painted at Canton in central 

China for Irish families all adorned with coats of arms. Three patrons were the earl 

of Annesley in 1795, Christopher Carleton of Newry, 1735 and the Savage family 

of Portaferry.21 Silverware also allowed participation in public office to be proudly 

displayed. In 1788 the owners of the ‘New Loyalty’ of Belfast placed an 

advertisement in the Belfast Newsletter thanking George Hamilton Esq. of Tyrella, 

high sheriff of County Down, for saving their ship and cargo when it was stranded

20 To create these ‘masterpieces’ a lot of work went on behind the scenes. To make veal glens 

two old cocks were taken, their bones broken, without spoiling their flesh, added to beef, a calf s 

foot and boiled in an earthen pot then skimmed clear and spices added and boiled for a further 

ten hours to be strained through a napkin and pressed. The fat was skimmed off again after 

standing for 24 hours, boiled till it went thick as syrup and dried on warm sand for three or four 

days. Recipe, [n.d.] (Downshire Mss, D607/A/7); Mary Delany to Ann Dewes, 8 Aug. 1758, 

printed in Lady Llanover (ed), The autobiography and correspondence of Mary Granville. Mrs 

Delanv with interesting reminiscences of King George III and Queen Charlotte (3 vols) (London, 

1861), iii, 501-4; Margaret Savage to Andrew Savage, [c.1741] (Savage Mss, D552/A/2/9/10); 

Lady Moira to Lady Granard, 22 Mar. 1782 (Granard Mss, T3765/J/9/1/8). References in Marie- 

Louise Legg (ed.), The Synge letters. Bishop Edward Synge to his daughter Alicia: Roscommon 

to Dublin 1746-1752 (Dublin, 1996), pp 173, 468, suggest this style of entertaining was wide 

spread. When the bishop wrote to inform his daughter that he hoped to see her on the following 

Saturday he told her ‘my scheme is to dine with you about four - some sole, whiting, or other 

good sea fish will be a treat. But you must have roasted mutton for Lawson and a couple of 

roasted foul’. 3 Oct. 1749; he later boasted of an extravagant meal he had hosted where the centre 

of the table had been ‘a lordly haunch of venison, which I reserved for a shew and crack. I never 

saw its fellow. The largest dish I have scarce held it’, [n.d.].

21 Account, 29 Nov. 1790 (Maxwell Mss, D1556/18/9/4); David S. Howard, ‘Chinese armorial 

porcelain for Ireland’ in Irish Georgian Society, xxix (1989), pp 3-24.
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in the bay at Dundrum during her journey to Liverpool. They presented Hamilton 

with a pair of engraved Irish silver jugs testifying to his assistance.22

It was therefore in the dining room, as one of the most public rooms in the 

house, where anyone they wished to impress would be entertained, that the Hills 

displayed their family portraits - Lord Dungannon, the duchess of Marlborough,

Sir William Hill, Marcus Hill, Anthony Rowe, Sir Thomas Rowe, Michael Hill, Sir 

Henry Rowe, Arthur Hill, Sir Moses and Lady Hill, Sir Thomas and Lady Rowe, 

Anne, Viscountess Midleton, and Mary, Viscountess Hillsborough.23 Another 

aspect of the social milieu in Down which was delineated in the introduction was 

the importance of connexions made through personal friendship and these bonds 

are further displayed in contemporary artwork and artefacts. When the 2nd 

marquess of Downshire was appointed registrar of the high court of chancery in 

1789 he hired George Romney to paint him in his robes. This portrait, and one of 

an ancestor of the Annesley family, were painted at the same time and the two 

paintings were exchanged as the Downshires and Annesleys, despite some rivalry 

for position, were great personal friends. Similarly the duchess of Leinster 

dispatched her portrait by Francis Cotes (1726-70) to Anne Hamilton, wife of the 

1st earl of Roden.24

The importance of these personal connexions may be seen in the remains of 

state beds. The bed was a much more significant piece of furniture in the 

eighteenth century than it is today. Women always gave birth at home and, without 

hospitals, people dying of illnesses tended to do so in a domestic'setfing, perhaps in 

the same bed in which they were bom. Many wealthy families had a state bed, kept 

only for important guests who they either wished to cultivate or were proud to 

name as acquaintances. The Hillsboroughs boasted that King William had stayed at 

their fort and the Warings cited the duke of Schomberg as having slept a couple of 

nights at Waringstown. Elaborate, and very expensive, cloths were designed. As

22 City of Belfast Museum and Art Gallery, ciii (June 1939), p.10.

23 Inventory of Hillsborough Lodge, 1777 (Downshire Mss, D607/B/13).

24 Belfast Museum and Art Gallery, ‘Pictures from Ulster houses, 10 May to 15 July 1961’ 

(unpublished pamphlet), pp 23, 39.
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well as the coverlet, these could include curtains, valances and pillow covers, 

which made up the typical tester or four-poster bed.25

Paintings, poses, the placement of artwork in the house and the added pomp 

and ceremony for which these pieces formed the backdrop were all important in 

proclaiming an owner’s status in the world. However, another facet of these 

portraits that strikes the viewer is the apparel of the County Down elite and this 

was also a means used, both in portraiture and everyday life, to make a statement 

of one’s status. Elaborate clothing marked one out as being upper-class. There 

were strict unwritten codes governing one’s appearance so, for instance, Mrs 

Delany was shocked to discover dairymaids, working in the fields, dressed in the 

fashion of ladies of the realm and Joseph Wilson’s portrait of Mrs Magee of 

Belfast, although showing a very fashionable lady in a low cut evening gown, has 

no ornamentation since the woman concerned belonged to the middle ranks of 

society.26 This contrasts with Gainsborough’s portrait of Theodosia Magill, in 

1765, which displays a young woman in a rich blue dress, frilled with lace, holding 

a pink rose, set against a romantic rococo background [Illustration 38].

To accentuate their elevated rank and leisured lifestyle the clothing of the 

eighteenth-century upper classes was very elaborate. Thomas Bateson’s children 

are attired like little adults, the girls with powdered wigs and flowers in their hair; 

their dresses, one of turquoise, the other of gold, adorned with multitudes of lace, 

ruffs and trimmings with pearl chokers at their necks. The boys have their hair tied 

back, in a bag-wig style, with long white satin waistcoats, velvet and cloth 

overcoats and silk stockings. The gentry expended considerable sums on their 

clothes. In March 1719/20 Michael Ward spent £1.5s.8d. on two suits alone. This 

sum reflects the intricacy of skill and materials involved in their manufacture. 

Fourteen yards of shagreen cloth were used, sown with silk twist and strengthened

25 The Ulster Museum, Belfast housed an exhibition in 1997 which displayed quilts from Co. 

Down including the Lennox quilt, 1712; Delany quilt, 1752, the Myra quilt, 1770s and Magill 

quilt, 1770s.

26 Lady Llanover (ed.), The autobiography and correspondence of Mary Grenville. Mrs Delany 

with interesting reminiscences of King George HI and Queen Charlotte (2nd ser. 3 vols.) 

(London, 1862), i, 602. The portrait of Mrs Magee is in the possession of the Ulster Museum, 

Belfast.
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with stays. Pleats were wadded and the lining was of flannel and shamy .27 Such 

standards of consumption were common throughout Ireland. In the 1720s Richard 

Edgeworth of County Longford spent £2.12s.4d. on a mourning suit; £1.15s.0d. 

on a black suit and £1.12s.8 l/2d. on a suit of clothes and a night gown. On a 

special occasion the expense rose to £7.1 Is.Od. At the same time Edgeworth gave 

his sister £25.17s. Id. p.a. to purchase clothes and books.28

The pinnacle of social acclaim was to be presented at court and, as with 

house styles, court dress tended to faithfully follow the English model, details of 

which were often reported in the Belfast Newsletter.29 Although no references to 

court appearances can be found in personal correspondence, the Annesley, 

Downshire, Rawdon, Stewart and Ward families were all elevated to the peerage in 

this period, which usually meant a trip to London. The court dress that belonged to 

Lady Anne Magill [later Ward] is held at Springhill [Illustration 39], It consists of 

a cream robe and matching petticoat made in a magnificent brocaded cloth with 

bouquets of flowers, poppies and forget-me-nots in coloured silks and sprays of 

com in silver-gilt strip incorporated into the design. The fabric was woven in 

Spitalfields between 1759 and 1763 and contemporary reports suggest that it 

would have cost around £4 a yard. Twenty yards were required to make a gown. 

These dresses were so valuable that, although only worn a few times by the 

original owner, they were stored away to be recycled when a daughter, or other 

relative, had to attend court, often years later. All that would be required was to 

alter the pleating on the petticoat to give it a more fashionable shape.30 The court 

dress worn by Lady Anne’s daughter, Theodosia, when her husband was created 

earl of Clanwilliam in 1776 was adapted into a quilt for the family’s state bed.31

27 Account, Mar. 1719/20 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/2/33).

28 Mairead Dunlevy, Dress in Ireland (London, 1989), pp 100-1; see also Hardy Amies, The 

Englishman’s suit (London, 1994), pp 1-10.

29 A. Hill to Madam, 25 Apr. 1705 (Waring Mss, Waringstown House, D0746); Dunlevy, Dress 

in Ireland, p.91.

30 Judith Dore, ‘Worn at court: the Clanwilliam court mantua at Springhill’ in Apollo (Apr. 

1997), pp 25-7.

31 See above, p. 130.
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Art and artefacts were also used to proclaim a family’s political credentials. 

Castleward and Mount Stewart held pictures of King William III, and Montalto 

had both William and Mary appearing in ermine robes, holding orbs in their right 

and left hands. The subject that stimulated the most politicised artwork, however, 

was Volunteering. Stephen Wood has argued that the popularity of Volunteer 

portraits derived from the circumstances surrounding the raising of the force in 

1777 to 1778 which had left them at best no more than paramilitary in appearance 

and armament. Their uniform and portraits were intended to give them an air of 

being ‘real’ soldiers.32 The Volunteer period also produced commemorative glass 

and pottery.33 Joseph Wilson, one of the first artists of note to practise in Belfast, 

c. 1766 to 1793, painted Lieutenant Hugh Hyndman in full uniform [Illustration 

40], The sitter was at pains to ensure he was remembered. Although the 

provenance of this picture has been lost the subject can be identified from a table- 

top bowl that appears in the painting containing tobacco labelled and made by 

Hyndman’s company and a Masonic lodge badge. Another Volunteer picture tells 

an even more interesting story. This is Thomas Robinson’s portrait of Colonel 

William Sharman (1731-1803) [Illustration 41], Robinson’s sitter was involved in 

local politics and, more particularly, the Volunteer movement. Moira Castle, 

Sharman’s home for a number of years, may be seen in the background, as can a 

Volunteer review. Sharman sits in full uniform with a sash, pendant inscribed with 

a harp and crown and ‘union regiment for our country’ ensign. He holds in his 

hand a scroll of paper dated ‘House of Commons, Veneri 18 die Feb. 1785’, on the

32 Information obtained at Castleward and Mount Stewart; ‘Montalto catalogue by direction of the 

Rt. Hon. the earl of Clanwilliam’, 27 June 1979; Stephen Wood, ‘The gorgets of “gorgeous 

infantry’” in Irish Arts Review (Winter 1986), p.49.

33 Catriona MacLeod, Irish Volunteer glass (Dublin, 1983), p.5. There are pottery jugs in the 

Ulster Museum, Belfast; a creamware, Wedgwood Volunteer jug with a transfer printed in 

Liverpool by Sadler and Green on one side is written ‘Lieutenant Colonel Gustavies Mathews, 

Loyalty Farm, Moume 1809’ on the other ‘Turned to freedom for our country, armed for my 

country’s cause I stand, resolve nor e’er will fly, but, liberty’s supreme command, will follow till 

I die’; and another from Belfast, dated 1798, with a picture of the death of Tone and ‘Success to 

the independent Volunteer societies of the Kingdom of Ireland, may they and their commanders, 

happy many years, their and their country’s best support, the Bangor Volunteers’.
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bottom part of which can be read ‘Thanks to the Volunteers of Ireland’. Under his 

elbow, resting on his sword, is a second piece of paper.

House of Commons, Martis 14 die Octovris 1783. Resolved nem 

con that the thanks of this house be given to the Volunteers for 

their spirited endeavours to provide for the protection of their 

country and for their ready and frequent assistance of the civil 

magistrate in enforcing the due execution of the laws.

This portrait, completed well after the Volunteers’ heyday, was probably 

commissioned by Sharman as a nostalgic reminder of his role in the movement. His 

captaincy of the Moira Volunteers, and later lieutenancy of the Union regiment of 

Moira, Aghalee, Ballynahinch, Roseland and Lisburn, under the nominal command 

of the earl of Moira, enabled him to stand successfully as parliamentary candidate 

for Lisburn, against the electoral ascendancy of Lord Hertford. He later gained 

command of the regiment when Moira, disliking the political element of the 

soldiering, resigned, and, as the new colonel, Sharman was active in Volunteer 

politics. His social pretensions possibly drew him to commission Robinson, the 

finest of the three local artists available and one who, unlike Lowry and Wilson, 

numbered gentry as well as merchants among his customers.34

In the same vein families were proud of the contribution they were making to 

the Irish economy. In 1783 William Hincks printed a set of engravings displaying 

the differing processes of the linen industry in Ireland, dedicated to a wide range of 

people from the lord lieutenant downwards [Illustration 42], As a group, the 

inscriptions suggest that Hincks either had some interest in the linen trade himself 

or, more probably, that he hoped to sell copies of the prints to individuals known 

to be involved. Since he had an excellent eye for detail, his work is an invaluable 

record of the methods of manufacture. Plate one, dedicated to the lord lieutenant, 

was situated near Scarva, and represented ploughing, sowing the flaxseed, and 

harrowing. The pulling of the flax, stocking and rippling, near Hillsborough, was 

dedicated to the M.P.s and Volunteers of Ireland. The Rt. Hon. Wills Hill, the earl

3't The portrait of Lieutenant Hugh Hyndman is in the possession of the Ulster Museum, Belfast; 

Eileen Black, ‘Volunteer portraits in the Ulster Museum, Belfast’ in Irish Sword, viii (1977-9), 

pp 181-3.
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of Moira, Lord Bangor and Lord Viscount Kilwarlin also received dedications. 

While the scenes were romanticised, to chime with the viewpoint of the gentry, 

they do hint at the gradual transformation of the linen industry from one carried 

out at home to that of a factory- or mill-based system.35 Many people bought these 

prints, and not just those immediately involved, so the dedications were a valued 

means of promoting one’s own family prestige or the result of a bid to flatter, 

another. Large houses held print rooms dedicated to this art form and mode of 

emulation.36

2

Another notable aspect of eighteenth-century portraits is that the subjects 

often chose to be painted holding a book. This reflects the gentry’s interest in 

education and in acquiring a greater knowledge of the outside world. Schooling 

was important to the landlord class, particularly for boys. The Maxwells sent their 

sons to the home of the Rev. Thomas Kennedy to receive a preliminary education 

before entering Trinity College, Dublin, and for the Savages only Dublin was 

deemed sufiflcient. Mrs Reilly, aunt to Andrew Savage’s sons, crushingly observed, 

‘they will have by much a better opportunity of learning everything that’s necessary 

for them [there] than they could possibly have in the north’; and of course this 

enabled young men to make friends from outside the confines of County Down.37 

Education was considered an investment. For Edward Maxwell the cost of the 

academic year of 1774/5, which included his lodgings, came to £12.7s.7d., while a 

similar receipt exists for a second son, John.38 Of the 258 boys from County Down 

who entered Trinity in the eighteenth century three had been educated at home by 

a tutor, eight by their father (mostly these were the sons of clergy), 105 went to 

schools in and on the boundaries of County Down, 45 to schools within Ireland 

and four were educated in England, two at Harrow, one at Eton, and the fourth at 

Kensington. A further 63 went to schools, the whereabouts of which cannot be

35 William Hincks, Illustrations of the Irish linen industry in 1783 (Belfast, 1977),

36 For further information on eighteenth-century prints see above, p. 108.

37 Account, Apr. 1775 (Maxwell Mss, D1556/16/11/34-5); Mrs Reilly to Andrew Savage, 7 June 

1746 (Savage Mss, D552/A/2/7/13).

38 Account, Apr. 1775 (Maxwell Mss, D1556/16/11/34-5).
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traced. For the period there were 17 known schools in County Down.39 The earl of 

Moira sent his boys to Harrow, preferring it to Eton where his brother-in-law 

insisted that ‘idleness and debauchery’ prevailed. Moira’s choice was strongly 

recommended by Lord Hertford, as it was the school his three youngest sons 

attended. Board was £20 a year and three guineas entrance.40

For the privileged few a university education beckoned. As has been stated 

of those admitted to Trinity in the eighteenth century 258 gave their birth place as 

County Down or had other strong connections with the county. Not all gave their 

father’s occupation, but 84 declared themselves to be the sons of landowners.41 On 

the other hand members of the Hill, Rawdon and Ward families went to Oxford, 

while Annesley, Hamilton, Maxwell and Stewart family members entered 

Cambridge.42

Education was valued principally as a means of imparting to the young the 

confidence and social polish to enable them to preserve their station, property and 

public virtue and to manage their estates and be firm with tenants in later life. 

Second it was to create in the recipient a mind capable of enjoying the good things 

in life and free from the ‘blind and furious zeal of bigots’ .43 In this cause school 

notebooks in the Waring collection indicate a broad education. These books are 

crammed with exercises in French, history and universal politics. Science was also 

revered with two lengthy scrolls outlining the scope of numerous lectures on 

astronomy.44

39 G. D. Burtchaell and T. U. Sadleir, Alumni Dublinensis .,, (London, 1924), passim.

40 The earl of Huntingdon to Lord Moira, 25 June 1768 (Rawdon Mss, T1839, pp 80-1).

41 Burtchaell and Sadleir, Alumni Dublinensis. passim.

42 Arthur Hill, Wills Hill, Francis Rawdon-Hastings, Edward Ward and Nicholas Ward went to 

Oxford. Joseph Foster, Alumni Oxonienses ... (4 vols.) (Oxford, 1888), ii, 659, 663; iii, 1178; 

iv, 1497, 1498. Francis Annesley, Martin Annesley, Archibald Hamilton-Rowan, Edward 

Maxwell and Robert Stewart went to Cambridge. John Venn, Alumni Cantabrigienses ... (9 

vols.) (Cambridge, 1924), part 1, i, 33; part 2, iii, 216; iv, 370; vi, 41, 348.

43 Remarks on the education of the young, May 1805 and advantages of education to mankind by 

John McDowell, [n.d.] (Maxwell Mss, D3244/H).

44 Exercises in French, [n.d.] (Waring Mss, Waringstown House, D0944); instruction in history 

and universal politics, [n.d.] (ibid., D0154); astronomy lessons, [n.d.] (ibid., D0151).
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Girls received tuition at home or, in the more progressive Bayly household, 

were sent to ladies’ colleges. The Anglesey correspondence contains various 

references to the education of the Misses Bayly at Newry. In 1758, Mary Delany 

reported that the Baylys had engaged Cecilia Young, a former student of 

Geminiani and Handel and wife of the composer Thomas Arne, to complete the 

girls’ education. Indeed the whole family was obviously musical: at an evening 

soiree Mrs Delany reported,

Mr Bayly plays on the violin, his curate on the German flute, Mrs 

Arne and Miss Bayly sing, and a girl of nine years old 

accompanies them on the harpsichord most surprisingly.

Music was an important component of the cultural life of County Down and 

music masters seem to have been universal in the ‘best’ families. Lady Moira 

employed someone to show her daughter the rudiments of playing the piano and 

singing and also to accompany her when performing at parties. Patrick Delany 

‘delighted’ in Carolan, the blind Ulster bard and it was under his patronage that 

Carolan’s music was published in 1747. Three of the tunes were dedicated to Mr 

and [the first] Mrs Delany and a Mrs Maxwell. Later, after the harpist’s death the 

dean collected money for Carolan’s son. Mary Delany shared her husband’s 

enthusiasm and sent her sister a selection of his tunes. She also employed a harpist 

to play at Mount Panther to amuse her while she was drawing or eating.45

An active interest in the pursuit of knowledge endured even when the years 

of formal education had passed. The Maxwell manuscripts include discussions of 

current affairs and geographical descriptions while at Mount Panther the Delanys 

purchased a globe and entertained themselves by widening their understanding of 

the world’s geography. They were not alone in wishing to pass the idle hours 

productively. The Savage collection contains notebooks summarising the latest 

economic philosophies, particularly Adam Smith’s Wealth of nations.46 The

45 Mary Delany to Ann Dewes, Aug 1750, printed in Llanover (ed), ii, 580-22; same to same, 28 

June 1745 (ibid., ii, 366-8); Lady Moira to Lady Granard, 1 June 1783 (Granard Mss, 

T3765/J/9/1/40); Donal O’Sullivan, Carolan: the life and tunes of an Irish harper (London,

1958), pp 84, 127; Mary Delany to Ann Dewes, 8 Aug. 1758, printed in Llanover (ed), iii, 501-4.

46 Michael Morgan to Madam Maxwell, 23 Nov. 1774 (Maxwell Mss, D1556/16/19/1); 

geographical discussion about the eruption of the volcano at Mount Etna, [n.d.] (ibid..
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Castleward, Hillsborough Lodge and Mount Stewart library lists show that 

individual gentlemen had an interest in collecting books on architecture, French, 

gardening, geography, heraldry, British, Irish and European history, church history, 

horsemanship, Latin, law, general literature, poetry, politics, philosophy, science, 

and theology.47

It is difficult to ascertain whether or not these publications were read, or if 

so, by whom, or even if their readers agreed with the author. However, sources do 

suggest that at least some members of the elite were highly literate and enjoyed 

reading. Such was the popularity of the books in his library that the proprietor of 

Waringstown House made it a rule in 1782 that following the loss of numerous 

books, a deposit should be secured before any more left his library. Two years later 

this system was proving so unsuccessful that it was declared that no more books 

were to be lent. Mrs Delany’s report that, during her stay at Mount Panther, she 

had listened to readings of The man of honour. Roderick Random and The sieges 

of Drogheda and Derry indicate that people congregated to enjoy this pastime, 

often reading out loud to each other. A poem discovered in the Waring papers, 

‘Advice to a daughter newly married’, showed that enjoyment was not the only 

reason for literature but also to ‘improve the mind, while seeming to amuse’ .48

The landed elite also assisted in influencing the books available to purchase 

through the practices of subscription and patronage. To give only a few examples: 

Mrs Hamilton of Killyleagh Castle was named as a subscriber in Charlotte

D1556/16/24/5); Mary Delany to Ann Dewes, 21 June 1760, printed in Llanover (ed.), hi, 595- 

7; notebook, [n.d.] (Savage Mss, D552/B/4/3/1).

47 George Moore, Castleward library catalogue (Dublin, 1813); Hillsborough Lodge library list, 

1800 (Downshire Mss, D671/A38/1A); Mount Stewart library list, [n.d.] (Stewart-Bam Mss, 

D654/S1/2).

48 Statement concerning the loan of books, 10 Mar. 1782 and 14 Jan. 1784 (Waring Mss, 

Waringstown House, D0914); Mary Delany to Ann Dewes, Aug. 1750, printed in Llanover (ed.), 

ii, 580-2; advice to a daughter newly married by J. D., [n.d.] (Waring Mss, Waringstown House, 

D0912). M. Pollard, Dublin’s trade in books 1550-1800 (Oxford, 1989), p.215 finds that in a 

survey of book sales, where libraries were sold by auction, between the years 1741-60 the 

following percentages of readers applied; clergy 33.7%, lawyers 17.1%, medical doctors 10.9%, 

army officers 2.9%, fellows of Trinity College, Dublin 1.7%, merchants 1.1%, architects, M.P.s 

and school masters 2.3%, nobility and gentry 12.6%, plain persons 5.7% and unspecified 12%.
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Brooke’s Reliques of Irish poetry: Lady Moira and the earl of Hillsborough 

received thanks for contributing to Joseph Walker’s Historical discourses and the 

earl and countess of Hillsborough promoted the philosophical works of Aaron 

Hill.49 There was evidently a ‘literary’ clique within the gentry, perhaps more so in 

Down than in many other Irish counties because of the presence of two 

exceptionally interested individuals; the countess of Moira and Bishop Thomas 

Percy of Dromore. In 1808 when the Hibernian Magazine published Lady Moira’s 

obituary it stated

her acquaintance with such branches of knowledge was by no 

means limited or superficial; on the contrary some learned 

societies have borne respectful testimony to her acquirements in 

this particular, and the real utility which flowed from the 

productions of her active and discerning genius ... Moira House 

... when she led and reflected a grace upon, every beneficial 

fashion when she cultivated the fine arts; when she rendered her 

house the favourite spot where every person of genius or talents 

in Dublin, or who visited Dublin, loved most to resort.50 

Rawdon family letters often reflected personal reading. In 1782 Lady Moira 

felt herself the ‘better and the wiser’ for having perused Lady Mary Walker’s, The 

life of the marchioness of Lawans and her son felt that a biography of Oliver 

Cromwell was of interest as it described the life of a man ‘so instrumental in 

defending the rights of the subject against the attacks of tyrannical power’.51 Lady 

Moira corresponded with Richard Lovell Edgeworth and his daughter Maria later

49 Charlotte Brooke, Reliques of Irish poetry consisting of heroic poems, odes, elegies, and songs 

translated into English verse with notes, explanatory and historical, and the originals in the Irish

character to which is subjoined an Irish tale bv Miss Brooke (Dublin, 1789); Joseph C. Walker, 

Historical memoirs of the Irish bards: an historical essay on the dress of the ancient and modem

Irish: and a memoir on the armour and weapons of the Irish (Dublin, 1818); Aaron Hill, The 

works of the late Aaron Hill Esq, in four volumes consisting of letters on various subjects, and of

the original poems, moral and facetious with an essay on the art of acting (London, 1757),

50 John Nichols, Illustrations of literary history of the eighteenth century (8 vols.) (London, 1817- 

58), viii, 3.

51 Lady Moira to Lady Granard, 16 July 1782 (Granard Mss, T3765/J/9/1/26); Lord Rawdon to 

the earl of Moira, [c. 1771-3] (ibid., T3765/M/4/1).
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one of the most renowned Irish writers of the nineteenth century. In 1787 Maria 

hoped to dedicate her first novel, Madame de Gant, to the countess, as Lady Moira 

had given her such sterling advice on her early literary endeavours.52 She later 

edited extracts of Edgeworth’s work and was used by Maria three times as a 

model: for the characters of Mrs Hungerford in Patronage (1812), Lady Oranmore 

in The absentee (1813) and the countess of Annaly in Ormond (1817). Lady Moira 

was a personal friend of Charlotte Brooke, author of the Reliques of Irish poetry 

(1816) whom she helped in compiling and translating sections of the work, and 

also interested herself in Dublin’s literary circles and the intellectual clique 

surrounding Bishop Thomas Percy at Dromore from 1782 tol810.53

As an antiquarian Lady Moira was instrumental in encouraging her husband 

to become one of the founding members of the Royal Irish Academy and herself 

became the first woman to be published in the journal Archaeologia in 1783 when 

she submitted a discourse concerning the remains of a human skeleton discovered 

on the Rawdon estate. In 1788 J.C. Walker admitted in the preface of his 

Historical essay on the dress of the ancient and modem Irish that few pages of the 

book could not ‘boast some obligation to her ladyship’.54

Lady Moira’s relationship with Thomas Dermody, who published Poems, 

moral and descriptive in 1800, shows how, even though sponsorship may have 

originated from a genuine love of literature and the arts, it was often also primarily 

used to advance social cachet.55 Dermody was, to say the least, a colourful 

character, prone to drinking binges, and it was difficult to convince him that the

52 Richard Lovell Edgeworth to Lady Moira, 5 Aug. 1787 (ibid., T3765/M/2/31/1); Lady Moira to 

Maria Edgeworth, [n.d.] (ibid., T3765/M/2/31/3).

53 Maria Edgeworth, The novels and selected works of Maria Edgeworth (8 vols.) (London,

1997), iii, xvi; v, xvii; vi, xi; Brooke, Reliques of Irish poetry, preface; E. E. R. Green,

‘Thomas Percy in Ireland’ in Ulster Folk Life, xv-xvi (1970), p.225.

54 Lady Moira, ‘Particulars relative to a human skeleton and the garments that were found 

thereon, when dug out of a bog at the foot of Drumkeragh, a mountain in the county of Down 

and barony of Kinalearty on Lord Moira’s estate in the autumn of 1780. In a letter to the Hon. 

John Theophilus Rawdon by the countess of Moira, communicated by Mr Barrington’ in 

Archaeologia vii (1785), pp 90-110; Walker, Historical memoirs, preface.

55 See Paul Korshin, ‘Types of eighteenth-century literary patronage’ in British Journal of 

Eighteenth-Century Studies, vii (1974), pp 456-60.
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road to success lay in hard work and study. The correspondence between the pair 

begins in August 1790 when Dermody sought Lady Moira’s forgiveness for failing 

to enter college, after she had been so kind as to rescue him from the ‘pelting of 

the pitiless storm’ of adversity so that her assistance had been like ‘light breaking 

through the gloom’ leading his eyes to ‘prospects more brilliantly entirely’. After 

three weeks, in the words of the Rev. Henry Boyd, the tutor employed by the 

countess to educate the poet, Dermody had suffered a ‘violent, strange turn of 

mind’ and intended to abdicate his studies and seek literary fame in London. 

However, a fiarther six weeks later, despite his ‘vagaries and caprices’, Dermody 

was reported to be making progress in language, classics and history although he 

was still deficient in geography and had only read one theology book.56 

Unfortunately Dermody’s recklessness meant he never achieved his full potential 

and realising this Lady Moira withdrew her support. As compensation, her son 

arranged for Dermody to take up a place in the army.57

What did Lady Moira receive in return for helping this troublesome young 

man? The satisfaction of fostering a creative talent, certainly, but also the 

immortalisation of her family in verse. Dermody’s ‘Ode to the Rt. Hon. Elizabeth, 

countess of Moira’ begins thus.

Say what high skills awakes the golden lyre?

For music more than mortal, flows 

From you fresh abor’s deep repose 

Mildn’ing the air, it floats along,

Lo! Saintly forms, a radiant throng.

Descend, well pleased to join the warbling quire 

To lift the lowering soul, and fan religious fire.58 

A decade later, when Dermody finally published his works, he did not forget those 

who had helped him in early life. The book opened with a dedicatory sonnet to the

56 Thomas Dermody to Lady Moira, 21 Aug. 1790 (Granard Mss, T3765/M/2/33/1); Henry Boyd 

to same, 13 Sept. 1790 (ibid., T3765/M/2/33/2); same to same, 29 Oct. 1790 (ibid., 

T3765/M/2/33/4).

57 Obituary, Hibernian Magazine. Sept. 1802, p.2.

58 Poems, [c. 1790] (Granard Mss, T3765/M/2/33/6).
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countess and contained ‘Lines on the earl of Moira’s proposed bill of insolvency’, 

in which the second earl’s public service was praised.

Hence, nobly ardent in his country’s cause.

Whose learning decks, and sword asserts her laws,

MOIRA, by no means, partial ties confin’d.

Wide pairs the general blessing on mankind!59 

However family pride did not blind Lady Moira to empty praise. In 1786 Selina, 

Lady Granard, had made the earl and countess grandparents. The rector of Moira 

wrote a congratulatory poem, dedicated to the child in whom 

Thy cries renowned revive in thee.

And honour, valor, virtue trace.

The future glories of thy race 

In thee the blood of Edward flows 

The rightful sovereign of the Lord 

Who bare aloft the snowy rose.

Lady Moira sent the epitaph to her daughter but added, ‘Berwick [the family 

chaplain] I hear laughs at the composition, and says he scorns flattery and servile 

lays - it was written almost offhand and with much good humour and perhaps with 

a little degree of reflection that a connection of intimacy with this large family was 

not unfavourable’.60

Fortunately patronage aided more virtuous applicants than Dermody. In 

1782 Dr Thomas Percy, the author of Reliques of ancient English poetry, translator 

of Chinese and Icelandic literature, theologian and contributor to Goldsmith’s 

Miscellaneous works, was appointed bishop of Dromore. He took up residence in 

the diocese and drew around him an intellectual circle that included Thomas James 

Mathias, who became well known for his theological works and later the most 

popular preacher in Dublin; John Dubardieu, the County Down correspondent for 

Edward Mason’s Statistical survey of 1802; and the Rev. Henry Boyd of 

Rathffiland, the translator of Dante; as well as Dr Thomas Campbell, Joseph C. 

Walker, Charlotte Brooke and Sir Richard Musgrave. Local gentry like the Moiras

59 Thomas Dermody, Poems, moral and descriptive (London, 1800), pp 3, 89-90.

60 Lady Moira to Lady Granard, 3 May 1786 (Granard Mss, T3765/J/9/1/52).
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befriended Percy. The countess inundated him with genealogical information 

before he even arrived in Dromore, and the earl prevailed on him to become one of 

the original subscribers to the Royal Irish Academy. In his letter requesting the 

bishop’s patronage, the earl discussed Sheridan’s Life of Swift and other letters the 

bishop received from the countess indicate that many books passed between the 

two households. Percy’s papers also suggest his friendship with the Downshires, 

Stewarts and Warings, while his daughter, Elizabeth, married one of Lady 

Clanwilliam’s sons.61

Through these connexions Percy encouraged the gentry to patronise local 

poets from the tenantry, for instance, Samuel Burdy, William Carr, William 

Cunningham, Andrew McKenzie, John McKinley, Hugh Porter, James Stuart and 

Hugh Tynan. Thomas Romney Robinson, a protege of Percy’s, had 98 subscribers 

listed from County Down for his Juvenile poems in 1807, including Lady 

Blackwood, Lord Viscount Castlereagh, the countess of Clanwilliam, the earl and 

countess of Moira, the marquess and marchioness of Downshire, Lord Arthur Hill, 

the earl and countess of Londonderry, Lady Charlotte Rawdon and the Hon. 

Charles Stewart. Two of his poems were composed on the Montalto demesne.62 

Percy’s group also enabled Patrick Bronte, the father of Anne, Charlotte and Emily 

and himself the eldest of ten children bom to agricultural labourers from south 

Down, to attend Cambridge University.63 At Castleward there is a group painting 

of Bishop Percy’s palace including Thomas Percy, Edward Ward, Thomas Stott 

the poet and an old Irish harpist. Stott’s presence shows how literary patronage 

could be a control mechanism. In his youth Stott was a supporter of the United 

Irishmen and attended the revolutionary banquets and other toast-drinking sessions 

so popular in the pre-Union years. He also wrote poems for Paddy’s resource and

61 Leslie Stephen (ed.). Dictionary of national biography (63 vols.) (London, 1888), xliv, 437; 

Bertram H. Davis, Thomas Percy: a scholar-cleric in the age of Johnson (Philadelphia, 1989), 

pp 266, 312, 315; Alice C. C. Gaussen, Percy: prelate and poet (London, 1908), pp 239, 240,

252; Nichols, Literary history, pp 1-23.

62 Green, ‘Thomas Percy’, pp 224-32; Thomas Romney Robinson, Juvenile poems (London,

1807).

63 Amber M. Adams, ‘Patronage and poverty in County Down: the case of Patrick Bronte’ in 

Ulster Folk Life, xxiii (1987), pp 26-9.
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the Northern Star. However, after being taken up by the politically conservative 

Percy (who paid for a corps of yeomanry at his bishop’s palace during the 1798 

rebellion) Stott began writing poems celebrating conservatives such as Sir Richard 

Musgrave a member of Percy’s entourage.64

3

An interest in literature and other allied arts was encouraged by travel, as in 

this period the Grand Tour was in vogue. In the seventeenth century Samuel 

Waring journeyed to Germany and Italy, and, in the eighteenth, records of foreign 

tours are found in the Granard, Maxwell and Stewart papers. Sir John Rawdon 

travelled through France between 1738 and 1740, but his son, in the 1770s, 

ventured further, into Austria, Germany, Italy and, more unusually, Hungary and 

Poland. A young, unnamed Maxwell went to France and Italy and Alexander and 

Robert Stewart to Germany and Rome. These were Grand Tours, designed to 

educate young men in the ways of the world but people also travelled on other 

occasions. Daniel Mussenden took a holiday on the continent to recover from the 

death of his wife. Lady Rawdon also visited her aunt who lived in Italy and was 

reported in 1752 to speak Italian as fluently as English and to have disputed points 

of faith with the Pope. ‘The portrait of a member of the Hill family’ by Hugh 

Douglas Hamilton (1782-91) [Illustration 43] shows an informal, if elegantly 

dressed, offshoot of the Downshire clan leaning against a tree; annoyed at a mishap 

with the harness of one of the four horses pulling his Berlin. The aqueduct in the 

background suggests Roman antiquity and strikingly portrays the experience of 

travel abroad.65 The amount of documentation preserved, and also the money

64 Portrait in the possession of the National Trust at Castleward; Francis Joseph Bigger, ‘Thomas 

Stott - Hafiz - the poet of Dromore’ in Irish Booklover. xxi (1933), pp 121-5.

65 William Benson to Daniel Mussenden, 29 Apr. 1756 (Mussenden Mss, D354/1047); Elisa 

Gascoigne Nightingale to Lady Rawdon, 15 Oct. 1752 (Granard Mss, T3765/M/3/14); Hugh 

Douglas Hamilton, one of the most significant Irish portrait painters of the second half of the 

eighteenth century, had settled in Italy and his patrons included those taking the Grand Tour and 

distinguished foreign residents of Rome and Florence, including the exiled Prince Charles 

Edward Stuart (Black, Catalogue of the permanent collection three, p.32). Another painting of a 

member of the Downshire clan tells a more melancholy tale. In Dec. 1765 the earl and countess 

of Hillsborough sojourned in Naples, during which time the countess contracted a fatal illness. In 

early 1766 the earl sat for Batoni in Rome in reflective pose contemplating the image of his late
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expended, further shows the significance of travel. The cost of John Rawdon’s two 

and a half years abroad came to £5,205, and in 1789 Captain John Waring received 

an additional stipend of £300 to be passed on to a travelling relative.66 This form 

of education was also experienced by English society, so European experience 

wedded the Irish to mainstream English culture. On his Grand Tour, in 1801, 

Stephen, Lord Mount Cashell, grandson of the earl and countess of Moira, met 

such English nobility and gentry as Lord Cornwallis; Charles James Fox; the earl 

of Glengall; Thomas Holcroft the dramatist; Francis James Jackson, the English 

envoy at Paris; the third marquess of Lansdowne, Peter 7th Baron King of 

Ockham; Sir Henry Pigot; Sir Benjamin Thompson; and Helen Maria Williams the 

author and poet, among many others.67

The detailed correspondence of travellers recreates for the reader the 

impressions made on the minds of these eager tourists. At Genoa Sir John Rawdon 

was fortunate enough to meet up with Aubrey, Lord Beauclerk, commander of a 

man of war, who introduced him to the resident nobility. By these means he saw 

‘all their palaces, spectres and statues in perfection. The riches and magnificence 

of which is not to be conceived’.68 He even met the King and Queen of Turin.69 

His son did not obtain personal introductions but watched with the crowds in 

Vienna as the emperor and archduchesses went through the town on gilt sledges 

drawn over the snow by richly decorated horses.70 Again, when in Paris, Lord 

Mount Cashell saw Pauline Bonaparte, the sister of Napoleon I; Louis Joseph de 

Bourbon, prince of Conde; Joseph Gerome Leffancais de la Lande, the French

wife. The sense of pathos was highlighted by the picture on the sarcophagus of Hymen, the god 

of marriage, extinguishing a torch.

66 Abstract of expenses, 1740 (Granard Mss, T3765/M/2/5/8); Maxwell Brown to John Waring, 

28 Mar. 1789 (Maxwell Mss, D1556/18/4/44).

67 Thomas U. Sadleir (ed.), An Irish peer on the continent 1801-1803: being a narrative of the 

tour of Stephen. 2nd earl of Mount Cashell. through France. Italy etc, as related by Catherine

Wilmot (London, 1920), pp 1-85; see also Slava Klima (ed.), Joseph Spence: letters from the 

Grand Tour (Quebec, 1975), appendix i, pp 419-22 for a list of English and Irish men Spence 

met on his travels abroad.

68 Sir John Rawdon to Thomas Prior, 20 July 1739 (Granard Mss, T3765/M/2/5/5).

69 Same to same, 28 May 1740 (ibid., T3765/M/2/5/7).
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astronomer; Madame de Pamy, the celebrated French actress; Emmanuel Joseph 

Sieyes, the French politician by whose advice the representatives of the people 

formed the national assembly and many other people of renown.71 It is to be 

supposed that County Down travellers were similarly feted. Local sights, simply to 

be looked at for enjoyment and the satisfaction of having been seen, were also 

appreciated. Sir John favourably compared the River Loire with the Thames and 

young Maxwell’s journal of Genoa lists the local palaces and churches visited, 

including the tower of Pisa, alongside a catalogue of paintings.72

Sir John Rawdon wrote keenly of his experiences to his guardian Thomas 

Prior, who later founded the Royal Dublin Society. He concentrated on French 

industry and agriculture, so was obviously well aware of the educational value of 

travel. When passing through Abbeville and Dieppe, Rawdon noted the details of 

the town’s wool and tobacco industries. He also suggested ways of improving 

Prior’s scheme to plant vines, based on his own observations at Toulouse and was 

intrigued by agricultural differences between France and Ireland, most notably in 

ploughing.73 Sir John’s son. Lord Rawdon, concentrated on more scientific 

matters. He reported to his father his delight in watching the local marine life at 

Gibraltar.74 He also sent a long and detailed account of Sir William Hamilton’s 

observations on volcanoes.75 The effects of these trips can be seen well into the 

1770s, when the earl of Moira often chaired the meetings of the Royal Dublin 

Society and the society’s Proceedings included a description of Lady Moira’s 

investigation into flax cultivation. She had been inspired by the Swedish 

Philosophical Transactions, which had described Swedish peasants producing 

cotton from flax, a method Lady Moira adapted to suit her husband’s estate.76 The

70 Lord Rawdon to the earl of Moira, 29 Jan. 1775 (ibid., T3765/M/4/1/2).

71 Sadleir, An Irish peer on the continent, pp 7-85.

72 Sir John Rawdon to Thomas Prior, 28 Mar. 1738 (Granard Mss, T3765/M/2/5/1); journal kept 

on visit to Genoa, 14 May 1803 (Maxwell Mss, D1556/13/3/1).

73 Sir John Rawdon to Thomas Prior, 28 Mar. 1738 (Granard Mss, T3765/M/2/5/1); same to 

same, 22 Nov. 1738 (ibid., T3765/M/2/5/4).

74 Lord Rawdon to the earl of Moira, 16 July 1774 (ibid., T3765/M/4/1/8).

75 Same to same, 28 Aug. 1774 (ibid., T3765/M/4/1/9).

76 Proceedings of the Roval Dublin Society, x (1773-4), pp 324-6.
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Rawdons may have been exceptionally well informed, but Edward Maxwell, 

William Mussenden, Robert Stewart, Bernard Ward and Henry Waring, all of 

whom travelled abroad or had relatives who did, are also mentioned in the 

Proceedings.77

When commenting on their experiences tourists also addressed the political 

structures of the countries visited. A bundle of letters in the Stewart-Bam papers 

dating from 1771 to 1774, record Alexander Stewart’s impressions of foreign rule. 

The young man had evidently written in despair at the perceived ‘tyranny’ of the 

German government. His father felt that little else could be expected in a country 

where the individual’s will was suppressed to the detriment of any patriotic 

ardour.78 He also feared that soon the situation in Ireland could be analogous due 

to the corruption and degeneracy of public men.79 These strictures may have 

influenced the family’s political manoeuvring of the 1780s. All the above 

correspondence confirms Jeremy Black’s findings for English tourists in the same 

period.80

Not everyone was affluent enough to enjoy trips to the continent but other 

means were available of experiencing foreign climes. Younger sons created an 

important link with the outside world, as many took up positions in the colonies.

In 1783 Richard Waring accepted the post of writer at the East India Company’s 

chief settlement of Fort William in Bengal. But the experiment was, from the 

outset, doomed to failure. Richard reported that after nine months in the country 

he was prevented, because of ill health and age, from taking up his official post and 

such was his precarious financial position that he was forced to ‘involve himself 

with the natives’, presumably in trading, an illuminating illustration of the colonial 

view of both trading and the indigenous population. Ultimately Richard went 

bankrupt. His brother John had similarly chequered fortunes in his colourful forays 

into the wider world. A captain of a merchant ship, he kept his brother and 

business partner, Thomas, well informed of his travels, writing first from Madeira,

77 Ibid., i-xviii.

78 Alexander Stewart to Alexander Stewart, 12 Aug. 1771 (Stewart-Bam Mss, D4137/A/1/3).

79 Same to same, 14 Feb. 1774 (ibid., D4137/A/1/24).

80 Jeremy Black, The British abroad: the Grand Torn- in the eighteenth century (Bath, 1992).
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where he was loading his ship with provisions, before moving on to Jamaica, a trip 

involving some danger as it ran the risk of capture by enemy forces in the 

American wars.81

In their discussions of foreign travel the Rawdons were exceptional.

Younger sons did not necessarily return home after their trips abroad and how well 

they kept their family informed of their travels can only be guessed at. Nevertheless 

such contacts would have permitted those who stayed at home to feel in touch 

with the world’s events. A richly decorated sword made for Francis Price, c.1760, 

shows an awareness of developments on the European and world stage. The 

sword is of pierced silverwork with rococo scrolls and military figures with 

trophies. A descendent of the original owner, Col. M. C. Perceval-Price, believed 

these men to be heroes of the seven years war (1756-63); Frederick the Great of 

Prussia, William Augustus, duke of Cumberland and James Wolfe, the victor of 

Quebec.82 For those who did not have foreign correspondents to keep them in 

touch with events, the local and national press were an adequate substitute.83 

During the American Revolution any war news was keenly seized on. Thomas 

Waring received reports from his friend on Westminster debates and the effects on 

trade and John Ogle reported that the war was the main topic of conversation in 

Newry. Other areas of the world were not neglected. In 1781 Sarah Waring 

praised the local banks who had all contributed to the aid of hurricane-struck 

Antigua. Again library lists indicate that people read about the continent and 

further afield: the library at Mount Stewart included Sir William Temple’s 

observations on the United Provinces of the Netherlands and, written in French, 

Rollin’s Histoire ancienne des Egyptians, des Carthaginois. des Assvriens. des 

Babylonians, des Medes et des Perses. des Macedoniens. et des Grecs.84

81 Letters of Richard Waring with various correspondents, 1783-4 (Waring Mss, Waringstown 

House, D0484-94); John Waring to Thomas Waring, 6 Oct. 1780 - 17 July 1784 (ibid., D0472-3, 

D0921-6); Sarah Waring to John Waring, 18 Apr. 1785 (Maxwell Mss, D1556/18/2/10).

82 Col. M. C. Perceval-Price and W. A. Seaby, ‘An eighteenth-century sword by Thomas 

Shephard of Dublin’ in Irish Sword, viii (1967-8), pp 227-9.

83 Belfast Newsletter. 28 Oct. 1755.

84 Sarah Waring to John Waring, 13 Jan 1781 (Maxwell Mss, D1556/18/4/15); H. D. to Thomas 

Waring, 12 Mar. 1778 (Waring Mss, Waringstown House, D0445); John Ogle to Samuel Waring,
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But even more influential than books in bringing a picture of the outside 

world to Down was the gathering of souvenirs. The impact of other cultures is 

seen by the amount of foreign art and furniture dating from the eighteenth century 

in County Down homes. At Castleward there is a portrait of Sir John Parnell 

(1744-1801) on his Grand Tour by Pompeo Battoni (1708-87), and Harriet, 

Viscountess Limerick with her son James Hamilton, c.1731 also painted in Italy, by 

Giacopo Amigoni (1675-1752), among others. This was a widespread 

phenomenon: the un-named travelling Maxwell included in his papers a price list 

for various forms of artwork on sale in Rome. Alexander Stewart, a great 

connoisseur, wrote to his son that, since he had proved his capacity to appreciate 

art by sending descriptions of paintings he had admired in France and Italy he was 

at liberty to purchase any work of art he found at a reasonable price. Alex also told 

his son to get his portrait painted in Rome. The resultant painting, completed in 

1773, by Pompeo Batoni, was in all likelihood chosen to match an earlier portrait 

by Antonio Raphaele Mengs of Robert Stewart, made on his Grand Tour 

[Illustrations 44 and 45], Both portraits are slightly more than half-length, with 

their subjects in flowing robes. Robert, as the eldest son, is placed in front of the 

stump of a Doric column, a fashionable portraiture accessory.85

Other items were dispatched to Ireland. The eighteenth century was a time 

when oriental products grew in popularity, encouraged by the East India Company 

who organised transportation and sales. Half-way through his travels, Lord 

Rawdon sent his parents grouse, dried fish and a Neapolitan snuffbox.86 In 1777 

Hillsborough Lodge had an Indian chest and leather cover for clothes, two Chinese 

painted commodes, and four teaboards, two Japanese and two Indian. Moira

25 Mar. 1778 (ibid., D0447); Mount Stewart library list, [n.d.] (Stewart-Bam Mss, D654/S1/2).

85 Belfast Museum and Art Gallery, ‘Pictures from Ulster houses’, p. 12; price list, 1804 (Maxwell 

Mss, D1556/13/3/6); Anne Stewart to Alexander Stewart, 25 Jan. 1773 (Stewart-Bam Mss, 

D4137/A/1/17); Alexander Stewart to Alexander Stewart, 4 Mar. 1773 (ibid., D4137/A/1/18); 

both portraits of Alexander and Robert Stewart are in the possession of the National Trust at 

Mount Stewart. For more information on the Grand Tour and Irish artistic purchases on the 

continent see the catalogue for the Ulster Museum of Belfast’s exhibition, James Stewart of 

Killymoon: an Irishman on the Grand Tour 1766-8, 7 May - 21 Nov. 1999.

86 Lord Rawdon to Lord Moira, 16 July 1774 (Granard Mss, T3765/M/4/1/8).
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House had two fine Indian cabinets, two Chinese gilt tables with white marble tops 

and an Indian fire screen in 1808 and at Mount Stewart there was the Cowan 

china, pre-1744, displaying the Cowan coat of arms on Chinese pottery. In the hall 

was a mid-eighteenth century Chinese lacquered chest inlaid with brass.87

Dublin shops were well equipped to cater for sophisticated tastes. Lady 

Moira’s papers contain a receipt from James and George Donovan, who 

‘constantly’ had for sale Indian and Chinese mats and French porcelain. Another 

advertisement on a receipt, this time for six bottles of Bristol water, declared that 

the vendor, Henry Thwaites, grocer and chocolate-maker, had moved to new 

premises in Sackville Street, where he would continue to sell tea, wine, spirit and 

spa water in ‘the most extensive manner’. His wares included teas, spirits and 

groceries, fine old port, calcawella, sherry, mountain wines, patent cocoa, tapioca, 

essence of anchovies, India soy, tarragon vinegar, mushroom and walnut catsups 

and cinnamon, rose and orange flower waters.88 Messrs Thompson and Waring 

merchants in Newry also established trade links with the continent. The portrait of 

the Bateson family shows the importance of the outside world as a source of 

commerce. In this portrait Bateson’s two eldest sons stand on either side of a 

globe. One holds a compass in his hand, the other a sheet map and a mapping 

instrument.

Even allowing for the problems of evidence, a reasonable picture of the 

possessions of the elite, and their importance, may be gauged. The gentry were a

87 Inventory of Moira House, 1808 (ibid., T3765/L/4); inventory of Hillsborough Lodge, 1777 

(Downshire Mss, D607/B/13); receipt, 1792 (Granard Mss, T3765/L/3/3); an auction at 

Gilford Castle in 1984 saw silver candlesticks and tableware sold alongside continental and 

English pictures, Chinese export ware and a white marble figure by D. Barcaglia (I. A. A. 

press cuttings for Co. Down). When Castlewellan was sold in the 1960s carved mahogany 

elbow chairs, Chinese porcelain blue and white vases, double doored secretaires with panelled 

doors, fluted columns and small drawers and a small centre cupboard, a fine Brussel’s tapestry 

of bull-baiting, 10 by 8 feet, and a Louis XVI mantel clock went up for sale (catalogue, John 

Ross and Co.).

88 Receipts, 24 Sept. 1792 and 22 May 1797 (Granard Mss T3765/L/3/3). Again foreign fare was 

wide spread. Synge talks of consuming tea, Hayson tea, Parma cheese, Spanish saffron, 

chocolate, at ‘somewhat under five shillings the pound’, coffee and German spa water. Legg 

(ed.), Svnee letters, pp 64, 136, 180, 213, 399, 34, 9.
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class on display, as witnessed by their remarkable homes where no detail, in the 

visible quarters at least, went unnoticed. These interiors, principally in refined and 

understated classical style, were the perfect foil for those possessions which they 

chose of a more personal nature, portraits, furniture and the rest, which tell of their 

achievements, aspirations and lifestyle.

Paintings have been the most cited pieces of evidence and could be used in a 

myriad of ways to proclaim messages about the gentry’s status in society, 

aspirations to office, their education, cultivation, outlook on the world, how they 

treated their friends and enjoyed socialising, their political biases, the running of 

their estates and their contacts with the continent. The subjects hint at the elite’s 

family and political alliances; the costumes indicate social status, and the close 

similarities with English styles both in Dublin and the provinces. The props, such as 

books, illustrate the gentry’s desire to be seen as cultivated, urbane observers of 

life who at times promoted the arts, while the identity of the painters, many of 

them foreign, alludes to the fact that family members had travelled abroad. In the 

period 1750 to 1790 the landed elite of County Down felt that their foothold in 

Ireland was sure and that they could transplant to their country the delights of the 

cosmopolitan world, in education, enlightenment and art.
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Part Two



Chapter 6: Public spending
The eighteenth century was to witness a transformation of the County Down 

landscape. This chapter addresses the gentry’s involvement in this 

metamorphosis through improvement schemes which encompassed town 

development, road and canal construction and the stimulation and expansion of 

the linen industry. These projects were carried through using both traditional and 

non-traditional agencies. These will be examined in order to afford the reader an 

illustration of how the local gentry prevailed on parliament to intercede in the 

regional economy yet also instituted and played an active role in the myriad of 

societies which sought through private initiative to complement time-honoured 

modes of economic administration.

As well as inaugurating innovative methods of economic regeneration, 

which amplified landlords’ wealth and prominence in the fabric of the nation, the 

expansion of the eighteenth-century economy also led to the emergence of 

‘middle class’ commercial interests who sought to challenge the oligarchy of the 

landed elite. This chapter may serve as an introduction to chapters 8 and 9 which 

discuss how the gentry coped with this challenge and remained in overall control 

of their area’s political life and social hierarchy by manipulating local 

administration and parliament. Obviously some gentlemen were more involved in 

these developments than others but, unfortunately, lack of sources makes it 

impossible to calculate proportions of improving and neglectful landlords, 

especially as what papers remain tend to relate to the larger, more affluent 

proprietors who were better placed to forward economic initiatives. What 

follows is, by necessity, a cursory rather than a detailed account of improving 

landlords in County Down.

1

One of the primary recourses when improving an estate was to encourage 

urban development as landlords apprehended that promoting centres for trade and 

industry could ultimately see an escalation in their rent rolls. A 1764 scheme, 

submitted to Bernard Ward by his land agent, Henry Waring, details Waring’s 

proposals for the amelioration of the town and estate of Rathffiland. Waring’s 

proposition indicates both the factors that spurred landlords to introduce changes

152



on their property and the levels of commitment which were required to carry
: . .! 'J„ ' * '' .-.-i

through these improving projects successfully.

Waring proposed that a market house be built, to accommodate buyers and 

sellers of all types and states of linen and meal. The town’s tenements, which at 

this time were in a ruinous condition, were to be rebuilt and subsequently leased 

in perpetuity. Similarly sites reserved for town houses were also to be set for 

prolonged periods. It was hoped that this would induce ‘men of circumstance’, 

particularly linen drapers, to settle in the town and build houses of substance and 

character in the knowledge that their heirs would benefit from this investment for 

generations to come. Manufacturers of brown linen, who carried with them a 

reputation for enterprise, were to be preferred to tenants where the present 

occupier either did not reside on the premises or, for any other reason, was 

deemed unfit. It was reasoned that manufacturers paid more rent and thereby 

increased the value of land. Furthermore as they had a higher standard of living 

and consumption their presence in any town invariably promoted other markets 

and trades. In evidence of this Waring reported that the tallow chandlers of 

Rathfriland declared that in the previous two months they had sold more candles 

to the weavers attending the markets there than four years’ worth of sales had 

yielded in former decades.

It was further projected that when the summer came a strict search should 

be made on the estate for marl and limestone, particularly on lands that were 

presently out of lease. When land was set it was decreed that farms should not 

exceed 20 acres (in extreme cases, to substantial linen manufacturers, 30), 

otherwise tenants would be tempted to sublet parcels of land for exorbitant prices 

and turf supplies would be decimated. To preclude this bog land was to be 

regularly surveyed and set to each tenant in proportion to his holding. The 

philosophy was that if sufficient was allocated and no more the tenants would not 

sell their share. Additionally rent could be augmented by constructing houses 

requisite to domestic linen weavers’ needs. These dwellings would incorporate a
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workroom, kitchen and living room. It was hoped these facilities would entice 

manufacturers to settle on the land.1

Once trade was established in a town, landlords were solicitous to provide 

equitable amenities. Market stalls, perched on pillars, may have protected 

tradesmen from climatic conditions but as these were not frequented by linen 

drapers, who were required to examine webs (rolls of linen cloth) in broad 

daylight, market houses were constructed in their place.2 Since most of the 

tenantry resided in ‘miserable nest[s] of dirty mud cabins’ the public buildings 

erected at this time would have been awe-inspiring.3 At Newry a white linen hall 

was constructed in 1783 at a cost of £14,000. The walled enclosure 

encompassed six acres and above the beautiful granite entrance arch spinning 

wheels, the emblem of the linen industry, and the harp and crown, symbols of the 

kingdom of Ireland were carved in relief.4 The Grecian ornamentation on the 

cornice of the piers and the pediment mirrored the decorative style of the elite’s 

own domestic architecture and was perhaps intended as a reminder that it was 

they who had financed the venture. It was hoped that the building would lead to 

the development of an export market from Ulster, which would by-pass Dublin 

factors.5

At the end of the day’s trading weavers would carry their webs to 

temporary offices in whichever inn served the market town. There their ‘pieces’ 

were measured and payment received. As a result landlords were keen to 

develop such hostelries and inns became prominent landmarks in provincial linen 

towns. Young remarked that the inn at Hillsborough was ‘a noble one for 

Ireland’. A plan for a similar building at Hilltown is documented in the 

Downshire papers. The family constructed the tavern on a diminished scale to

1 Henry Waring, ‘A scheme for the improvement of the estate and town of Rathfriland’, 2 Mar. 

1764 (Castleward Mss, T1181/1).

2 Plan and elevation of Hillsborough market house, [c. 1800] (Downshire Mss, D671/P8/2).

3 Arthur Wollaston Hutton (ed.), Young’s tour in Ireland 1776-1779 (2 vols.) (London, 1892), 

i, 133.

4 These symbols were popular on all public buildings.

5 Government of Northern Ireland, An archaeological survey of County Down (Belfast, 1966), 

p.430.
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their own home, Hillsborough Lodge. By doing so they illustrated in stone their 

commitment to the prosperity of their country [Illustration 46],6

Edward Southwell was an absentee landlord but, aided by a succession of 

innovative agents, he undertook a series of improvements at Downpatrick which 

increased his annual returns from £1,244 in 1713 to £2,254 in 1731 and his 

personal fortune from £2,000, when he acquired Downpatrick in 1703, to 

£35,000 at his death in 1730. (Although his capital also increased because of 

office-holding, English and County Cork estates and a providential marriage). 

From the turn of the eighteenth century to its close the town was transformed 

from a derelict and decrepit village, occupied by farmers and their labourers, to a 

thriving business centre for the whole of the Lecale. A memorial presented by the 

townspeople to the first Edward Southwell in 1728 paid tribute to his many 

improvements. In addition to new buildings, Southwell had begun paving the 

streets, erected a new clock and clock tower, donated bells to the parish church 

and planted in the forecourt of the cathedral a woodland that rapidly came to be 

known as ‘The Grove’. He had also instituted a new system of longer leases and 

promoted ‘a better sort of building more ornamental and more durable’.

Under the patronage of his son, also Edward, the Southwell schools (1733), 

session house (1737) and gaol (1789) followed and in line with national trends 

business increased at a steep rate throughout the century, most notably in the 

years after 1750. In the early part of the century trade had largely consisted of 

cattle and livestock products but by 1729 the town had opened its first brewery 

and within a few years boasted 15 malt kilns and a distillery. Drapers from Belfast 

and the Lagan valley congregated in the town every Saturday morning to transact 

their business in the brown linen hall situated in Church Lane. In 1776 Arthur 

Young noted that 500 webs of linen were sold there every week. Other industries 

included tanning, soap- and candle-making, and the preparation of tobacco, but 

there were many other craftsmen.

The second Edward Southwell was also the first man to attempt to control 

the seasonal flooding of the low-lying sections of Downpatrick by erecting flood-

6 Hutton (ed.), Young’s tour in Ireland, i, 133; plan of an inn at Hilltown, [c.1801] (Downshire 

Mss, D671/P7/2).
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gates near Quoile quay in 1745. Approximately 200 hectares were ultimately 

reclaimed by this pioneering scheme. Economic growth was accompanied by a 

rise in population, from c. 1,000 in the early 1700s to 4,123 at the 1821 census.7

To the south of the county, Newry, which had lain destitute in 1689, was, 

within a few decades, not only rebuilt but the busiest port in Ulster. In reality the 

destruction of the Williamite wars had provided the opportunity to reconstitute 

the town on a more solid economic and aesthetic basis. Developers re-orientated 

Newry away from the hilltop, on which the abbey had stood, down to the quays, 

which the soon to be prosperous families of the surrounding county, the 

Bagenals, Corrys, Hills, Nedhams, and so on, deemed the most economically 

viable area.

In the wake of the Glorious Revolution Nicholas Bagenal devoted his 

energy and resources to this renaissance by encouraging resettlement and the 

establishment of commercial enterprise. The ruined walls of the town were not 

rebuilt and instead provided materials for new constructions. The bridge that 

circumvented the Clanrye river into County Armagh was restored and the mud 

cabins that had once constituted the town’s suburbs were replaced by stone 

cottages. On Nicholas Bagenal’s death in 1715 Newry became the property of 

Robert Nedham. By granting leases in perpetuity Nedham encouraged men of 

capital to settle in the town. In 1730 he leased several sites in Boat Street to 

Edward Corry, where the latter built a series of impressive townhouses. Other 

merchants were quick to follow Corry’s example, leading to the establishment of 

Merchant’s Quay.8

Smaller towns also profited from this entrepreneurial spirit. At the 

beginning of the eighteenth century Banbridge was a straggling village on the 

Downshire estate, whose one claim to fame was that it was where the new 

turnpike road crossed the river Bann. It was only after it had been laid out in a 

cruciform aspect in 1750 by the town’s owner. Lord Hillsborough, and twelve 

sections of the town had been leased at a nominal rent to encourage an

7 R. H. Buchanan and Anthony Wilson, Irish historic towns atlas: Downpatrick (Downpatrick, 

1997), pp 5-6.

8 Tony Canavan, Frontier town; an illustrated history of Newry (Belfast, 1989), pp 72-99.
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appropriate calibre of resident, that it became the capital of the linen bleaching 

trade.9 In 1767 a patent was bestowed permitting the town’s traders to hold fairs 

and to aid this venture a market house was built. In recognition of its eminence in 

the area a post office was established there in 1784.10

The 1750s must have been a decade of feverish activity for the Hills, for in 

1744 Walter Harris reported that Lord Hillsborough intended building a mansion 

house in Hillsborough and to transform that settlement into a town, by placing a 

large square and stately market house in its centre, once again to encourage the 

congregation of linen workers [Illustration 47], Two ranges of commodious 

houses had already been completed, each with a garden, and park of five acres, 

with grounds for bleach greens at a convenient distance.* 11 In 1759, Edward 

Willes regreted that his judicial circuit had not encompassed the village, but 

recorded that hearsay proclaimed that Hillsborough would shortly be a place of 

considerable trade.12

Harris also recorded that at Waringstown the Waring family’s ‘great 

services’ to the country’s linen trade had boosted the expansion of that industry 

so that within a mile of the town, there were more well built farm houses and 

plantations than in any other part of the kingdom. All were inhabited ‘by 

industrious protestants’, which was a direct result of ‘the encouragement of long 

tenures and kind landlords, living on their estates among the tenants’.13 

Meanwhile the Prices created the town of Saintfield through the care and industry 

of General Nicholas Price who, following the example of Michael Ward, 

improved his land by instigating drainage systems and encouraging good 

husbandry. He also built a barrack, fixed for a troop of horse, and promoted the

9 W. H. Crawford, ‘The evolution of Ulster towns 1750-1850’ in Peter Roebuck (ed.), 

Plantation to partition: essays in Ulster history in honour of J. L. McCracken (Belfast. 1981), 

pp 145-6.

10 Richard Linn, A history of Banbridee (Banbridge, 1935), pp 2, 188.

11 Walter Harris, The antient and present state of the countv of Down containing a 

chorographical description with the natural and civil history of the same (Dublin, 1744), p.95.

12 Edward Willes to [-], [c.1759] (Willes Mss, T2368/3).

13 Harris, Antient and present state, p.104.
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repair of a ruinous parish church to which he later donated plate and ‘other 

ornaments’.14

At Newtownards, Alexander Stewart, perhaps more in a bid to exploit the 

improving economic climate than to encourage it, built elegant town houses to 

accommodate the growing merchant classes. This investment necessitated the 

opening of nearby quarries. The local market house was improved and Robert 

Stewart’s father-in-law, Lord Hertford, also had an input, for he suggested the 

gallery for the jury should be removed to the loft to prevent spoiling the ‘nobility 

of the main room’.15 Even the impoverished Savages built a market house and 

enlarged a pier at Portaferry.16 Other towns where building work was encouraged 

by the gentry at some point in the period include Annahilt, Ballynahinch, 

Castlewellan, Comber, Dohaghadee, Donaghmore, Dromore, Drumbo, 

Dundonald, Gilford, Greyabbey, Hilltown, Killough, Killyleagh, Moira, Scarvagh, 

Seapatrick, Strangford and Warrenpoint. As a result the trading capacity of 

County Down increased many fold. In 1819 the general directories for Banbridge, 

Newry, Rathffiland, Waringstown and Warrenpoint listed for each town 

respectively, 219, 883, 168, 74 and 138 merchants, traders and professionals.17

To support this urban network communications were required. To facilitate 

trade, the roads between Belfast and Downpatrick were opened. They provided 

the infrastructure for the economic development of the region and represented an 

extensive investment in money and labour. By 1800 the county had one of the 

most advanced road systems in Ireland. At first this was largely due to the 

personal motivation and commitment of the gentry, and in particular the

14 Robert Ward to Michael Ward, [c.1757] (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/8/77); agreement, 

Michael Ward and others, 8 Feb. 1728 (ibid., D2092/1/3/128); Robert Ward to Michael Ward, 

6 Nov. 1736 (ibid., D2092/1/5/18); Harris, Antient and present state, p.71.

15 Anne Stewart to Robert Stewart, 14 Nov. 1771 (Stewart-Bam Mss, D4137/A/1/6); same to 

same, 24 June 1772 (ibid., D4137/A/1/13); same to same, 12 Aug. 1771 (ibid., D4137/A/1/3).

16 Lord Westmeath to Andrew Savage, 7 July 1739 (Savage Mss, D552/A/2/8/7); Andrew 

Savage to Patrick Savage, 1779 (ibid., D552/A/14/2/14).

17 See Appendices 3, 4 and 5; Thomas Bradshaw, The general directory of Newry for 1820 

(Newry, 1819).
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Annesley, Downshire, Price and Stewart families.18 Evidence of the private nature 

of road construction is provided in the following examples. In 1757 a road on the 

Ward estate was to be renovated. Henry Waring wrote to his employer seeking 

guidance. The old route from Donaghadee had to be maintained to an allotted 

spot but from there Waring observed ‘we might draw it as we please’. He 

enclosed a suggested plan and entreated Ward to either endorse or reject the 

route and to send instructions detailing who was to be employed as overseer.19 In 

December 1763 Robert Gordon corresponded with Sir John Blackwood at the 

Dublin parliament soliciting an alteration to a road that passed through the 

townland of Drumragh, as Gordon’s tenants had informed him that it would be 

detrimental to their farms and they would expect a rent rebate if the planned route 

was not discontinued. Again, in 1771, John Spratt, surveyor, notified Gordon that 

Sir John Blackwood proposed building a new road from Carrigenagh, in the 

parish of Kilkeel, to Belfast which would traverse Gordon’s estate. Spratt 

informed Gordon that he would be surveying the designated land the next day and 

if Gordon wished to advise on any alterations to the route he was more than 

welcome to do so.20 Lord Downshire was also an active participant in the newly 

formed turnpike trusts.21 Between 1739 and 1767 nearly 200 miles of road were 

built in the county. The main routes ran south west from Belfast to Armagh, with 

the road to Dublin branching off at Lisburn, and from Banbridge to Belfast.22

The third initiative of this period was the Lagan navigation. Completed 

between 1730 and 1744, the canal was the first work of its kind in the British 

Isles and was designed to alleviate Irish dependence on imported coal. 

Construction work began in 1730 under the guidance of Richard Cassels, who 

was succeeded by Thomas Steers of Liverpool in return for a payment of 800

18 J. T. Fulton, ‘The roads of County Down 1600-1900: the evolution of the road system of an 

Irish county’ (unpublished Ph.D. thesis, Q. U. B., 1972), p.12.

19 Henry Waring to Bernard Ward, 19 Mar. 1757 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/8/70).

20 Robert Gordon to Sir John Blackwood, 17 Dec. 1763 (Gordon Mss, D4204/E/1/3/1/3); John 

Spratt to Robert Gordon, 7 Aug. 1771 (ibid., D4204/E/1/3/1/5).

21 John Slade to Lord Hillsborough, 2 Aug. 1779 (Downshire Mss, D607/B/102); same to same, 

[n.d.] (ibid., D607/B/78).

22 Fulton, ‘Roads of County Down’, pp 183-256.
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guineas over a five year period.23 In the canal’s first 20 years of operation, 1,750 

vessels plied their trade, some as large as 50 tons. An average of £1,850 p.a. was 

levied in tolls. Responsibility for channelling the river and reclaiming the land had 

been undertaken by Robert Nedham, the local landlord and M.P. for Newry. 

Although Nedham had received a £4,000 grant from parliament, by 1767 he had 

spent over £6,000 of his own money on the project. The navigation was an 

impressive engineering achievement for its time, being almost 18 miles long with 

15 locks. A ship canal was built and the Lagan was extended to Lisburn between 

1759 and 1763. By 1767 a total of £114,220 public money had been expended 

on the enterprise.24

Finally came the encouragement of the linen industry. The development of 

linen manufacture was stimulated by the fierce national pride, engendered by the 

English government’s policies towards the Irish woollen trade in 1699. In this 

year the official export of wool from Ireland to the colonies was prohibited. In 

compensation linen secured parliamentary patronage and quickly became the new 

Irish staple. As early as 1697 Lewis Crommelin had been commissioned by King 

William EH to establish its manufacture in LTIster. Individual landlords also played 

their part. When Henry Waring wrote to his master in 1764 suggesting ways of 

improving the Magill estate at Rathfriland, he pointed out how the townlands of 

Tierfurgus and Tierkelly might be leased at a much more advantageous rate if 

they were divided into eight or ten acre plots for the cultivation of linen workers. 

Other structural adjustments were undertaken on estates, such as the butting of

23 Castles wrote an essay on artificial navigation as a prospectus for the Newry canal project. 

Additionally Sir Gustavus Hume, who had commissioned Castles to build his home, was one of 

the commissioners of the Inland Navigation and supported Castles’ application for the post. 

Castles had also worked as a junior partner in conjunction with Sir Edward Lovett Pearce and 

through Hume was intimately connected with Whig parliamentary patronage in Ireland. While 

in Down he constructed additions to the main mansion and stable block at Gill Hall for Robert 

Hawkins-Magill and designed Newtownbreda church for the dowager Lady Midleton. The 

Knight of Glin, ‘Richard Castle, architect his biography and works’ in Irish Georgian Society. 

vii (1966), pp 31-7.

24 Government of Northern Ireland, Archaeological survey of County Down, pp 64-74.
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weirs to facilitate power for bleach greens and mills and the development of 

roads and trading centres (detailed above).

In 1744 Walter Harris charted the spread of the linen trade in County 

Down, declaring it to be the staple commodity of the county, which freed its 

inhabitants from ‘that poverty and wretchedness too visible among the lower 

class of people in other parts of the kingdom’.26 In the 1710s, for Ireland as a 

whole, exports of linen to England reached 2.5 million yards, in the 1740s 8 

million, and in the 1760s 17 million.27 In terms of manpower, a huge proportion 

of the county’s inhabitants were employed in manufacturing linen. By 1778 all 

the tenants on the Annesley estate were involved in the trade. At Clough three 

out of every four men were weavers, and all the women spun.28 The financial 

implications to landlords were enormous. By 1746 the agent on the Blundell 

estate, which later became the property of the Hills, reported that the vast 

majority of rents had latterly been paid by the profits of linen, and as a result 

remittances fluctuated in regularity depending on the sale of cloth in Dublin.29 By 

1770 Down recorded exports of £400,000 and Newry boasted a market worth 

more than £1,000 p.a. and exported 47.5 million yards of linen cloth against 

Belfast’s 42.7.30 The health of the linen trade was imperative if regular rentals 

were to be forthcoming. During the industry’s crisis of the late 1770s John 

Moore bewailed to his employer, Arthur Annesley, that money had vanished, the 

poor were starving, only £50 had been collected from the previous November’s

25 Henry Waring to Bernard Ward, 24 Aug. 1764 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/8/109); William 

Annesley to Thomas Waring, 24 Aug. 1757 (Waring Mss, Waringstown House, D0128).

26 Harris, Antient and present state, p.108.

27 W. H. Crawford, ‘The evolution of the linen trade in Ulster before industrialisation’ in Irish 

Economic and Social History, xv (1988), p.33.

28 John Hutcheson to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 2 June 1778 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/174); John 

Moore to Arthur Annesley, 9 Sept. 1778, printed in W. H. Crawford (ed.), Letters from an 

Ulster land agent. 1774-85: the letter books of John Moore (Belfast, 1976), pp 23-4.

29 James Gwyn to Henry Hatch, 22 Oct. 1746 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/24); Robert Isaac to 

Henry Hatch, 19 May 1768 (ibid., D607/A/81).

30 W. H. Crawford, ‘Change in Ulster in the late eighteenth century’ in Thomas Bartlett and D. 

W. Hayton (eds.), Penal era and golden age: essays in Irish history 1690-1800 (Belfast, 1979), 

p.194.
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rents, and he did not believe that the £200 usually expected in the next quarter’s 

remittals would be obtained. Indeed, if the market did not improve, Moore 

prophesied that the country’s rulers might ‘bid adieu to rents and possibly 

domestic peace in this country’.31

2

Landlord patronage was a traditional means of economic development but 

by the eighteenth century corporate attempts to improve Irish agriculture and the 

linen industry had been introduced. It was for this purpose that the Royal Dublin 

Society was formed. This organisation was dominated by the gentry, particularly 

those with a special interest in improvement, and incorporated a large section of 

gentlemen from County Down, from which one can deduce that the landlord class 

in Down included a large improving element. A list of the members of the 

association named in the charter, and those who enrolled before 1750, records 

Lord Hillsborough and John Maxwell as original members with Charles Hamilton, 

John Magill, Lord Massereene, Sir Charles Moore, Lord Rawdon (later earl of 

Moira), Robert Ross and Lord Strangford joining in the early years of the society. 

Other County Down gentlemen who enlisted after 1764, the date when the 

society started to publish its proceedings, were Lord Annesley, James Bailie, St 

John Blacker of Rostrevor, John Blackwood, Lord Dungannon, James Fortescue, 

Roger Hall, Arthur Johnson, Thomas Maude, Sir John Meade, William 

Montgomery, Lord Mountnorris, William Mussenden, Cromwell Price, Robert 

Stewart, George Vesey and Bernard Ward.32

The Dublin Society was involved in all areas of estate improvement and 

sought to encourage by example, rather than through regulations and premiums. 

For instance when attempting to augment linen production it lent patterns for 

damask and diaper linens to George Carlton’s factory at Newry in 1765 and 

published letters describing experiments undertaken by members. From County 

Down these included James Fortescue’s of 24 January 1765, on the manufacture 

of damask, while in May 1766 a letter was presented to the lord lieutenant on the

31 John Moore to Arthur Annesley, 17 June 1778, printed in Crawford (ed.), Letters, p.23.

32 Royal Dublin Society, A list of the members of the Dublin society named in the charter also 

the members elected since the opening of the charter (Dublin 1750), pp 3-7; Proceedings of the 

Royal Dublin Society, i, 21; ii, 263, 283, 300; iii, 55, 136; vi, 255; vii, 66; xii, 32.
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culture of flax in winter by John Blackwood. Women were also welcome to 

contribute. In November 1773 Lady Moira reported her experiments on flax at 

her home at Montalto. The lady had been influenced by an account she had read 

in the Swedish Philosophical Transactions and was actively involved in the 

experiment, employing and instructing a man how to boil, bleach and card the 

seed. The society’s function as a forum for discussion is illustrated by her 

confession that further trials were needed if excellence-was-to be- achieved; she 

suggested a suitable man to employ in this task if the society resolved to proceed 

with the investigation. For her pains she received a silver medal in February 

1774.33

Improvement was invariably expensive so another traditional mode of 

financing regional development was the parliamentary grant. In the eighteenth 

century County Down was represented in the Irish parliament by 14 M.P.s, two 

for the county and two for each of the boroughs of Bangor, Downpatrick, 

Killyleagh, Hillsborough, Newry and Newtownards. For the purposes of this 

chapter the M.P.s for Newtownards will be excluded from an examination of 

parliamentary behaviour, since, owing to a curious set of circumstances, detailed 

in chapter 8, the men sitting for this borough at this time were rarely, if ever. 

County Down men and the borough proprietors, the Ponsonby family, had no 

ties to the area.34 Up to and including the last general election of the period, 

1776, 40 men represented the county and its boroughs in the 22 sessions which 

usually lasted from October to April in alternate years. Their names are listed in 

chapter 8. What concerns us here is how their behaviour related to the locality 

and to what extent local interests were served in Dublin. For the purposes of the 

survey local legislation will be defined as laws, grants and petitions involving 

individuals or places within County Down.

In studying the Irish parliamentary journals one would agree with Joanna 

Innes that the Irish parliament, like the English, was an institution in which 

consequential and complex business was transacted by serious men.35 For

33 Ibid., i, 118, 167; ii, 329; vii, 324-33.

34 See Appendices 6, 7 and 8 and below pp 254-8.

35 Joanna Innes, ‘Parliament and the shaping of eighteenth-century English social policy’ in 

Transactions of the Royal Historical Society. 5th ser., xl (1990), pp 64-6.
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instance in 1725 Henry Maxwell of Finnebrogue served on a committee with the 

purpose of encouraging the Irish linen industry. His papers relative to this task 

include ‘suggestions of how to improve the linen manufacture of Ireland’, ‘an 

account of the gross and net produce of the funds appropriated by parliament to 

the linen manufacture, together with the drawbacks 1711-25’; ‘reasons for taking 

off the additional duty of 18d. per yard on East Indian silks’; ‘a copy of the act 

(6 of Geo. I, c.7) relating to the prevention of importation of East Indian goods 

into Ireland’; ‘an account of the fees paid to the officers of the custom house by 

Thomas Boardman upon account of the premium allowed for sail cloth made of 

Irish hemp’; ‘William Lill’s (examiner of the revenue) account of premiums and 

fines paid at the custom house’; ‘an abstract of the additional duties received, 

and repayments made, on linen and calico cordage 1711-25’; ‘observations on a 

meeting of linen drapers’; ‘an account of premiums granted on exportation of sail 

cloth from the several ports of this kingdom from the commencement of the 

premium to 25 March 1725’; ‘a memorial of the linen weavers of the city of 

Dublin’; ‘an account of cash received and spent on building the linen hall’; ‘a 

state of the fund at Lady Day 1725’; ‘an abstract of the additional duties on linen 

1710-25’; ‘an account of the net produce of the revenue appropriated to the 

Linen Board, to 1725’; ‘an account of premiums granted on exportation of sail 

cloth from Irish ports, to 1725’; ‘payments made to the trustees of the linen 

manufacture 1711-25’ and ‘an account of French silk imported into Dublin for 

five years’.36 A survey of the Journals also accords with Paul Langford’s findings, 

in that the Irish parliament put faith in local procedures rather than general all- 

encompassing acts, and the great majority of legislation, even if deemed ‘private’ 

in eighteenth-century eyes, was public in the sense that it affected large sections 

of the population. Equally, local initiatives for economic development and social 

need performed a vital role in communities experiencing significant urban and 

economic growth. Regional legislation also accounts for the interest 

contemporaries took in parliamentary proceedings. In the eighteenth century 

parliament was perceived to be the people’s ultimate redresser of wrongs and

36 Letters and papers of the Rt. Hon. Henry Maxwell, 1721-29 (Perceval-Maxwell Mss,

D4218/Ll).
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bestower of encouragement. Many Irishmen may have resided some distance 

from a parliamentary borough but very few from property owned by an M.P., 

borough proprietor or patron. Langford contends that in England one 

consequence of this ‘indirect representation’ was that by 1750 borough M.P.s 

increasingly undertook a more active role in political life. Appendices 6-8 show a 

similar trend in Ireland.37

In this period ten statutes were passed dealing directly with County Down. 

Two in the 1750s, three in the 1760s, four in the 1770s and one in 1780. These 

are detailed in Appendix 9. This increase accords with Peter Jupp’s findings for 

the British parliament, although his watershed year is 1780, the number of bills 

presented to the British parliament doubling in the years 1780 to 1800 as 

compared with the period from 1760 to 1780.38 One bill relating to County 

Down was a church act dissolving the union of the parishes of Clonuff and 

Drumgath in the diocese of Dromore. Four related to road construction, two to 

public order, following the Hearts of Steel uprisings, and three to the Lagan 

navigation. Apart from the public order statutes, which covered the entire 

county, most directly affected property or projects owned or managed by the 

proprietors of the county’s boroughs: the churches of Clonuff and Dromgath 

were in the hands of the earl of Hillsborough, the Newry navigation was a 

particular project of the Hills and the Wards, and all four road acts passed 

through land belonging to the Hills.

A scrutiny of the petitions presented to parliament at this time is also 

illuminating for the economic historian. Conventionally interested parties would 

lobby the House of Commons in the hope of receiving aid for their proposed 

schemes or alternatively to try and curtail another person’s enterprise. The 

authorities would then make awards to successful candidates. Petitions however 

were not simply an exercise in constitutional rights, they also represented the

37 Stuart Handley, ‘Local legislation initiatives for economic and social development in 

Lancashire 1689-1731’ in Parliamentary History, ix (1990), pp 14-5; Paul Langford, Public life 

and the propertied Englishman 1689-1798 (Oxford, 1991), pp 157-200.

38 Peter Jupp, British politics on the eve of reform: the duke of Wellington’s administration 

1828-30 (London, 1998), p.133.
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best, if not the only source of information the government could obtain on 

complex economic issues.39

During this period 53 petitions were presented from County Down, six in 

the 1740s, nine in the 1750s, 14 in the 1760s, eleven in the 1770s and 13 in 1780. 

Fourteen were from members of the gentry, two from trustees of turnpike roads 

and nine from the sovereigns and burgesses of particular boroughs, but these 

were often acting under the direction of the local landlord.40 However a further 

15 were from merchants, ten from interest groups and three from ‘inhabitants’, so 

many more than the propertied elite perceived parliament to be the redresser of 

their grievances. Eighteen petitions concerned national acts; the rest were of a 

localised nature. Two requested monetary aid, one endorsed a proposed heads of 

a bill, nine were in opposition to legislative initiatives, nine were of a personal 

nature, for instance the settling of estates. Three related to the linen industry, 13 

to the Lagan navigation, eight concerned other infrastructual improvements, 

seven suggested amendments to bills already passed and one protested against an 

earlier petition that had been sent to parliament.41

It is impossible to ascertain the extent to which landlords influenced 

petitions of merchants and farmers but on 21 February 1778 the merchants and 

traders of Newry were informed that heads of a bill were pending, designed to 

introduce the forced labour of convicts on ships. The merchants suggested 

instead that prisoners be set to work deepening and improving the harbour and 

canal at Newry. However, four days later a petition came from a similar group 

within the town, declaring such workers to be unnecessary. Obviously one of 

these petitions must have been contrary to the wishes of the local landlord, if 

indeed Nedham had any particular views on the subject at all. This suggests the 

political engagement of those below elite level who did not invariably feel that it 

was necessary to further their views through landlord patronage alone.42

39 Charles Wilson, ‘Government policy and private interest in modem English history’ in 

Charles Wilson, Economic history and the historian: collected essays (London, 1969), pp 142- 

3.

40 See below, pp 249-52.

41 C.J.L. viii-xx.

42 Ibid., xviii, 357, 361.
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Government legislation might encourage economic growth, but legislation 

resulting from petitioning campaigns usually fell to the remit of back bench 

M.P.s. Local gentry were charged with the committee work which regulated the 

effects of economic expansion. For instance on 14 December 1759 Newry had 

‘become a very large and populous place’ but still had narrow uneven streets and 

required street lamps. Bangor was in need of a pier in November 1757, for the 

better preservation of ships, as was Killyleagh, while in February 1762 Newry 

wished to appoint pilots to convey vessels in and out of its port. Similarly, in 

1769, the merchants and traders of Down requested funds to enable them to clean 

and improve the harbour of Newcastle, thus curtailing the large number of 

shipwrecks off the coast of Dundrum, as well as rampant smuggling.

Additionally, with increased communications, new markets were being developed 

and in 1747 the tanners of Newry petitioned for help, as now raw hides were 

exported in order to be tanned elsewhere.43

In general petitioners were successful in their bids, especially in economic 

matters. When Michael Ward petitioned on behalf of the cambric manufacturers 

of Dundalk, only two days later, on 9 November 1739, a committee reported that 

as the establishment of a cambric and black soap manufacture would be of general 

advantage to Ireland, both by providing employment and saving the expense of 

importing, a grant of £14,000 would be given to the petitioner to permit the 

cambric company to build dwelling houses, vaults and warehouses and to 

encourage foreign protestants to settle in Dundalk. Similarly all five port towns 

petitioning parliament for assistance in constructing harbours or piers were 

successful. Bangor was awarded £500 from the Inland Navigation to build a pier. 

A further £2,500 was granted to repair the pier at Donaghadee in 1775 and as it 

was decided in 1765 that a similar construction at Killyleagh would improve 

agriculture and encourage linen manufacture John Blackwood received £1,200 

for this purpose. Of the 14 petitions that came from gentlemen twelve were 

successful, the result of one is not recorded, and one failed, but this was Alex 

Stewart’s protest against the Newtown act of 1749 which was a challenge to the 

‘property’ of a fellow gentleman. Eight petitions came from sovereigns, burgesses

43 Ibid., xi, 452; x, 270; xii, 711; xiv, 653; viii, 933; viii, 73; x, 307; xvii, 179; xiv, 110.
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and corporations, of which seven were successful and one result is not recorded. 

Thirty one were put forward by inhabitants, merchants, traders and such like. 

There is no recorded response for 17 of these. Six were successful, but often they 

would have accorded with government policy. In another case the affirmative 

reply came seven years later under a general bill, and in three instances the 

petitioners’ request was agreed but any grant of money was given to local 

gentlemen. One petition was refused. Three petitions, from local dissenting 

congregations against the vestry act of 1775, were successful, the act was 

repealed in 1776. Again, this mirrors Jupp’s findings from 1828 to 1830. In this 

three year period he found that 92% of petitions presented to the British 

parliament were successful at the first stage of the process and 99% of those that 

led to bills met with no opposition in the House of Commons.44 However, 

reference should be made to Appendices 3, 4, 5 and 11, which list the building 

work undertaken in County Down in the eighteenth century. These make it 

apparent that most of the construction projects of the time were financed not by 

parliament but by the gentry themselves.

Appendices 6 to 8 list the involvement of M.P.s from Down in particular 

issues, and show that local M.P.s were responsible for much of the economic 

assistance allotted by parliament to the county. Unfortunately, detailed committee 

lists only exist before 1764, but for the 16 committees which discussed legislation 

relating to Down from 1741 until 1764 eight had an M.P. from the county at the 

head of the list (possibly indicating the chairman of the committee, or the 

proposer of the bill, if Westminster practices may be taken as applying in the Irish 

parliament) and three others had M.P.s from the neighbouring counties of Antrim, 

Armagh or Louth taking the lead. In 13 cases M.P.s from Down and the three 

surrounding counties constituted approximately a third of the committee, in six 

bills this proportion was nearer 50%. Two bills were brought in by Arthur Hill, 

and one by Robert Ross. Hill served on twelve committees, Bernard Ward on 

seven, Robert Hamilton on six, William Cooper and Matthew Forde on five, John 

Blackwood, Alexander Hamilton and Robert Nedham on four, Roger Hall on 

three, Francis Annesley, Thomas Carter and Francis Price on two and William

44 Jupp, British politics on the eve of reform, pp 180-2.
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Montgomery, Robert Ross, Bowen Southwell and Robert Ward on one each. Of 

those who reported from committees, which suggests they had taken the chair, 

Arthur Hill scored most highly. He reported on four occasions, Robert Hamilton 

on three, and Cooper, Hall, Ross and Bernard Ward once each.45

While the Down gentry were active in pursuing the county’s interests 

within the Houses of Parliament the improving zeal of the eighteenth century 

brought other new structures and systems to the fore. One of these was the Linen 

Board. In 1711 a centralised scheme was developed to encourage the expansion 

of the linen industry in Ireland. For this purpose the Linen Board was established. 

From Down, Lord Conway, Matthew Forde, Robert Hawkins Magill, the earl of 

Mount Alexander, Edward Southwell, Michael Ward and Samuel Waring served 

as board members, a massive representation if one considers there were only 20 

commissioners from the entire province of Ulster. Although incomplete records 

survive (because the minutes of the board which spanned the years 1739 to 1784 

were destroyed during the Irish civil war of 1922-3), from 1784 to 1790 the 

following landlords from the county were active participants: the earls of 

Clanbrassil, Hillsborough and Moira, Isaac Corry, Viscount Kilwarlin, Robert 

Ross and Robert Stewart. Few non-gentlemen are present and the board was 

described as ‘composed of people of the greatest rank in both houses of 

parliament’.46 Policy was decided by committees, usually made up of three or 

more. The board convened frequently, in active sessions as often as once a week, 

and it was they who introduced regulations into the industry. It is, therefore 

reasonable to assume that the County Down gentry enjoyed a considerable 

influence both on board decisions and in the direction of the linen industry as a 

whole.47

From an early date the board brought new representatives of power into the 

consciousness of County Down inhabitants. In 1722 Thomas Jolly was awarded a

45 C.J.I.. vii, 309, 749; viii, 933, 112; ix, 325, 328; x, 271, 347, 420; xii, 189, 325, 379, 552, 

603; xiii, 259, 305.

46 James Cony, Precedents and abstracts from the journals of the trustees of the linen and 

hempen manufactures of Ireland to the 25 Mar, 1737 (Dublin, 1784); Proceedings of the Irish 

Linen Board (1784-90).

47 Conrad Gill, The rise of the Irish linen industry (Oxford, 1925), pp 66, 75.
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commission directing him to seize any yam that failed to reach the necessary 

standard in the towns of Drogheda, Dundalk and Newry and also to render 

assistance to the local revenue officers to discover any illegal yam that might be 

exported. Officials would have been numerous. When William Wigham of 

Ballyboney, County Down, applied for permission to perform the post of public 

lapper (an official who ensured that linens were sold folded in the correct manner 

so that its quality could easily be ascertained), enquiries were executed to ensure 

that no other officer resided within a two mile radius.48 The distance covered by 

these men, although large in geographical terms, was small enough for weavers to 

have been all too aware of their surveyors. County Down encompasses 

approximately 900 square miles; if each 16 square mile area was represented by a 

lapper then this would have meant nearly 56 such men in the county. The trend 

towards regulation increased and by 1762 the board was prepared to permit 

responsible weavers authority to seal their own brown linens as well as 

performing the duties of public seal masters (officials who regulated the quality of 

brown linen cloth). This was practical as well as magnanimous. It made weavers 

partners in the promotion of standards while permitting them to collect fees for 

sealing from their fellow weavers, at no charge to the board.49

Initially these rulings and representatives had little impact on ordinary 

weavers and drapers. In 1762 Robert Stephenson, the Ulster representative of the 

Linen Board, protested that ‘the northern inhabitants are far from being that wild 

lawless kind of people which their disobedience to those laws would import’ and 

in 1762 Lord Hillsborough was mobbed in Lisburn when he endeavoured to 

introduce brown seal masters to the industry. In defiance, he became the first man 

to perform this public duty in August of that year. However, in many cases 

Stephenson remarked that weavers were not so much in opposition to the new 

laws as ignorant of them.50

48 Cony, Precedents and abstracts, pp 60, 66.

49 Gill, Rise of the Irish linen industry, pp 111-2.

50 Robert Stephenson, The reports and observations of Robert Stephenson made to the Rt. Hon, 

and from the trustees of the linen manufacture for the years 1760 and 1761 distinguishing the

state of the spinning and weaving in each country respectively, as also what species of the

manufacture they are employed in. the progress made by the inhabitants and how the most
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Eventually reformation was accomplished. Chief magistrates published 

resolutions and, faced with the implacability of upper-class determination, 

Banbridge, Loughbrickland, Newry and all the other markets and fairs in County 

Down abided by the new rulings. In 1788 John Greer, inspector general for the 

province of Ulster, reported that the two inspectors for County Down were 

diligent workers. In the upper district William Boyd attended the weekly markets 

of Ballynahinch, Castlewellan, Downpatrick and Hillsborough and, at times, the 

monthly market at Portaferry. Archibald Lowry went weekly to Banbridge, 

Kilkeel, Newry and Rathfriland in south Down, with the result that manufacturing 

was improving and a market for lawns and cambric had opened up in 

Hillsborough, along with an increased quality in the produce available at Newry 

and Rathfriland.51

The board also improved by encouragement as well as regulation. In 1729 

flax seed was dispatched to Newry and Belfast to be distributed throughout the 

neighbouring counties. Experimentation was also encouraged. In 1719 John 

Wadsworth corresponded with Michael Ward with the purpose of introducing to 

Ireland a new method of whitening linen to Ireland. The board agreed that if 

Wadsworth established a successful bleaching green in the country he would be 

awarded a grant. Sixty years later, in 1780, John Clarke, the board’s 

representative, journeyed to Newry to determine the effect of lime on the 

bleaching of linen cloth. Money was not dispensed without deliberation. In 1725, 

James Hamilton Maxwell proposed setting up a bleachyard at Drumbeg. The 

board acquiesced to a grant of £40 p.a. over a three year period to reimburse the 

wages of an experienced bleacher from Holland, who would, in his turn, instruct 

three apprentices. This was only provided on condition that Maxwell built a 

bleachyard and fully equipped buck house. After three years the financial 

assistance would be curtailed but Maxwell was still obliged to continue the Dutch

immediate and effectual improvements are likely to be obtained in the several branches thereof

throughout the kingdom (Dublin, 1762); Gill, Rise of the Irish linen industry, pp 111-2.

51 Proceedings of the Irish Linen Board (1788), p.3.
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style of bleaching at his own expense for seven years. In each of these years 

samples of cloth would be examined by the board.52

Even small manufacturers benefited from the trustees’ largesse. This meant 

the gentleman classes involved themselves extensively with those considerably 

further down the social scale from themselves and would have been viewed by 

linen workers as an integral part of the industry. On one day alone, 3 February 

1784, three sets of County Down residents petitioned the board; Alexander 

Crozier desired machinery to enable him to extend the manufacture of cross 

barred, striped and thin lawns, Francis Aicken of Wilderness a subsidy to promote 

the manufacture of mixed cotton and linen; while David Bell, Bedell Bradshaw, 

Samuel Campbell and Nicholas Mercer of Newry, cotton and linen 

manufacturers, required a hot and cold colander.53 The dispensation of 

government aid to individual entrepreneurs could continue for protracted periods 

so the relationship between linen workers and the landed elite was not simply 

reserved for sporadic or isolated payments with no follow up or investigations. 

Richard Cunningham of Clough first approached the Linen Board in 1765, 

requiring encouragement for discovering and bringing to perfection the various 

processes of ash manufacture. Initially he requested an immediate grant of £4,000 

or £2,000 to commence and £500 p.a. thereafter over the space of four years.

This was objected against, as the trustees felt they did not possess enough funds, 

but the importance of the procedure to the industry persuaded them to offer 

Cunningham £200. By Spring 1768 Cunningham’s experiments on bleaching with 

lime, united with weed, ash and kelp, were published and further payment was 

promised when the board was sufficiently in funds. In April 1769, certificates 

were submitted from the bleachers of Antrim, Armagh and Down testifying to the 

efficacy of Cunningham’s work and it was decided, in June 1772, that, as his 

findings would be of great national advantage, he should receive a government 

subsidy. Even then payment was postponed until May 1778.54

52 Cony, Precedents and abstracts, pp 103, 29, 76; C.J.I.. xx, 445.

53 Proceedings of the Irish Linen Board (1784), pp 8-9.

54 ‘Proceedings of the Linen Board about ashes chiefly relating to the schemes presented by 

Richard Cunningham of Clough’, 16 Dec. 1765 - 25 May 1778 (Massereene Mss, D562/1994).
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Within a short space of time the board, and by implication the upper 

classes, had become a vital part of the linen industry but increasingly this was only 

with the co-operation and finally the permission of linen manufacturers. By 1763 

members of the committee representing the linen drapers of Lisburn, and the 

adjacent county, wrote thanking Anthony Foster for his ‘great and unprecedented 

favour’ of permitting them to preview a proposed linen bill. This may have been 

a public relation’s exercise, as the terms of the act were uncontroversial (they 

were described as ‘excellently adopted to answer the great and important 

purposes of reforming, regulating, improving and extending the linen manufacture 

of this kingdom’).55 However this concord was not to last for ever. In 1782 a 

challenge was presented to the board from which its authority was never to 

recover. An act of that year imposed new regulations on the lapping of white 

linens, with which the drapers of Ulster refused to comply. The main point of 

contention was the oath requiring drapers to swear to obey all the linen laws and 

the instructions of the board. This they refused to do insisting that practice 

differed so much from reality that every draper who did so would be guilty of 

peijury. In defiance of a resolution of the board declaring that the law was to be 

rigorously imposed, a mass meeting was held in Armagh on 5 August 1782 and 

437 drapers (approximately half the drapers of Ulster) resolved not to deal in 

brown linen until the restrictions were repealed. If they had carried out their 

threat the Ulster linen trade would have come to a standstill. It was never put to 

the test for the board publicly stated the oath need not be taken. This was 

contrary to the law and thereby made a statute of the land a dead letter. Never 

was the board to have quite the same standing again.56

3

Chapter three has examined the way in which the middleman rose and fell in 

importance and hinted at the problems experienced by landlords once they had 

ousted this class from their property and placed themselves in direct contact with 

their tenantry, thereby precipitating increased social conflict. The linen industry,

55 Linen drapers of Lisburn and the adjacent county to Anthony Foster, 22 Oct. 1763 (ibid., 

D562/5236).

56 Gill, Rise of the Irish linen industry, p.212.
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while it destroyed middlemen, enhanced the economic position of the merchant. 

Papers in the Waring collection illustrate how weavers and bleachers could amass 

considerable debts. Yet when Joseph Wakefield, of Hallsmill, was declared 

bankrupt in 1778 it was to Thomas Waring, a merchant in Newry, that he owed his 

private and bleachyard bills; not his landlord.57 As the town of Newry grew in 

prominence merchants began to exert their independence. In 1770 Nicholas 

Bayly’s agent, John Hutcheson, informed the town’s traders that unless they paid 

their anchorage (suggesting there had been some form of resistance) they could not 

expect Bayly to furnish the coastline with buoys and perches to protect their ships. 

Instead of instant compliance the merchants, while agreeing that Bayly’s stance 

was reasonable, informed Hutcheson that they would hold a general meeting to 

consider the matter. Their eventual conclusion was that they would propose for the 

anchorage and upkeep of the buoys and perches at their own expense. Hutcheson, 

sensing a threat to Bayly’s authority, refused to confirm this treaty. He resolved to 

await legal advice from James Nicklon, Bayly’s attorney.58

While trade prospered, landlord, tenants, weavers and merchants worked 

hand in hand. But a downturn in trade in the 1770s meant that tensions started to 

surface and criticism, both of the elite and the British government, became 

current. The Hearts of Steel, who protested against the compulsory levy of a 

cess to finance road construction, were one such group. However being outside 

the law, and of the lower orders, they were, despite some sympathy in elite 

circles, swiftly surpressed. In the Belfast Newsletter of 6 February 1771 35 

County Down landlords issued a proclamation to the effect that any conspirators 

would be swiftly brought to book. The list included; Viscount Bangor, John 

Blackwood, Matthew Forde, Roger Hall, Gawn Hamilton, James Hamilton, 

Richard Johnston, Rainey Maxwell, the earl of Moira, Samuel Montgomery, 

William Montgomery, Cromwell Price, Francis Price, Robert Ross, Edward

57 Joseph Wakefield to Thomas Waring, 31 Dec. 1777 (Waring Mss, Waringstown House, 

D0401); same to same, 8 Jan. 1778 (ibid., D0400); same to same, 21 Jan. 1778 (ibid., D0391).

58 John Hutcheson to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 19 May 1772 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/60).
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Patrick and Charles Savage, Alexander and Robert Stewart and Edward 

Trotter.59

It was the merchant and substantial farming classes, newly confident as a 

result of by the affluence created by the industry originally promoted by the 

landed elite, that presented the greatest long-term challenge. Lindsay Proudfoot 

attributes the merchants’ power base to the pattern of property ownership in 

County Down. Large towns such as Newry were divided among a variety of 

individuals, none of whom were sufficiently dominant to impose their own 

agenda on the community and in some cases, for instance at Rathffiland, the 

granting of leases in perpetuity awarded the tenant ultimate interest in the 

property and thereby seriously weakened any influence the landlord might have 

otherwise wielded.60

The increase in parliamentary intervention could also prove 

counterproductive to gentiy control as frequently Parliament was forced to 

appeal to the merchant classes (admittedly a civic elite) for aid in gathering 

information on which to base government policy. In 1774 a government 

committee dispatched circular letters to the ‘great manufacturing towns and 

villages’ throughout Ireland, desiring linen traders to assemble and transmit their 

joint opinions to the capital. In all they received 50 replies. Two letters, from 

Newry, contained a catalogue of suggestions for improving trade; exempting 

Irish hemp and flax from tithe, placing restraints on the export of linen yam, so 

that weavers always had adequate supplies, the education of all labourers in the 

fundamental aspects of weaving and the prohibition of all Indian clothes, to name 

but a few.61

The decline in the linen industry in the 1770s was explained by these men 

and others like them, as a consequence of the increased importation of foreign 

linens into Britain, the decline of credit in England and the diminution of

59 Belfast Newsletter. 6 Feb. 1771; For further information see Anthony Canavan, ‘The Hearts 

of Steel: agrarian protest in Ulster, 1769-1773’ (unpublished Ph.D. thesis, Q.U.B., 1982).

60 Lindsay Proudfoot, ‘Landownership and improvement c. 1700-1845’ in Lindsay Proudfoot 

(ed.), Down history and society: interdisciplinary essays on the history of an Irish county

(Dublin, 1997), p.230.

61 C.J.I.. xvi, 413-8.
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American consumption (a direct result of the British war with the colonies). It 

was felt that Britain could alleviate the recession if only she would regulate 

duties on foreign imports and encourage Irish flax production.62 It was useless 

for the government to introduce bounties to encourage trade, since this only lead 

to an inflation of land prices and manufacturing costs while any real profits were 

carried off to England by absentee landlords. A disinterested legislature was 

proposed as the only means to end this process.63

By implication relations with England also suffered. Despite legal 

safeguards, by 1774 the Irish House of Commons felt that the Anglo-Irish treaty 

of 1699 which had encouraged linen was now defunct. In evidence they quoted 

the curtailment of premiums on the exportation of Irish sail cloth. Initially these 

bounties had allowed the linen manufacture to flourish in Ireland and enough 

seed was grown in the country to cover all the manufacture for both the home 

and foreign market; but jealousy in Britain prompted a duty to be levied on all 

imports to the mainland. Premiums were discontinued and, fearing further 

discouragement, the Irish abandoned the cultivation of hemp. Now what had 

formerly been grown in Ireland had to be imported with a yearly loss to the 

kingdom of £21,777. Ireland was further frustrated by this circumstance as 

Britain did not even prosper by it. Instead the new market favoured the Dutch, 

Germans, and Russians.64

The 1774 letters from Newry prove that these criticisms had spread to the 

provinces. The Newry inhabitants bitterly complained that although prior to 

1763 more linen had been exported from Ireland than from anywhere else in 

Britain now England ruled the market. The bounties awarded between 1743 and 

1771 had only amounted to £10,000 p.a. and had simply advanced the English 

textile industry. Illustrating what they believed to be ‘the dangerous tendency of 

bounties granted as in common with the inhabitants of Britain’. Their suggestion 

that a new market could be created for coloured linens by the implementation of 

a premium scheme was only requested on the stipulation that Britain would not

62 Ibid., xvi, 413-8.

63 Ibid., xvi, 413-8.

64 Ibid., xvi, 383.
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be similarly privileged. By 1778 John Moore wrote to a Mr Chester in England 

to complain of the ‘absolute beggary we are now reduced to by your ministry’. 

Property could not be counted on, the linen market was moribund, no money 

was circulating and the people were in dire need. So that, although he pitied as 

he loved Britain and regarded her as his native country, he looked ‘with horror 

on her present ministries’.65 These were the circumstances that saw the rise of 

the Volunteer movement and ‘independent’ politics in the county.

An examination of the public debate surrounding the Lagan navigation 

shows that this criticism was not simply directed at a faceless bureaucracy in 

faraway Dublin but also at local landlords. The main protagonists in the 

enterprise were County Down gentlemen. On 2 November 1753 the archbishops 

of Armagh and Tuam and Arthur Hill petitioned parliament for £6,000 to 

construct a wagon way from Dromglass colliery to the Lagan. They had already 

spent £8,000 on the project and had brought over engineers from England to 

commence work on the initiative.66 In the same year Bernard Ward became 

involved in the concern and a further petition was made to parliament for funds.67 

However in 1755 the merchants of Newry, a town with a large commercial class, 

a limited landlord presence and a relatively open electorate, complained of the 

inadequacies of the channel of the river at Newry and their local landlord and 

M.P., Robert Nedham, received £4,000 from parliament so that improvements 

could be undertaken. A year later further funds were requested.68 In 1771 yet 

another petition from Belfast, Hillsborough, Lisburn and Moira requested a 

continuation of the duties on ale and spirits to finance the Lagan navigation and 

this resulted in an act of parliament. The petition was repeated in 1773.69 These 

petitions did not come from gentlemen however, but from freeholders, 

inhabitants and traders. Moreover, these men were not requesting small sums and 

would have been aware that their entreaties involved their M.P.s in considerable

65 Ibid., xvi, 383; John Moore to Mr Chester, 13 June 1778, printed in Crawford (ed.), Letters.

p.22.

66 C.J.I.. ix, 94.

67 Ibid., ix, 94, 385.

68 Ibid., ix, 328, 403.

69 Ibid., xv, 117, 406; xvi, 251.
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time and effort. Raising money entailed acts of parliament, and in the case of the 

revenue bills nine committees were formed, some sitting as long as two years.70

These petitioning campaigns drew the burgeoning ‘middle classes’, mostly 

Presbyterians and Roman Catholics, and the local leaders of these denominations 

into a relationship with parliament. Additionally government committees called on 

members of the merchant classes to submit evidence as to how public money 

spent on these projects had profited the economy, putting the lower orders in a 

position to pass judgement on their ‘superiors’. In 1743 a committee was 

appointed to inquire how far Hugh Boyd had fulfilled his contract with the nation 

to erect a harbour at Ballycastle. One of the witnesses was Robert Hutchinson, a 

merchant of Newry, who was concerned in the salt works at Rostrevor, and had 

been buying coals from Boyd for eight years.71 Hutchinson was pleased with 

progress. However, not everyone was so happy. A later government inquiry 

called upon the evidence of a Mr Omer and the merchants of Newry, who argued 

that Nedham’s plans to improve the navigation were inadequate, as the river at 

Newry was likely to be choked by sifting sand. Two years after the work was 

completed the whole design was condemned, and a new navigation begun.72

A pamphlet campaign was waged on this issue. In 1752 A letter to a 

commissioner of the Inland Navigation, concerning the Tyrone collieries was

published. Its anonymous author alleged that the company had ‘formed great 

promises’ which in the 20 years since its formation had failed to materialise. He 

doubted the collieries could produce the quantities of coal necessary for Dublin or 

that the quality would be high enough, and was scornful that no fire engine was 

provided at the works. The Newry canal itself did not escape censure. The writer 

felt the high level of the canal would make it unnavigable in the summer months.73

70 Ibid., xiii, 1182; xv, 406; xix, 459; viii, 111; ix, 841, 594, 822; xiv, 481; xiii, 305, 354; xiv, 

685.

71 Ibid., viii, 505.

72 Ibid., xiv, 540.

73 Anon, A letter to a commissioner of the Inland Navigation concerning the Tyrone collieries

(Dublin, 1752) (R.I.A., Haliday pamphlet, viliii, no. 1).
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In reply pamphlets defending the canal were printed in 1752, 1767, 1770 and 
1771.74

The eighteenth century was a time of unprecedented activity in the realm of 

economic progress, when an urban network, roads, and waterways were 

developed. Without the involvement of the gentry this would never have occurred. 

The linen industry provided the dynamic. Yet while the gentry advanced their 

position in society through these channels it was not without ultimate cost. The 

corporate methods used by the elite to forward their economic aims, the Royal 

Dublin Society, the Linen Board and parliament would ultimately be used against 

them. By the end of the period the Linen Board, chastened by reactions to the linen 

act of 1782, was no longer wielding the power it once had, and the petitions to 

parliament of ordinary citizens were couched in increasingly assertive language. 

This trend can be seen in the ‘independent’ politics of the 1780s and the Volunteer 

movement. But until then the gentry had dominated economic growth and the 

avenues of encouragement, in particular the Irish Houses of parliament. Chapter 8 

will discuss how the landed elite controlled entrance to parliament through 

electoral procedures.

74 Thomas Dawson, The Irish collieries and canal defended in answer to a pamphlet, entitled a 

letter to a commissioner of the Inland Navigation, concerning the Tyrone collieries (Dublin, 

1752) (R.I.A, Haliday pamphlet, cciliii, no. 2); Anon, A letter to a member of the Honourable 

the House of Commons of Ireland showing the utility and necessity of making the canals from

the sea, below Newrv. to Dmmglass colliery, in the county of Tyrone, navigable for sea vessels.

according to a plan laid down by that honourable house, in the session of 1759 (Dublin, 1767) 

(R.I.A., Haliday pamphlet, cccxxxvi, no. 9); Robert Whitworth, A plan and estimate of the 

intended navigation from Lough Neagh to Belfast, as surveyed by Mr Robert Whitworth.

together with his report, concerning the best method of executing the work (Belfast. 1770);

Rev. James Fetherston, A narrative of the facts respecting the Tyrone collieries and canals in a 

letter to a member of parliament (Dublin. 1771).
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Chapter 7: The established church
Eighteenth-century Ireland was a confessional state; the country’s rulers 

maintained that the Anglican Church of Ireland was the exclusive possessor of 

religious truth and allotted social and political power appropriately. According to 

C. D. A. Leighton this philosophy was ‘not only fundamental, but immediate and 

pervasive’. It justified the Hanoverian occupation of the throne, provided an 

ideological raison d'etre for the state and upheld social order.1 Furthermore, Jim 

Smyth contends that in Ireland the defining characteristic of the social and 

political elite was religious rather than ethnic. While many, if not most, of the 

Anglican elite would have viewed England as their mother country, there were 

families in their ranks of Scots, Irish or other descent who had since conformed 

to the established church. Therefore the term ‘protestant’ was preferred to 

‘English’ (as inaccurate and, for some, offensive), ‘British’ (a much too recent a 

term to impart coherence), or ‘Irish’ (as the memories of 1641 and 1690 were 

still fresh).2

The catholic question was a contentious issue. Until the acquisition of 

Quebec in 1763 Ireland was the only British dominion whose population was 

predominantly catholic. The minority status of the protestant settlers in Ireland 

encouraged the English government to adopt an obdurate stance to its sister 

state. The English Privy Council felt justified in viewing the smaller island as a 

colony, thereby legitimising their refusal to grant Irish demands for free trade and 

legislative independence. Yet, as the catholic threat obliged the protestant 

settlers in Ireland to rely on England for security the Irish parliament was 

precluded from forcibly declaring its independence of the mainland. The Anglican 

elite sought to solve this political conundrum by stressing the protestant nature 

of their newly founded political regime. First they decided to exclude catholics 

from the political nation and second they consistently advocated widespread

1 J. C. D. Clark, English society 1688-1832: ideology, social structure and political practice 

during the ancien regime (Cambridge, 1985), pp 162-9; C. D. A. Leighton, Catholicism in a 

protestant kingdom: a study of the Irish ancien regime (Dublin, 1994), pp 45-7.

2 Jim Smyth, ‘Like amphibious animals: Irish protestants, ancient Britons 1691-1707’ in 

Historical Journal, xxxvi (1993), pp 785-97.
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adherence to the established faith. D. W. Hayton argues that this rationale 

facilitated the transmutation of Ireland from a ‘catholic’ to a ‘protestant’ nation, 

by bestowing on the island a concrete ideological aim and drawing up clear 

guidelines of who belonged to the political nation and who did not.3 This chapter 

turns to the locality and asks how this philosophy was both endorsed and 

promoted in the local arena. The purpose is to explore the relationship between 

the landed elite and the Church of Ireland in County Down, church attempts to 

maintain social order, levels of piety, the promotion of Anglicanism among the 

lower ranks of society and the circumscription of and attempts to proselytise 

those of the catholic faith.

By the close of the eighteenth century there were 22 Anglican churches in 

County Down with an approximate seating capacity of 7,000. Service however 

was patchy. When the Delanys arrived in the county in 1744 Mary Delany 

complained that the church at Downpatrick was only one quarter full. The 

visitation of Dromore for 1733 recorded that Annaclone had a congregation of 

seven and the clergyman at Aghaderg was ‘old and infirm’. In contrast 

Dromgath had 100 in its congregation and, while numbers are not stated, 

Kilbroney held ‘constant service’ and Seapatrick a monthly communion. 

Moreover just because no church building was recorded in a particular area did 

not mean that Anglicanism was non-existent. Magherally and Dromragh may not 

have had parish churches but they still provided thrice yearly communion with 20 

and 30 communicants respectively.4

3 Jim Smyth, ‘Anglo-Irish unionist discourse, c. 1656-1707: from Harrington to Fletcher’ in 

Bullan. ii (1995), pp 17-30; J. G. McCoy, ‘Local political culture in the Hanoverian Empire: 

the case of Ireland 1714-1760’ (unpublished D.Phil. thesis, Oxford University, 1994), p.192;

D. W. Hayton, ‘Anglo-Irish attitudes: changing perceptions of national identity among the 

protestant ascendancy in Ireland, c. 1690-1750’ in Studies in Eighteenth-Century Culture, xvii 

(1987), p.146.

4 Diocese of Down and Connor and Dromore, Handbook of the united diocese of Down and 

Connor and Dromore with views of some noteworthy churches and much information 

historical and statistical (Belfast, 1886) (I.A. A., R.P.L.I.); Mary Delany to Ann Dewes, 11 June 

1745, printed in Lady Llanover (ed), The autobiography and correspondence of Mary 

Granville. Mrs Delany with interesting reminiscences of King George III and Queen Charlotte

(3 vols) (London, 1861), ii, 359-62; visitation of Dromore, 1733 (R.C.B., Mss 31).
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In many cases attendance levels were reliant on the piety and practical 

actions of the local landlord, for the Church of Ireland was intimately connected 

with the social hierarchy. Many landlords built churches on their land and the 

relationship between a parish church and its local squire was frequently, if not 

invariably, reflected in the fabric of its buildings. Religious imagery and symbols 

of the landlords’ power were situated side by side on the walls and in the 

furnishings. At Hillsborough a silver mace of the old town corporation was 

placed on the altar each Sabbath morning. It had a small central ornamented ring 

knob and moulded base. Its vortex was decorated with acanthus leaves, 

surmounted by a coronet and inscribed ‘The gift of Wills, earl of Hillsborough 

1786’.5 Here and in other churches the local landed family usually sat in their 

own pew, placed in a prominent position near the pulpit and memorials to local 

worthies would adorned the walls.

In 1704 Henry Maxwell of Finnebrogue explained the conjunction between 

Irish political security and the increase in the number of protestants in Ireland in 

his Essay upon an union of Ireland with England.6 County Down clerics 

concurred with him. Patrick Delany explained.

Such is the weakness and corruption of human nature, that an 

unbounded freedom would destroy us, and therefore it is 

absolutely necessary we should be under some restraint. We are 

bom to subjection and whether we will become servants to God 

and subject ourselves to the yoke of Christ, that is, to the wise 

and easy restraints of true religion, or continue slaves to the folly 

and tyranny of our own passions and appetites? That is the 

choice.7

The ‘present deplorable state of ignorance, barbarity and brutality under which 

the whole heathen world labours at this day’ was held up in example.8

5 John Barry, Hillsborough: a parish in the Ulster plantation (Belfast, 1962), p.59.

6 [Henry Maxwell], An essay upon an union of Ireland with England (Dublin, 1704), p.13.

7 Patrick Delany, Sixteen discourses upon doctrines and duties, more peculiarly Christian, and 

against the reigning vanities of the age by the author of the life of David (London, 1754), p.4.

8 Ibid., p.71.

182



Because the church was perceived in its social context to be a powerful 

means of control, and an instrument for the promotion of political stability it was 

imperative that clerics were both orthodox and well affected. Applicants to the 

ministry were required to swear oaths of allegiance and supremacy and to further 

pledge neither to raise disputes or controversies, nor attempt to introduce 

innovations to established beliefs, doctrines or ceremonies. Subscription to the 

39 articles was obligatory. The list of legal canons contained in the 1744 form 

book of Bishop Thomas Fletcher of Dromore reflects this concern.9

The social usefulness of having clerics who were attached to the social 

hierarchy can be seen through an examination of the eighteenth-century Anglican 

liturgy. For the purposes of the argument the order of morning prayer will serve 

as an example. At the beginning of the service the minister was to loudly declaim 

a short passage of scripture exhorting the congregation to turn from sin and to 

earnestly seek God’s forgiveness for their transgressions. Then the laity kneeled 

to recite a general confession and receive absolution from their priest. While not 

principally designed for this purpose, the ritual would have made any 

parishioners who attended perceive themselves as sinners reliant on the forgiving 

nature of their social and spiritual superiors. At the close of the service prayers 

of thankfulness and supplication were enumerated for the King, placed on the 

throne by God as his earthly representative, the royal family, the figure head of 

the nation, and the chief governors of Ireland, who protected both the people 

and the true religion of the land. On special occasions prayers of gratitude were 

issued praising the Almighty for Ireland’s deliverance from catholic and foreign 

threat. This would have reinforced people’s awareness of God’s divine plan 

which they believed ordained that the country’s Anglican rulers emerged the 

victors in each and every event.10

The sermon was an equally salient device. What follows is a brief resume of 

the exhortations delivered and subsequently printed by the local bishops and clergy

9 Form book of Bishop Thomas Fletcher of Dromore, 1744 (R.C.B., Ms 31); certificate, 12 July 

1798 (Waring Mss, Waringstown House, D0635).

10 Book of common prayer (Dublin, 1722), passim.
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of Down and Dromore.11 The published sermons as a group encouraged 

compliance to the established social system. Although God respected each person, 

the hierarchical system of society, in Patrick Delany’s opinion, was necessary to 

the well being and government of the nation. The higher degrees of wealth, 

wisdom and power were more honourable, but only because they allocated men the 

authority and opportunity to be of optimum use to God and the state.12

Retribution for sin was also a topic for discourse. Wrong doing was an 

important point in itself but also had particular pertinence to the upper-classes 

because any crime attacked, by implication, those in control of the social order. In 

the eighteenth century Hell, God’s punishment for the iniquitous, was composed 

of fire, a ‘quick and exquisite torment’ that would be eternal. In his discussion of 

the justice of this firmament Delany compared God with the ruling elite. The 

latter, as temporal magistrates, disciplined in life, to prevent temporary evils and 

to chasten those who would live in the world but a few years. For the same 

reason, God punished in the next life to prevent eternal evil and to impose terror 

on beings that were to live forever.13 The arrival of excisemen in Down 

encouraged Jasper Brett, vicar of Rathmullan (1709-37), to preach on The sin of 

withholding tribute bv running of goods, concealing excise etc. In this Brett 

stated that the government had a God-given right to levy tribute.14

11 Unfortunately these homilies had usually been preached in the cathedrals or smarter 

churches of Dublin on state occasions or commemorations, so those delivered in the provinces 

and on ordinary occasions can only be the subject of conjecture. However Patrick Delany, dean 

of Down (1744-68) and a prolific publisher of sermons, preached at Bailee, Ballyculter, Bright, 

Downpatrick, Saul and probably many other churches in the county and T. C. Barnard argues 

that published sermons had an interested audience, both lay as well as clerical, and were not 

inordinately expensive, selling from anything between two and eight pence. Lady Llanover 

(ed.), The autobiography and correspondence of Mary Granville. Mrs Delany with interesting

reminiscences of King George III and Queen Charlotte (1st ser. 3 vols.) (London, 1862), ii, 

224-588; iii, 27-33; T. C. Barnard, ‘The uses of 23 October 1641 and Irish protestant 

celebrations’ in English Historical Review, cvi (1991), p.917.

12 Delany, Sixteen discourses, p.376.

13 Ibid., pp 148-9

14 Jasper Brett, The sin of withholding tribute bv running of goods, concealing excise etc, laid 

open and addressed to the trading part of the nation bv Jasper Brett MA. chancellor of the
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It could be argued that such views were more representative of the clergy 

than the landed elite in general yet these sermons, when printed, could be found 

in the homes of the gentry. By the late eighteenth century the owners of the 

library at Castleward had collated 27 volumes of tracts and sermons while the 

library of the conspicuously devout Downshires held 13.15 Of course these would 

only have been the publications that were deemed worthy of binding; the actual 

number of pamphlets can only be estimated. Furthermore the Church of Ireland 

clergy and the landlord class were closely linked through patronage and the right 

of appointment to advowsons. In 1760 the visitation of Down and Connor 

recorded that Bernard Ward and Lord Carrick held the advowsons of the parish 

churches of Bangor, Killinchy, Rathmullan and Saintfield. Arthur Trevor was 

patron at Dundonald and Knockbreda and even Alexander Stewart, a 

Presbyterian, controlled the right of appointment at Comber and Newtownards. 

Other patrons listed were Sir Nicholas Bayly, Mrs Bayly, Robert Nedham, 

William Montgomery and Mrs Smith.16 Correspondence in the Waring papers 

illustrates how influential this system was. In 1789 Lord Downshire wrote to 

Samuel Waring to assure him that Waring’s nephew would be the next curate of 

Hillsborough. The bishop of Dromore counselled that the said Holt Waring 

would probably find the duties of this cure more arduous than those at Moira, 

where he had resided since September 1788 at £50 p.a., as it was a larger parish 

and the archdeacon was in poor health. However ‘from the good fortune that has 

afforded his two predecessors [through Downshire’s patronage], he may hope an 

early reward as they had, he has great encouragement to support the fatigue for a 

very few years’. Waring also held the curacy of Kilmud, again under the 

patronage of the marquess of Downshire.17

cathedral of Connor (Dublin. 1721).

15 George Moore, Castleward library catalogue (Dublin, 1813); Hillsborough Lodge library list, 

[n.d.] (Downshire Mss, D671/A38/1A).

16 Visitation of the diocese of Down and Connor, 1760 (R.C.B., G9/2/7/3/25).

17 Lord Hillsborough to Samuel Waring, 9 Mar. 1789 (Waring Mss, Waringstown House, 

D0586); bishop of Dromore to the Rev. Holt Waring, 19 Mar. 1789 (ibid., D0591); same to 

same, 11 Sept. 1788 (ibid., D0624); bishop of Down and Connor to same, 10 Sept. 1788 (ibid., 

D0625).
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The following narrative demonstrates how these intertwining relationships 

influenced church teaching. The Rev. Edward Smyth, a nephew of the 

archbishop of Dublin, was rector of Ballyculter in the 1770s. Subsequent to his 

appointment he allegedly embraced Methodism and sought to introduce some of 

the movement’s characteristics into the church at Ballyculter. Lord Bangor, as 

patron, was not sympathetic. It was said that Smyth’s mode of preaching caused 

some members of the congregation to clap their hands while others were sent 

into convulsions. Smyth was also accused of using extempore prayers in church 

and of holding services in private homes. He did not deny any of these 

accusations. At the behest of Lord Bangor the churchwardens persuaded 

parishioners to sign a petition protesting against Smyth’s behaviour, in order that 

the rector might be deposed by his bishop. It later transpired that many of those 

who endorsed the application were unaware of its contents; a large proportion 

probably could not read, and several claimed that they had been forced to sign on 

threat of losing their land, homes or employment. None the less, Smyth’s licence 

was revoked in December 1776. The following Sunday he ignored the 

revocation and went to Ballyculter to officiate as usual. On entering the church 

he found his successor ensconced in the prayer desk. There was an unseemly 

and angry scene. Smyth left the church, followed by his supporters, who, 

according to contemporaries, comprised a majority of the congregation. Smyth 

continued to hold services in the churchyard for some months before eventually 

leaving Ireland to seek employment in England.18

However while the clergy naturally tended to preach sermons reflecting 

their patrons’ perception of the world, there would also have been material 

inducements to remain committed adherents to the gentry’s value system. Many 

clergy were themselves the younger sons of gentlemen. Of the 118 clergy under 

the rank of bishop for whom information is provided in the succession lists for 

Down and Dromore from 1740 to 1780, 68 either came from local landed 

families or married into those families. Nicholas Bayly’s brother Edward, became 

a minister at Killinchy, and, in 1730, Bernard Ward, grandson of the Hon.

18 Rev. W. E. Kennedy, The Bangers and Ballyculter: an historical sketch of the parish of 

Ballyculter (Strangford, 1980), pp 21-2.
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Francis Annesley was incumbent at Knockbreda. Another member of the 

Annesley family became dean of Down in 1787. John Fortescue, uncle to the first 

earl of Clermont was chancellor of Down (1757-81). Francis Hall, grandson of 

Francis Hall of Narrow Water was appointed prebend of Dunsfort in 1772, and 

in 1763 Hamilton Blackwood, the fourth son of Sir Robert, was created rector of 

Ardkeen.19 The daughter of Richard Daniel, dean of Down (1731-9) married the 

earl of Massereene in 1738; Trevor Benson, archdeacon of Down (1768-82) 

married the daughter of the Hon. John Blackwood; John Ryder, prebend of St. 

Andrews (1744-59) married Anne Blackwood; and Sophia Lonergan, also the 

daughter of a prebendary, married Patrick Savage. Other clergy came from 

outside County Down but had fathers who were allocated the appellation of 

gentlemen and who also frequently held the post of high sheriff or were M.P.s.20

Bishops were substantial landlords in their own right as were other lessor 

clergy. In the visitation of Down in 1760 many gentlemen appeared as tenants of 

church land.21 When John Ryder was appointed to the bishopric of Down and 

Connor in 1743 he found many gentlemen unwilling to pay the renewal of their 

leases despite the fact that they received £500 from subletting church land set to 

them for £100. Legal action had to be instigated to secure the rent on some 

properties, no doubt inducing Ryder to exhort his lower clergy to preach the 

importance of each man fulfilling his obligations to his landlord.22 Francis 

Hutchinson, bishop of Down and Connor (1720-39), purchased land in his own 

right at Drumaghlish and Hillsborough, although his principal holding was at 

Portglenone in County Antrim, for which he paid £8,800.23 On occasion clerics

19 W. P. Carmody, History of the parish of Knockbreda (Belfast, 1929), pp 24-6; Ulster 

Historical Foundation, Clergy of Down and Dromore (Belfast, 1996), part 2, pp 23, 36, 64, 76.

20 Clergy of Down and Dromore. part 2, passim. Paul Langford has noted similar trends in 

England for the same period. Paul Langford, Public life and the propertied Englishman 1689- 

1798 (Oxford, 1991), p.413.

21 Visitation of the diocese of Down and Connor, 11 June 1760 (Castleward Mss, D2092/16/1).

22 John Ryder to Sir Dudley Ryder, 1 Oct. 1743 (Harrowby Mss, T3228/1/7); same to same, 30 

Aug. 1744 (ibid., T3228/1/12).

23 Will of Francis Hutchinson, [n.d.] (Adair Mss, D3860/D/7).
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also lent money to the gentry. In 1779 the dean of Down dispersed £1,000 to 

various local gentlemen.24

Patrick Delany maintained that landlords should endeavour to instil into 

their tenantry a proper regard for the clergy as one of the ‘surest tests of true 

zeal for the necessary means of true religion’.23 When he arrived in Down one of 

his first acts was to instigate plans for a new deanery. In the meantime the 

respectable Hollymount was rented.26 In other parts of Down vicarages and glebe 

houses were imposing residences, intended to reflect the relationship between the 

gentry and the clergy. Hillsborough rectory, built in 1762 and situated in 20 

acres, had originally been inhabited by the Hill family themselves. The Delanys 

also leased Mount Panther from the Annesleys, and the rectories at Ballynahinch, 

Kilkeel, Hilltown, Killinchy, Killough and Portpatrick, all built at this time, were 

substantial country houses.27 In 1741 the Irish parliament passed an act to 

‘enable archbishops and bishops to demesne part of their demesne lands and to 

change the site of their mansion houses’ (15 Geo. II, c.5).28 Under its auspices 

the ‘instruments for setting forth a demesne for the bishop of Dromore’ were 

drawn up in 1785. The proposal set apart 62 acres of land. This was the area

24 John Slade to Lord Hillsborough, 15 Mar. 1779 (Downshire Mss, D607/B/70).

25 Patrick Delany, Eighteen discourses and dissertations upon various very important and 

interesting subjects (London, 1766), p.19; Delany, Sixteen discourses, p.xxi.

26 Mary Delany to Ann Dewes, 10 Sept. 1744, printed in Llanover (ed.), Autobiography and 

correspondence of Mary Grenville. Mrs Delany, ii, p.325; same to same, 13 July 1745 (ibid., ii, 

370).

27 Barry, Hillsborough a parish in the Ulster plantation, p.85; P. J. Rankin, Historic buildings, 

groups of buildings and areas of architectural importance in the Moume area of south Down

(Belfast, 1975), pp 46, 62; C. E. B. Brett, Historic buildings, groups of buildings and areas of 

architectural importance in mid-Down (Belfast, 1974), pp 17, 51; C. E. B. Brett, Historic 

buildings, groups of buildings and areas of architectural importance in east Down (Belfast, 

1970), pp 15, 44; Hugh Dixon, Historic buildings, groups of buildings, areas of architectural 

importance in Donaghadee and Portpatrick (Belfast, 1977), p.38; P. J. Rankin, Historic 

buildings, groups of buildings, areas of architectural importance in Rathfriland and Hilltown

(Belfast, 1972), p.21.

28 The statutes at large passed in the parliaments held in Ireland (20 vols.) (Dublin, 1786), vi, 

617.
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deemed worthy of a bishop’s demesne ‘for the support of his house and keeping 

hospitality in the said see’.29

The references in Mary Delany’s correspondence to her social life and 

entertaining are consonant with membership of the elite, and have been explored 

in previous chapters. It could be argued she and her husband were exceptional 

members of the clerical class, but a house party held at Belvoir, the home of the 

Hills, included three deans and three other clergy.30 When Edward Smyth was 

persuaded to accept his post at Ballyculter, he was promised a hunter, free 

access to Castleward and was invited to all the social events organised by the 

Ward family. The Rev. Mr Bacon, Dean Gore, the Rev. Hugh Hill, the Rev. 

Edward Mathews, Archdeacon Usher and the Rev. Bernard Ward were all 

deemed sufficiently august to stand as godparents to the Montgomery children. 

(Although their clerical character may have been an important factor as well).31

Yet even accounting for the fact that the average rector was earning 

£100 p.a. this is paltry when compared to the rent roll of small landlords like 

Daniel Mussenden who had a rental of £600 p.a. (assuming all the rents were 

collected) in 1753, although agent’s fees and estate expenditure would have 

probably seen his actual income drop to around £450.32 A clergyman would have 

been required to budget carefully in order to maintain the high standard of living 

expected of him. The visitation of Dromore in 1730 indicates that a rectory 

brought in between £40 and £50 p.a., but pluralism was rife.33 This has been seen 

in the case of Holt Waring. Other examples include William Carson, rector of 

Bailee and Ballyculter in the 1730s; George Ward, who presided at Ballyphilip 

and Ardglass in the same decade; and in the 1770s William Lodge, who worked

29 ‘Instruments for setting forth a demesne for the bishop of Dromore’, 1785 (R.C.B., 595/4).

30 Mary Delany to Ann Dewes, 1 Oct. 1758, printed in Llanover (ed.), Autobiography and 

correspondence, hi, 511-6.

31 Edward Smyth, An account of the trial of Edward Smyth, late curate of Ballyculter. in the 

diocese of Down (Dublin, 1777), p.12; recipe book, [eighteenth century] (Montgomery Mss, 

Rosemount).

32 Rent roll, 1753 (Mussenden Mss, D354/175A). For a comparison with agents’ wages see 

above, p.70.

33 Visitation of Dromore, 1730 (R.C.B., Mss 31).

189



at Ballywalter and Ballyhalbert.34 Alternatively, William Sturreck, chancellor of 

Down (1781-97), tutored Lord Castlereagh and John Braheld, rector of Killinchy 

(1732-57) educated Lord Ikerrin. Others kept schools as well as holding parish 

livings.35

The clergy were also keen to promote social order and respect for the 

country’s hierarchy because they frequently fulfilled a secular role within society 

and would have been viewed, by the lower orders at least, as comprising an 

integral part of the elite. At the very top of the clerical hierarchy bishops played a 

full and positive part in all the committees dealing with political, economic and 

social legislation in the House of Lords where they realised that to be awarded 

promotion their political performance was paramount. Attendance rates of the 

House of Lords for the eighteenth century show percentages of 42% and 49% 

respectively for the sees of Down and Dromore.36 At county or parish level, in an 

area run by no more than 100 protestant gentlemen ministers were required to 

make up the shortfall.37 James Hamilton Clewlow, rector of Bangor (1772- 

1802), Henry Maxwell, treasurer of Dromore (1765-1817), Michael Smith, 

precentor of Dromore (1775-96) and William Sturreck chancellor of Down were 

all j.p.s in 1797.38 The clergy were involved in other areas of social 

administration: the archdeacon and dean of Down were involved in turnpike 

trusts in the later part of the eighteenth century and James Fetherston, incumbent 

at Knockbreda, in the Lagan navigation.39 Occasionally clergy also served as land 

agents. Edward Bayly administered his brother’s estate in the years following Sir

34 Clergy of Down and Dromore. part 2, pp 73, 78-80, 84, 91-2.

35 Ibid., part 2, pp 30, 139; G. D. Burtchaell and T. U. Sadleir, Alumni Dublinenses ...

(London, 1924), pp xxi-xxii.

36 Jeremiah Falvey, ‘The Church of Ireland episcopate in the eighteenth century: an overview’ 

in Eighteenth-Century Ireland, viii (1993), p.110.

37 ‘A list of the nobility and gentry who are generally esteemed to have one hundred pounds a 

year and upwards in the province of Ulster as divided into churchmen, dissenter and papist’, 

[early eighteenth century] (R.I.A. Ms, 24 K19).

38 Clergy of Down and Dromore. part 2, passim.

39 John Slade to Lord Hillsborough, 8 Apr. 1779 (Downshire Mss, D607/B/78); same to same, 

17 May 1779 (ibid., D607/B/88); James Fetherston, A narrative of the facts respecting the 

Tyrone collieries and canals in a letter to a member of parliament (Dublin, 1771).
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Nicholas’ inheritance, James Clewlow, minister at Bangor (1729-52) managed 

the Ward estates in that town and George Vaughan, vicar of Donaghmore 

(1758-69) was agent to William Mussenden.40 This accords with Richard Hall’s 

case study of the Yorkshire clergy in the same period.41

The main thrust of this chapter is concerned with the gentry’s desire to 

promote the established religion in County Down. The social and political 

advantages are clear, but at the same time it is necessary to stress that genuine 

religious belief, as well as a wish to vouchsafe political and social control, was a 

strong motivating factor among gentlemen and their families. The very affluent 

and pious might appoint personal chaplains for their household. A written 

contract records that Elizabeth, countess of Hilltown appointed the Rev. Holt 

Waring to be her domestic chaplain in 1788 and, while Elizabeth, countess of 

Moira sought to escape the oppressive religious atmosphere of her childhood 

home with her mother, Selena, countess of Huntingdon her husband permitted 

John Wesley access to the parishioners of Moira and employed a bellman to 

advertise Wesley’s presence in the village.42 In letters, God’s presence was 

regularly invoked. The power of the Almighty was called upon when illness 

struck Richard Waring and, in a letter intended to be read posthumously, Michael 

Ward encouraged his son to follow a godly life.43

In general however, it is harder to find proof of religiosity manifest in 

everyday life. As Raymond Gillespie has noted, in a rather different context, and 

for an earlier period, most people did not feel it worth recording the assumptions 

on which their religious faith was founded. Moreover there may well be 

inconsistencies and contradictions within the ideas held by any individual, so that

40 See above, pp 66-81.

41 Richard Hall, The Anglican clergy and Yorkshire politics in the eighteenth century (York, 

1998), p.l.

42 Notice of appointment, 16 Aug. 1788 (Waring Mss, Waringstown House, D0602); C. H. 

Crookshank, History of Methodism in Ireland (2 vols.) (London, 1885), i, 143.

43 E. O’D. to Richard Waring, 23 Nov. 1779 (Waring Mss, Waringstown House, D0501); 

Michael Ward to Bernard Ward, [n.d.] (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/7/121).

191



it is ‘difficult to make general statements about what lay men and women 

actually believed in the past based on usually fragmentary evidence’.44

The correspondence of Elizabeth, countess of Moira poses these very 

problems. Elizabeth came from a religious background. Her mother was a close 

friend of John Wesley and the founder of the Huntingdon connexion, an offshoot 

of the Methodist movement, while her aunt, Lady Elizabeth Hastings, never 

married and ‘devoted her whole life to acts of piety and charity’.45 In her youth 

the young Elizabeth seemed to concur with her relatives’ piety but by 1752, after 

suffering a severe bout of depression, she admitted to her brother that she found 

the sedate and dutiful life with her mother wearisome and this was a strong 

inducement to her marriage.46 Her husband, Sir John Rawdon, who was also her 

cousin, seemed to bring her back to her faith. In 1760 the couple allowed Wesley 

to preach in the town and the pair are reputed to have regularly opened their 

household to Calvinistic preachers and were instrumental in founding a charity 

school at Moira and a charter school at Ballynahinch.47 However, in 1760, 

Wesley wrote to Lady Rawdon berating her for her alleged loss of faith and for a 

too abundant love of the worldly virtues of‘visiting and conversation’. This may 

explain why in later life Lady Moira ‘openly professed the most violent enmity to 

religion’. Yet she still felt strongly enough about her faith to actually protest 

against it and continued to employ a family chaplain.48

Eighteenth-century documents would suggest that attempts were made by 

the gentry to follow a godly path throughout life. Castleward library housed 77

44 Raymond Gillespie, ‘The religion of Irish protestants: a view from the laity, 1580-1700’ in 

Alan Ford, Kenneth Milne and James McGuire (eds.), As by law established: the Church of 

Ireland since the reformation (Dublin, 1995), pp 89-91.

45 Leslie Stephen and Sidney Lee (eds.), Dictionary of national biography (63 vols.) (London, 

1891), xxv, 114, 133.

46 Elizabeth Rawdon to the earl of Huntingdon, 13 Dec. 1752 (H.M.C. Hastings Mss, p.78); 

earl of Huntingdon to Elizabeth Hastings, 1750 (Granard Mss, T3765/M/2/14/1).

47 David Hempton and Myrtle Hill, Evangelical Protestantism in Ulster society 1740-1840 

(London, 1992), p.132; Luckombe, A tour through Ireland wherein the present state of that 

kingdom is considered (Dublin, 1780), pp 312-3.

48 John Telford (ed.), The letters of the Rev. John Wesley a.m. (8 vols.) (London, 1931), iv, 87; 

Alice C. C. Gaussen, Percy: prelate and poet (London, 1980), p.251.
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religious books, Hillsborough Lodge 61.49 Published sermons, and presumably 

others which did not find their way into print, were not just to instil social 

conformity among the lower orders. The upper classes did not go without 

censure either. Dean Delany preached against the ‘great evil and guilt of luxury 

in eating and drinking’, the ‘folly, iniquity, absurdity and crying guilt of duelling’, 

the ‘evil of gaming’, and ‘against overt luxury in dress’.50 Edward Smyth 

contended at the time of his trial that the reason why Lord Bangor had been so 

keen to dismiss him from Ballyculter had not been his Methodist sympathies but 

revenge for a letter he had sent to Lord Bangor, chastising him for carrying on an 

adulterous affair and Smyth having also preached a sermon on ‘whoremongers 

and adulterers’.51 This was despite the fact that Michael Ward had counselled his 

son that the only real business of the earthly existence was to secure eternal 

happiness in the next.

Michael Ward had further advocated that any comforts in life could only be 

gained if consistent with the Christian faith. He too, agreed with the ‘mother’s 

prayer’ in the Waring papers that.

Prayer trust, submission to your God must still,

Be the first link; be that which bends the will 

Cheerfully with every duty to comply 

To husband, friends, and all your family.

God rewarded good behaviour but to forsake the ‘path of virtue’ left one open 

to ‘many mischiefs and disappointments’. This may explain why Robert Isaac, 

an agent at Clough in the 1750s, refused to resort to violence or vicious 

behaviour when unruly tenants dealt him ‘insults and malice’, advocating that 

this would be ‘unbecoming of a good Christian’.52 An insight into what God and 

religion signified to people is conferred in a set prayer also found among the

49 Moore, Castleward library catalogue: Hillsborough Lodge library list, [n.d.] (Downshire Mss, 

D671/A38/1A).

50 Delany, Sixteen discourses, pp 246-343.

51 Smyth, Account of the trial of. pp 13-5.

52 Michael Ward to Bernard Ward, [n.d.] (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/7/121); prayer to a 

daughter newly married, 1770 (Waring Mss, Waringstown House, D0912); Robert Isaac to 

Henry Hatch, 21 Nov. 1747 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/530).

193



Waring papers: firstly, peace to a troubled soul and a plea for good health; then 

thanks for all good things that ultimately come from above and deliverance from 

troubles; and finally an entreaty that God would be near to give comfort and 

support in weakness. This implies a personal relationship with the Almighty.53 

These factors should be borne in mind when discussing the elite’s attempts to 

encourage their tenants’ adherence to the established faith.

According to L. M. Cullen, the preference for protestant tenants was a 

logical extension of the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century quest to attract 

English immigrants to Irish plantation schemes.54 In 1744 Walter Harris detailed 

the religious geography of County Down. He reported that Bangor and 

Killyleagh, strong protestant areas, were both in the Wards’ possession; 

Ballynahinch and Downpatrick, with a partial catholic presence, were the 

preserve of the Southwells, while Portaferry, with its chapel, belonged to the 

Savage family, who had only recently converted to the established church.55 

When setting estates, landlords often conferred a preferential status on 

protestant tenants. In 1756 the Blundell estate had no catholic leaseholders; but 

the heirs of Lord Blundell, who inherited in that year, decided to break with this 

policy and admitted the first catholics on to the estate in 1758, though still 

stating a preference for protestant tenants. This partiality continued throughout 

the period and, as late as 1770, Sir Nicholas Bayly’s chief agent advised the local 

overseer to advertise land for three lives, or 31 years, to bring in protestant 

tenants, ‘the scarcity and advantages whereof I need not recount to you’.56 

There was sometimes a tinge of missionary zeal. The correspondence of William 

Smythe of Collinstown, County Westmeath, contains a series of five letters, 

written in 1741 and 1742, from James Brush, vicar of Drumgath (1736-42) and

53 Prayer, [c.1770] (Waring Mss, Waringstown House, DO 159).

54 L. M. Cullen, The emergence of modem Ireland 1600-1900 (London, 1981), p.194.

55 Walter Harris, The antient and present state of the county of Down containing a 

chorographical description with the natural and civil history of the same (Dublin, 1744), pp 25- 

30, 45-6, 60-4, 75-7.

56 Henry Hatch to Lord Blundell and William Turnbull, 11 Apr. 1758 (Downshire Mss, 

D607/A/23); Lord Blundell and William Turnbull to Henry Hatch, 11 Mar. 1758 (ibid., 

D607/A/23); James Nicklon to John Hutcheson, 19 Nov. 1770 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/38).
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Garvary (1742-77), County Down. They mention the possibility of sending 

young Anglican tenants, ‘of honest parents and suitable characters’, from Down 

to work in the linen trade on the Smythe estates, which were predominantly 

catholic.57 Nevertheless catholics were not necessarily ousted to make way. On 

the Bayly estate it was stressed that replacing one sort of tenant with another 

would only come when the land was vacant, preventing ‘oppression to the poor 

people, the ancient inhabitants on the land’, and much evidence suggests that 

once they were ensconced tenants were treated as equal, regardless of 

denominational background. Rent proposals received on the Bayly estate in 1765 

indicate that fair treatment for all was taken for granted by tenants.58

However Bayly may have had a better record than others. In 1731, when 

Robert Ward was charged with the responsibility of distributing barrels of 

flaxseed on the Southwell estate, he only granted supplies to protestant tenants. 

Similarly a job reference in the Downshire papers regarding an application for 

the post of gardener stipulated, along with the fact that the applicant seemed 

very intelligent and wrote a good hand, that he was also a churchman; indicating 

that while any protestant tenant was preferable to a catholic, Anglicans were the 

most favoured.59

This ‘caste system’ promoted or maintained sectarianism among the 

tenantry. This is illustrated by protestant farmers’ dislike of any catholic being 

placed in a position of authority over them. When James Savage, a catholic, was 

appointed rent collector on the Downshire estate in 1748 Robert Isaac, the local 

agent, reported ‘the tenants hate like the devil he being a papist’. A substantial 

number threatened to look for another landlord if Savage was not dismissed. 

Although these utterances proved unfounded, seven years later one tenant, Jane 

Gwynn, still questioned Savage’s authority and it was rumoured that Savage

57 Correspondence of James Brush and William Smythe, 1741-2 (N.L.I., PC 449).

58 Sir Nicholas Bayly to John Hutcheson, 26 Dec. 1768 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/3); rent 

proposal, Edward Castly to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 1765 (ibid., D619/6/74).

59 Robert Ward to Michael Ward, 28 Feb. 1731/2 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/4/72); John Slade 

to [Lord Hillsborough], 26 June 1779 (Downshire Mss, D607/B/101).
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bestowed preferential treatment on catholic tenants.60 Catholic middlemen were 

often looked upon in the same light.61

In a further bid to attract parishioners the gentry involved themselves in 

church building schemes. In 1790 the marquess of Downshire contemplated the 

renovation of Down cathedral [Illustration 48], He hoped a reconstructed 

church would ‘bring the inhabitants ... to the established church who are now 

misled by popish priests and fanatic preachers’.62 The marquess dispatched letters 

to all the Irish archbishops and bishops as well as to his parliamentary colleagues 

and the nobility in general. In a letter of March 1792 to Archbishop Fowler of 

Dublin, he emphasised the need for the Church of Ireland to present an impressive 

appearance to the nation. Downshire remarked that the diocese, county and 

neighbourhood of Down felt ‘mortified and ashamed’ of the cathedral and any 

repairs should be suitable and ‘bring honour to’ the established church.

Downshire assured the archbishop that ‘my lords the bishops are placed at the 

head of our subscribers and are certainly those from whom we should hope and 

expect support and assistance in a work which seems, partial to claim their 

lordships’ protection’.63 True to this letter, all the bishops of Ireland are recorded 

in the partial remains of the subscription list compiled by Downshire but also 

detailed were the marquess himself with £900, the earl of Annesley with £113 and 

Downshires’s son, the earl of Hillsborough, with £341. Additional spaces had 

been reserved for the earls of Clanbrassil, Clanwilliam and Moira and Lords 

Rawdon and de Clifford to include their donations.64

Extensive rebuilding work was necessary at this time because many church 

buildings had fallen into disrepair in the preceding decades. The church at 

Dromore had been destroyed in 1641 but was not restored until after 1690,

60 Robert Isaac to Hemy Hatch, 14 Sept. 1748 (Downshire Mss, D607/A/91); Jane Gwynn to 

same, 8 Dec. 1755 (ibid., D607/A/135); Alexander Hardy to same, 26 Mar. 1759 (ibid., 

D607/A/190).

61 Petition of John Towel to Sir Nicholas Bayly, [c.1771] (Anglesey Mss, D619/11/7).

62 Lord Hillsborough to Lord Vernon, 21 June 1789, printed in J. Frederick Rankin, Down 

cathedral; the church of Saint Patrick of Down (Belfast, 1997), p.104.

63 Lord Downshire to Robert Fowler, Mar. 1792 (ibid., p. 107).

64 List of subscribers to the Downpatrick cathedral fund, 1792 (ibid., p.109).
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Newry parish church, another victim of 1641, waited on repairs until 1720, and 

while the church at Newtownards still had a roof in 1744 its interior was entirely 

derelict.65 Nevertheless, by 1787 the diocese of Down and Connor included 76 

churches, 116 benefices and an average of 7,861 acres to a church.66 This was the 

result of private and parliamentary initiative. The private spending is detailed 

below but even government funds had a strong input from County Down. Arthur 

Hill and Robert Stewart were the main supporters of a bill in October 1775 to 

promote the upkeep of Anglican churches.67 Appendix 11 lists the 38 church 

buildings constructed or repaired in Down during the eighteenth century. Eleven 

were financed by the gentry, two by the clergy, two by subscription and three by 

the Board of First Fruits.68

To assert Anglican dominance attempts were made to ensure the 

established church was the most conspicuous in any town. Lady Midleton’s 

church at Newtownbreda had a steeple and spire which caught the eyes of 

travellers, as it was the first and highest building in the village. Donaghadee 

church also stood on an eminence, and in clear weather, could be viewed from 

Portpatrick in Scotland. For similar reasons the church at Bright was used as a 

marker by mariners. This obsession reached its epoch at Downpatrick cathedral in 

1790, where two octagonal spires were placed on top of the turrets at the east 

gable and pinnacles were surmounted on the twelve buttresses on the north and 

south sides of the building.69

Anglican worship would have been bestowed an added air of authority and 

grandeur because the Church of Ireland was the only denomination to be 

permitted the use of church bells. When Lord Hillsborough rebuilt the church at 

Hillsborough between 1757 and 1772 he hoped to establish it as the diocesan 

cathedral. Although unsuccessful in this aim, he did succeed in providing an

65 Harris, Antient and present state, pp 99, 57, 91.

66 Myrtle Hill, ‘Evangelicalism and the churches in Ulster society 1770-1850’ (unpublished 

Ph.D. thesis, Q.U.B., 1987), p.57.

67 C.J.I.. xvii, 16.

68 Samuel Lewis, A topographical dictionary of Ireland (2 vols.) (London, 1837), ii, 5; i, 512; 

Rankin, Down cathedral, pp 105, 113.

69 Harris, Antient and present state, pp 72, 65; Lewis, Topographical dictionary, i, 224.
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impressive monument to the established faith. The bells were cast in Gloucester 

and installed in 1772 with a clockwork operation which rang a tune each day at 

every fourth hour. All the eight bells have inscriptions including, ‘God save the 

King, 1772’, ‘Prosperity to Hillsborough’, ‘Prosperity to the town’, and the letter 

‘H’ surmounted by a coronet and ‘1771’.70 These bells would peal out over the 

village exhorting everyone to listen, regardless of their confessional allegiance.

These methods were felicitous in sustaining the loyalty of Anglicans but 

stronger methods were required if the Church of Ireland was to win over 

converts. Ironically, while the established church’s minority status in Ireland may 

have seemed its greatest weakness (Bishop Hutchinson of Down remarked in 

1720 that since Ireland had five catholics to one protestant it should be called a 

‘popish’ rather than a protestant nation), for much of the eighteenth and early 

nineteenth century most of the Church’s ideological appeal was derived from the 

catholic threat. The protestant community in Ireland traditionally feared that the 

native catholics wished to destroy protestantism and terror of annihilation drove 

many to heights of piety which may not have been realised in a more tranquil 

religious atmosphere. Delany asserted that protection from ‘blind bigotry and 

gross popish corruption’ could only continue if the Church of Ireland was 

supported. One of the grounds on which Michael Ward based his opposition to 

the proposal to close barracks in Ulster was that if soldiers were permanently 

stationed in the south they would be in constant contact with ‘the popish natives, 

and be corrupted with their customs’.71 In a letter to his son which he intended to 

be read posthumously Ward counselled that

the opinions connected with the papists are most necessary 

to be studied, that their numbers and temporal greatness 

may not tempt us to submit to their many curses and

70 Barry, Hillsborough: a parish in the Ulster plantation, pp 74-5.

71 Francis Hutchinson, A letter to a member of parliament touching the late intended bank 

(Dublin, 1721); Delany, Eighteen discourses, p.21; Michael Ward to Bernard Ward, 10 Feb. 

1745/6 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/7/33). Anti-catholicism was, of course, not unique to 

Ireland, and for a British comparison see Linda Colley, Britons: forging the nation 1707-1837 

(London, 1992).
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superstitions introduced to support the usurped power and 

avarice of the court of Rome and their clergy.72 

History was interpreted to fit with such views. Irish protestants were 

portrayed as God’s chosen people who were involved in a constant fight with 

their ‘pagan’ brethren. Edward Young, bishop of Dromore (1763-5), perceived 

King William El to be ‘that glorious instrument of providence’ and James Trail, 

bishop of Down and Connor (1765-83), pointed out that it could be no accident 

that William landed in Ireland in 1690 on the same date as the anniversary of the 

gunpowder plot. In his account of providential interventions Henry Maule, 

bishop of Dromore (1732-44) listed: the shortness of Queen Mary’s reign and 

the happy accession of Queen Elizabeth, Owen O’Connelly’s conversion in 1641, 

the miraculous raising of the siege of Derry (and Enniskillen) and the strength of 

the protestant religion in Europe despite persecution.73 Protestants maintained 

that the founders and encouragers of Catholicism were not motivated by spiritual 

zeal but by greed. Indeed Young linked Catholicism to atheism, as it was, in his 

opinion, not a religion as such but a bid for political power using superstition and

72 Michael Ward to Bernard Ward, [aft. 1745] (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/7/121).

73 Arthur Smyth, A sermon preached in Christ Church. Dublin on Tuesday the 23 October 

1753 being the anniversary of the Irish rebellion before his grace Lionel, duke of Dorset, lord

lieutenant general and general governor of Ireland and the Lords spiritual and temporal in

parliament assembled by Arthur, lord bishop of Down and Connor (Dublin 1753); Edward 

Young, A sermon preached in Christ Church. Dublin on Sunday October 23 1763 being the

anniversary of the Irish rebellion, before his excellency Hugh, earl of Northumberland, lord

lieutenant general and general governor of Ireland and the Lords spiritual and temporal in

parliament assembled by Edward, lord bishop of Dromore (Dublin, 1763); James Traill, A 

sermon preached in Christ Church. Dublin before the right honourable the House of Lords on

Thursday 5 November 1767 being the anniversary of the gun powder treason and of the

landing of King William the third by James, lord bishop of Down and Connor (Dublin, 1767); 

Henry Maule, A sermon preached in Christ Church. Dublin on Wednesday 23 of October 1765 

before his excellency Francis Seymour, earl of Hertford, lord lieutenant general and general

governor of Ireland and the Lords spiritual and temporal in parliament assembled bv Henry,

lord bishop of Dromore (Dublin 1765); Henry Maule, God’s goodness visible in our 

deliverance from popery, with some fit methods to prevent the further growth of it in Ireland in

a sermon preached at Christ Church. Dublin on 23 October 1733 bv Henry, lord Bishop of

Dromore (London. 1751).
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ignorance.74 Henry Maxwell, bishop of Dromore (1765-6), stressed what was in 

his view the superstitious content of‘popery’: Its prohibition on reading the 

Bible, persecutions for opinions in religion, dispensation from oaths of allegiance, 

absolution from sins past and indulgence for those to come. Delany berated the 

theory of transubstantiation as ‘most inconsistent with the goodness of God’. He 

also urged vigilance at a time when it was believed the denomination was 

growing.75

As early as 1749 Katherine Southwell reported that a catholic chapel was 

being built at a local Patrician site near Downpatrick. The building was intended 

to replace a ruined monastery. This spot had been used throughout the penal era 

as a congregational point for masses and confessions.76 Other chapels were built 

at Scarva in 1750, with seats for 800 people and Kilmore in 1753 at a price of 

£120 and the capacity for a congregation of 330.77 Although protestants 

constituted a majority in Down their county town was reputed to be the burial 

place of St. Patrick and was therefore the scene of frequent pilgrimages. In 1759 

Judge Edward Willes commented that.

The burial place near this Abbey [Saul] is very large and 

the papists are very desirous of being interned there to be 

near their great Saint Patrick at the day of resurrection.

There is likewise, about a mile from the town, a craggy 

rock where they come in pilgrimage a great way to, they 

sometimes leave their blood by creeping up the rock on 

their bare knees, but always their money to the priest.78

74 Young, Sermon preached in Christ Church. Dublin. 1763.

75 Henry Maxwell, A sermon preached in Christ Church. Dublin on Wednesday 23 of October 

1765 before his excellency Francis Seymour, earl of Hertford, lord lieutenant general and

general governor of Ireland and the Lords spiritual and temporal in parliament assembled by

Henry, lord bishop of Dromore (Dublin, 1765); Delany, Eighteen discourses, pp 8-9.

76 Katherine Southwell to Edward Southwell, 8 July 1749 (Southwell Mss, T1254/1).

77 Angelique Day and Frank Williams (eds.). Ordnance survey memoirs of Ireland: parishes of 

Countv Down 1834-6 (30 vols.) (Belfast, 1992), hi, 9; iv, 91.

78 Willes letters, [c.1759] (Willes Mss, T2368/3).
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As a result of these misgivings catholic numbers and places of residence 

were strictly monitored with several surveys being instituted. In 1731 the Church 

of Ireland, directed by the House of Lords, compiled the first census in the 

history of Ireland. Its aim was to determine the respective number of protestants 

and catholics on the island. In all 21 priests, four masshouses, one friary and one 

school were discovered in the diocese of Down and a priest who served at 

Killough was accused of styling himself the bishop of Down and Connor.79 

Throughout the eighteenth century fluctuations in the differing creeds were 

chartered. Robert Ward informed his brother Michael in April 1744, that, if the 

proliferation in the number of catholics in the Lecale was compared to the 

increase in their houses, their growth rate was twice that of protestants. Fears 

were quelled by voicing the hope that this was due to the statistics being amassed 

in a hurry by a ‘papist constable’ (whether this officer was actually a catholic or 

simply a sympathetic correspondent is impossible to ascertain). However a 

remedy was resolved upon. The area was divided among a dozen friends, and an 

exact list of all the males in the county was obtained with particular reference to 

age and religion.80

Two methods of encouraging conversion to the Anglican creed were 

promoted by Ireland’s elite; proscription and persuasion. Arguing in favour of 

penal legislation, Edward Young regarded disabilities for catholics as ‘a fence to 

our religion and government’ necessary for Anglican self-preservation against an 

organisation which Young perceived to be a creed poised to take advantage of any 

opportunity to win back papal power. However he did stress that the penal laws 

be considered ‘as a sword in the scabbard - ready indeed to be drawn for our 

defence; but otherwise there to rest, and be still’. Newcombe, Young’s successor 

as bishop of Dromore (1766-75), also urged that a distinction be made between 

Catholicism’s religious and political powers.81

79 Return of the clergy of Down and Connor to the Lord’s committee, 1731 (R.I.A. Mss, 24 

K25).

80 Robert Ward to Michael Ward, 14 Apr. 1744 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/7/19).

81 Young, Sermon preached in Christ Church. Dublin. 1763: William Newcombe, A sermon 

preached in Christ Church. Dublin on Friday October 23 1767 being the anniversary of the

Irish rebellion before his excellency George. Lord Viscount Townshend, lord lieutenant general
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The County Down gentry played their part in legal suppression. In 1748 

Robert Ward complained that the proposed penal bill to annul all future marriages 

between protestants and catholics was not strict enough. He contended that instead 

power to perform marriage ceremonies should be completely removed from 

priests, thereby striking at the root of‘popery’.82 A similar bill had been proposed 

by Viscount Strangford three years earlier. Strangford also reported from a 

committee considering ‘an act for allowing further time to persons in offices or 

employment to qualify themselves pursuant to an act intitled an act to prevent the 

further growth of popery’ in 1749. William Cooper, M.P. for Hillsborough, was 

chairman on four of the committees which contemplated these laws between 1739 

and 1749 (unfortunately there is no record of his personal views) and the earl of 

Clanbrassil sponsored the registry bill in the late 1750s which passed the Irish 

House of Lords but was not ratified by the Privy Council.83

What laws were passed were enforced to a certain extent in County Down.

In the years prior to their conversion the Savage family were pushed to elaborate 

lengths in order to avoid proscription. When one kinsman married a Miss 

McCartan, William Waring, their lawyer, advised against drawing up any marriage 

settlement. He advocated that any transference of land should only come at the 

death of Miss McCartan’s father.84 However no firm policy endorsed the laws, and 

the position of families such as the Savages was fraught with ambiguities. Family 

papers contain letters to counsel begging continual reassurance. For instance, 

could a relative who had failed to receive the sacraments or take the oath of 

subscription, meet the requirements of the popery act, and be entitled to leave his 

property as he so desired? Could a protestant settle a jointure on a catholic wife? If 

he did contract a mixed marriage would he be considered a catholic and be

and general governor of Ireland by William, lord bishop of Dromorc (Dublin, 1767).

82 Robert Ward to Michael Ward, Oct. 1748 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/7/93). This act was 

passed in 1749 (23 Geo. II, c. 10) and only prohibited priests performing mixed marriages or 

marriages between two protestants; Statutes of the Irish parliament vii, 42-4.

83 L.J.I, iii, 636, 757; see Appendix 6; Gerard O’Brien (ed.), Catholic Ireland in the eighteenth 

century: collected essays of Maureen Wall (Dublin, 1989), pp 98-103.

84 ‘Case and counsel’s opinion on keeping the marriage settlement between Mr Savage and 

Miss McCartin clear of the popery acts’, [c.1750] (Savage Mss, D552/B/2/1/223).
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prevented from taking up leases, purchasing land, carrying arms and other 

privileges? And could a catholic priest perform such a marriage?85 Attempts to 

circumvent legislation left the Savages vulnerable to manipulation. In 1762 

Nicholas Bayly assisted Rowland Savage who, unlike others in his family, was still 

a catholic, buy land under Bayly’s own name. This required great trust on the 

purchaser’s side and unfortunately, in this case, the trust was misplaced. Bayly 

discontinued passing on the rent in 1768 and, owing to his unprotected legal 

position. Savage only obtained limited redress in 1783, when he agreed to pay rent 

to Bayly in return for a renewal of the lease.86

An alternative method was to instruct in the ‘true’ faith Roman Catholic 

children and ‘vulnerable’ protestants, that is those from impoverished 

backgrounds who were perceived to be in danger of backsliding. From the time 

of the Williamite settlements until well into the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries education was church reformers’ main concern. In 1695, Tobias 

Pullien, bishop of Dromore (1695-1713), published a tract extolling the virtues 

of an orthodox schooling. An Anglican education was seen as a bulwark against 

Irish ‘barbarianism’, superstition and the catholic faith.87 In 1721 an act was 

passed ‘for the encouragement of protestant schools within the kingdom of 

Ireland’, allowing bishops to lay aside one or two acres of church land for 

English schools. The rules compelled masters to be Anglican and loyal to the 

king and protestant succession. The local minister was to approve and license

85 ‘State of the case of Andrew Nugent concerning the will of Augustine Nugent’, [after 1745] 

(ibid., D552/B/2/1/149); ‘case and counsel’s opinion on the settlement to be made on a 

marriage between, a protestant of the Church of Ireland ... and ... a papist’, [possibly the case 

of Savage and McCartan], [1750] (ibid., D552/B/2/1/225).

86 Legal memorandum, [aft. 1768] (Anglesey Mss, D619/20/M/2); Edward Bayly to Lord 

Uxborough, 28 Oct. 1783 (ibid., D619/22/I/19).

87 David Hayton, ‘Did protestantism fail in early eighteenth-century Ireland? Charity schools 

and the enterprise of religious and social reformation, c. 1690-1730’ in Alan Ford, Kenneth 

Milne and James McGuire (eds.). As by law established: the Church of Ireland since the 

reformation (Dublin, 1995), pp 168-75.
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schoolmaster. Two such schoolmasters were reported in the 1730 visitation to 

Dromore.88

The gentry involved themselves heavily in setting up charity schools in the 

county. Edward Southwell described the landlord’s and clergy’s ideal role as 

being to ‘unite with one heart and mind’ for the benefit of the people. An insight 

into how landlord and clergyman worked together, and the fusion of social 

indoctrination and religious teaching is best seen through an examination of the 

documents associated with the Southwell school [Illustration 49], founded at 

Downpatrick in 1733. The institution’s aim was to educate children from all 

denominational backgrounds in the tenets of the Anglican faith and the 

rudiments of learning. Edward Southwell initiated the institution by donating 

£50 in 1732, and his son continued his support by paying masons, carpenters, 

smiths, sawyers, various other bills, and the £187 annual upkeep.89 This 

generosity was not disinterested. In return the family expected to appoint the 

schoolmaster, governors and inspectors and the school rules illustrate that 

education in mid-eighteenth century County Down was not simply concerned 

with knowledge, religious or otherwise, but also social conformity. This accords 

with D. W. Hayton’s findings for charity schools throughout Ireland in the early 

eighteenth century.90

The school catered for poor children of‘honest’ parents. Masters and 

mistresses, on pain of dismissal, were to be ‘married persons or persons 

advanced in years, and of sober and virtuous lives that their example may be 

profitable to the children’. The curriculum dealt not with Latin or literature, or 

any of the elements of learning in the traditional grammar and public schools, 

but with preparation for the workplace. The boys were instructed in reading, 

writing and, if intelligent, the casting of accounts; the girls were taught to read, 

spin, sew and anything else that would fit them to be useful servants. The prime 

objective was to prepare boys to be put to trades in ‘honest’ protestant families

88 (8 Geo. I, c. 12), printed in Thomas Corcoran, State policy in Irish education: 1536-1816 

(Dublin, 1916), p.101; visitation of Dromore, 1730 (R.C.B., Mss 31).

89 [Edward Southwell] to [Dean Richard Daniel], 15 Oct. 1738 (Southwell Mss, T582 (1) fol. 

122).
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as weavers, bleachers, flax dressers, gardeners or husbandmen. Girls, in 

preparation for marriage, were bound for four years to similar ‘honest’ 

protestant families to be instructed in the rudiments of housewifery. If a 

particularly talented boy was singled out for encouragement it was to ‘promote 

diligence’ and ‘good behaviour’ in his fellow scholars, rather than to advance 

his own station in life. For instance if he wished to be placed in a business rather 

than apprenticed to a trade, the only funds the Southwells were prepared to 

donate were those deducted from the money for binding out to tradesmen and 

were not to exceed ten guineas and no more frequently than once every seven 

years.

The curriculum endorsed the Anglican doctrines advocated by the landlord, 

with particular stress laid on the religious education of Roman Catholics. Any 

master, ‘notoriously vicious in his morals, or not orthodox in his religion’, could 

have a caveat entered in court to prevent him being issued with a license to 

teach.91 Lessons commenced with prayers and Bible readings. Each child was 

catechised twice weekly at school and also attended divine service and public 

catechising in the local parish church. To advertise the institution, the children 

were sent each Sunday to worship in the town’s cathedral, the girls in blue 

dresses and starched caps and the boys wearing tail-coats and glengarries.92 Duty 

to ‘God, the king, their benefactors and to one another’ was judged paramount.

It was hoped as adults that the students would still read the Bible, Book of 

common prayer. The whole duty of man and The preparation towards the 

receiving of the sacrament of communion, awarded to them as leaving presents.93 

With such wholesale indoctrination it is of little wonder that Dean Richard Daniel 

of Down (1731-9) remarked to Edward Southwell that, ‘it is plainly in the 

interest of your town that it should have four or five schools open’.94

In his Fifteen sermons Patrick Delany furnishes the reader with an 

indication of prevailing thoughts on religious instruction. He counselled that the

90 Hayton, ‘Did protestantism fail?’, p.169.

91 John Moore to [Edward Southwell], 19 Sept. 1738 (Southwell Mss, T582 (1) fol. 104).

92 Irish Times. 4 Mar. 1968 (I. A. A. press cuttings for Co. Down).

93 Southwell school rules, 1733 (Southwell Mss, T944).
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human mind came into the world a perfect blank and it was therefore imperative 

to ‘impress right notions and good principles upon it’ from a child’s earliest days. 

These consisted of‘a strong awe of Almighty God’ who ‘made all things in 

heaven and in earth ... and can destroy them again at his pleasure’. God knew 

the ‘secrets of our hearts’ and would punish all evil thoughts as well as actions 

with ‘dreadful vengeance’ while rewarding every act and intention of virtue. As 

well as drilling children in the catechism Delany also recommended Bible 

readings. The passages he noted for particular study are illuminating. First came 

Jesus and the life of the apostles, then the ‘wonderful works and judgements of 

God’, followed by the creation, flood and destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah. 

These would instil ‘strong and awful notions of the infinite power, wisdom and 

goodness of God’ and impress ‘a strong awe and dread of offending’. After these 

the Psalms, to show God’s ‘mercy and might’, the book of Job, to illustrate a life 

of suffering and submission, and finally Ecclesiastes and Proverbs, which ‘contain 

the plainest and wisest precepts that ever were delivered for the conduct of 

life’.95

Another, this time national, institution dedicated solely to the education of 

Roman Catholic children was the Incorporated Society, which established a 

system of charter schools in Ireland from 1733 and throughout the eighteenth

94 Dean Richard Daniel to Edward Southwell, 2 Sept. 1738 (ibid., T582 (1) fol. 99).

95 Patrick Delany, Fifteen sermons upon social duties (London, 1744), pp 90, 124-5. Between 

1560 and 1800 at least 70 protestant catechisms, mostly for Church of Ireland use, were printed 

in Ireland. They were aimed at imparting basic knowledge of the established faith. From the 

spate of different episcopalian forms between the 1680s and 1720s, both bilingual and in 

English only, is clear that Church of Ireland clergy were anxious not only to confirm the 

loyalty of their own adherents at a time of political and religious crisis, but also to win over as 

many catholics as possible to their way of thinking. A typical episcopalian exposition of the 

church catechism consisted of a preliminary section on the baptismal vow (to renounce the 

devil and all his works, to believe all the articles of the Christian faith and to walk in God’s 

ways) followed by an explanation of the twelve articles of the apostles’ creed, the ten 

commandments, the six petitions of the Lord’s prayer and the two sacraments of baptism and 

communion. Ian Green, ‘The necessary knowledge of the principles of religion: catechisms and 

catechising in Ireland, c. 1560-1800’ in Alan Ford, Kenneth Milne and James McGuire (eds.), 

As by law established: the Church of Ireland since the reformation (Dublin, 1995), pp 69-79.
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century. Jeremiah Falvey has argued that despite massive financial subventions 

from parliament the proselytising designs of the foundation were doomed at its 

very inception. The schools catered for only the tiniest fraction of the Roman 

Catholic population and the assumption that zealous past pupils would prove a 

catalyst for an unfurling progression of converts to protestantism was not 

realistic for the denominational realities of the period.96

Kenneth Milne is kinder, contending that the schools should be seen as 

agents of the eighteenth-century spirit of improvement which was fuelling the 

multitude of pamphlets and societies dedicated to the Irish economy. These 

hopes were injected with a whig view of how society was to be ordered, under a 

free constitution that had no place for ‘popery’. In this aim the schools met the 

needs of several sections of the public spirited population. The improving 

landlord and member of the Linen Board saw them as a means to breed habits of 

good husbandry, the Church of Ireland cleric viewed them as an antidote to 

popery, and the politician grasped at this opportunity to inculcate right-thinking 

and loyalty. Thus the schools were particularly welcomed at a time when it was 

believed the Church of Ireland was losing ground to Catholicism, a fear 

exacerbated by the religious census of 1731. However Milne admits that while it 

was hoped that a centrally directed, government-supported, and adequately 

financed ‘grand design of education’ would cure Ireland’s woes, it is shaming 

that such high-minded and humane people could be responsible for the immense 

cruelty and squalor that resulted from the scheme, so that instead of converting 

the Irish populace the charter schools might be said to have ‘inoculated the 

catholic poor of Ireland against such efforts ever being successful in the future’.97

Despite these reservations the founders of the Incorporated Society cannot 

be chastised for wanting enthusiasm. The charter was awarded and the society 

founded in 1733, as a response to what was perceived to be the slow 

advancement of both the protestant religion and the spirit of industry in Ireland. 

The society’s bipartite aim was to rescue catholic souls from ‘popish superstition 

and idolatry’ while their bodies would be reclaimed from the ‘miseries of idleness

96 Falvey, ‘Church of Ireland episcopate’, p.105.

97 Kenneth Milne, The Irish charter schools 1730-1830 (Dublin, 1997), pp 11-6, 332.
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and beggary’. This in turn would create obedient and peaceable subjects to the 

King, safeguarding the protestants of Ireland in their lives and possessions. It 

was hoped that the children’s new found horticultural knowledge would improve 

estates and increase trade and prosperity in Ireland. The scheme was voluntary 

and relied on the goodwill of local landlords who, if amenable, would donate in 

perpetuity an acre of land for a school site on their estate alongside reduced 

leases on neighbouring farmland which would be cultivated by the students.

A sermon, preached by Patrick Delany in March 1743/4, shortly before his 

appointment to the deanery of Down, illustrates the strong religious element in 

the project. Delany’s homily was directed at the London society founded to 

provide a support network to the Irish Incorporated movement. To this end he 

chose as his text, John, chapter 13, verse 34, Christ’s commandment that ‘you 

love one another as I have loved you’. Christian love was seen as extending out 

into the country instilling in its people a deep public spirit and desire to help 

everyone as Jesus had. This included other communities for ‘true religion hath 

taught us, that all men are in reality brethren’. In this way Delany argued that the 

encouragement of protestant schools in a nation ‘overrun with sloth and 

superstition’ was ‘one of the noblest ways of imitating at once the piety and 

beneficence of our blessed Saviour, by correcting corruption and spreading true 

virtue and religion’.98

In County Down three charter schools were erected, although in 

opposition, as it were, the religious census of 1731 had recorded four catholic 

schools in the diocese of Down and six in Dromore." The charter schools were 

located at Ballynahinch (founded in 1735), built on two acres of land donated by 

the see of Dromore and ten acres of land rented from Sir John Rawdon. Killough 

(1738) was run under the auspices of Michael Ward, one of the founding 

members of the association and built at his sole expense, plus twelve acres half 

rent and £20 p.a. in perpetuity, until 1775 when the society voted to discontinue

98 Patrick Delany, A sermon preached before the society corresponding with the Incorporated 

Society in Dublin for promoting English protestant working schools in Ireland, at their

anniversary meeting in the parish church of St. Marv-le-Bow (London, 1744).

99 Return of the clergy of Down and Connor to the Lord’s committee, 1731 (R.I.A., Mss 24 

K25).
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the school. Strangford (1748) was erected with a £500 legacy from the earl of 

Kildare and two acres of land donated by his widow. This school provided an 

education for 40 children, 20 boys and 20 girls, augmented in 1775 to 50 when 

the earl’s grandson, the duke of Leinster, succeeded as benefactor. Rawdon and 

Ward were noted improvers. Both were members of the Royal Dublin Society 

and Ward was a trustee of the Linen Board. Others who involved themselves in 

the County Down charter schools had similar interests. In 1733 the Hon. Sophia 

Hamilton exhorted the Linen Board to establish a charter school at Bangor for 

children between the ages of eight and 14 and Thomas Prior, another improver 

and founder of the Royal Dublin Society, as agent and guardian to Sir John 

Rawdon, was active during the early years of the school at Ballynahinch.100

Correspondence between Michael Ward and his agent, Francis Lascelles, 

demonstrates the extent to which benefactors became involved in the scheme. In 

March 1736/7 Lascelles discussed the possibility of Ward donating ten or twelve 

acres of land to the see of Dromore for a charter school. Ward must have been 

quick to acquiesce to this suggestion for some weeks later Lascelles wrote to 

him once again to report that workmen had begun to develop the site. In 

February 1737/8 Lascelles sent word to the effect that ‘the charter school took 

possession of [the building] the first day of the month and waits for bedding ... 

the master is busy setting potatoes’. A year subsequent to this the children’s 

clothes were being made and flax-seed had been delivered to the site.101 Other 

local gentlemen provided their time and organisational skills. Daniel Mussenden, 

later of Larchfield, was charged with receiving donations in Belfast from 1746 to 

at least 1758 and for several years Sir John Rawdon was one of the 15 men who 

served on the superintending committee in Dublin. This committee was more 

than just a figurehead for the movement. Lascelles refers to having ‘waited on 

Mr Hansard [the representative of the Dublin committee] and had a great deal of 

talk about our school’, the society having ‘ordered the local committee to report 

on the children’s net-making and Hansard having requested plans of the school

100 Arthur Collins, Irish economic writing and the Irish economy in the eighteenth century 

(unpublished MA thesis, Q.U.B., 1970), p. 117. See chapter 6.

101 Milne, Irish charter schools, pp 36-8.
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and particulars of building costs’.102 Twenty one residents were full members of 

the society including. Lord Viscount Blundell, Edward Bayly, Arthur Mil, the 

earl of Mount Alexander, Robert Nedham, Sir John Rawdon and Michael Ward. 

All members were eligible to sit on a district committee which oversaw and 

directed the schools in their locality. This included the appointment of 

schoolmasters, checking of school accounts and corresponding with the 

superintending committee in Dublin. Evidence would suggest that this was done 

with dedication and concern for present and former pupils. At one point the 

committee complained to a Mr Keowen of Finglas-Bridge, that his apprentices 

were not receiving adequate food or clothing nor being sent to church and urged 

him to keep to his indenture.103

Additional patronage was provided on a sporadic basis. In 1752 

Ballynahinch charter school was rebuilt following a legacy of £100 from William 

Johnston of Finglas-Bridge and Killough received, from an anonymous female 

donor, the gift of ten Books of common prayer and ten copies of the Whole duty 

of man. In 1740 there were four County Down benefactors to the society, 

between them contributing £63.8s.3d., the largest single contributor, at £50, 

being Mrs Anne Echlin. The list of annual contributors in Ireland by land or 

money from 1733 to 1740 contained donations from eleven County Down 

inhabitants.

Even absentee landlords were involved, not just the pious or improving 

residents. From the inception Lord Blundell and Robert Nedham were generous 

benefactors, donating £50 when the society was inaugurated and annual 

subscriptions of £5 thereafter. In 1738 both men were appointed to the London 

Corresponding Society’s standing committee of 15, with Blundell in the chair. In 

1742 Edward Southwell became a member as did Nedham’s cousin the Rev. 

Edward Bayly. Michael Ward and Patrick Delany also participated. The then 

bishop of Dromore, Henry Maule, ensured that the English side of the movement 

was current with affairs in Ireland.104 As bishop of Dromore from 1732 to 1744

102 Ibid., pp 36-8, 177-8.

103 Ibid., p. 163.

104 Minute book of the corresponding society in London, 1735-43 (T.C.D., Mss 5419).
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Maule was the main motivation behind the establishment of the Incorporated 

Society in 1733. In 1716 he had founded the Green Coat school in Cork and 

subsequently pioneered protestant and English education throughout Ireland.105 

During the eight years covered by the Corresponding Society’s minute book 

Ballynahinch received £l,125.0s.7d., Killough £680.1 Is.Od. and Strangford 

£1,017.13s.6d.106 This involvement on either a regular or sporadic basis, 

permitted the gentry to feel they were doing something positive to serve 

Ireland’s needs. However the bulk of the funds came from the government.

In the schools themselves all pupils were to be Roman Catholic and taught 

free of charge as well as being clothed, fed and lodged. English and religion 

were taught daily for two hours, with instruction in worthwhile employment 

filling the remainder of the day, until the pupils were old enough to be 

apprenticed to protestant masters. At Ballynahinch the boys were employed at 

digging, fencing, ditching and raising potatoes, beans and peas, while the girls 

spun, knit and wove linen. At Killough the children were again profitably 

employed, the boys earning £6.10s.5d. in 1746, from their gardening, husbandry 

and construction of fishing nets, while in 1742 the girls spun enough yam for 80 

shifts and shirts, 40 caps, 40 bonds and 40 stocks besides 20 yards of linen for 

the master and mistress.

The religious aspect of the schools is confirmed in the rules for their 

regulation. Each morning lessons commenced with prayers, Bible readings and 

instruction in the principles of the protestant religion through the church 

catechism. The compulsory reading list for the schools contained Primers. 

Psalters. New Testaments. Bibles. Books of common prayer and Expositions of 

the church catechism. The schoolmaster and mistress, only appointed if deemed 

‘sober, virtuous people approved of by the local minister’ were to catechise the 

children at least twice a week and to ensure they attended service every Sunday, 

alongside public catechising in church. A quarterly report of each child’s 

progress in all of the above pursuits was dispatched to the local committee.

105 T. C. Barnard, ‘Protestants and the Irish language, c. 1675-1725’ in Journal of Ecclesiastical 

History, xliv (1993), pp 263-4.

106 Minute book of the Corresponding Society in London, 1735-43 (T.C.D., Mss 5419).
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The schedule of prayers clearly shows the society’s aim to impress loyalty 

on its charges as well as protestantism. Each morning before breakfast a 

confession and prayer for grace were recited and continued with prayers of 

intercession which stressed the need for God to bless the established church, the 

King, Queen, royal family and the benefactor of the school, that is the local 

landlord. Grace was said before and after meals and evening prayers were also 

compulsory. The general thanksgiving further extolled their benefactor who was 

the means by which

many of us are rescued from the ignorance, idolatry and 

superstition of popery, and all of us are taught to read the 

Holy Scriptures, which are able to make us wise to 

salvation: we praise thee also that we are called from sloth 

and idleness to a life of labour and industry, so that we may 

become a blessing instead of a burden to our country.107 

All surviving documentation in the society’s records relating the catholic 

population’s view of the schools was published by adherents to the Incorporated 

Society in order to encourage support for the venture. Moreover they depend for 

some crucial facts on the returns made by the schools to the office in Dublin. 

Naturally they suggest a warm reception from the catholic community. The 

proceedings state that at Ballynahinch in 1735 ‘the papists crowd in with their 

children in such numbers, that they have not room to receive them’. In October 

1739 the London Corresponding Society, received a letter from a gentleman 

residing in Down to his friend in London relating how Primate Boulter had been 

greeted on his triennial visitation of the diocese of Dromore by the local bishop, 

Henry Maule. Maule had been clothed in a new suit of lawns spun by the girls of 

Dundalk charter school. He also recounted how a ‘popish woman of Dromore’ had 

sent her child to be educated in the charter school at Ballynahinch and ‘observing 

how well the child was treated and provided for now sent her other children to a 

protestant school to learn to read the Holy Scriptures and to be instructed both

107 Unless otherwise stated information concerning the Incorporated Society comes from the 

Reports of the rise and progress of the Incorporated Society in Dublin (Dublin, 1733-1775).
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there and at church in the church catechism and the protestant religion’. This letter 

was to be published in the Daily Advertiser and the London Evening Post.108

The Church of Ireland may be viewed as a vital part of upper-class identity in 

eighteenth-century Ireland. Through the propagation of the Anglican creed the 

governing elite exploited religion in a bid to create a peaceful, obedient and united 

state with a loyal and passive tenantry. The clergy were eager to co-operate in this 

venture since while not always fully fledged members of the gentry class 

themselves, they would still have been closely linked through ties of patronage, 

blood and marriage. Some, especially bishops, would themselves be landlords. 

Tenants would certainly have viewed the local rector as part of the ruling 

establishment, as he lived in a conspicuous residence, received a salary far beyond 

their aspirations, socialised with the local landowners and presided over local 

courts, road construction, the building of canals, parish relief and estate 

management.

However in considering the gentry’s attempts to encourage Anglican 

attendance one should not view participation in church administration as a cynical 

exercise in social control nor all landlords or indeed clergy as equally enthusiastic. 

Religious sentiment was genuine and of a personal nature. Therefore, as with estate 

management or improvement, some landlords, for instance Michael Ward, the first 

marquess of Downshire or Lord Moira, were more active in church building, the 

charter schools or other religious societies than others. While the Savages, as a 

convert family, were more likely to be sympathetic to catholic families just as later 

it will be demonstrated how Presbyterian landlords tended to empathise with their 

dissenting tenants.

Certainly the County Down elite as a whole made positive efforts to promote 

Anglicanism in the county. This was carried through by encouraging protestant 

tenants to settle on the land and optimising Anglicans’ job prospects, church 

building and so forth. The gentry also endeavoured to forestall the perceived 

growth of Catholicism through penal legislation and education. Of course, these 

efforts were limited in scope, and in the greater scheme of things may even appear

108 Minute book of the Corresponding Society in London, 1735-43, 3 Oct. 1739 (T.C.D., Mss 

5419).
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paltry. They had little real impact in overall terms as the end of the century still saw 

a significant Presbyterian and catholic presence in Down. Yet the efforts of the 

gentry to encourage conformity were a necessary bulwark to their self-esteem and 

perception of the nation. The eighteenth-century Irish state craved a decisive 

identity and this necessitated that its political elite at least felt as if they were 

actively forging a new protestant nation which deserved an equal footing with 

mainland Britain; even if the ideal was discrepant from the reality.
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Chapter 8: The ‘parliamentary traffic’ of County

Down, c.1740-1780
This chapter considers the period 1740 to circa 1780, an era of limited political 

excitement in County Down in comparison to the late 1770s and early 1780s which 

are discussed in chapter 9. Between 1740 and 1752 electoral politics in Down 

remained relatively undisturbed. However the year 1752, the date of the initial 

money bill dispute, witnessed a revival of the patriot movement throughout 

Ireland. Then the 1768 octennial act made regular elections a certainty for the first 

time. There was therefore a gradual, if intermittent, escalation in electioneering 

and political debate among the County Down propertied elite throughout the 

period.

This increase should not be exaggerated as, from the accession of the 

Hanoverians until the introduction of the octennial act, the life of an Irish 

parliament was only terminated by the death of the sovereign. Moreover it was not 

until the place act was passed in 1792 that it became possible for a member to 

relinquish his seat. Prior to this by-elections were only called if an M.P. was 

promoted to the House of Lords or died.1 Nevertheless Down is of interest to the 

political historian as before the franchise was extended to Roman Catholics in 1793 

it had the largest electorate of any Irish county: 6,000, while every other county 

had less than 4,000. Down was further unusual as it was home to a large resident 

gentry class and this added to the competitive nature of its county politics.

This chapter seeks to explain some of the issues and circumstances 

surrounding eighteenth-century Irish elections. In order to produce a 

comprehensive survey, various topics are addressed. Section one deals with 

electoral procedures, and the second the calibre of men involved, both candidates, 

M.P.s and patrons. Then the county elections are detailed - the main players among

1 Co. Down M.P.s promoted to the House of Lords; Oct. 1739 Robert Jocelyn, Feb. 1766 

Arthur Trevor [Hill], Feb. 1771 Bernard Ward and Francis Annesley, Apr. 1774 Thomas 

Butler. Co. Down M.P.s who died in office; Oct. 1739 James Stevenson, Nov. 1745 Robert 

Hawkins-Magill, Oct. 1751 Robert Ross and Sir Robert Maude, Oct. 1755 Edward 

Southwell, Dec. 1767 Robert Ward, Dec. 1767 George Nedham, Feb. 1771 Arthur Trevor 

[Hill], Dec. 1773 Robert Scott.
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the county elite, canvassing, campaigning, costs, single and split voting and so on. 

Control of the county vote was only secured if landlords carefully managed their 

tenantry and this is discussed in section four. Section five delineates the six 

borough constituencies in Down; Bangor, Downpatrick, Hillsborough, Killyleagh, 

Newry and Newtownards. All these boroughs were controlled or contested in 

differing ways and serve as an excellent case study for borough politics in Ireland 

as a whole. The last section will consider the ownership of seats and membership 

of parliament in the light of patronage and pensions.

1

An election campaign formally commenced with the dissolution of the old 

parliament and the issue of a writ of summons to convene elections to the new. 

This was dispatched from the clerk of the crown in chancery to the sheriffs of the 

various counties and from there proceeded to the local returning officers who 

would organize the polls, if these personnel differed from the sheriffs. The 

returning officer decreed the date, time and place of elections. He was also 

responsible for the maintenance of order throughout the ballot. However, the 

possibilities for these men to abuse their authority were substantial and despite 

efforts to legislate for improvement in 1713, 1715, 1725 and 1735 their personal 

influence remained strong.2 For the general election years of 1761, 1768 and 1776 

the high sheriffs of Down were Holt Waring, John Moore and John Reilly 

respectively. The Waring family was highly dependent on the Downshires, both 

socially and economically. Lord Downshire permanently controlled one of the 

county seats. John Reilly was the leader of Downshire’s coterie of M.P.s in the 

Commons, while John Moore was agent to the Annesley family, a post he had 

inherited from his father-in-law Robert Isaac. Isaac had also been an employee of 

the Downshires.3

An example of how undue influence could be used by presiding officers to 

affect the outcome of the poll was exhibited at Newry in 1774 when Edward 

Corry, the former seneschal of the town, challenged Sir Richard Johnston for one

2 J. L. McCracken, ‘Irish parliamentaiy elections 1727-68’ in Irish Historical Studies, v 

(1947), p.215.

3 List of the high sheriffs of Co. Down, [c. 1790] (Waring Mss, Waringstown House,

D0135).
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of the borough seats. In this election Corry’s successor as seneschal, George 

Anderson, refused to register the inhabitants of the County Armagh side of the 

Clanrye river as technically they were not resident in County Down. It seems 

likely that Anderson, who had previously served as Corry’s deputy seneschal, 

wished to ensure that only the trustworthy ‘old’ voters in the County Down part of 

Newry could vote and was fearful that those on the County Armagh side, where 

Johnston owned property, would be susceptible to the latter’s pressure.4

The centre point of the poll was the hustings, outdoor platforms specially 

constructed or converted for the purpose of collecting votes. It was from here that 

nominations were issued and speeches and declarations of the court delivered. 

Tables were also erected there to enable agents to record voting. The ballot was 

not secret. At county elections voters were required to provide their name, 

address, occupation, the location of the freehold which qualified them for the 

franchise and the names of all its occupants. This permitted officers and opposing 

agents to check these details against land tax returns in the hope of disqualifying 

their opponents’ supporters. If necessary, oaths of allegiance, abjuration or 

transubstantiation could be demanded in order to prove the protestant integrity of 

the would-be voter. The system thrived on claim and counter-claim and this kept 

most fraudulent practices in check, although not without cost to the county’s social 

relationships. For instance in 1746 Sir John Rawdon accused Robert Ward of 

refusing to register his tenants for the county vote. This Ward denied but the 

whole issue stirred up controversy, rumour, debate and ill feeling.5

Unlike today there was no fixed duration for the poll. Instead balloting 

continued for as long as there were electors to vote. This meant that an election 

could last for anything from a few days to several weeks.6 In 1844 Aynsworth 

Pilson recorded his memories of the County Down elections for 1790.

On the first of May a vote for the county began ... This contest

endured twelve weeks from 1 May to last July when Lord

Kilwarlin and [the] Hon. Robert Stewart were elected ...

4 Tony Canavan, Frontier town: an illustrated history of Newrv (Belfast, 1989), pp 101-2.

5 Robert Ward to Michael Ward, 3 Feb. 1746 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/6/125).

6 Frank O’Gorman, Voters, natrons and parties: the unreformed electoral system of 

Hanoverian England 1734-1832 (Oxford, 1989), pp 126-35.
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Ribbons were much used at elections then and the colours of 

Lord de Clifford’s party were bluff and blue and of Kilwarlin and 

Annesley orange ... During the borough contest [Downpatrick] 

which lasted four months [presumably Pilson means the 

campaign rather than the poll]... every night there were one or 

two open houses in the street where my father attended and I 

also ... and Lord de Clifford himself was often in attendance and 

took his glass heartily.7

The excitement and bustle in the town were extraordinary. Day after day 

freeholders from the various County Down estates converged on Downpatrick and 

entered the town preceded by bands playing the appropriate tunes for their chosen 

candidate. Printing presses had been imported from Belfast and set up in 

designated taverns for engraving ballads, squibs and every kind of scandalous libel 

about one candidate or another. After casting their votes, the tenantry were 

dispatched to hostelries throughout the town to be entertained at the expense of 

whichever candidate they had voted for.8

While blackening one side in order to ensure an electoral victory might 

provide immediate advancement for a landlord, in the long term it was not 

conducive to upholding the social hierarchy. In 1751 Edward Southwell hoped that 

‘the clashing of interests and occurrences which are unavoidable in all elections will 

I hope sink and subside when the event is past’. As has been recorded the 1774 

by-election at Newry caused considerable controversy between Sir Richard 

Johnston and Edward Corry. There songs and farces were used to harangue each 

candidate and the townspeople were entertained when a duel was fought between 

the pair. Just two years later the borough witnessed a contest yet again when 

passions reached such a height that Sir Nicholas Bayly’s agent, John Hutcheson, 

refused to enter the town while the poll was underway.9

7 Memoirs of Aynsworth Pilson, 1777-1844 (Pilson Mss, D365/2).

8 J. Magee, ‘Politics and politicians, 1750-1850’ in The Queen’s University of Belfast, 

Department of Extra Mural Studies, Lecale: a local history (Belfast, 1970), p.95.

9 Edward Southwell to Michael Ward, 30 Nov. 1751 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/8/5); Anne 

Blair to James Blair, 10 Apr. 1774 (History of the Irish parliament Mss, ENV5/HP/8/6);
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Due to the extensive entertaining and canvassing that often preceded a poll 

election costs could be exorbitant. In 1783 Thomas Tighe, election agent for the 

Wards, clarified several items of his expenditure to Viscount Bangor. These 

included ribbons, horses and entertainment. In the same election Lord 

Hillsborough’s agent assured his master that £3,000 should meet his bill. A 

comparable sum had been expended by the Rawdon family in support of the 

government’s man in the county election of 1744.10 This fact was later cited by 

Lord Hillsborough in support of his former brother-in-law’s application for 

promotion in the peerage and because of this was a worthy investment at the time 

but not necessarily to be repeated. The earl of Egmont advised Rawdon against 

running for a county seat in 1745 as the expense might ruin him, especially as, in 

Egmont’s opinion, there was little advantage to being an Irish M.P. ‘except to 

obtain a collectorship or a low post in the army’. Edward Bayly was similarly 

concerned at Blayney Balfour standing for County Louth in 1768, as he was 

convinced the man would ruin himself and his family.* 11 In the boroughs Edward 

Trotter requested a minimum of £150 to entertain the potwallopers in the 

Downpatrick election of 1771 and at Newry the local economy came to rely on this 

additional source of income. In 1775 it was reported that a perspective candidate 

had taken up residence in the town in order ‘to make interest and to have a vote’. 

Elizabeth Blair, who ran a general merchandise store in the borough, gave credit to 

any of her customers who held a vote in the hope that electoral bribes would later 

pay their debts.12

Elizabeth Blair to same, 6 Aug. 1775 (ibid., ENV5/HP/8/6); John Hutcheson to Sir 

Nicholas Bayly, 7 May 1776 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/135).

10 Thomas Tighe to Bernard Ward, 30 Oct. 1783 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/5/44); John 

Sainsbury to Lord Hillsborough, 31 Dec. 1783 (Downshire Mss, D607/B/123A-B); 

memorandum, possibly by Lord Hillsborough, [n.d.] (Granard Mss, T3765/M/2/13/3).

11 The earl of Egmont to Sir John Rawdon, 3 May 1745 (Rawdon Mss, T1839, pp 70-1); 

Edward Bayly to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 29 June 1768 (Anglesey Mss, D619/22/I/16).

12 ‘A. N.’ to Bernard Ward, 4 Sept. 1760 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/8/120); Bernard Ward 

to Michael Ward, [n.d.] (ibid., D2092/1/6); Edward Trotter to [-], 23 Feb. 1771 (Southwell 

Mss, T582/1/667); Anne Blair to James Blair, 28 Oct. 1774 (Blair Mss, D717/6); Elizabeth 

Blair to same, 5 May 1775 (ibid., D717/2).
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Some men found this expense too hard to bear. For instance in the Newry 

by-election of 1774, even though another poll was ordered after Sir Richard 

Johnston’s petition to the House of Commons proved successful, Johnston had run 

out of capital by this stage and was forced to withdraw. Two years later another 

candidate for the town admitted that electioneering efforts had nearly bankrupted 

him.13 McCracken maintains that the money bill dispute of 1753 increased the 

value of boroughs threefold, so that by 1775 the accepted outlay for a seat had 

reached £2,000 or more. A. P. W. Malcomson puts prices at an average of £2,500 

for a borough with a county seat costing between £5,000 and £10,000.14 For a 

comparison of expenditure, the Fosters spent £3,000 to capture one of the County 

Louth seats in 1768 but, once gained, their ascendancy was not contested again 

until 1826. In England the Wiltshire by-election of 1772 cost Ambrose Goddard 

£20,000, £8,250 of which was paid for by subscription.15

It is therefore of little surprise that contests were avoided if at all possible. In 

England only five out of every 27 corporation boroughs were disputed at each 

general election between 1741 and 1774 and the percentage for freeman boroughs 

and scot and lot constituencies was even smaller.16 In 1768 Lord Hillsborough 

expanded on his reasons for endowing certain men with his electoral interest. In 

the first election of that year he supported Bernard Ward as he was a County 

Down gentleman and therefore more likely to uphold that county’s rights in 

parliament. In the second he promoted Robert Stewart, rather than James Bailie, 

because he felt it unkind to champion anyone who could not afford the expenditure 

a contested election entailed. He elaborated,

[to] ... preserve the peace of the country, which has always been 

and always will be my first object in these elections, for I think it

13 Same to same, 10 Apr. 1774 (History of the Irish parliament Mss, ENV5/HP/8/6);

Canavan, Frontier town, pp 101-2.

14 McCracken, ‘Irish parliamentary elections’, p.211; A. P. W. Malcomson, ‘The 

parliamentary traffic of this country’ in T. Bartlett and D. W. Hayton (eds.), Penal era and 

golden age: essays in Irish history 1690-1800 (Belfast, 1979), p.154.

15 A. P. W. Malcomson, John Foster: the politics of the Anglo-Irish ascendancy (Oxford,

1978), p.125; O’Gorman, Voters, patrons and parties, pp 144-6.

16 Ibid., p.39.
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matters little who is our representative provided he be a 

gentleman and a man of property in our country. Upon the best 

consideration I can give the matter, it appears to me that Mr 

Stewart junior is the candidate the most likely to have a quiet 

election if your lordship [Moira] will support him ... he is in 

point of fortune the first commoner in the county, and however 

disagreeable the father may in general have made himself I have 

always understood the son to have been a very worthy and 

unexceptional young man ... when I consider that there is some 

reason to believe he will have Ward’s, Southwell’s and 

Nedham’s interests and that if he should he will be able to make a 

strong battle, tho’ I think not to carry the election I see no reason 

why your lordship or I should throw the county into confusion 

and incur a furious expense, for I do not believe a candidate can 

be found who would get through such a contest at his own 

expense.17

The wish to avoid disputed elections was not peculiar to that year. The 

Hillsborough clan had similarly eschewed a contest in the by-election of 1745, 

because of the already unsettled state of the country at the time of the Jacobite 

rebellion in Scotland.18 In Down the first occasion when the county seats were 

contested during the period was in 1783, and Newry was the only borough where 

real political debate took place. To stabilize representation, the great landowners 

were able to manipulate returns through their influence over the appointment of 

sheriffs, and their interest with 40s. freeholders who qualified for the county 

franchise. If need be, they could resort to bribery, patronage and, since voting was 

done in public, intimidation.

Frank O’Gorman has recently devised new genres for the various categories 

of borough seats in England and Wales which may also be of use in Ireland. (1) 

Venal boroughs, where the winning of a seat was a financial transaction. This was

17 Lord Hillsborough to Bernard Ward, [1768] (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/9/4); same to 

Lord Moira, 10 Dec. 1768 (Granard Mss, T3765/M/2/13/7); same to same, 17 Nov. 1768 

(ibid., T3765/M/2/13/9).
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the case with Killyleagh, which was sold to Arthur Johnston in 1768 for £2,000. 

Here control was unstable and short-lived, and Johnston only held the seat until 

1776. (2) Proprietorial boroughs, where the vote was treated as a form of 

property, as with Downpatrick. (3) Corporation boroughs, where patrons only had 

to direct the political behaviour of 13 men in order to return two M.P.s. This is 

discussed at length with regard to Killyleagh. (4) Patronage boroughs, where 

support was enticed through donations to charities, public buildings and jobs found 

for local men. These were the means by which the Downshires administered one of 

the county seats. As late as 1790 political pamphlets for the election of that year 

were completely focused on local issues. One, A note of reminiscences, showed 

the general obsession with personal advancement, being a catalogue of the 

patronage awarded by the Hills to the Annesley, Forde, Hall, Montgomery and 

Waring families with the warning that ‘those of the clergy who have voted against 

Lord Arthur Hill would do well to recollect to whom they owe their good houses 

and nice glebes’.19 This point will be expanded upon in chapter 9. (5) Lastly, open 

boroughs which were not controlled by patrons and where elections were rowdy 

and expensive, the case in Newry.20

2

In the discussion of county and borough constituencies it will become 

apparent that patrons, and the men appointed by them to represent their seats, 

were universally of the landed class. In 1776 Lady Clanwilliam remarked of the 

new intake to the House of Commons, T hear there never was such a parliament as 

our present; there are in it the deformed, blind, beggars and sharpers’ .21 This was a 

harsh and unfair judgement. For the county seats, in practice, no one was ever 

elected who could not provide one tenth to one quarter of the votes from his own 

property.22 In 1812 Lord Downshire, Roger Hall, the Rev. Henry Montgomery, 

John Reilly, Robert Ross, Francis Savage and Edward Ward, all of whom were

18 Bernard Ward to Michael Ward, Oct. 1745 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/7/43).

19 Note of reminiscences, [1790] (Waring Mss, Waringstown House, D0510).

20 O’Gorman, Voters, natrons and parties, pp 28-55.

21 A. P. W. Malcomson, Isaac Corrv 1755-1813: an adventurer in the field of politics 

(Belfast, 1974), p.l.

22 Malcomson, John Foster, p.282.
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M.P.s or had relatives in the Irish House of Commons, provided 3,763, 63, 292,

84, 60, 434 and 160 voters respectively from their estates.23 Frank O’Gorman 

maintained in his survey of England and Wales in the same period that it was the 

identity, personality and activities of candidates, not policies, which were of 

paramount importance. Ideally the candidate would be a scion of a long established 

local family of paternalist leanings, possessing a settled estate in or near the 

constituency who was accessible, approachable and sensitive to the wishes of the 

community. It was an unspoken rule that the candidate would reward the friends 

who put him in office by securing them places on local commissions and other 

favours. An M.P. who was mindful of his duties would further pledge to attend 

parliament regularly and represent local needs, interests and sentiments on great 

issues. The House of Commons was perceived to be a gateway to future personal 

success and ennoblement, as it advanced careers for the upper classes in the law, 

army, navy, civil service and other political offices. To capture a seat there was the 

pinnacle of family status and success.24

These specifications precluded men of new wealth being admitted to the 

local political elite. If such men had ambitions in this direction, they often took up 

an opposition stance in the localities in the hope of forcing entry on a populist 

vote, only to discard their convictions once they had entered the portals of 

parliament. This may explain the Rev. John Scott’s description of William Sharman 

in 1782, who had come into parliament as an ‘independent’ but now seemed 

disinclined to oppose government. He had the

respectable character of an independent country gentleman ... it 

is lamented that he cannot prevail on himself to speak in support 

of those measures which have his strongest approbation and 

most decided support.25

Similarly Isaac Corry, a member of a landless branch of a gentry family, the Corrys 

of Rockcorry, County Monaghan, stood for Newry as an ‘independent’ in 1776 but

23 List of Lord Downshire’s supporters in the 1812 election (Downshire Mss, D654/A3/1D), 

printed in Peter Jupp, British and Irish politics 1784-1831 (Newtown Abbott, 1973), p. 159.

24 O’Gorman, Voters, patrons and parties, pp 117-25.

25 Rev. John Scott, A review of tire principal characters of the Irish House of Commons 

1789 (Dublin, 1789), p.52. See chapter 9.
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once accepted into the County Down political milieu, was driven back to the 

government benches by financial necessity.26

While there were clearly defined social criteria for entry to the Commons 

men were also expected to have attained a certain level of political awareness. 

Proprietors of boroughs, and others with substantial political interest in the 

counties, were not innocent of the ways of the world. They usually had large 

landed interests in the area which accorded them a considerable stake in the 

community and an acquaintance with local towns and traders. They were 

knowledgeable in the running of estates, had received an advanced education, and 

possessed contacts with other landed families who were also in positions of
27power.

Many had wide ranging legal and political expertise. Michael Ward, the 

patron of Bangor, had been educated at Trinity College, Dublin and the Inner 

Temple. He presided as County Down’s M.P. from 1713 to 1727, when he 

resigned in order to take up his appointment to the judiciary.28 Wills Hill, the first 

marquess of Downshire, was returned to the British parliament at the general 

election of 1741 for Warwick which he represented until created an English peer in 

May 1742. He then returned to Ireland in July of that year to be lord lieutenant of 

County Down and to claim his seat in the Irish House of Lords. In August 1746 he 

was sworn in as a member of the Irish Privy Council and Walpole described him as 

‘a young man of great honour and merit scrupulous in weighing his reasons and 

excellent at setting them off by solemnity of voice and manner’. In 1754 he was 

appointed comptroller of the household to George II and entered the English Privy 

Council. By 1763 he was installed as president of the board of trade for Great 

Britain and foreign plantations, then in 1766 joint postmaster general. In 1768 he 

became secretary of state for the colonies.29

Other politicised members of the gentry who participated in public life 

included William Annesley, who became a barrister in Dublin in 1738 and sat as

26 Malcomson, Isaac Corrv. p.l.

27 See chapters 1, 2, 5 and 6.

28 F. Elrington Ball, The judges in Ireland 1221-1921 (2 vols.) (New York, 1927), ii, 200.

29 Leslie Stephen and Sidney Lee (eds.), Dictionary of national biography (63 vols.)

(London, 1891), xxvi, 427-8.
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M.P. for Midleton, County Cork from 1741 to 1758. His son Richard followed 

him into the legal profession and sat as M.P. for Coleraine between 1776 and 

1783, St. Canice 1783 to 1790, Newtownards 1790 to 1796, Blessington 1797 to 

1800 and Clogher and Midleton in 1800. James Hamilton, earl of Clanbrassil, was 

M.P. in the British parliament for Wendover from 1731 to 1734, Tavistock 1741 

to 1747 and Morpeth 1747 to 1754. He excelled in the Commons and in 

recognition was appointed chairman of the committee which inquired into the 

conduct of the former prime minister, Sir Robert Walpole in March 1742. His son, 

also James Hamilton, was a Tory M.P. in the British parliament for Helston from 

1768 to 1774, while Arthur Hill, later second marquess of Downshire, was an 

officer in the army and an English Tory M.P. of Lostwithiel and Malmesbury in the 

1770s and 1780s before returning to represent County Down between 1776 and 

1793, when he also became grandmaster of the Irish freemasons (1783-7).30

Those gentlemen who did not serve in the British or Irish House of 

Commons attained political experience if they qualified to sit in the Irish House of 

Lords. In 1715 the Lords initiated approximately one quarter of Irish public bills 

and passed one fifth of the private legislation. Furthermore, in the early eighteenth 

century they frequently supported the ‘Irish party’ in the Commons on matters 

involving national interests and thus helped lay the basis for the future ‘patriot’ 

movement.31 Members of the Lords would sometimes speak out against 

government policy. A survey of the protests recorded in the Irish Lords from 1634 

to 1770 shows three County Down aristocrats, Lords Annesley, Hillsborough and

30 Vicary Gibbs, The complete peerage .., (13 vols.) (London, 1910), i-xiii. Other Co.

Down gentry who were M.P.s in England and Wales included Arthur Annesley (Oxford 

City 1790-6); Francis Annesley (Reading 1774-1806); Nicholas Bayly (Anglesey 1734-41) 

and his son Nicholas (Anglesey 1784-90); Robert Nedham (Old Sarum 1734-41); William 

Nedham (Winchelsea 1774-80, 1784-90, Pontefract 1780-4); Edward Southwell (Bristol 

1739-54); Edward Southwell, Baron de Clifford (Bridge-water 1761-3); Robert Stewart, 

second marquess of Londonderry (Tregony 1794-6, Orford 1796-7, 1821-2, Co. Down 

1801-5, 1812-21, Boroughbridge 1806, Plympton Erie 1806-12); Romney Sedgwick, The 

House of Commons 1715-1754 (2 vols.) (London, 1970); Sir Lewis Namier and John 

Brooke, The House of Commons 1754-1790 (3 vols.) (London, 1964).

31 F. G. James, ‘The active Irish peers in the early eighteenth century’ in Journal of British 

Studies, xvii (1979), pp 52-68.
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Moira, in dissent at various times. The first Lord Moira was particularly ‘patriotic’ 

declaring against an address on a treaty the Lords had never agreed to in December 

1763 and a motion that judges should only hold office during pleasure in December 

1769.32 F. G. James estimates that by 1754 60 % of the 130 Irish peers were 

active participants in government. Among the 26 newly created peers from 1761 

to 1783 13 had sat in the Irish Commons for over 20 years with an average tenure 

of 33 years. Ten had resided in the Commons for ten to 20 years and only three 

had been M.P.s for less than a decade. Of the County Down aristocracy Lords 

Annesley, Bangor, Clanwilliam, Dungannon, Hillsborough, Glerawly and Roden 

had all been M.P.s at some point in their careers.33

All these factors influenced political behaviour. In the 1770s and 1780s Sir 

John Blaquiere chronicled the parliamentary record of individual members of both 

houses of the Irish parliament. Of the County Down gentry, Robert Stewart was 

well connected politically, having married daughters of Lords Hertford and 

Camden. Robert Blackwood was guided by his father Sir John, ‘a Presbyterian of 

great fortune’ who opposed the Irish government until the duke of Portland’s 

return. The earl of Moira was ‘generally in opposition’. The Hon. Henry Robert 

Southwell supported the government and was attached to Lord Shannon. Lord 

Kilwarlin was absent and the Hon. Edward Ward was ‘unsteady in his 

parliamentary conduct’. The earl of Clanbrassil was ‘a strange proud man has been 

generally inclined to government but opposed Lord Carlisle, thinking himself 

slighted from his lordship answering his letter through Mr Eden’, while the earl of 

Roden was ‘well disposed to government’ as was the earl of Clanwilliam, due to 

financial embarrassment. Viscount Bangor was ‘more than half an idiot’ and was 

denigrated as ‘a mere driveller’ who required watching. William Nedham, the 

principal landlord and M.P. for Newry, was noted for being ‘fonder of diversion 

than business’.34

32 A collection of the protests of the Lords of Ireland from 1634-1770 (London, 1771), pp 

85-110.

33 F. G. James, Lords of the ascendancy: the Irish House of Lords and its members. 1600- 

1800 (Dublin, 1995), pp 87, 128, 181-2.

34 G. O. Sayles, ‘Contemporary sketches of the members of the Irish parliament in 1782’ in 

Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy. Ivi, sect. C (1953-4), pp 243-59; M. Bodkin,
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Peter Jupp has argued that there were many similarities in class and social 

outlook between the Irish and English parliaments, an important point as the Irish 

parliament was largely governed by the English Privy Council. Gerdt Judd, in his 

survey of the eighteenth-century English parliament found that the mean age of 

members was 43 on first entry, and that they served on average for 13 years. Of 

the 5,034 British M.P.s between 1734 and 1832, 883 were sons of peers, 452 were 

baronets and 64 were Irish peers at first election. Half had attended university and 

a third followed one of the four professions of the army, navy, law or medicine.35 

An examination of Irish parliamentary lists published by G. O. Sayles, M. Bodkin 

and William Hunt finds similar results for County Down M.P.s. Edward Ward was 

a captain of horse before entering parliament, Henry Robert Southwell a 

lieutenant-colonel of dragoons and Robert Ross a lieutenant-colonel in the army.

Sir John Blackwood was ‘a man of large property’ and Isaac Corry the son of a 

merchant in Newry, who had been an agent of William Nedham. Roger Hall had ‘a 

pretty good interest in the county’ and was related to the Brownlows and the duke 

of Leinster, Charles Powell Leslie had family connexions with Lord Hillsborough. 

Arthur Johnston was ‘a gentleman of very good fortune ... bred a lawyer’ and 

Robert Scott, M.P. for Newry, ‘a sensible clean fellow by living here and pleasing 

the people he established an interest for himself. He bought a number of houses in 

the town’ .36 Malcomson agrees. In his study of Arthur Hill, the 2nd marquess of 

Downshire, he argued that the marquess chose men to represent the seats he 

controlled because they were County Down men and personal friends. They were

‘Notes on the Irish parliament in 1773’ in Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy, xlviii, 

sect. C (1942-3), pp 145-89; William Hunt, The Irish parliament 1775 from an official and 

contemporary manuscript (Dublin, 1907), pp 5-89.

35 Jupp, British and Irish elections, pp 152-4; Gerrit P. Judd, Members of parliament 1734- 

1832 (Oxford, 1955), pp 21-49.

36 Sayles, ‘Contemporary sketches’, pp 243-5; Bodkin, ‘Notes on the Irish parliament’, pp 

187-9; Hunt, Irish parliament 1775. pp 5-89.
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therefore loyal in political service and as local men capable of deputising for 

Downshire in community concerns like the Newry navigation.37

3

The county elections

Number of voters c.6,000

The county members

General election By-election Member

1727 Arthur Hill and Robert Hawkins-Magill

1745 Bernard Ward, in the place of Robert Hawkins- 

Magill

1761 Arthur Hill and Bernard Ward

1766 Henry Seymour Conway, in the place of Arthur Hill 

1768 Roger Hall and Bernard Ward

1771 Robert Stewart, in the place of Bernard Ward

1776 Robert Stewart and Arthur Hill

1783 Edward Ward and Arthur Hill

For the duration of the period county seats were held by the Hill and the 

Ward families, or their representatives. When the Hills had settled in Down they 

were on a level, politically, economically and socially, with many of the other local 

families. By the late eighteenth century however they had become predominant 

throughout the county. In 1662 Hillsborough was created a corporate borough and 

two more parliamentary seats fell into the Hills’ control. In 1749 Wills Hill bought 

four further townlands in and around Banbridge which were to become the centre 

of the Ulster linen trade. Calculated marriage further cemented political control. 

When Arthur’s son Moses married Anne Hill he united the Castlereagh and 

Kilwarlin estates. His brother William, who inherited in 1664, wed the daughter of 

Michael Boyle, archbishop of Armagh, through whom the family inherited the 

corporate town of Blessington and 15,000 acres in County Wicklow in 1785. 

William’s second wife Mary Trevor, the daughter of the 1st Viscount Dungannon,

37 A. P. W. Malcomson, ‘The gentle leviathan: Arthur Hill, 2nd marquess of Downshire 

1753-1801’ in Peter Roebuck (ed.), Plantation to partition: essays in Ulster history in 

honour of J. L, McCracken (Belfast, 1981), p. 108.
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was the means by which the Loughbrickland estate came into the family’s hands in 

1751. By the 1760s the family had acquired enough land, in a densely populated 

area, to guarantee the return of at least one of the county seats and they judiciously 

ensured that any other local family who might be in a position to present a 

challenge was embraced as a running mate, that is they promised to press their 

tenantry to grant their second votes to their landlord’s partner, first the Wards and 

in 1776 the Stewarts, thereby blocking any attempts by lessor landlords to foment 

revolt.38

The acquisition of a running mate was a sagacious investment because of the 

double-voting system employed in Ireland at this time. All the Irish constituencies 

were allocated two members therefore each tenant had two votes. It is often 

conjectured that if tenants were obedient to their master’s wishes they would either 

use only one for their landlord’s man or one for him and the other for another 

recommended by him. If a single candidate was confronted by two men working 

together in this way he was likely to lose. It was a conjunction of this kind, 

between Bernard Ward and Roger Hall, nominees of the Hills, in the County Down 

election of 1768, which forced their opponent Robert Stewart to back down even 

though he owned a far greater acreage in Down than Hall did.39

Political prestige was self-perpetuating and because of his influence in the 

Irish house Wills Hill entered the Irish Privy Council in 1746 and served in several 

of George fU’s ministries. The family was also accorded admission to the House of 

Lords, as earls of Hillsborough in the Irish peerage in 1751 and then in the British 

peerage in 1756 and finally promoted in the Irish peerage to marquesses of 

Downshire in 1789.40 However the family’s political acumen and elevation to 

office bred frustration and jealousy among the Down elite and lead to attacks on 

the Downshire’s oligarchy in the early 1780s.41

Nevertheless, for the period under discussion, the county was carried by the 

Hill and Ward families, and Lord Hillsborough, as the largest landowner in the

38 W. A. Maguire, The Downshire estates in Ireland 1801-1845: the management of Irish 

landed estates in the early nineteenth century (Oxford, 1972), pp 2-6.

39 Malcomson, John Foster, pp 294-5.

40 Maguire, Downshire estates in Ireland, pp 2-6.
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county, would have been regarded as the senior partner. As the two county 

members were voted in by 40s., protestant freeholders a landlord’s political status 

was mainly determined by the number of voters on his estate, although there were 

other forms of‘interest’ too. Down was one of only three counties in Ireland 

where a single landlord owned a high enough proportion of land to enable him to 

maintain complete control of one seat through the votes of his tenantry alone. 

Wealth was also necessary as for some voters there was a long distance to the poll 

at Downpatrick and therefore substantial organisation was required by candidates 

and agents. County elections were invariably expensive. In 1790 Lord 

Londonderry spent £60,000 and Lord Hillsborough £30,000. The money was 

expended on lavish entertainment, bribery of sheriffs and returning officers and 

buying votes.42

While Downshire could carry an election unaided the other successful 

candidate had to rely on auxiliary members of the gentry for support. In order to 

prepare for an electoral contest in 1825 the Rev. Mark Cassidy advised the 

marquess of Londonderry to spend as much time as possible in the county 

entertaining the various gentry families. In doing this Londonderry’s manner was 

to be familiar. For instance, he was to surprise people at the breakfast table or at 

dinner in the evening, and in each eventuality should always take care to chat with 

the ladies and to view all ‘imaginary improvements’ to the house or farmyard, as 

well as taking an interest in the family’s domestic concerns. The marchioness was 

to be similarly active but careful not to give one household more attention than the 

other or jealousy might be the result.43 O’Gorman argues that the impact of official 

rituals such as the hunt, assizes and the season had limited possibilities for political 

networking. Instead it was familial celebrations births, christenings, marriages, 

coming of age and funerals which effectively directed loyalties towards particular 

county families.44 ''

A series of letters in the Downshire papers illustrates the delicate process of 

canvassing. In the notorious election year of 1793 Lord Downshire was

41 See chapter 9.

42 Papers for Co. Down elections (Histoiy of the Irish parliament Mss, ENV5/HP/8/1).

43 Rev. Mark Cassidy to Lord Londonderry, Feb. 1825 (Cassidy Mss, D1088/45).
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negotiating to obtain Lady Clanwilliam’s interest but was fearful of pushing her too 

hard and ‘driving her into [Robert] Stewart’s arms’. To alleviate this possibility he 

dispatched James Waddle, a minor member of the gentry, to act as an intermediary 

and suggested that Lady Clanwilliam’s son. Lord Gilford, be the Downshire 

candidate. He then wrote to the lady herself and reminded her how he had brought 

in her half-brother, Edward Ward, in 1783 instead of Stewart, even though Ward 

had opposed him. He further stressed that he would even have returned Ward in 

1790, right up to a few days before the close of the poll, if Lady Clanwilliam and 

the Ward family had only given him their support. Despite this, while emphasising 

their previous opposition had cost him £30,000, Downshire assured Lady 

Clanwilliam that when his father died and he was promoted to the Lords it was 

upon her family that he immediately thought of bestowing his interest in the county 

seat. However, Downshire confided to John Reilly, the leader of his following in 

the Commons, that he had heard bad reports of Lord Gilford, and hoped Lady 

Clanwilliam would soon drop that particular idea and transfer her support to 

Downshire’s preferred candidate Francis .Savage of Portaferry, although the tardy 

Savage would have to ‘fly round’ and canvass Matthew Forde, Savage Hall, 

Nicholas Price, Patrick Savage, Acheson Thomson and Lord Londonderry. To 

prepare for this eventuality, Downshire suggested Savage donate 100 guineas to 

the restoration fund at Downpatrick cathedral in order to generate local goodwill.45 

This last act accords with O’Gorman’s description of a patronage borough.

Once a grand proprietor had stated his preference, the lesser gentry would 

often follow his line as a matter of course, presumably because such a man was 

likely to win anyway and usually already controlled much of the local, if not 

national, patronage. It was therefore better to be his supporter than his enemy.

This mentality cemented a magnate’s power. In 1768 when Lord Hillsborough 

awarded Roger Hall and Bernard Ward his interest for the county he believed that 

his friends William Nedham, Edward Southwell, the duke of Leinster, James Bailie

44 O’Gorman, Voters, patrons and parties, p.233.

45 Lord Downshire to John Reilly, 21 Oct. 1793 (Downshire Mss, D607/C/4); same to Lady 

Clanwilliam, 3-26 Oct. 1793 (ibid., D607/C/5); same to John Reilly, [n.d.] (ibid.,

D607/C/7); same to same, 24 Nov. 1793 (ibid., D607/C/15); same to same, 10 Dec. 1793 

(ibid., D607/C/19).
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of Inishargy, William Montgomery and Robert Johnston of Gilford would be 

guided by his decision.46 A list of the marquess of Downshire’s personal freeholder 

interest and those of his 26 supporters in 1812 shows their combined votes coming 

to 7,018, nearly the entire electorate.47 Would-be members of parliament had little 

chance of succeeding without the sponsorship of these men. This was Arthur 

Acheson’s wish when he asked Michael Ward for his support in the 1752 

campaign.48 However a certain sense of fair play existed. David Caussen of Newry 

decided to place his interest with William Nedham rather that Bernard Ward, in 

1769 as the first gentleman had just entered into his estate and needed encouraging 

and Lord Hillsborough would not support the duke of Leinster’s son in 1771 until 

he had the permission of Roger Hall, the current M.P.49 Moreover in 1768, when 

Lord Moira acted contrary to Lord Hillsborough’s advice the latter saw this as no 

reason for a quarrel as ‘every man’s interest is his own concern’.50

Unfortunately it has proved impossible to compile a comprehensive list of 

landlord alliances for the period 1727 to 1776. The first election reported in the 

Belfast Newsletter was in 1761 and Faulkner’s Dublin Journal does not comment 

on the 1727 election. In 1761 the only men to stand for the county seats were 

Arthur Mil and Bernard Ward, who were returned unopposed. In 1768 Roger 

Hall, Robert Stewart and Bernard Ward all stood. At the grand assize held before 

the election the majority of the county elite, guided by the Hills, publicly stated 

their support for Hall and Ward and from that point on the two men advertised 

together. Because this juncture made certain their future success Stewart, on the 

advice of friends, stood down on 12 July. By 1776 Ward had been raised to the 

Lords and Roger Hall retired so Lord Kilwarlin, the earl of Hillsborough’s son, and

46 Lord Hillsborough to Bernard Ward, [1768] (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/9/2); same to Sir 

John Rawdon, 23 Feb. 1768 (Granard Mss, T3765/M/2/13/7).

47 List of Lord Downshire’s supporters in the 1812 election (Downshire Mss, D654/A3/1D), 

printed in Jupp, British and Irish elections, p.159.

48 Arthur Acheson to Michael Ward, 22 June 1752 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/8/13).

49 David Caussen to Bernard Ward, 14 Feb. 1769 (ibid., D2092/1/9/7); Lord Hillsborough 

to Roger Hall, 19 Aug. 1771 (ibid., D2092/1/7/5).

50 Same to Sir John Rawdon, 10 Dec. 1768 (Granard Mss, T3765/M/2/13/10).
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Stewart declared their candidature and were chosen without controversy.51 Not 

until 1783 do we see the start of bitterly fought elections as the Presbyterian 

community in Down grew in confidence.52

4

An insight into how landlords built up electoral interest and restricted the 

initiative of their tenantry, can be gained from an examination of the Anglesey 

papers. Sir Nicholas Bayly’s agent, James Rooney, was solicitous on his 

employer’s behalf to obtain 40s. freeholders as tenants. In May 1750 Rooney 

advised Sir Nicholas that future leases should only be granted for three lives, rather 

than for set periods, to increase the number of potential voters, as tenants on fixed 

term leases did not qualify as electors. Similarly, protestants were encouraged on 

the estate as, until 1793, no catholics could vote. The succeeding agent, John 

Hutchison, continued with this philosophy.53 An even more blatant example of a 

landlord increasing the proportion of tenants who were qualified to vote is 

provided in the Ward correspondence, where in the 1740s the Rev. James Clewlow 

hired out tenements at Bangor to joint owners, splitting the freehold and thereby 

making two votes instead of one.54

In the county the 40s. freehold was the minimum qualification. Yet east 

Ulster’s involvement in the linen trade meant many farmers had additional sources 

of income. Because of this the tenantry of County Down may have been more 

affluent, and thereby less susceptible to landlord influence, than traditionally 

supposed. It was only at the turn of the nineteenth century that the Downshire 

estate became, in T. H. B. Oldfield’s words, ‘a warren of freeholds’ due to the 

dowager marchioness’s fondness for electoral politics. However, though this was 

perhaps ‘the best specimen of political agronomy to be found in Ireland’, it did not

51 Belfast Newsletter, for the years 1761, 1768, 1776.

52 Peter Jupp, ‘County Down elections 1783-1831’ in Irish Historical Studies, xviii (1972- 

3), pp 201-2.

53 Janies Rooney to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 3 May 1750 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/B/90); John 

Hutcheson to same, 12 Nov. 1777 (ibid., D619/21/C/158).

54 Rev. James Clewlow to Michael Ward, 29 Sept. 1744 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/6/90).
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necessarily help the economic viability of the estate, just as important for a family’s 

wealth and prestige as political power, so was not an example emulated by many.55

Recent historiography questions the long-established assumption, articulated 

by English Whigs during debates on the Anglo-Irish Union, that in Ireland the 

electorate had little influence. Peter Jupp denotes the validity of the assertion that, 

with no land tax in Ireland and the popularity of three life leases, it was possible for 

landlords simply to create voters during election years who were highly dependent 

on pleasing their landlord, especially as there was growing competition for 

freeholds and a generally depressed Irish economy. Yet Edith Johnston argues that 

the very fact that many candidates chose to stand for ‘closed’ boroughs as well as 

county seats shows that they realised there was no automatic certainty of success; 

furthermore, while only protestants were entitled to vote this included dissenters as 

well as Anglicans.56 Johnston’s study of County Antrim politics argued that, 

because the earl of Donegall was considered a bad landlord, only one of his 

nominees was returned for Carrickfergus in 1768. For the county as a whole the 

tenantry was allowed a free rein in 1776, when a Presbyterian candidate, James 

Wilson, was elected, and in 1783 the Volunteer movement was so strong that 

neither Lord Antrim or Lord Hertford put forward candidates. Similarly, Jupp 

underlined in his investigation of the catholic vote in Ireland from 1801 to 1820 

that, although initially it seemed that catholic relief would create stronger landlord 

control, soon the catholic vote was ‘an integral and important factor’ which 

affected the conduct of Irish M.P.s in the Westminster debates on catholic 

emancipation. By 1807 there was a catholic interest at Downpatrick with members

55 T. H. B. Oldfield, The representative history of Great Britain and Ireland: being a history 

of commons and of the counties, cities and boroughs of the United Kingdom from the

earliest period (London, 1816), p.227.

56 Members for closed Co. Down boroughs who turned them down for other seats. Oct.

1768 John Ponsonby did not take the Newtown seat as he was also elected for Co.

Kilkenny, Archibald Acheson did not take the Killyleagh seat as he was also elected for Co. 

Armagh and Oct. 1777 Charles Dunbar did not take the Hillsborough seat as he was also 

elected for Blessington, Co. Wicklow.
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of the priesthood advocating a line of opposition. Five years later, in 1812, a 

similar situation had developed at Newry.57

According to O’Gorman, electoral management had an ideological aspect, 

even more important than intimidation, as the latter method was often viewed as 

counterproductive. In 1800 Lord Moira wrote that if he bullied his tenants ‘I 

should revolt those who on other occasions give me real weight by following my 

influence’.58 As with estate management, paternalism and deference were the 

preferred recourse. These forms of political persuasion were aided by the universal 

belief, held by both landlord and tenant, that property gave landlords a ‘natural 

interest’ in the political life of the county where they owned land, but interestingly 

nowhere else. For instance Lord Hillsborough was quick to advocate the political 

line lesser landlords should take in County Down elections. However when Sir 

Archibald Acheson asked him to use his influence on dependents who also owned 

land in Armagh in order to ensure Acheson’s success in the County Armagh 

election of 1768 Hillsborough refused. He felt it would be presumptuous to seek to 

influence the electoral outcome in a constituency where he neither held land nor 

involved himself in society.59 This was especially important because, in return for 

their deference, tenants expected favours in the shape of charity, jobs and other 

forms of economic assistance.60 In 1751 Samuel Waring wrote to Michael Ward 

about the progress of an electoral campaign at Newry. Lord Hillsborough had 

applied for a possessory bill to prevent Robert Nedham building a bridge there. 

Waring commented: ‘This election is so connected with everything we have to do 

that we cannot act with freedom in anything’. At Downpatrick in 1771 Edward 

Trotter employed a man to examine the floodgates of the town but contrived to 

give the impression that his main concern was to examine the fords in the river and

57 Peter Jupp, British and Irish elections, pp 153-4; Edith M. Johnston, Great Britain and 

Ireland 1760-1800: a study in political administration (St. Andrews, 1963), pp 121-82;

Peter Jupp, ‘Irish parliamentary elections and the influence of the catholic vote, 1801-20’ in 

Historical Journal, x (1967), pp 183-96.

58 O’Gorman, Voters, patrons and parties, p.239.

59 Lord Hillsborough to Sir Archibald Acheson, 25 Feb. 1768 (Gosford Mss, D10606/1/52).

60 O’Gorman, Voters, patrons and parties, pp 225-39.
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to form an opinion as to how to improve the river’s depth and flow, as this would 

be popular with the town’s traders.61

If these conventions were not maintained the delicate balance could 

disintegrate. In 1741 controversy on the Anglesey estate surrounding the rightful 

successor of the late Sir Edward Bayly meant traditional paternalist activities were 

curtailed for a brief period. In consequence many tenants voted contrary to Sir 

Nicholas Bayly’s orders in the County Louth by-election of that year. Bayly’s 

agent, James Rooney, had shown the tenants a letter stating their landlord’s 

intentions but on the day of the poll the tenantry feigned ignorance. A month later 

Rooney wrote to Bayly and stated

I shall not fail to give your thanks to Mr Draper [the one tenant 

who had followed Bayly’s line] and as to punishing the rest, you 

have no method, but by distraining for last Michaelmas’s rent 

immediately, though the custom is against us, yet the covenants 

of the leases empowers your doing so, and if I can raise as much 

that way as will pay Courtney’s interest I will do it.62 

The following year Rooney processed around the estate once again and informed 

the chastened tenantry how they should vote. Nevertheless, as A. P. W.

Malcomson argues, while these methods decided the immediate outcome they had 

economic repercussions, in the long term, just as important as political factors, 

which affected estate relations for years to come. Before a landlord could even 

begin to consider eviction proceedings he had to be sure he would be successful. If 

he failed and the tenants remained on the land, with the knowledge that they stood 

little chance of having their lease renewed, they would never undertake any 

improvements.63 It was perhaps because of this, and also a reflection of the 

landlord’s social responsibility, that unpopular candidates were rarely forced on the 

tenantry. In 1755 there was a bitterly fought election in Louth and Rooney warned 

Bayly that unless he decided to back the popular candidate there could be serious

61 Samuel Waring to Michael Ward, 21 Sept. 1751 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/8/11);

Edward Trotter to [-], 23 Feb. 1771 (Southwell Mss, T582/1/66-7).

62 James Rooney to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 7 Nov. 1741 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/B/25); same 

to same, 5 Dec. 1741 (ibid., D619/21/B/29).
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reverberations in regard to relations on his estate.64 Similarly, the Foster family 

found their electoral interest was strengthened or weakened depending on local 

reactions to their parliamentary behaviour.65

Electors were therefore permitted a limited exercise of political 

independence, even if carefully orchestrated by landlords. In 1771 Lord 

Hillsborough was told that Roger Hall’s conduct was approved of by his 

constituents, although exactly who these were was not stated. Two years earlier 

when the freeholders of Downpatrick offered an address of thanks to Bernard 

Ward for supporting the octennial bill, there were no well known signatories, 

unlike the petition submitted to Ward by the high sheriff, grand jury and 

freeholders of Down preceding the vote.66 Correspondence in the Blackwood 

collection places doubt on the freedom enjoyed by grand juries. In 1760, fearful 

that the jury of Killyleagh would substantiate Gawn Hamilton’s claim to one of the 

borough’s seats. Sir John Blackwood’s lawyer advised his client to empanel a new 

jury which would be loyal to him. If the old jury refused to resign they were to be 

considered as persons acting without authority and were to be turned over to the 

justice of the peace for examination. However Blackwood was warned to do this 

covertly, since political etiquette dictated that he should not be seen acting so 

blatantly in his own interests.67

Whether the Patriot Clubs, formed in the 1750s, were independent of 

landlord control, or a cunning device contrived to persuade the tenantry and 

middling orders that they had some say in political matters, is open to question. 

Before 1752 the lord lieutenant managed parliament largely by distributing 

patronage and pensions. However during the money bill disputes of 1753 to 1755, 

which focused on the right of the Irish Commons to appropriate any surplus that

63 Malcomson, John Foster, pp 311-2.

64 James Rooney to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 9 Dec. 1742 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/B/46); same 

to same, 27 May 1755 (ibid., D619/21/B/129).

65 Malcomson, John Foster, p. 111.

66 Lord Hillsborough to Roger Hall, 19 Aug. 1771 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/7/5); 

freeholders of Downpatrick, 1769 (ibid., D2092/1/9/3); Belfast Newsletter. 1 Apr. 1766.

67 George Hamilton to Sir John Blackwood, 16 June 1761 (Blackwood Mss, 

D1071B/B/2/1).
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remained in its treasury rather than passing it to the crown, M.P.s gave way to the 

groundswell of patriotic feeling outside parliament and it became impossible for the 

lord lieutenant and his advisers to construct a majority.

While this debate centred around a personal conflict between the Speaker, 

Henry Boyle, and the Ponsonby family, in County Down the debates had a local 

flavour because the Ponsonbys were the owners of the borough of Newtownards. 

Additionally, during the dispute Boyle had been temporarily dismissed from his 

post as Speaker and replaced by Arthur Hill, another County Down man. However 

Declan O’Donovan states that the principle of the money bill was supported by 

both patriot and government supporters alike. Arthur Hill, as an investor in the 

Lagan navigation, would have appreciated the advantages of money being 

appropriated to Irish uses.68

These factors may explain why County Down was a particular hotbed of the 

‘patriot’ movement with four Patriot Clubs being formed at Downpatrick (1754), 

Killyleagh (1755), Newry (1755) and Newtownards (1756).69 Eoin Magennis 

further attributes Down’s enthusiasm to the many Dublin and provincial 

newspapers in circulation there, in particular the Belfast Newsletter, and the spirit 

of the age which saw many societies, including the Dublin Society, Incorporated 

Society and the Physico-Historical Society all urging the economic, social and 

political improvement of the land. Patriot Clubs were just one manifestation of this 

crusade for ‘improvement’. Gentry leaders of the clubs within Down included 

Robert Maxwell, James Stevenson, Alexander Stewart, Robert Ward and Henry 

Waring. Ward’s brother, Michael Ward, was one of the founding members of the 

Royal Dublin Society and supported a charter school at Killough; Henry Waring 

addressed the Royal Dublin Society and personally improved the Magill estate at

68 A. T. Q. Stewart, A deeper silence: the hidden roots of the United Irish movement 

(London, 1993), pp 24-34; J. L. McCracken, ‘The conflict between the Irish administration 

and parliament 1753-6’ in Irish Historical Studies, iii (1942), pp 159-79; Declan 

O’Donovan, ‘The money bill dispute of 1753’ in Thomas Bartlett and D. W. Hayton (eds.), 

Penal era and golden age: essavs in Irish history 1690-1800 (Belfast, 1979), pp 55-87.

69 Belfast Newsletter. 14 Oct. 1754, 23 Dec. 1755, 29 June 1756.
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Rathfnland; and Robert Maxwell and the Stewarts were also members of the 

Dublin Society.70

The Ward family seemed genuine adherents to the call of liberty, being a 

good example of the link between paternalism, improvement and ‘independence’. 

(Protestant nationalists felt that the improvement of Ireland would lead to 

independence from Britain). Michael Ward consoled his son after Boyle’s 

defection,

the patriots, alias the protestants, alias the Whig interest is and 

must be the natural interest of Ireland and every new session will 

bring forth new heads and some unforeseen accident administer 

new opportunities.71

Another local patriot, Robert Maxwell, could not understand why Lord Kilwarlin, 

along with Boyle, had promised his interest to Ponsonby,

for their memory would have been engraved on the hearts of a 

free people and their names would have been transmitted down 

to latest posterity with a Hampden and a repeal which ... is such 

a tomb that for it even kings would wish to die.

Maxwell counselled Bernard Ward to continue as head of the Whigs in Down as 

his perseverance ‘in the cause of liberty will be most sensibly felt by you at any 

future election’.72

The substantial mandatory subscriptions to the Patriot Clubs made them the 

preserve of merchants, clergy and gentry yet even this membership widened what 

had previously been defined as the political nation and, while it would be a mistake 

to think members took on board all the objectives of the ‘patriot’ party within 

parliament, they did mean that M.P.s and their patrons could not pass legislation 

without some acknowledgement of public opinion.73 This upheaval was particularly

70 Eoin Magennis, ‘Politics and government in Ireland during the seven years war, 1756- 

63’ (unpublished Ph.D. thesis, Q.U.B., 1996), pp 77-8; Belfast Newsletter. 12 Nov. 1754,

28 Oct. 1755, 13 Jan. 1756, 8 June 1756, 5 Nov. 1756, 29 June 1756. See chapters 5, 6 and 

7.

71 Michael Ward to Bernard Ward, [n.d.] (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/8/62).

72 Robert Maxwell to same, 13 Mar. 1756 (ibid., D2092/1/8/62).

73 Magennis, ‘Politics and government’, pp 77-8.
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apparent in the adjacent county of Louth. There many of the gentry formed an 

electoral alliance in 1755. Their candidate was Thomas Tipping, who won by a 

narrow majority of 26 votes, which was hailed by his supporters as ‘the revolution 

of Louth’. However Tipping only held the seat until the next general election in 

1761.74 In nearby Newry James Rooney provided his master with a running 

commentary of events as he felt assured that Bayly would, if resident, conform to 

the ‘independent’ line.75

None the less in Down this ‘revolution’ may have been an early attempt by 

lesser landlords to rid themselves of the Hill’s dominance. Michael Ward had told 

his son in 1755 that ‘if your friends continue unanimous as I doubt not they will, 

the public will be safe and your friends restored to security from the petty country 

tyrants’.76 Patriot Club aims do suggest a liberal outlook and some radicalisation. 

They proclaimed that the ‘preservation of liberty depends on uncorrupted M.P.s’ 

and refused to vote for any candidate whom they suspected would be influenced by 

either bribe, place or pension to betray the trust reposed in them by their 

constituents. They further decreed that they would only award their votes and 

interests to the men they expected would be zealous for the welfare of the 

Kingdom, and desired sheriffs’ impartiality; electoral liberty for all tenants; for 

information to the king to be given from the people; not packed juries; and that 

lord lieutenants were to act for the public good and not the aggrandizement of 

particular families. Yet these were all acceptable aspirations of gentlemen as well 

as the tenantry and other toasts, ‘King William’, ‘the siege of Derry’, and for no 

county to be ‘priest-ridden’ show the traditional protestant Whiggism of the 

movement.77

What tenants did enjoy, and what did give them a feeling of being a part of 

the country’s political system, was the carnival atmosphere which could 

accompany elections and other political events and commemorations. When James

74 Malcomson, John Foster, p. U7. —

75 James Rooney to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 18 Jan. 1755 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/B/122).

76 Michael Ward to Bernard Ward, 7 Oct. 1755 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/8/47).

77 Belfast Newsletter. 4 June 1756. For further details on ‘independent’ politics see chapter 

9. For an English comparison of the relationship between independence, the gentry and the 

tenantry see O’Gorman, Voters, patrons and parties, pp 259-85.
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Stevenson, ‘patriot’ M.P. for Killyleagh, arrived home from Dublin in 1754, the 

town’s inhabitants sent a deputation to wait on him at his home. They thanked him 

for his invariable attachment to the true interests of the country as well as praising 

Alexander Hamilton, his colleague at Killyleagh and Bernard Ward, one of the 

M.P:S for the county. A reception was held in the assembly room of the town hall 

and several volleys were fired. Tn the meantime, the bells were ringing, the whole 

town [was] illuminated in a very splendid manner, [and there were] bonfires both in 

town and country and all possible demonstrations of joy’.78 A year later, the 

freeholders and freemen met once more at the market house to ‘solemnize the 

glorious transactions of that ever memorable day in the year 1753’, that is the 

second money bill dispute.79 This kind of episode accords with O’Gorman’s 

findings for Hanoverian England, where, like Ireland, contested elections were rare 

and viewed by the tenantry as occasions for enjoyment. In 1760 the local 

townsfolk were eager to take part vicariously in the competition for the Killyleagh 

borough seat and similar events at Newry are also recorded. This included the 

practice of chairing. This custom also prevailed in England and involved a chair 

being decorated with garlands, elaborate throws and so forth. The newly elected 

M.P. sat in it and was carried above the people’s heads.80

5

In 1797 Henry Grattan characterised the Irish legislature as a borough 

parliament. Indeed by 1740 75% of Irish M.P.s came from borough constituencies. 

Moreover, of the 236 Irish borough seats, 223 were to varying degrees ‘closed’; 

that is at any one time their representation was controlled by one or two 

individuals or by a small clique. The total borough electorate of Ireland was only 

14,000.81 In 1761 Gawn Hamilton was not even permitted access to the 

corporation book of Killyleagh as he was not a burgess or employed by the 

corporation despite his elevated social standing and his genuine interest in the 

borough (at this time he was attempting to establish his claim to control one of the

78 Belfast Newsletter. 5 June 1754.

79 Ibid., 23 Dec. 1755.

80 Anne Blair to James Blair, 10 Apr. 1774 (Blair Mss, D717/4); O’Gorman, Voters, 

patrons and parties, p.138.
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borough’s seats).82 In reality Down only had one ‘open’ borough constituency, 

Newry, and an entire borough electorate of about 1,300.

As the boroughs had such small and controlled electorates they were often 

treated as personal property to be bartered in exchange for future political support 

either in parliament or in the county elections. In 1751 Lord Hillsborough had 

recommended Matthew Forde to Michael Ward for one of the Bangor seats. 

Edward Southwell congratulated Ward on his choice, as Southwell calculated that 

the elderly Forde would die around the time that Ward’s son came of age. This 

agreement would therefore keep the Bangor seat free for Nicholas Ward.

Seventeen years later Cromwell Price requested the seat for himself after Bernard 

Ward’s cousin Robert died. He too calculated that age and infirmity would curtail 

his time in office and so release the seat for the next generation of the Ward 

family.83 In the by-election of 1769 John Blackwood was sovereign of Killyleagh 

and, considering it indelicate to return himself to parliament, he made a bargain 

with Lord Bangor that if the latter would nominate Blackwood as M.P. for Bangor 

Blackwood would return Bangor’s nephew for Killyleagh. In the meantime 

Blackwood sold the other Killyleagh seat to Arthur Johnston of Rademon, near 

Crossgar, for £2,000.84

While this kind of commerce in seats was widespread, within it a code of 

honour was preserved. When Robert Nedham negotiated with Lord Hillsborough 

in order to purchase the ‘low grounds’ at Newry, Hill stipulated that if he sold the 

land Nedham should follow his electoral line. Nedham refused, feeling it 

dishonourable to divorce land from electoral interest.85 Furthermore, the 

controversy surrounding the Downpatick election of 1761, when Cromwell Price

81 Jupp, British and Irish elections, p.156.

82 George Hamilton to ‘Jack’, 17 Feb. 1761 (Blackwood Mss, D1071B/B/2/1).

83 Matthew Forde to Michael Ward, 22 Apr. 1751 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/8/2); Edward 

Southwell to same, 30 Nov. 1751 (ibid., D2092/1/8/5); Cromwell Price to Bernard Ward,

17 Feb. 1768 (ibid., D2092/1/9/2); same to same, 13 Aug. 1769 (ibid., D2092/1/9/6); 

(Downshire Mss, D607/B/118) shows a typical canvassing letter from Lord Fairfax, 

addressed to Lord Hillsborough, 2 July 1783.

84 John Magee, ‘Politics and politicians 1750-1850’, p.86.

85 Robert Nedham to Michael Ward, 4 May 1751 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/8/3).
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refused to resign to allow a member of the Southwell family to stand unopposed, 

and appealed to the people to support his stance, illustrates the importance of these 

unwritten laws. Price considered that as he had held the seat for 40 years, he had 

an interest in it calculable in money terms, which his successor should be expected 

to pay. As it was, negotiations broke down and Price contested the election, but 

against the combined influence of the Southwells and Annesleys his hopes of 

success proved futile.86

Patronage of this kind often meant that it was not M.P.s themselves who 

dictated parliamentary policy. Lord Hillsborough controlled six boroughs and had a 

considerable influence in a number of others. In 1779 he wrote to John Reilly of 

Scarva relaying his instructions for his parliamentary following. He advised Reilly 

to vote against the absentee tax but to follow the government’s wishes in all other 

respects and he bid him pass on these instructions to James Bailie and William 

Montgomery, M.P.s for Hillsborough. The earl held other posts in his pocket 

which overlaid this initial dependency. It was through his influence that Robert 

Stewart, a man Hill had brought in as his member for the county, was appointed 

deputy governor of Down in 1779 and he obtained a commission for James Bailie’s 

nephew to go to America as a volunteer.87 Patronage was self perpetuating:

86 The argument between Cromwell Price and the Southwell family in 1761 further shows 

how the public could be manipulated. Price issued a statement in the Belfast Newsletter for 

24 Feb. 1761 to the ‘free and independent electors of the borough of Downpatrick’. He 

explained how he had stood for Downpatrick at the invitation of many of the electors but 

that the Southwells’ agent, had offered him money to stand down. This Price refused to do, 

as he felt it unworthy of the trust placed in him by the electors, whom he now asked for 

support. In the next edition John Trotter, the Southwells’ agent, issued a sharp reply 

denying Price’s allegations and declaring that, on the contrary it was Price who had started 

negotiations. Thirty years later a letter from Lord de Clifford once again explained that 

Price had promised he would not get in de Clifford’s way at the next election and was only 

elected at the previous contest because he had covenanted to stand down at any time.

Belfast Newsletter. 24 Feb. 1761, 27 Feb. 1761; Edward Southwell, Baron de Clifford, A 

letter from Lord de Clifford to the worthy and independent electors of the town of

Downpatrick (London, 1790), p.5.

87 Lord Hillsborough to John Reilly, 5 Nov. 1779 (History of the Irish parliament Mss, 

ENV5/HP/8/4); Robert Stewart to Lord Hillsborough, 14 Aug. 1779 (Downshire Mss,
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through the influence of his chosen M.P.s Hillsborough was able to gain access to 

other posts in the army, navy, church and ‘civil service’ and nominate his friends 

for them. He even wrote to Reilly concerning the appointment of the postmistress 

of Loughbrickland.88 By these methods many County Down gentry were under an 

obligation to Hillsborough and therefore pressed their tenants to vote for the 

Downshire candidate at county elections.

It is only after 1768 that there are any records of seats actually being sold in 

Down. Until the octennial act of that year there was no predictable limitation on 

the duration of parliaments and therefore no method of assessing the value of seats. 

In such circumstances only the most short-sighted patrons, or those in the most 

desperate financial difficulties, would ever have made an outright sale, which 

would have left the member of their borough free of their control for an indefinite 

period. In any case selling a seat was deemed a dishonourable action.89 In 1768 

James Stevenson disposed of his Killyleagh seat for £1,700 and in 1797 Robert and 

Edward Ward discussed the joint purchase of a Bangor seat from Lord Carrick. 

Carrick was charging £2,200 but the Wards felt that owing to the age of the King, 

the expense of money and the bad situation of the country it was only worth 

flJOO.90

Bangor
Right of election Provost and twelve burgesses 

Number of voters 13 

M.P.s for Bangor

General election By-election Member

1727 Acheson Moore and Sir Robert Maude

1751 Matthew Forde, in the place of Sir Robert Maude

D607/B/103); James Bailie to same, 9 Apr. 1779 (History of the Irish parliament Mss, 

ENV5/HP/8/4).

88 Lord Hillsborough to John Reilly, 17 June 1782 (Downshire Mss, D607/B/113); Lord 

Buckinghamshire to Lord Hillsborough, 19 Feb. 1779 (ibid., D607/B/63).

89 A. P. W. Malcomson, ‘Parliamentary traffic’, pp 151-6.

90 William Forward to [-], 29 June 1768 (History of the Irish parliament Mss, 

ENV5/HP/8/5); Robert Ward to Edward Ward, 4 July 1797 (Castleward Mss, 

D2092/1/9/64).
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1761

1783

1776

1768

1767

1772

1777

Robert Ward and Robert Hamilton

John Blackwood, in the place of Robert Ward

Robert Hamilton and John Parnell

John Blackwood and Nicholas Ward

Pierce Butler and Edward Ward

Edward Hunt, in the place of Pierce Butler

Richard Magennis and Edward Hunt

Politically Bangor was dominated by the Ward family. This places it in 

O’Gorman’s category of a corporation borough.91 An examination of the minute

book of the Bangor corporation discloses how the Ward family cemented their 

control. From 1740 to 1768 the post of provost was occupied initially by Michael 

and then by Bernard Ward but earlier, from 1718 to 1739, the task was discharged 

by Charles Echlin, Ward’s agent in the Bangor area. The prime concern of this 

office was political control of the town, especially in parliamentary elections. 

Echlin’s first appearance in the corporation book is of particular note. On the 23 

April 1717 he was created a freeman. Michael Ward obviously wished his agent to 

be in a more elevated position, but Echlin could not become a burgess (which 

would qualify him to vote for an M.P. and be eligible to be appointed provost if the 

sitting mayor resigned or died), until a current burgess relinquished his place. On 

11 February 1718 the then provost, John Seyers, died and on 18 February Francis 

Allen was elected to serve the rest of Seyers’ term. On 27 February the burgesses 

assembled and nominated Charles Echlin as burgess in Seyers’ place. The same 

day Allen, finding his other business would not permit him to attend ‘the discharge 

of his office and duty of provost’, begged leave to resign. This resignation was 

accepted and Charles Echlin was unanimously elected. Allen was Echlin’s father- 

in-law and the whole procedure was probably orchestrated by Michael Ward.

The corporation book of Bangor further indicates that the provostship was 

very much under the control of the Ward family. Elections for provost took place 

on 24 June and the successful candidate served from 29 September, as in the

91 Walter Harris, The antient and present state of the county of Down containing a 

chorographical description with the natural and civil history of the same (Dublin. 1744), 

p.60.
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charter of 1613. However, on eight occasions during the period covered by the 

records, provosts were elected in June but did not appear again in September to 

take their oath. In each instance the men were to be fined £3.6s.8d. yet, when 

cause was shown for non appearance, the fine was reduced to 6s. 8d. On three 

occasions there was no mention of a fine and the existing provost served 

throughout the succeeding year. In six cases this allowed Echlin to continue as 

provost. It is therefore possible that non-appearance was a deliberate manoeuvre 

to ensure that Echlin remained in office. The two other beneficiaries were John 

Seyers in 1717 and Michael Ward himself in 1736.92

Downpatrick

Right of election Potwalloping constituency 

Number of voters 250 

M.P.s for Downpatrick 

General election By-election Member

1727 Edward Southwell and Cromwell Price

1755 Bowen Southwell, in the place of Edward

Southwell

1761 Matthew Forde and Francis Charles Annesley

1771 Clotworthy Rawley, in the place of Francis Charles

Annesley

1776 Clotworthy Rawley and Robert Henry Southwell

1783 Andrew Caldwell and Clotworthy Rawley

Downpatrick was the first of only two potwalloper constituencies in County 

Down, a qualification entailing that any one within the bounds of the town who 

owned a hearth on which a pot could be boiled, and therefore paid hearth tax, 

qualified for a vote. This ensured a large electorate, 250 voters in 1784, but the

92 The office of deputy was not included in the charter but Charles Echlin first signed the 

entry in this role on 18 Dec. 1719. Thereafter he served as deputy unless he was actually 

provost, after his death, and probably not co-incidentally, the records become intermittent 

and the only other deputy recorded was another John Seyers, presumably a son or grandson 

of the gentleman mentioned in the text, in 1751. John Blackwood and Robert Ross, as 

Presbyterians, do not enter the book at any time. Sandra A. Millsop, ‘The provosts of 

Bangor’ in Journal of Bangor Historical Society, iii (1984-5), pp 43-5.
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local landlords, the Southwells, still retained their overall control.93 It has been 

argued that influence was even surer and easier to obtain in these constituencies 

than in corporation boroughs like Bangor. In a potwalloping borough the only 

natural and permanent interest lay with the ownership of the soil and this was 

obviously a surer form of political real estate than the ability to place pressure on 

individuals.94 Downpatrick can therefore be described as a proprietorial borough.

In 1756 Mrs Southwell required an applicant to gratify her in a matter of patronage 

in order to gain her future interest in the borough while in 1771 John Trotter, the 

family agent, requested a letter from Edward Southwell, the head of the family, 

recommending Clotworthy Rawley for one of the seats so that he could whip up 

support from the electorate. Rawley suggested that he would reside in 

Downpatrick during the week prior to the election in order to canvass but Trotter 

felt that this was unnecessary.93 Events were to show that Trotter’s confidence was 

well placed.

Hillsborough

Right of election Provost and twelve burgesses

Number of voters 13

M.P.s for Hillsborough

General election By-election Member

1727 Thomas Carter and Francis Stoyte

1733 William Cooper, in the place of Francis Stoyte

1761 Arthur Trevor and William Montgomery

1768 Arthur Trevor and William Montgomery

1771 Charles Powell Leslie, in the place of Arthur Trevor

1776 William Montgomery and Charles Dunbar

1777 James Bailie, in the place of Charles Dunbar

1783 William Montgomery and James Bailie

93 Harris, Antient and present state, p.26; R. G. Thome, The history of parliament: the 

House of Commons 1790-1820 (5 vols.) (London, 1986), ii, 644.

94 A. P. W. Malcomson, ‘Election politics in the borough of Antrim, 1750-1800’ in Irish 

Historical Studies, xvii (1970-1), p.56.

95 William Blair to [Clements], 14 Feb. 1756 (History of the Irish parliament Mss, 

ENV5/HP/8/2); Edward Trotter to [-], 23 Feb. 1771 (Southwell Mss, T582/1/667).
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^ corporation was created in 1662 and encompassed the 100

le town. The charter placed political authority in the hands of 

twelve burgesses and freemen yet, like the preceding two boroughs, Hillsborough 

was in the hands of the local landlords, in this case the Hills.96 The M.P.s were all 

minor County Down gentry. Malcomson argues that although this has hitherto 

been used to demonstrate how the county’s representation could be ‘closed’, it can 

equally well be adduced as an illustration of how the borough representation could 

be ‘opened’. For in order to get support for the county electorate, grand 

proprietors bartered their borough seats to the lesser gentry who did not command 

constituencies of their own. This situation provided a safety valve in a constrained 

and rigid political system thereby curtailing any widespread frustration which might 

have developed in the ranks of the middle and lesser gentry, who were otherwise 

deprived of power and influence due to the dominance of magnates. This safe 

guard may explaufwhy there was no major challenge to the Downshires’ 

ascendancy until 1783.

The small and influenced electorates of the ‘close’ boroughs were therefore 

often indirectly responsible for returning smaller resident landlords who were 

actively involved in promoting county interests. As an agent on the Hillsborough 

estate, William Montgomery must have had a greater appreciation of tenants’ 

economic needs than the larger, absentee landlords, although in 1775 Sir John 

Blaquiere remarked that Montgomery’s claims to ‘independence’ were only done 

to ‘affect consequence’.97 However, as an absentee landlord, albeit a highly active 

one. Lord Hillsborough left a considerable proportion of the borough’s 

management to his agent John Slade, who, in 1779, wrote to Lord Hillsborough 

with a list of would-be burgesses. Political power might therefore be held by those 

much lower down the social scale than at first supposed, even if this influence only
i 98came by proxy.

96 History of the borough of Hillsborough (History of the Irish parliament Mss, 

ENV5/HP/8/4).

97 Malcomson, ‘Parliamentary traffic’, p.143; Hunt, Irish parliament of 1775. p.37.

98 John Slade to Lord Hillsborough, 26 June 1779 (Downshire Mss, D607/B/101).
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Killvleagh

Right of election Provost and twelve burgesses

Number of voters 13

M.P.s for Killvleagh

General election By-election Member

1727 James Stevenson snr and James Stevenson jnr

1739 Alexander Hamilton, in the place of James 

Stevenson snr

1768

1761 John Congrave and John Blackwood 

Lord Ikerrin and Arthur Johnston

1783

1776

1775 Pierce Butler, in the place of Lord Ikerrin 

John Blackwood and Robert Blackwood 

John Blackwood and Robert Blackwood

When Killyleagh was established as a borough in 1612, it was awarded a 

freeman franchise, but by 1740 the right to vote resided with the provost and 

twelve burgesses. Between 1697 and 1711 the borough was jointly controlled by 

the Stevenson and Hamilton families until the ‘test clause’ of the 1704 popery act 

forced both, as Presbyterians, to resign. However, Stevenson later conformed to 

the established church and thereby gained complete control of the borough. From 

1761 the post of provost was held by the land agent of the Blackwoods, or a 

member of the family itself, which had inherited through the female line from the 

Stevensons. This family ownership is reflected in the roll call of M.P.s.

In 1760 the Irish parliament stated that burgesses of corporations could not 

be influenced, yet practice was different. In 1760 the burgesses of Killyleagh were 

all members of local County Down landed families; Edward Bailie, the Rev. 

Hamilton Blackwood, John and Robert Blackwood, Roger Hall, Alexander 

Hamilton, Arthur Johnston, Robert Maxwell, Hugh Montgomery, the Rev. James 

Montgomery, Cromwell Price and Bernard Ward." The high social position of the 

Killyleagh burgesses was common throughout Ireland where burgesses were often 

appointed from the social circle of the patron. To be asked to fill these posts was a

99 History of Killyleagh borough (History of the Irish parliament Mss, ENV5/HP/8/5).
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great compliment, akin to standing as godparent to a friend’s child. It bound those 

so favoured to their patron by a common code of gentlemanly behaviour. When 

Gawn Hamilton determined to challenge the Blackwoods’ claim to one of the 

Killyleagh seats in 1761, by appealing to the burgesses to appoint him as M.P., he 

had little hope of redress. Hamilton’s agent presented a memorial to the high 

sheriff of Down, Lord Annesley, but Annesley refused to receive it, contending 

that the borough of Killyleagh belonged to James Stevenson and John Blackwood. 

Similarly Arthur Johnston wrote to Hamilton and explained,

when I was elected a burgess of the borough of Killyleagh I came 

in at the instance of and to serve the interest of, Mr Stevenson; 

as long as I continue in that office, I shall think myself in honour 

bound to do every act he may think consistent with his interest.

If upon the present, or any other occasion, he shall desire me to 

vote for you or any other person you recommend in the borough,

I shall comply with pleasure, but otherwise I shall not think it 

belongs to me to determine what he may think his right.

Writing to Blackwood himself, another burgess, Roger Hall, was concerned not to 

‘disappoint’ or ‘forfeit the trust placed in me’ and Arthur Johnston dismissed the 

possibility of even considering the agreement of 1697, when the borough had been 

divided between the Hamiltons and the Stevensons as, ‘we burgesses have nothing 

to consider relative to titles but the trust reposed in us by the gentleman that 

brought us into the corporation’.100 Once a borough was under the control of a 

particular family it was impossible to reverse the process. The Hamiltons never 

regained their stake in Killyleagh and were much aggrieved at failing to procure 

half of the £15,000 compensation at the time of the Union.101

However as soon as he realised that an appeal to the burgesses was futile, 

Gawn Hamilton tried unsuccessfully to regain control of one of the borough seats

100 Roger Hall to Sir John Blackwood, 16 Nov. 1760, Arthur Johnston to same, 20 Nov.

1760 (Blackwood Mss, D1071B/B/2/1).

101 Unless otherwise stated the information detailed above came from Archibald Hamilton 

Rowan, To the commissioners of Union compensation, memorial and claim of Archibald 

Hamilton Rowan for half of the compensation for Killyleagh borough (Dublin, 1833), pp 1- 

27.
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by utilising the support of the now disenfranchised freemen, insisting on their right 

to elect M.P.s. Hamilton’s decision to pursue a populist route only after he had 

been repulsed by the local elite is typical of‘independent’ politics of the period. 

That this was one of the few occasions when the tenantry openly challenged a 

patron’s right to elect his chosen candidates shows that, unlike County Antrim, the 

Down tenantry was relatively docile and any electoral challenge it might make was 

usually carefully orchestrated by those above. One reason might be that Down had 

a small yet significant Presbyterian gentry, who held positions of wealth and social 

standing as well as representing some borough seats. The Blackwoods are a case in 

point, as was Robert Ross, who stood for Newry and, at the end of the period, 

Robert Stewart, who represented the county between 1771 and 1783 with the 

support of the Downshires. There was little of the frustration that affluent 

Presbyterians felt in Antrim, so recalcitrance from the tenantry had to be 

specifically stirred up by gentry members with their own agenda.

On 14 April 1761 two memorials, signed by 90 freemen of Killyleagh, were 

sent to John and Robert Blackwood, stating that they would vote for Hamilton. 

John Blackwood sought legal advice from George Hamilton, for certainly in the 

seventeenth and early eighteenth century freemen had voted for the burgesses, 

provost and M.P.s, although they had not done so for 40 to 50 years, nor had they 

even asked to be given this right. Hamilton was able to make his claim because of 

the ignorance concerning the legal procedures of an election, a point illustrated by 

the flurry of letters to Blackwood’s Dublin lawyer filled with a multitude of 

queries. Did provosts have to take the oath of supremacy? Could a deputy provost 

hold elections? Could a provost resign? The lawyer was able to assure Blackwood 

in the matter of the oath of supremacy but was ambiguous about the deputy 

provost’s powers or resignation. Both men realised that the court and market days 

in the borough no longer tallied with those stated in the charter but felt that long 

usage made the current situation legal. An appeal was made to the Newtownards’
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corporation for precedents of the proceedings relating to the appointment of a 

provost.102

On the day prior to the election Gawn Hamilton entered Killyleagh escorted 

by a vast number of, in his opinion, ‘respectable freemen on horseback’. On his 

approach to the town the militia were drawn out to receive him and the ‘people in 

general showed every mark of approbation of his claim ... that was possible to be 

expressed’ .103 But on the day of the poll itself the old corporation books which 

stated the freemen’s right to vote were not produced and Blackwood’s lawyer 

advised the burgesses to ‘wipe their back sides’ with pamphlets Hamilton was 

circulating to substantiate their claim. To prevent confusion between those who 

could and could not vote the burgesses stood separate from the freemen at the time 

of the election.104 As provost John Blackwood presided over the proceedings. 

Bernard Ward was proposed by Edward Bailie, one of the burgesses, and John 

Congreve by Cromwell Price. Gawn Hamilton proposed himself. However the 

burgesses voted for Ward and Congreve and they were declared duly elected.105 

Without elite support populist politics had little hope of success.

Newry

Right of election Potwalloping constituency 

Number of voters 6-700 

M.P.s for Newry

General election By-election Member

1727

1761

1768

1751

1775

Robert Nedham and Robert Ross 

Robert Scott, in the place of Robert Ross 

George Nedham and Roger Hall 

William Nedham and Robert Scott 

Edward Corry, in the place of Robert Scott

102 Legal correspondence of John Blackwood relating to the borough of Killyleagh, 1760-2 

(Blackwood Mss, D1071B/B/2/1); Hugh Boyd to John Blackwood, 23 June 1762 (ibid., 

D1071B/B/12/1).

103 John Slade to Lord Hillsborough, 19 Mar. 1780 (Downshire Mss, D607/B/109).

104 Legal correspondence of John Blackwood relating to the borough of Killyleagh, 1760-2 

(Blackwood Mss, D1071B/B/2/1).

105 Election of the members for Killyleagh, 30 Apr. 1761 (ibid., D1071B/B/2/1).
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1776 Robert Ross and Isaac Corry 

1783 Robert Ross and Isaac Corry

Newry was the largest town in County Down.106 It was also the borough 

with the most substantial electorate. In 1612 it had been awarded borough status 

as a potwalloper constituency and by the mid-eighteenth century had 6-700 voters. 

Furthermore the chief landlords, the Nedhams, were largely absentee leaving the 

borough, in the words of a contemporary, prey to ‘the worst species of influence’. 

In early 1784 Lord Hillsborough, the second largest landowner in the town, 

confessed that he was incapable of managing it.107 Newry therefore constituted an 

‘open’ borough. This is reflected in the roll call of M.P.s which includes the names 

of several local landowning families. Its relative ‘openness’ made Newry highly 

desirable and fiercely contested, with possibilities for ‘outsiders’ to successfully 

challenge established county interests.108

The following examples explain why the gentry strove to avoid the expense 

and social upheaval of contested elections and illustrate how ‘outsiders’ 

manipulated the notion of‘independence’, as at Killyleagh. They suggest that in 

Ireland it was often only men of great wealth who could afford to be in opposition 

to the Castle. For instance, it was the earl of Moira and Lord Downshire who 

opposed the Union in 1800, unlike the more newly established Stewarts and 

Corrys. In January 1774 there was a contested election at Newry following the 

death of Robert Scott. Edward Corry, a local merchant and former seneschal, 

stood against Sir Richard Johnston. Excitement was raised to a fever pitch with 

both candidates being chaired against a background of illuminations. Balls were 

held and during a street brawl one man was even killed but his murderer was 

acquitted.109 Voting lasted several days amidst great turmoil. Corry and later his 

son Isaac, stood on an ‘independent’ stance yet when it came to the vote Edward 

Corry used his influence over the newly appointed seneschal to disqualify voters 

from the County Armagh side of Newry, tenants of his opponent. Sir Richard

106 Harris, Antient and present state, p.88.

107 Malcomson, Isaac Corry, pp 1, 5.

108 In 1715 Hamilton was also M.P. for Bangor but renounced it in favour of Newry as it 

was a more prestigious seat.
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Johnston, showing how ‘independent’ candidates still manipulated electors. Corry 

was declared the winner and Johnston petitioned. However the result of the second 

poll was the same and Edward Corry became M.P.

Corry sat until the general election of 1776 when his son Isaac took over. 

Again the election was held amidst great excitement, with Corry and Sir Richard 

fighting a duel from which Sir Richard received a ‘slight wound’. The expense was 

great as no major landlords were involved in the election so the tenantry could not 

be controlled through deference. Ironically it was usually the lower gentry or up 

and coming members of the professional classes who stood for the expensive 

borough seats. Established gentry did not need to as they often owned their own 

corporations. Another candidate. Captain John Bowen Benson, by his own 

testimony, was nearly bankrupted and once in parliament Isaac Corry had to turn 

to the government benches in order to support himself. Isaac Corry ultimately 

became chancellor of the exchequer and one of the prime movers of the act of 

union.110

Newtownards

Right of election Provost and twelve burgesses

Number of voters 13

M.P.s for Newtownards

General election By-election Member

1727 Robert Nedham and Robert Ross

1739 Sir John Denny Vesey and Robert Jocelyn

109 Anne Blair to James Blair, 10 Apr. 1774 (Blair Mss, D717/4).

110 Canavan, Frontier town, pp 101-2; Malcomson, Isaac Corry. p.5. Often the result of 

contested elections were not due to justice but influence. Lord Hillsborough wrote to the 

duke of Devonshire in 1761 to exhort him to entreat his parliamentary following to support 

Hillsborough’s side in a disputed election. Because of these controversies the earl of 

Hillsborough remarked to the duke of Devonshire that it was hard to persuade people of 

consequence to be sheriff as it was only attended by ‘trouble, danger and expense’. To 

avoid misconduct people tried to have sitting M.P.s present to preside over the poll. Lord 

Hillsborough to the duke of Devonshire, 9 Oct. 1761 (Devonshire Mss, T3158/1638); same 

to same, 20 Jan. 1756 (ibid., T3158/1082); Samuel Waring to Michael Ward, 21 Sept. 1751 

(Castleward Mss, D2092/1/8/11).
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1761

1783

1768

1776

1743

1751

1775

John Ponsonby, in the place of Robert Jocelyn 

Chambre-Brabazon Ponsonby, in the place of Sir 

John Denny Vesey

Richard Ponsonby and Redmond Morres 

Thomas Le Hunte and Sir William Evans-Morres 

Comelious O’Callaghan and Arthur Dawson 

John Brown of Neal and James Somerville 

John Ponsonby and George Lowther

The last of the County Down boroughs, Newtownards, was unusual in 

Ireland, as the political patronage of the borough was divorced from the ownership 

of the land. In 1783 County Down became central to the national call for liberty 

because of the outcry concerning the ‘Newtown act’ of 1748. This legislation, 

named after the town of Newtownards, had legalised the existing custom of 

electing non-resident freemen and burgesses to corporations in areas with 

insufficient protestants of standing, even when the charter stated that burgesses 

should be resident. In practice the new ruling established the Ponsonby family, as 

opposed to the Stewarts, as political patrons of the borough. Although the act had 

been passed for the benefit of the Ponsonbys, the government only did so as to 

refuse the ruling would have put in jeopardy many corporations in areas with a 

marginal protestant population, around 50 to 60 in all.111 Certainly, in the time of 

his electoral difficulties, Sir John Blackwood was gratified that the Newtown act 

excluded him from the concern of ensuring that his burgesses all resided in the 

vicinity.112 In most cases the effects of the act were mitigated by the corporation 

patron being resident, but the Ponsonbys were unusual in having no territorial 

footing in the county once the Colvilles, a family connexion by marriage, had sold 

their land to Alexander Stewart in 1744. This fact became of paramount 

importance in 1783 when it was used to exemplify all that was wrong with Irish 

politics. In his biography of that year the earl of Charlemont, a leading Volunteer, 

gave the ‘independents’ perceived view of the situation.

111 Bishop of Down to Sir Dudley Ryder, 19 Jan. 1748 (Harrowby Mss, T3228/1/42); same 

to same, 20 Jan. 1748 (ibid., T3228/1/43).

112 Arthur Johnston to Sir John Blackwood, 25 Nov. 1760 (Blackwood Mss,

D1071B/B/2/1).
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~ {In 1744 Alexander Stewart...] had purchased an estate ... upon 

which was the borough of Newtownards. The seller of the estate 

had offered to transfer his whole influence over the burgesses to 

the purchaser for the trifling sum of £500, which the latter, 

supposing it impossible that the borough should not necessarily 

fall into the hands of him who possessed the estate, positively 

refused to do; and the borough was afterwards bought by the 

Ponsonby family, through whose influence in Parliament an act 

was soon afterwards passed, the most outrageous and 

unconstitutional that ever was enacted. Residence had till now 

been deemed necessary to electors, but by this law, which as a 

proof of its source in private interest, was imprudently termed 

_ the Newtpwn act all residence was dispensed with and in 

consequehce burgesses were elected resident in the parts of 

Ireland the most distant from the borough, who, on the days of 

the election, were sent down to vote either for members or for 

magistrates. And thus the borough was firmly placed in the 

hands of its purchaser, though possessed of neither estate nor 

interest in the county, to the utter exclusion of the town and its 

vicinity, and consequently of Mr Stewart, by whose land it was 

surrounded.113

Malcomson has argued that it was Charlemont’s adoption of Stewart’s cause 

that has prompted many historians to blame the Newtown act for strengthening the 

hands of borough patrons and curtailing the freedom of corporations simply to 

gratify the ambitions of an already over powerful family. Yet even if Stewart had 

gained control of Newtownards it would still have been as bound by landlord 

control as before. The only difference would have been the identity of the 

proprietor.114 Prior to 1783 Alexander Stewart had a long history of litigation on 

this point. In 1748 Thomas Carter, the king’s coroner, and Stewart’s attorney,

113 H. M. C, Charlemont papers, I, III.

114 A. P. W. Malcomson, ‘The Newtown act of 1748: revision and reconstruction’ in Irish 

Historical Studies, xviii (1972-3), pp 313, 317.
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Hamilton McClure, took a case against John and Richard Ponsonby, Benjamin 

Burton, Charles Caldwell, William Colville, Hugh Barley, Margaret Saunders, John 

Turner and John Ward charging them with usurping the office of free burgess. The 

court ordered that the defendants be deprived of their posts and pay costs to 

McClure.115 But an anonymous reporter on the case was concerned that because 

of a shortage of people of high rank the enforcement of the residency laws would 

mean Ulster boroughs being overrun by Presbyterians. He felt that ‘the only 

strength of the established church is really in this extraordinary corporation 

interest, and if that comes to be distributed equally according to numbers we 

should have but a small share’. Others agreed and in 1755 the decision was 

reversed in the English courts.116

It was perhaps in retaliation that Alexander Stewart took an opposite stance 

to the government in the 1750s when the Ponsonbys sided with the Castle, and in 

June 1756 it was decided that Newtownards should form a Patriot Club with 

Alexander Stewart in the chair. Among the opening toasts were the wishes that 

‘may all future lord lieutenants make the good of the public, not aggrandising 

particular families, the rule of their conduct and may every county, city and 

borough in the kingdom be really and constitutionally represented’.117 Certainly 

William Macartney, who had brokered the purchase of the Colville estate in 1744 

and who blamed Stewart for not paying Colville a consideration for the borough, 

stated,

as is clear from everything he [Alexander Stewart] did, solely for 

the whole course of his life employed in no other work or 

thought but how to advance himself and family in worldly 

matters. As a means to gain gold and power he put on sanctified 

appearances, but the whole of his acts were [n]ever sanctified .1'8 

In 1788 Ponsonby sold the borough to James Alexander of Caledon, County 

Tyrone who celebrated the introduction of his burgesses with a dinner in the town 

held ‘under the noses of the Stewarts’. Being isolated from the corporation,

115 Josiah Brown, Appeals. 2nd ed. (London, 1803), pp 311-28.

116 [-] to Lord George Sackville, 18 Jan. 1747/8 (Dorset Mss, T2760/6).

117 Belfast Newsletter. 29 June 1756.
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Stewart had no control over markets, the borough magistracy or matters of paving, 

lighting and cleaning of the streets. Labouring under this disability, he had to be 

vigilant to keep what powers he had. In 1727/8 responsibility had been bestowed 

on parish vestries to raise money for the upkeep of public streets and footpaths. 

However in November 1784 the provost, Thomas Merry levied the sum of 

£19.4s.7d. to have the town lit and directed Michael Rankin, his petty constable, to 

obtain the money from the town’s residents. Some refused to pay and the provost 

directed the constable to have them arrested. It appears that Stewart had led the 

challenge to the lighting rates. He did so on the following grounds: first, because 

only parish vestries had the power to levy money for the purpose, and second, 

because the corporation had no power to appoint petty constables, rather they 

were to be appointed by the grand jury at the court leet which was Stewart’s 

domain. The practice of the corporation appointing constables in Newtownards 

had been established when the town and manor had been owned by the same 

person, and then it had not mattered by whose authority they were appointed.119

6

Control of parliamentary seats was important because of the opportunities it 

afforded for political office. Malcomson contends that the direction of patronage, 

like the command of seats, was an important aspect of political real estate, 

although its significance and the degree of corruption prevailing in the Irish 

parliament have been exaggerated. Patronage and pensions were a way of keeping 

the Irish parliament docile. The marquess of Downshire, along with the second earl 

of Shannon, was perhaps the prime parliamentary magnate of the period, but he 

only returned nine members, two for the boroughs of Blessington, Fore, and 

Hillsborough, one seat for Carlingford and Newry and one for County Down, as 

well as having some influence in Carrickfergus. Nevertheless nine out of 300 

undisciplined M.P.s gave him considerable influence with the Castle.120 In 1777, as 

earl of Hillsborough, Downshire had reminded the lord lieutenant ‘how useful and 

indeed necessary to one’s importance in one’s county the favour and countenance

118 Malcomson, ‘Newtown act’, p.316.

119 Trevor McCavery, Newtown: a history of Newtownards (Belfast, 1994), pp 84-6.

120 Malcomson, John Foster, pp 341-2, 197-8.
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of government are’.121 Seven years later, the then lord lieutenant, Rutland, assured 

the earl that the interests of the Castle depended on keeping Hillsborough supplied 

with a ready stream of patronage. In a known election year the government usually 

yielded to the wishes of local magnates who, in return for supporting the 

government, expected to be allowed considerable local influence, particularly in the 

matter of appointing the sheriff (the electoral returning officer). A series of letters 

between Lord Hillsborough and the duke of Devonshire in 1756 discusses this very 

matter. In 1761 Hillsborough even asked the duke to use his influence on 

Hillsborough’s behalf in a disputed election.122 Lord Downshire had an even 

warmer relationship with Lord Westmorland in the 1790s when the lord lieutenant 

placed significant church and military patronage at the marquess’ disposal.123

In Blaquiere’s reports on the Irish parliament in the 1770s and 1780s the 

power of patronage as an aid to ensure support for government legislation among 

the lower political ranks is hinted at. Lord Clanbrassil had quarrelled with the 

Castle because he did not get a cometcy for his son, but Sir John remarked ‘by that 

masterpiece of Lord Townshend’s in changing the tenure of his employment [from 

for life to during pleasure] and having but a small fortune, he is totally in the power 

of the Castle’. Lord Annesley, who had also been in opposition, was now 

repenting, ‘possibly observing no great cordiality between his excellency and the 

chancellor he means to make his advantage at the moment in case the seals should 

become vacant’.124

The County Down M.P.s received the following places and pensions 

between 1773 and 1775.

Member Seat Place/Pension

earl of Annesley Lords pension (£300 p.a.)

Richard Annesley Coleraine Customer of Youghal (£400 p.a.)

121 Lord Hillsborough to the duke of Buckingham, 9 Aug. 1777 (H. M. C. Lothian Mss,

P-314).
122 Same to the duke of Devonshire, 1756 (Chatsworth Mss, T3158/920, 1082, 1115); same 

to same, 9 Oct. 1761 (ibid., T3158/1638).

123 Lord Westmorland to Lord Downshire, 1 Jan 1794 (Downshire Mss, D607/C/23); same 

to same, 10 June 1794 (ibid., D607/C/41).

124 Sayles, ‘Contemporary sketches’, pp 243-5; Hunt, Irish parliament 1775. pp 5-89.
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James Bailie Hillsborough Customer of Drogheda (£400 p.a.)

Lord Carrick Lords pension (£200 p.a.)

earl of Clanbrassil Lords Remembrancer (life)

Edward Hunt Bangor Collector of Loughrea (£300 p.a.)

William Montgomery Hillsborough Commissioner of revenue (£600 p.a.)

Clotworthy Rawley Downpatrick Commissioner of appeals (£300 p.a.)

earl of Roden Lords Auditor General (life)

Searcher of Galway (£600 p.a.)

Robert Ross Newry
•t

Commissioner of revenue (600 p.a.)

pension (£400 p.a.)

James Somerville Newtown pension (£300 p.a.)125

Other men obtained employment for their friends and relatives, particularly 

under the Townshend administration. At this time William Montgomery procured 

£200 p.a. for his brother, £120 for his son and many places in the revenue for his 

friends. Lord Downshire obtained the deanery of Down worth £1,500 p.a. for 

James Dickson, made another friend a commissioner of excise (£1,000 p.a.) and 

bestowed a living of £300 p.a. on another. Clanbrassil filled the posts of 

commissioner of the revenue (£600 p.a.), surveyor of Dundalk (£150 p.a.) and 

Clanwilliam was created an earl in 1766 and made his brother-in-law, Joseph 

Bourke first a dean, then a bishop. Annesley, as well as obtaining a peerage and 

appointment as chief justice of the king’s bench at £500 p.a., made a friend a 

judge, his brother examiner of the customs, obtained a barrack master’s post for a 

Mr Wilson, (£200 p.a.), a deanery for a Mr French and several other livings for his 

friends. Robert Ross while M.P. for Carlingford, prevailed on Lord Harcourt to 

grant him recommendations in the revenue service for five boatmen, one tidewater 

and one coxwain. Others, though not included on the list, were noted by Blaquiere 

as hopeful of patronage. Isaac Corry was ‘inclined to government and desirous of 

office’; Arthur Johnston was ‘devoted to Mr Ponsonby’s fortune’; and Lord 

Downshire ‘is never without some object or other he has hitherto only asked Lord

125 Sayles, ‘Contemporary sketches’, pp 243-5; Hunt, Irish parliament 1775. pp 5-89.
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Harcourt for the collection of Donaghadee, but he certainly has some job in reserve 

which he will push at the proper moment by surprise’.126

7

As far as the political historian is concerned, Down may serve as a 

microcosm of eighteenth-century Ireland as a whole. Elections when they took 

place, were organised on the same model as many other counties in Ireland with 

the high sheriff often acting under the influence of a magnate, in this case Lord 

Downshire, the premier landlord. Polling took place in public with the officers and 

agents of each candidate recording the tenant’s name, address, and therefore his 

landlord, and how he voted, making the freeholder easily subject to proprietorial 

manipulation. However, because of the social dislocation and vast expense 

incurred when gentry families opposed each other, contests were avoided where 

possible. Electoral procedures, and the composition of the electorate were 

managed so as to minimise social upheaval.

This did not mean that inexperienced or incompetent men were returned to 

the Irish Houses of Parliament. Candidates, M.P.s and patrons were men of 

standing, wealth and education, often with political experience in England or 

service in the army. There were greater connexions between the Irish and British 

houses than traditionally supposed, and representatives in parliament, although 

they may not have considered themselves as holding a mandate from the public, did 

have a tradition of public service.

In the county, the seats were controlled principally by the Hill and Ward 

families. The Hills permanently dominated one of the seats because of their 

substantial landownership. The other seat was held by the Wards and later the 

Stewarts, as major landlords who had gained the support of other lesser gentry 

families in Down. These connexions were formed through blood ties, friendship, 

marriage, the bartering of borough seats, the promise of future commissions and 

favours and local good works. By these methods county contests were avoided 

until 1783.

For a gentleman to accumulate electoral ‘interest’ he had to manage his 

estate assiduously. On the Anglesey demesne, leases were granted for three lives

126 Ibid., pp 5-89.
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rather than for a fixed term of years as this allowed tenants the right to vote. For 

similar reasons protestant as opposed to catholic tenants were encouraged. 

However, the extent of landlord dominance over the freehold vote can be 

questioned. While landlords could monitor how tenants had voted and punish those 

they felt had violated their mandates they could only do this in retrospect and only 

at the risk of seriously disrupting estate management and landlord-tenant relations. 

Landlords were careful not to impose unpopular candidates on their tenants and to 

project an image of being responsive to tenants’ needs, particularly in election 

years. M.P.s were also used to obtain parliamentary grants for infrastructural 

improvements on estates, and in localities so that tenants might realise that they 

were best served by supporting the landlord’s nominee.

Political initiative and debate among the substantial tenantry at least, was 

also carefully controlled. This subject will be explored in greater depth in chapter 

9, in relation to the Volunteers and the movement for ‘independence’ in the 1770s 

and 1780s, but even before this, in the 1750s, Patriot Clubs were used as a vehicle 

by which certain members of the gentry, usually those of the patriot mould with a 

general interest in improvement, contrived to oversee political activities among the 

lower orders. As in Killyleagh, it might also be an instrument used by the 

‘middling’ gentry to thwart the political ambitions of greater landlords. For the 

lesser tenantry, political interest was usually satisfied by the illuminations and 

spectacles that surrounded eighteenth-century polls and political celebrations, and 

the lavish entertainment provided by landlords was often of greater interest than 

ideals or politics.

In the boroughs, where the vast majority of seats lay, electoral independence 

was even more circumscribed. The vote was often restricted to only a handful of 

men which in most cases placed them in the pocket of the local landowner. Bangor 

was a corporation borough in the hands of the Ward family, who either retained 

the post of provost or contrived to allocate it to their agent, and they enjoyed 

ultimate control over returns. Downpatrick, a proprietorial borough, although it 

had an electorate of 250, was still in the pocket of the Southwells, as many voters 

in potwalloping constituencies were often not as affluent as county voters and 

therefore even more susceptible to landlord influence. Hillsborough was a 

corporation borough, but as it was dominated by the Downshires, who sat for the
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county, it was used as a bartering counter to persuade lesser landlords to support 

the Downshires for the county seat. This safety valve for the middling gentry may 

explain the absence of any real ‘independent’ politics in Down before the 1780s. 

Killyleagh, another corporation borough, serves as an excellent illustration of how 

burgesses, although in theory independent, were in reality ruled by the borough 

patron, and how ‘independent’ politics and populist movements might be 

manipulated by the elite as a means of breaking down oligarchic power. Newry 

provides the only true example of an ‘open’ constituency in Down, at least before 

the Stewarts became involved in county elections. With a large electorate and no 

overriding proprietorial control, the poll for at least one of the seats was the only 

election in Down to see real electioneering and political debate. Newry was one of 

the most highly prized borough seats in Ireland. The last borough, Newtownards, 

was even more unusual in that land and interest were divorced, a controversial 

situation in a country where it was firmly believed that landed interest and political 

power should go hand in hand.

Finally, while chapter 6 related the importance of parliamentary control in the 

context of public spending and infrastructural improvement, a discussion of 

parliamentary elections affords the reader an indication of the importance attached 

to personal patronage. This took the form of jobs and pensions which gave men 

standing in the community, an assured income, and a means of returning favours to 

those who had helped them fight the election and assure them a greater chance of 

retaining their seat next time.
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Chapter 9: ‘Independent’ politics and the landed

elite
Studies of early and mid-eighteenth century Irish politics have concluded that the 

electoral system left little room for popular participation and that direct intervention 

from ‘the people’ in national politics only occurred when those involved were guided 

by their social ‘superiors’.1 In the early 1780s a combination of circumstances saw 

County Down embroiled in fierce electioneering and political debate of a passion 

hitherto unknown in the area either at county or borough level: a broad social 

structure with a handful of very powerful landed families, a numerous gentry, a 

wealthy merchant class, sizeable tenantry and one of the largest county electorates in 

Ireland. On the surface this dissension appeared to be a revolt of the predominantly 

Presbyterian tenantry against the electoral oligarchy of the earl of Hillsborough, later 

the marquess of Downshire. However, this chapter will develop the argument already 

raised in chapter 8 that ‘independence’ was not always what it seemed. For the years 

1777 to 1783 were a period when the landed elite of the county, or certain sections 

of it, headed by the Stewart family, channelled the discontent of linen weavers, in 

particular those of the Presbyterian persuasion, into a campaign for political 

‘independence’ which was in reality an attempt to thwart what the Stewarts 

perceived to be the overriding power of the Hill family.

Nevertheless a corollary to this argument is that, although the elite’s political 

tactics in 1783 did not result in the tenantry acquiring greater electoral influence, the 

political horizons of ordinary people had been broadened. This confirms D. W. 

Miller’s thesis that, if members of the governing classes seek alliances with those 

traditionally outside the stratum of power, even if only for short periods, this often 

alters the social boundaries between the political classes and the rest of the 

population.2 The Volunteers and their sister movement, the campaign for electoral 

‘independence’ in Down, heightened awareness both of constitutional debate and the 

alleged deficiencies within the state. These attitudes could not easily be dispelled,

1 See Chapter 8 and Gerard O’Brien, ‘The unimportance of public opinion in eighteenth-century 

Britain and Ireland’ in Eighteenth-Century Ireland, viii (1993), p.120.

2 D. W. Miller, ‘Non-professional soldiery, c. 1600-1800’ in Thomas Bartlett and Keith Jeffery
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unlike the more concrete structures of an amateur army or the mechanics of an 

electioneering committee and many see these years as the breeding ground for the 

Presbyterian radicalism of the 1790s.

This chapter is divided into four sections. The first delineates the long history 

of dissenter-Anglican attrition throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It 

was these decades of frustration that fuelled the engine of Presbyterian 

contumaciousness during the electoral controversies of 1783. This is of importance 

because it was this tradition of dissension that allowed dissenters to be manipulated 

by wealthy Presbyterians such as the Hamiltons and the Stewarts whose exclusion 

from, and desire for entry to, county politics has already been elucidated. These 

disaffected men sought access to a new section of the political nation through the 

Volunteer movement. The Volunteers’ origin, aims, leadership and relationship with 

the elite will be discussed. The fusion of these two strands into the 1783 election 

campaign will be addressed in section 3. The final section will analyse the legacy of 

this election. The contest may not have seen victory for the ‘independent’ candidate 

but it did witness the parturition of an unprecedented political sophistication among 

the enfranchised section of the community thereby forcing the landed class to 

formulate new methods of political electioneering.

1

Many of the tenantry involved in the Volunteer movement and the 1783 

election campaign were Presbyterian. The nature of the confessional state, the 

adherence to it of the gentry of County Down and elite attempts to tackle the 

question of Catholicism have already been discussed, but from the early seventeenth 

century protestant dissent had also been an issue in Down. Presbyterianism had 

arrived in the county with the first British colonisers, James Hamilton and Hugh 

Montgomery, Scotsmen and Presbyterians themselves, as were their followers. 

Churches were instituted and supported by these two men within the bounds of the 

Episcopalian union and the first three Presbyterian ministers at Bangor intermarried 

with the Montgomery family.* 3 This solid foundation accorded Presbyterianism a

(eds.), A military history of Ireland (Cambridge, 1996), p.315.

3 John Stevenson, Two centuries of life in County Down 1600-1800 (Belfast, 1920), pp 131-2; 

William Wilson, First Bangor Presbyterian church, 350th anniversary 1623-1973 (Bangor, 1973),
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prominent role in the locality. Walter Harris reported 18 Presbyterian congregations 

practising in the county in 1744.* 4 In 1780 the number of Presbyterian meeting houses 

had increased to 22 and in many areas Presbyterians composed a majority of the 

population. A 1764 religious return found, for example, in the wholly protestant 

parish ofDonaghadee 1,848 Presbyterians compared to only 100 Anglicans. At 

Bangor there were 3,025 dissenters and 400 Church of Ireland protestants. 

Newtownards had 4,750 members of the meeting house to 110 non-Presbyterians and 

neighbouring Comber 1,220, all accommodated in one large meeting house, 

compared with 480 conformists.5 The Presbyterians’ preponderance caused concern 

to the protestant gentry and in ‘public opinion’ generally. During the controversial 

debates surrounding the Newtown act of 1748 an anonymous writer voiced the fears 

of many when he claimed that if the residency laws were enforced Ulster’s 

parliamentary representation would be overrun by Presbyterians, who were 

traditional opponents of the establishment in church and state and many other aspects 

of Ireland’s social hierarchy.6

For the county’s ruling elite this contrariness had an interminable and 

unvarying nature reaching back to the early seventeenth-century attempts to enforce 

conformity in Ulster. Then Presbyterian ministers had long and public arguments 

with Henry Leslie, the bishop of Down and Connor. At the time of General Blood’s 

plot of 1663 Andrew McCormick, minister at Magheralin, assured conspirators in 

Dublin that 20,000 Scots in the north were ready to affiliate themselves with the 

revolt, which included plans to assassinate the king and the duke of Ormond. By 

1668 groups of Presbyterians were holding all-night meetings throughout the county 

in order to facilitate the signing of the covenant. In the wake of the Glorious 

Revolution the sacramental test came to the forefront of national politics and Tobias 

Pullien, bishop of Dromore, published a pamphlet in 1695 denying the validity of the 

Presbyterian church. He argued instead that it was merely a sect and therefore 

should be subject to a test. The gentry were further concerned by the rapid

p.ll.

4 Walter Harris, The antient and present state of the county of Down containing a chorographical 

description with the natural and civil history of the same (Dublin, 1744), pp 32-104.

5 Stevenson, Two centuries, p.168.
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advancement of Scottish Presbyterians in 1690, followed by the wave of Scottish 

immigration to east Ulster in the succeeding decade.6 7 In Queen Anne’s reign 

violence broke out at Newry between Presbyterian and Church of Ireland 

congregations, Killinchy meeting house was attacked and Presbyterian places of 

worship were boarded up at Downpatrick and Rathfriland.8

The result of these incursions and of the subsequent spate of penal legislation 

which saw the Hamilton family being ousted from Killyleagh corporation, disabilities 

surrounding Presbyterian church management and perceived unfair taxation, in the 

form of tithes, inflamed Presbyterian sensibilities. In 1709 Alexander McCracken 

preached at Annahilt and declared that the Common book of prayer was ‘the Devil’s 

yoke’. T. C. Barnard reports that Presbyterian recruitment to the Down militia in 

1715 was viewed by some dissenters as an opportunity to seek revenge on avid 

churchmen and prominent upholders of Anglican rights were subjected to rough 

searches of property and allegations of Jacobite sympathies.9

Reciprocal dislike fanned the flames of conflict. In 1719 Henry Maxwell 

publicly affirmed his personal commitment to the test act of 1704 which had 

excluded Presbyterians from public office. His views were warmly received in the 

House of Commons and perhaps because of this many landed gentlemen who had 

previously attended the Presbyterian church conformed to Anglicanism. From that 

date fewer and fewer men of property were present at the General Synod. Now the 

landlord and his tenants were separated by religion as well as class and landlord 

‘oppression’ was linked ever more with Anglicanism.10 In 1729 a correspondent with 

Michael Ward ascribed the high rate of protestant emigration from the north to

6 [-] to Lord George Sackville, 1747/8 (Dorset Mss, T2760/6); see above, pp 254-8.

7 Phil Kilroy, Protestant dissent and controversy in Ireland 1660-1714 (Cork, 1994), pp 187-8, 229- 

32; D. W. Hayton, ‘Exclusion, conformity and parliamentary representation: the impact of the 

sacramental test on Irish dissenting politics’ in Kevin Herlihy (ed.). The politics of Irish dissent 

1650-1800 (Dublin, 1997), p.52.

81. R. McBride, ‘Presbyterians in the penal era’ in Bullan. i (1994), p.75.

9 Kilroy, Protestant dissent, p.202; T. C. Barnard, ‘The government and Irish dissent 1704-1800’ in 

Kevin Herlihy (ed.). The politics of Irish dissent 1650-1800 (Dublin, 1997), p.17.

10 Hayton, ‘Exclusion, conformity and parliamentary representation’, pp 52-72.
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the Presbyterian ministers [who] have taken the shear of pains to 

seduce their poor ignorant hearers, by bellowing from their 

pulpits against the landlords and the clergy, calling them rackers 

of rents and scrapers of tythes, with other reflections of this 

nature, which they know is pleasing to their people, at the same 

time telling them that God has appointed a country for them to 

dwell in (naming New England) and desires them to depart 

thence where they will be freed from the bondage of Egypt and 

go to the land of Canaan."

Belligerence had not abated by the mid-eighteenth century. In 1745 Mary 

Delany declared that no deanery had ever required the presence of a devoted dean 

more than Down. The church at Downpatrick, though large, was barely a quarter 

filled with people and the curate seldom called on any of the poor of the parish so 

that ‘a very diligent and watchful dissenting preacher has visited them on all 

occasions of sickness and distress, and by that means gained great numbers to the 

meeting’.12 Perhaps in an attempt to counteract this proselytism Patrick Delany 

published his Apology for Christian orthodoxy in 1761. In it he was at pains to 

highlight the fact that at the time of the Nicene Council the church had been 

administered by bishops. He also condemned the Presbyterian doctrine of 

predestination as compared to the Anglicans’ belief in free will, he felt the former 

creed made God the author of sin.13

There may have been a personal as well as religious origin of his vehemence. 

Four years after his arrival in Down, Delany composed An essay towards evidencing 

the divine original of tithes... in 1748 to which was prefixed a brief exposition of an 

ongoing dispute the dean was embroiled in concerning the weavers’ tax, a 

compulsory levy imposed on linen weavers’ profits designed to augment the finances 

of the established church. The issue had been brought to a head because shortly

11 Ezekiel Stewart to Michael Ward, [1729] (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/9/141).

12 Mary Delany to Mrs Granville, 1745, printed in Stevenson, Two centuries, p.156.

13 Same to Ann Dewes, 15 Feb. 1752, printed in Lady Llanover (ed.). The autobiography and 

correspondence of Mary Grenville. Mrs Delany with interesting reminiscences of King George HI

and Queen Charlotte (2nd ser. 3 vols.) (London, 1862), i, 88; Patrick Delany, An humble apology 

for Christian orthodoxy (London, 1761), p.44;
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before writing his pamphlet Delany had organised the rebuilding of a local church but 

funds had been inadequate and he had looked to the weavers’ tax to make up the 

shortfall, only for the weavers to present a petition to the Linen Board seeking an 

exemption from the duty. The board brought a lawsuit against the dean and forced 

him to abdicate his claim to this form of tithe. Delany interpreted this decision as 

prejudice, and felt so strongly on the subject that he spoke in court in his own 

defence. The weavers, many of them Presbyterian, were ‘cruel enemies to salvation’ 

and, Delany believed, the reason why every seven years there had been a famine in 

the area, a witness to God’s displeasure at their truculence.14

Delany’s disdain was not an isolated example. Some did doubt Presbyterians’ 

commitment to the state. Certainly their adherence to the crown during the ’Forty 

Five was not taken for granted, prompting leading Presbyterians and ministers to 

petition Michael Ward assuring him of their unfeigned loyalty.15 Yet while tepid 

rapprochements were current among protestants of all denominations when faced 

with a catholic threat, the passing of danger meant an end to protestant unity and 

even minor dissenting challenges proved disconcerting to the Anglican establishment. 

Less than a year after Presbyterian protestations of loyalty an advertisement was 

posted on the meeting house door at Seapatrick in September 1746, exhorting 

dissenters to bury their dead in the meeting house grounds in order to avoid paying 

fees to the parish clergy. To this was added a refusal to render any money to the 

Anglican tithe collectors, or ‘threatening sons of the church’. Members of the 

congregation were assured that if this action resulted in anyone being taken to court 

they would be defended. As a less radical alternative the notice encouraged 

dissenters to withhold any tithes until the last possible day and then only to pay the 

minimum amounts proscribed. These had been computed and were listed at the close 

of the text.16

14 Patrick Delany, An essay towards evidencing the divine original of tithes by Doctor Delany, dean 

of Down. The substance of it. in a discourse to his people, in one of the parish churches of the

deanery lately rebuilt from a ruin. To which is prefixed, a short account of some circumstances

relating to that deanery (Dublin, 1748), pp 1-16.

15 Robert Ross to Michael Ward, 5 Nov. 1745 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/5/120); Bernard Ward to 

same, 21 Oct. 1745 (ibid., D2092/1/5/121).

16 ‘William Ingram of Banbridge’s advertisement, posted twice up at the meeting house of
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In the 1750s Presbyterians of the substantial yeoman or professional classes 

saw the Patriot Clubs as a means of redressing their grievances, inciting Lord 

Limerick to remark that an advertisement published by the County Down Patriot 

Club ‘smelled strongly’ of the solemn league and covenant.17 While the 1760s and 

early 1770s were a period of tranquillity on the issue of dissenters’ rights, unrest was 

channelled into the predominantly Presbyterian Oak and Steelboy disturbances. The 

Oakboy disputes of 1763 campaigned against presentments for roads and bridges, 

particularly in County Armagh, but Isaac Cony was concerned that they would 

spread to Down, since in July 1763 notices were pinned on meeting house doors in 

the Newry area inviting the people of Down to rise.18 A decade later the Steelboy 

agitation did catch the imagination of County Down dissenters. They were 

concerned with the renewal of leases, the activities of middlemen, the regulation of 

rents, tithes and food prices. Their preferred method was intimidation and violence 

and some even clashed with troops. However Ian McBride argues that when the 

Steelboys armed to restore the relationship between landlord and tenant they were 

also calling for a reaffirmation of their privileged status as protestants which they felt 

had been neglected in the preceding years.19

In the late 1770s and early 1780s relations between dissenters and Anglicans 

were particularly strained as Presbyterians identified English attempts to thwart the 

American Revolution with the curtailment of religious freedom. In 1776 William 

Steel Dickson, Presbyterian minister at Portaferry, along with other Presbyterian and 

Anglican ministers, was required to preach on specific days designated by the 

government for national supplications for victory. Instead Dickson chose to preach 

sermons ‘on the advantages of national repentance’ for involvement in a war that

Seapatrick, not to pay ‘bookmoney’ to the clergy’, 16 and 23 Sept. 1746 (R.I.A. Mss 24 K25).

17 Lord Limerick to Robert Jocelyn, 3 Nov. 1754 (Massereene Mss, D562/1792).

18 W. A. Maguire, ‘Lord Donegall and the Hearts of Steel’ in Irish Historical Studies, xxi (1978-9), 

pp 351-76; J. S. Donnelly, ‘Hearts of Oak, Hearts of Steel’ in Studia Hibemica. no. 21 (1981), pp 7- 

73; E. F. Magennis, ‘A ‘Presbyterian insurrection’? Reconsidering the Hearts of Oak disturbances 

of July 1763’ in Irish Historical Studies, xxxi (1998-9), pp 165-87; Isaac Corry to [Waite], 12 July 

1763 (Corry Mss, T3019/4639).

191. R. McBride, Scripture politics: Ulster Presbyterians and Irish radicalism in the late eighteenth 

century (Oxford, 1998), pp 32-3, 37.
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was immoral, and two years later, in 1778, ‘on the ruinous effects of civil war’.20 

Presbyterians were further displeased that Gardiner’s relief act of 1778 did not 

include the repeal of the sacramental test of 1704. Although this was secured two 

years later under the patronage of Lord Hillsborough, the then secretary of state, by 

this stage Presbyterians were demanding a more active role in government.21

2

One way in which the tenantry and yeoman classes could express their desire to 

be admitted to the political life of the nation was in membership of the Volunteers. 

These amateur armies became popular in Ireland after the initial company had been 

founded in Belfast on St. Patrick’s Day, 1777. They were a response to what was 

perceived as the ‘perilous situation’ of the kingdom, which had been left open to 

attack from pirates or foreign enemies following the government’s decision to 

dispatch troops to the colonies to fight the American war. Volunteering was not a 

novel idea. In times of distress the executive had always encouraged gentlemen to 

muster and lead militias in the localities. In 1756 constables in each parish of County 

Down were required to return lists of all eligible protestants so that commissioners 

could select the most suitable men to enlist. However, when the Jacobite rebellion 

had broken out in 1745 it was popular support which paid for the drilling and 

instructing of the town’s company at Bangor, and local funds had provided the 

money to buy arms.22 This may be viewed as an early precursor of the Volunteering 

movement as it was instigated from below rather than through government or gentry 

initiative. Significantly this occurred at a time when the only official recourse in the 

event of a rebel invasion in north-east Ulster had been for appointed constables to 

light fires on the hill tops to alert every protestant in the vicinity and bring them to 

Belfast or Carrickfergus. No mention was made of the militia and Bernard Ward

20 Ibid., pp 117-9.

21 James Kelly, ‘1780 revisited: the politics of the repeal of the sacramental test’ in Kevin Herlihy 

(ed.), The politics of Irish dissent 1650-1800 (Dublin, 1997), pp 74-91; James Kelly, ‘Relations 

between the protestant Church of Ireland and the Presbyterian church in late eighteenth-century 

Ireland’ in Eire-Ireland. xxiii (1988), p.38.

22 Robert Nedham to Michael Ward, 9 Nov. 1756 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/8/67); Matthew Forde 

to same, 4 Nov. 1745 (ibid., D2092/1/7/20); Charles Brett to same, 4 Jan. 1746 (ibid., 

D2092/1/7/21); same to same, 25 Feb. 1746 (ibid., D2092/1/7/22).
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expressed his surprise that no orders had come from Dublin about mustering troops 

in Down, and ‘we have a notion that raising them without such an order would 

involve the active persons in the guilt of high treason’.23

During the seven years war of 1756 to 1763, landlords were again slow to 

organise the militia, and Patriot Club toasts proclaimed that every protestant and 

loyal subject in the county of Down would enjoy his natural and constitutional right 

to be properly armed and in a state of defence against all foreign invasions.24 The 

militia was little better prepared in February 1760, when French forces captured 

Carrickfergus and threatened Belfast. It was not until news of the landing had 

reached Dublin that official orders were issued for the Down militia to be called out 

and only then were arms sent from Dublin. In the meantime defence was in the hands 

of the local population.25

It was perhaps inevitable, therefore, that in 1778 the middling ranks preferred 

an independent Volunteer corps to the militia as a peace keeping force. The Moume 

company, formed at Kilkeel in January 1779, had as their ‘sole object’ ‘the 

preservation of peace and good order’, and the Rathfriland Volunteers, who began 

meeting in April 1779, declared their intention was ‘to defend our civil and religious 

liberty and to keep the peace in our town and neighbourhood’.26 Enlisting was 

straightforward. To enrol in the Men of Moume, all that was required was a 

willingness to join. The application procedure was to sign up at the home of Stuart 

Moore, a man of respectable if not elevated social status who lived in the village.27 

Companies were also established at Ballynahinch, Belfast, Downpatrick, Moira and 

every other considerable town. Many landlords raised regiments of their own; others 

were at the expense of the rank and file.28 By 1780 the Volunteer troops would have

23 William Macartney to same, 28 Oct. 1745 (ibid., D2092/1/7/19); Bernard Ward to same, 30 Sept. 

1745 (ibid., D2092/1/7/43).

24 Belfast Newsletter. 3 Sept. 1756, 5 Oct. 1756.

25 C.J.I.. xi, 1049.

26 Minute book of the Men of Moume (Ulster Museum Acc. 19-1947); minute book of the 

Rathfriland Volunteers (Ulster Museum Acc. 603-1914).

27 Minute book of the Men of Moume, 13 Dec. 1778 (T1317/1).

28 John Slade to Lord Hillsborough, 2 Aug. 1779 (Downshire Mss, D607/B/102); John Hutcheson to 

Sir Nicholas Bayly, 14 Oct. 1779 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/186).
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been an awesome sight. John Moore described a company review near Downpatrick. 

There 1,800 men marched by; ‘the men in general young and handsome, and their 

appointments much more expensive than the regulars’. The following summer saw 

an even greater review when Belfast was occupied by 5,000 Volunteer soldiers.29 The 

Volunteers were a new phenomenon, in that they represented protestants of all social 

orders ‘from the peasant to the peer’, in a way that no other institution did. William 

Steel Dickson reported that ‘the plough and loom lent their youth, strength and 

vigour to the standard of the nation’, and once in uniform members of the 

professional classes; physicians, surgeons, apothecaries and lawyers merged as one 

with the community.30 At Newry 54 ‘principal gentlemen and merchants’ enlisted 

and provided their own arms and accoutrements; the lower tradesmen were equipped 

from central funds.31

Whether the Volunteers were truly a cross section of the population is open to 

question. The desire of the substantial tenantry and professional classes to control the 

movement is reflected in Volunteer rule books. At Portaferry, although the corps 

was funded by the men, subscription was organised on a graduated scale. The 

Volunteers decreed that the captain should pay 3s., first lieutenant 2s. 6d., second 

lieutenant Is. 6d., the adjutant Is., secretary, sergeants and committee men 6d. and 

3d. as their circumstances admitted, and privates 2d.32 Money conferred power and 

the lower tenantry soon lost the initiative. At Moume it was ruled that, as the officers 

contributed so large a proportion to company funds, they should be permitted to elect 

the secretary. Once elected the secretary was ordered to take particular notice of the 

behaviour of those who had received grants for uniforms or any other essentials and, 

if they were negligent in their duties, to ask them to refund these disbursements.33

29 John Moore to Arthur Annesley, 14 Aug. 1780, printed in W. H. Crawford (ed.). Letters from an 

Ulster land agent. 1774-85: the letter books of John Moore (Belfast, 1976), p.27; same to same, 23 

July 1781 (ibid., p.30).

30 William Steel Dickson, A narrative of the confinement and exile of William Steel Dickson 

(Dublin, 1812), p.9.

31 David Bell to Lord Charlemont, 5 Nov. 1779 (History of the Irish parliament Mss, 

ENV5/HP/8/6).

32 Resolutions of the Portaferry Volunteers, [n.d.] (Savage Mss, D552/A/4/3/5).

33 Minute book of the Men of Moume, 8 May 1779 (T1317).

273



Certainly the desideratum for uniforms would have graphically illustrated disparities 

in economic circumstances among Volunteering personnel and may have deterred 

many from joining. The official costume of the Men of Moume incorporated a blue 

uniform with plain lapels edged with white on white lining. Similarly coloured 

buttons, inscribed with the appellation ‘Men of Moume’, were also required. 

Additional equipment included a shoulder strap, coat, waistcoat and breeches, large 

hats with hook cocks, white thread stockings and plain short gaiters. Hair was to be 

tied back or a wig worn [Illustration 50],34

The lower ranks of the Volunteers were not always heavily politicised and 

many viewed their membership as a social rather than military or political pastime. 

Within a few years of their foundation the Portaferry Volunteers were obliged to 

draw up new resolutions because their original charter, whether through inattention 

on their part or defects in the regulations themselves, proved inadequate. 

Drunkenness was the prime cause of misconduct, and for some time many had been 

shamefully negligent in their attendance.35 These factors combined to place the 

political agenda of the movement firmly in the grasp of the middling and upper 

classes. In 1782 Roger Bristow Esq. (significantly not a prime mover in the gentry 

ranks despite the handle ‘Esq.’), major of the Newry regiment, was appointed to 

represent the Men of Moume at the Volunteer convention at Dungannon. His 

instructions were vague. He was merely to support strenuously every constitutional 

question agitated and oppose whatever appeared to be to the disadvantage of the 

general constitutional rights and freedom of parliament. This left him considerable 

initiative.36

Once those with inadequate funds or political enterprise had been sidelined in 

this way, the struggle for control of the movement was relinquished to the substantial 

tenantry, the professional classes and the elite. When their only stated aim had been 

to keep order at home and repel foreign invasion, the gentry had felt able to maintain 

a relaxed, if watchful, attitude towards this new grouping, but the Volunteers were 

keen to enter into political debate. They had been established for little more than a

34 Ibid., 31 Mar. 1779; ibid., 7 Aug. 1779.

35 Resolutions of the Portaferry Volunteers, [n.d.] (Savage Mss, D552/A/3/5).

36 Minute book of the Men of Moume, 13 Feb. 1782 (T1317/1).
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few months before they were taking an interest in the national campaigns for free 

trade, constitutional independence, renunciation and finally parliamentary reform. 

Companies at Lisburn and Downpatrick paraded and fired volleys in honour of the 

short supply bill of 24 November 1779 and a general meeting of the Newry 

Volunteers resolved that free trade was liable to be impermanent without the political 

freedom to protect it. In time demands became more imperious. In August 1782 

Newry hosted a convocation of 1,500 Volunteers who endorsed a litany of 

resolutions encompassing such topics as the right of the subject to express an opinion 

on the conduct of parliament and a condemnation of Poyning’s law. They also 

agreed to oppose the re-election of M.P.s who would not support these and other 

‘patriot’ principles. In the mid 1780s a committee of correspondence, appointed by 

45 Volunteer corps at Lisburn, tabulated their programme for parliamentary reform 

to be submitted to an Ulster convention. This included a secret ballot, the removal of 

rotten and pocket boroughs, with their representatives transferred to large towns, the 

enfranchisement of all protestant 40s. freeholders, the positioning of several polling 

stations in a county rather than just one in the county town, annual parliaments, and 

pensioners of the crown to be prevented from putting themselves forward as electoral 

candidates.37

When the Volunteers became so politically radical and engaged, the gentry 

suddenly found that they had to take an interest in the movement, out of pride, fear 

that they might lose control over local affairs, or to advance their own electoral 

interest. This was particularly pertinent as Presbyterian involvement in local defence 

initiatives had always been substantial and the 1780s proved no exception. The high 

numerical concentration of Presbyterian congregations in the relatively small 

geographical area of Antrim, Down and parts of Londonderry gave dissenters a firm 

power base, while the education of their clergy at enlightened Scottish universities 

often led to political as well as theological radicalism.38 Freedom of political thought 

among Presbyterians was also encouraged because of their close links with America

37 John Slade to Lord Hillsborough, 26 June 1779 (Downshire Mss, D607/B/101); Belfast 

Newsletter. 10 Sept. 1779, 9 May 1779, 3 Dec. 1779, 13 June 1780; Dickson, Narrative, p.10; 

Belfast Newsletter. 12 Feb. 1782; committee of correspondence, [n.d.] (Savage Mss, D552/A/4/3/7).

38 Myrtle Hill, ‘Evangelicalism and the churches in Ulster society 1770-1850’ (unpublished Ph.D. 

thesis, Q.U.B, 1987), p.43.

275



as a result of the considerable proportion of northern Presbyterians who had 

emigrated to that country in the preceding decades. William Steel Dickson described 

the American war as ‘unnatural, impolitic and unprincipled’ and spoke of‘riots in 

kindred blood’ taking place in the colonies.39 In August 1779 John Slade, agent to the 

Downshires, rebuked Lord Hillsborough for his inactivity. It was pointed out that 

Lord Moira had already been forced to maintain authority at Moira, and John 

Blackwood, Charles Echlin and several others had each raised companies of their 

own. Other gentry who involved themselves were Robert Ross at Kilkeel and Robert 

Stewart, who commanded at Newtownards.40

Ross had assumed command from Stuart Moore, a Newtownards tradesman. 

This serves as an illustration of the tension within the movement throughout the 

Volunteers’ active years, over who was to hold overall control of the ‘army’, the elite 

or the burgeoning ‘middle classes’. Although there were 131 Volunteer companies in 

Down between 1778 and 1783 only 41 are known to have been directed by 

gentlemen. This figure was further prone to fluctuations as authority could shift from 

gentlemen to merchant and back again several times within the one company.41 The 

real dynamic of the movement came from the larger tenant farmers and merchants, 

many of whom were careful to ensure that control of the amateur army should not 

drift into the hands of the upper classes, as they feared many landlords only sought to 

join the movement in order to thwart any liberal political thoughts or policies. In 

contrast, the organisation had been founded on a democratic system. The Rathfriland 

Volunteers declared that no new member could be admitted without the consent of 

three quarters of the existing rank and file. Furthermore the vote was to be issued by 

secret ballot to prevent undue pressure being exerted on anyone.42

As stated above these devices were in reality designed to bestow authority on 

the burgeoning ‘middle classes’ rather than the tenantry as a whole or indeed those

39 Dickson, Narrative, p.7.

40 John Slade to Lord Hillsborough, 2 Aug. 1779 (Downshire Mss, D607/B/102); P. D. H. Smyth, 

‘The Volunteer movement in Ulster: background and development 1745-85’ (unpublished Ph.D. 

thesis, Q.U.B., 1974), pp 102-19.

41 T. G. F. Paterson, ‘The Volunteer companies of Ulster, 1778-1793’ in Irish Sword, vii (1965-6), 

pp 204-30.

42 Minute book of the Rathfriland Volunteers (Ulster Museum account 603-1914).
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below the tenantry in the social hierarchy. Furthermore P. D. H. Smyth argues that it 

was this class that sought to obviate the landlords’ role in the movement. Poorer 

Volunteer corps had been happy to take arms from the government and were 

flattered at government pledges of thanks. The wealthier tenantry were not so easily 

secured, and as the early enthusiasm of the movement fell away and only the upper 

tenantry remained, upper-class control of the movement was no longer firm.43 The 

tension between landlords and Volunteers should be regarded as a symptom of rivalry 

between the gentry and ‘middle classes’, rather than between the elite and the 

populace at large. This rivalry sometimes provoked ‘unpleasant’ scenes, most 

famously the argument between the Rev. Samuel Barber and Lord Glerawly. Barber, 

as the local dissenting minister, had been instrumental in founding the Rathfriland 

Volunteers. At first Barber counselled that, if Presbyterians armed, they would 

obtain the ‘restoration of their natural rights’ by proving themselves respectable 

through the defence of their country.44 The corps was formed in 1779 and numbered 

70 unarmed men. It was initially commanded by Lord Clanwilliam but later Lord 

Glerawly became colonel and equipped the corps at his own expense. The arms were 

distributed by Barber who had been appointed captain. However, relations between 

the two officers broke down and in December 1780 Glerawly demanded the guns be 

returned. Barber immediately complied. The traditional account of the event is as 

follows:

A review was being held at which Glerawly was the exercising 

officer. He ordered Captain Barber and his men to keep the gate.

Captain Barber being, as he himself said, ‘six feet two without a 

shoe’ insisted on his men coming up to a standard of six feet and, 

in addition, they were the best drilled corps on the field.

Consequently he considered the order as a snub, and hot words 

ensued. Lord Glerawly said ‘Sir, if it were not for the coat you 

wear I would horsewhip you’. Captain Barber immediately 

threw off his coat at the same time replying, ‘my Lord, don’t let

43 Smyth, ‘Volunteer movement in Ulster’, pp 67-77.

44 W. D. Bailie, ‘The Reverend Samuel Barber 1738-1811’ in [J. L. M. Haire (ed.)], Challenge and 

conflict: essays in Irish Presbyterian history and doctrine (Antrim, 1981), p.76.
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the coat, stand in you way’, adding significantly, ‘the arm of flesh 

has yet to be created capable of chastising Sam Barber’. He was 

not horse whipped.

Following this affair a subscription was instituted and £9.5s.9 l/2d. was raised for 

new weapons. Barber’s preponderance in the movement further increased in 1782 

when he secured control of the First Newry Regiment from Robert Ross and Isaac 

Corry.45

The minute book of the Rathfriland corps, drawn up in Barber’s own 

handwriting, reflects the democratic tendencies of his men. Their declared intention 

was to defend civil and religious liberty and as freemen and ‘independents’ they 

further asserted that under no circumstances would they subject themselves to 

corporal punishment. No new member was to be admitted to the organisation 

without the consent of three quarters of the company. In August 1780 they 

championed freedom of the press and criticised a bill for the ‘better regulation of the 

army’ as it directed power away from the Irish parliament. They had also resolved to 

make clear their intentions to utilise every legal and constitutional means to secure 

better regulation of arms and an increase in sugar duties and had determined only to 

vote for candidates so pledged.46

Barber again clashed openly with a representative of the gentry class in 1783 

when Lord Kilwarlin criticised him in print during that year’s election campaign. 

Barber denied the allegations made against him, by placing a memorial on his church 

door vilifying the Hill family. Broadsheets were issued by the Hillsboroughs 

countering Barber’s claims and the next Sunday Kilwarlin entered Rathfriland 

meeting house and launched a verbal attack on Barber. The congregation resolved to 

censure Kilwarlin and support their minister. They published this judgement in the 

local press.47

Other comparable events are recorded, for instance, the County Down 

Volunteers’ refusal to be reviewed by Lord Glerawly because he had endeavoured to

45 Andrew Morrow, ‘The Reverend Samuel Barber A.M. and the Rathfriland Volunteers’ in Ulster 

Journal of Archaeology, xiv (1908), p.109.

46 Ibid., pp 105-18.

47 Bailie, ‘Reverend Samuel Barber’, pp 76-8.
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influence their politics and, in September 1783, the denunciation of Sir Richard 

Johnston by the Gilford Volunteers for abusing his position as commander by 

directing the freehold vote, to the detriment of Robert Stewart, in that summer’s 

general election.48 Other companies who took a similar stand include the First 

Independent Regiment of County Down, First Newry Regiment, Union Regiment, 

Donaghcloney First and Hollymount Corps.49 For some conservatives these 

dismissals were viewed as a respite. In March 1784 the Moira Volunteers requested 

that Lord Moira abdicate his position in the corps, an event which he admitted gave 

him great pleasure as he had ‘heartily wished for it’ but had not know how to ‘get rid 

of them decently’. His relief was all the greater when he became aware of Volunteer 

plans for parliamentary reform, which he deemed to be an assault on the rights of 

property.50 Nevertheless Miller argues that the Volunteers never intended to 

challenge the establishment. By permitting themselves to be guided by the ‘patriot’ 

party within parliament, and by their specific demand in 1783 for parliamentary 

reforms the Volunteers were simply claiming membership of the political nation for 

themselves rather than seeking to overturn the political establishment.51

3

The Volunteer period should nevertheless be regarded as a political learning 

ground where the more affluent protestant tenantry and merchant classes imbibed 

valuable lessons in the implementation of popular politics and in the process 

enhanced their perception of their role within the state. This metamorphosis did not 

go unnoticed at elite level, and certain discontented members of the gentry, 

principally the Hamiltons and the Stewarts, were struck by the idea of turning the 

momentum of this popular movement to their own advantage by siphoning off the

48 Belfast Newsletter. 17 May 1782; meeting of part of the Gilford Battalion, 6 Sept. 1783, printed 

in Anon, An historical account of the late election of knights of the shire for the county of Down

together with the petition to parliament complaining of an undue election and return for the said

county and the proceedings thereon and also the several addresses, songs, squibs etc, which were

published before and during the election (Dublin, 1786), pp 109-10.

49 Paterson, ‘Volunteer companies’, pp 204-30.

50 Lord Moira to Rev. Patrick Morgan, 27 Mar. 1784 (Granard Mss, T3765/M/3/15/2); same to [-], 

11 Jan. 1785 (ibid., T3765/M/3/15/3).

51 Miller, ‘Non-professional soldiery’, p.331.
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politicised sections of the Volunteer ranks and encouraging them to become 

involved in electoral politics. In 1782 freeholder addresses emanated from 18 

counties and five towns including County Down itself and the boroughs of 

Downpatrick and Newry, pressing for parliamentary reform.52 An examination of 

the personalities involved in the canvassing surrounding the election for the County 

Down seats in 1783, the first contested election for over 20 years, which 

inaugurated fierce electoral rivalry within the county, shows how this policy worked 

in the local arena. It also illustrates how in Down, unlike Antrim, Presbyterian 

politicisation had not reached any high levels of sophistication. In all probability this 

is due to the fact that Antrim had fewer landed Presbyterians, unlike the 

Blackwoods, Mussendens, Rosses and Stewarts, who in Down provided a safety 

valve for dissenting aspirations. However because Down did have landed 

Presbyterian leaders it meant that the political agenda of the denomination was more 

likely to be distracted from purely religious issues as the gentleman and tenant 

classes each had their own agenda and endeavoured to press their own political 

advantage.53

From the mid 1770s to the late 1780s, apart from the dislocating effects of the 

Volunteering movement, economic developments encouraged a freeholder revolt. 

The economic disruption engendered by the American war precipitated a slump in 

the linen industry. As a result emigration escalated, with a corresponding decline in 

land values, so the landlords’ bargaining position over leases weakened 

significantly.54 After the establishment of free trade, the earl of Annesley wrote to his 

agent, John Moore, suggesting raising the rental on his estates but Moore advised 

caution:

The disposition to emigrate is already fully established among us.

Our people adore the manly firmness and courage of their

relatives in America and, when a peace is established, will flock

52 Edith M. Johnston, Great Britain and Ireland 1760-1800 (London, 1963), p.122.

53 See ibid., pp 179-88.

54 John Hutcheson to Sir Nicholas Bayly, 16 May 1773 (Anglesey Mss, D619/21/C/77).
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there in thousands, if not tied by the indulgence and humanity of

their landlords to their native soil.55

This was good advice. Eight months later Moore reported that as soon as the peace 

preliminaries arrived in Ireland a Belfast shipowner advertised places on his boat for 

carrying merchandise and passengers to Philadelphia, and within three days a local 

linen draper had secured passages for his own and 30 other families. Some landlords 

were scornful of the threat this posed, but both Moore and Lord Hillsborough took 

heed and adapted their estate management accordingly.56 This change of policy 

included cutting out middlemen, where possible, and issuing direct leases to-the 

undertenants. If other leases were renewed, it became the practice not to penalise 

tenants for any improvements they may have made. In individual cases tenants on 

estates which issued 21-year leases bargained for three life leases in exchange for 

agreeing to remain in the country.57 Interestingly, despite these precautionary 

measures Hillsborough still fell victim to a tenant revolt while Stewart, who became 

the ‘candidate of the people’ does not seem to have been unusually benevolent in his 

dealings with his tenantry. Religion, not economic advantage, were the ties that 

bound in 1783.

Nevertheless, tenants were temporarily at an economic advantage and this 

allowed those with their own agenda to exploit the long held belief that sympathy for 

Presbyterianism and paternalism went hand in hand. The Stewarts’ exclusion from 

borough politics has already been described. In 1771 Robert Stewart was returned 

as the county M.P. under the Hills’ patronage. However, this did not decrease the 

Stewarts’ ambitions, and their loyalty to the Hills was by no means unconditional. In 

March 1780 Stewart attempted to carry through a coup in the nomination of the 

County Down grand jury. He convened a meeting of a select group of gentlemen 

who he felt would sympathise with his criticisms of Hill. The outcome of this 

quorum of ten was the composition of a set of instructions requesting Lord 

Hillsborough to adapt his parliamentary conduct. These resolutions were circulated

55 John Moore to Arthur Annesley, 22 June 1782, printed in Crawford (ed.). Letters, p.39.

56 Same to same, 15 Feb. 1783 (ibid., p.42).

57 Same to same, 6 Dec. 1783 (ibid., p.45).
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around the county fairs and markets and signed, according to Hillsborough’s agent, 

John Slade, by every ‘rag tag’.58

Perhaps, as Stewart had hoped, the grand jury’s example was emulated by 

those lower down the social scale. Stewart had actively involved himself in the 

Volunteering movement from 1780 onwards and two years later in April 1782 a 

meeting of the independent freeholders of Dundonald raised their glasses to toast the 

‘King, Lords, Commons, Irish Volunteers, friends of Ireland in the British 

parliament and the independent electors of Antrim’; who had recently returned an 

‘independent’ candidate to be their parliamentary representative. The Dundonald 

freeholders desired the electors of County Down to follow Antrim’s ‘patriotic 

example’.59 A week later, the freeholders and principal inhabitants of the parishes of 

Donaghclony and Tullylish, near Waringstown, met and unanimously agreed with 

the resolutions of the Ulster Volunteer convention at Dungannon which had 

advocated parliamentary reform in the form of annual parliaments, a secret ballot 

and a redistribution of seats.60 In an echo of the grand jury of County Down, the 

convention urged the populace to support an M.P. who would, ‘engage to attend 

upon his duty, to hearken to our instructions and at all times to support the 

constitutional rights of the nation at large’.61 In all probability Stewart, who had 

attended the convention, was the candidate in mind. In June the freeholders of 

Newry claimed to be following this example.62 The Belfast Newsletter reported 

similar freeholder meetings at Comber, Drumbo, Killinchy, Kilmud and Temakill.63 

By the end of June 1782 the original committee at Dundonald determined that 

correspondence should be set up by the freeholders of the various baronies in the 

county and that a committee should be established to receive information and

58 John Slade to Lord Hillsborough, 19 Mar. 1780 (Downshire Mss, D607/B/109).

59 Belfast Newsletter. 16 Apr. 1782.

60 R. B. McDowell, ‘Parliamentary independence 1782-9’ in T. W. Moody and W. E. Vaughan 

(eds.), A new history of Ireland iv: eighteenth-century Ireland 1691-1800 (Oxford, 1986), p.270; 

Belfast Newsletter. 3 Oct. 1783.

61 Ibid., 3 May 1782.

62 Ibid., 3 June 1783.

63 Belfast Newsletter. 9 Apr. 1782, 19 Apr. 1782, 7 May 1782, 14 Oct. 1782, 17 Oct. 1782, 6 June 

1783.
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orchestrate measures to promote ‘independence’. It had taken just three months for 

the call for ‘liberty’ to pass from village to village.64

The political culture of the county was steadily expanding its boundaries to 

encompass those who once had little say in constitutional matters. It was a time 

when, in the words of a contemporary, ‘the farmer became a politician, the 

manufacturer became a delegate’.65 People were persuaded that obliging a candidate 

to sign a test was necessary to achieve a virtuous representation. This impelled 

M.P.s to keep themselves informed of, and obey the instructions of, their 

constituents. It was Lord Kilwarlin’s refusal to sign the test during the 

electioneering period leading up to the 1783 election that marked him out for 

disapproval from the ‘independents’ and their supporters.66

The Presbyterian church was extensively involved in this agitation and its 

pulpits became sounding boards for political ideals. It was believed by some 

dissenters that morality and religion required freeholders to adopt the political 

opinions of their ministers in preference to those of their landlord, and that to refuse 

to do so placed a man’s eternal salvation in jeopardy. The link between the 

Presbyterian church and ‘independent’ politics was made clear on the 21 July 1783 

when the freeholders of Dromara held a meeting in the local dissenting chapel. As 

the election drew near the County Down ‘independent’ committee called on 

ministers to ‘inspire’ the people with a love of liberty. The two main protagonists for 

Stewart were the Presbyterian ministers Samuel Barber and William Steel Dickson, 

who were also leading Volunteers. In an attempt to weaken the moral high ground 

that Barber had assumed, Hillsborough’s camp accused him of only being motivated 

by personal spite and published the testimony of James Birch of Dromara, who 

swore that Hillsborough had donated money to build a meeting house for Birch’s 

brother, and that when secretary of state in 1780 Hill had pledged his support for the 

repeal of the test. Barber denied these allegations, pasting an affidavit on his meeting

64 Ibid., 18 June 1782.

65 Historical account, p.5.

66 Ibid., p. 11; a meeting of delegates from the independent electors of the county of Down, 13 Aug. 

1783 (ibid., p.43).
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house door.67 Again Hillsborough’s former advocacy of dissenting interests failed to 

endear him to a large section of the Presbyterian community in 1783. Only 

membership of the kirk or the support of Presbyterian ministers could help a 

candidate in this way.

The frail beginnings of political assertiveness can be seen in the rhetoric 

current among the 40s. freeholders. The earl of Moira had been thanked by the local 

Volunteers for leaving voters to choose their preferred candidates, according to their 

own conscience. These were men who now knew what they wanted.68 The 

‘independent’ interest was closely allied with the Volunteer convention at 

Dungannon, where Stewart had received the applause of‘five hundred chosen men 

of Ulster’. Freeholders were urged to ‘shake off every mean and selfish 

consideration, and to assert their natural and constitutional rights’ by returning an 

M.P. who would truly represent their interests and every landlord, ‘be his rank what 

it may, who by threats, or any unconstitutional means attempts to intimidate his 

tenants from voting according to their conscience, ought to be considered as an 

enemy to his country’.

As America stands with outstretched arms, ready to receive the 

injured and oppressed sons of liberty any man who has promised 

to support the independent cause, and fails so to do on the day of 

trial, should be held in the utmost contempt by every friend of 

liberty and his country.69

But what did the term ‘independent’ mean, and what was the character of an 

‘independent’ candidate? ‘Independent’ conveyed many things to many people, and 

the ambiguity of the term is reflected in the Stewarts’ actions throughout the 1783 

election campaign and beyond. In principle an ‘independent’ voter was one with 

enough land to resist landlord coercion, or even a polite request, and so return an 

M.P. who would defend the constitution against the ‘corrupting influence of the 

court’. It might also denote a conglomerate of smaller landlords taking on a great

67 Andrew Morrow, ‘The Reverend Samuel Barber and the Rathfriland Volunteers’ in Ulster 

Journal of Archaeology, xv (1909), p.35; Historical account, p.5; to the public, Rathfriland, 19 Aug. 

1783 (ibid., p.91); memorandum by James Birch, 25 Aug. 1783 (ibid., p.62).

68 At a meeting of the Moira company, 1 Aug. 1783 (ibid., p.37).
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magnate, or a challenge to an electoral system based on a paternalistic relationship 

between landlord and tenant. In this way smaller landlords used the rhetoric of 

‘independence’ to cajole freeholders into opposing aristocratic dictation. In 1783 a 

new concept of an ‘independent’ M.P. was introduced, as a gentleman who had 

signed a test pledging to obey the instructions of his constituents.70

In 1783 the ‘independent’ candidate in County Down was Robert Stewart. 

Stewart was a Presbyterian and came from a family that was relatively new to 

County Down and to landed society. In addition Stewart did initially have a liberal 

view of politics, and because of this as early as spring 1782 the freeholders of the 

county undertook to support his return to parliament at the next election as a reward 

for his ‘upright’ and ‘patriotic conduct’ in the House of Commons.71 The evidence 

of family correspondence supports the tenantry’s impression of Stewart’s 

sentiments. Robert’s father, Alexander, displayed his great love of liberty in a letter 

to his younger son, also Alexander. The lad had spent some time in Germany during 

his Grand Tour and had evidently written in despair at the perceived ‘tyranny’ of 

Germanic governments. His father felt that little else could be expected; 

for what notion of patriotism can there be in a country of slaves, 

bred up in the notion of having no right, independent of the will 

of a tyrant, in whose minds the dignity of human nature, and the 

rights’ of man [are] obliterated.72

He also feared that soon the situation in Ireland could be analogous, comparing the 

island to ancient Rome:

When enthroned in liberty giving law to the world, and what it 

now is, the noble monuments of antiquity raised by freedom 

mouldering under monkish slavery ... the one brings into my 

mind what Britain was no longer ago than when his late Majesty

69 Meeting of the freeholders of the parish of Dundonald, 3 Aug. 1783 (ibid., pp 38-9).

70 McBride, Scripture politics, p. 138.

71 Belfast Newsletter. 7 May 1782, 21 June 1782.

72 Alexander Stewart to Alexander Stewart, 12 Aug. 1771 (Stewart-Bam Mss, D4137/A/1/3).
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died, the pride and dictaterie of Europe, whilst the other raises in

my mind the dread of a like degeneracy.73

The Stewarts advocated ‘economical’ government. When the lord lieutenant, 

Townshend, strove unsuccessfully to unite the two boards of the revenue in 1771, at 

the proposed cost of £50-60,000 per parliamentary session, Robert had voted 

against the proposal and paraded in the triumphal procession that took place in the 

Commons the following day. This, and further ‘patriot’ attacks on the pension list in 

the same year, Stewart defined as ‘two of the most staggering blows ever a lord 

lieutenant got in Ireland’.74 Moreover when John Fitzgibbon, later Lord Clare, one 

of the most powerful men in the country, joined the patriots briefly in 1771, Robert 

did not welcome this conversion despite Fitzgibbon’s ‘abilities and talents’. Stewart 

believed the motivation for Fitzgibbon turning a ‘roaring patriot’ was simply pique 

at his son’s failure to receive a bishopric. Stewart feared this would ‘contribute not a 

little to render the appellation of a patriot a satire on honesty and worth’.75 The 

family maintained their principles even to their own detriment. Shortly after the 

defeat of the revenue bill, Robert’s father, Alexander, was concerned to hear Robert 

had attended a ball held in Dublin Castle which had been presided over by the lord 

lieutenant. Alexander hoped that ‘easiness of temper or the persuasion of any friends 

will not suffer him [Robert] to go to his [Townshend’s] levy, since that would be 

looking one way in the House and another without doors’.76

Independence of the Castle also meant independence of England. Alexander 

Stewart snr described the opening address presented to the king by the Irish House 

of Commons in 1771 as ‘the most fulsome, servile one, that could be penned’.77 

Later that session an Irish money bill was rejected by the English Privy Council. As a 

measure of defiance, it was decided that a new bill, preserving the wording of the 

first, should be sent to England. Robert Stewart, according to his sister Anne, felt 

‘that to serve them rightly, would be to send none, till they learned better manners

73 Same to same, 14 Feb. 1774 (ibid., D4137/A/1/24).

74 Robert Stewart to Anne Stewart, 16 Dec. 1771 (ibid., D4137/A/2/4).

75 Same to Alexander Stewart, 1771 (ibid., D4137/A/2/5).

76 Alexander Stewart to Robert Stewart, 18 May 1771 (ibid., D4137/A/1/1).

77 Anne Stewart to Alexander Stewart, [n.d.] (ibid., D4137/A/1/4).
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on the other side of the water’.78 Robert sent his father an account of the episode. 

When the bill was returned from England, altered in a manner unacceptable to the 

‘patriot’ party, Stewart regarded this as a challenge which, if not met, would leave 

Ireland without rights and a seriously weakened economic position, her domestic 

trade destroyed by being opened up to foreign competition. Yet ‘an unexpected and 

astonishing spirit blazed out in support of the privileges of the Commons’. A new 

bill was submitted and when it met with no resistance in England the victory was 

complete. Stewart hoped a permanent precedent had been established that ‘would 

prove an impregnable bulwark against any future invasion in the great right of 

taxation’.79

In a similar vein the Stewarts, like many of their Presbyterian tenantry, 

sympathised with America’s struggle to shake off her ties with Britain. In 1774 Alex 

Stewart wrote to his son describing the Boston tea party. Britain’s proposal to send 

ships to the colony was viewed as ‘fools persevering in folly’, as the ‘sons of liberty’ 

prepared for self defence. In March 1778, as M.P. for County Down, Robert 

Stewart contemplated drawing up an address condemning both the English ministry 

and the war.80 The family shared other political views with their tenantry and 

Stewart would enter into dialogue with his constituents. In his maiden speech of 

1771 he was willing to present, against the strict orders of the House, a petition 

from Newry against the stamp act, as its own M.P.s were absent. Stewart felt that as 

the constituents had turned to him he had no other duty but to act on their wishes 

and declare himself. In 1773 he was angered when the new lord lieutenant, Lord 

Harcourt, passed a series of money bills that saw taxation in the country rise to

78 Same to same, [n.d.] (ibid., D4137/A/1/8).

79 Robert Stewart to same, 1771 (ibid., D4137/A/2/5); same to same, [n.d.] (ibid., D4137/A/2/6).

80 Same to same, 14 Feb. 1774 (ibid., D4137/A/1/24); Anne Stewart to same, [1771] (ibid., 

D4137/A/1/8); McBride, Scripture politics, p.121. The politics of the American Revolution were 

watched with great interest in elite circles. In Mar. 1778 ‘H. D.’ wrote to Thomas Waring to 

inform him that the mail had arrived in Newry bringing a long vindication that Lord Hillsborough 

had made in the British House of Lords when the duke of Richmond had charged him with being 

the instigator of all that had occurred in America. He also sent word that Robert Stewart had 

received a letter from Lord Camden concerning the treaty between France and America. H. D. to 

Thomas Waring, 12 Mar. 1778 (Waring Mss, Waringstown House, D0445).

287



unprecedented levels at a time of great distress in Ireland as a result of the decayed 

linen industry and the scarcity of cash caused by the outflux of emigrants to 

America.81 Ten years later, in January 1783, Stewart was the only prominent County 

Down landlord to be listed as a member of the committee appointed by the drapers 

to promote free trade at the Belfast white linen hall.82

While Stewart’s advocacy of relief for dissenters and Irish free trade chimed in 

with the aspirations of those tenants and professionals who by 1783 were seeking an 

M.P. who truly represented their wishes, others remained unconvinced. The noted 

Belfast radical, Dr William Drennan, writing to his political colleague William Bruce, 

admittedly with the wisdom of hindsight, suggested that Stewart had only decided to 

play the dissenting and ‘independent’ card after he had recognised a growing spirit 

of ‘independence and self government’ amongst his tenantry. Drennan theorised 

that Stewart had realised this could overturn his electoral influence and had 

therefore determined, along with other members of the gentry,

to collect the reins which have lain floating on the necks of the 

multitude, and to accustom them once more to that proper 

discipline and subordination which the distinction of ranks, when 

well preserved, produces in civil society.83

The suspicions of the Belfast men may have been justified. Stewart’s motives 

were further put in question because of the ambiguous relationship between himself 

and his opponent, Lord Hillsborough. Stewart had only been returned as the county 

member in 1770 and 1776 through Hillsborough’s interest. This had previously 

been excused by Drennan as an act by a young man, ‘not then the character he is 

now’, grateful for help at a time when others in the county were against him. But, in 

return for Hillsborough’s support, Stewart had promised never to oppose the 

Hillsborough family.84 Throughout the 1783 campaign, although it was declared 

that Stewart would not use his votes to the prejudice of Edward Ward, the second 

candidate who proclaimed his ‘independence’, Stewart refused to break openly with

81 Robert Stewart to Alexander Stewart, 9 Dec. 1773 (Stewart-Bam Mss, D4137/A/2/12).

82 Belfast Newsletter. 14 Jan. 1783.

83 William Drennan to William Bruce, [n.d.] (Drennan-Bruce Mss, D553/5).

84 Same to same, [n.d.] (ibid., T765/1/93).
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Hillsborough. Ward perceived this neutrality as an attempt by Stewart to obtain the 

freeholders’ votes while continuing to press his own campaign, a situation which 

destroyed any hope of a successful union between the pair.85 No longer feeling he 

could trust Stewart, Ward donated his second votes to Hillsborough’s son. Lord 

Kilwarlin, prompting Stewart to do the same. However, as Ward could also rely on 

the voters of the Clanwilliam estate he was able to rally enough support to carry the 

county seat at Stewart’s expense. In the end, as with most Irish elections, it was 

landed power, in the form of large estates and well organised tenants, that won the 

day. However, Drennan held Stewart responsible for Stewart’s own failure. If it had 

not been for Stewart’s ‘nauseous neutrality’, he wrote, Stewart and Ward would 

have captured complete control of the county; promoting Drennan to suspect that 

Stewart did not regard the ‘independent’ interest ‘a fig’.86

It is true that more selfish reasons than a craving for political freedom may 

have played a part in persuading Stewart and others to pursue an ‘independent line’. 

The desire for entrance into the county elite on their own terms may have been the 

motivating factor. Indeed, those who supported Kilwarlin were assiduous in their 

assertion that the electoral confrontation of 1783 had actually harmed 

‘independence’ since it was futile to challenge a family like the Hills, whose local 

power meant that by claiming only one of the two possible county seats they were in 

fact showing great moderation.87 They also refuted the allegation that Kilwarlin had 

deserted his duty in the previous parliamentary session and made use of corrupt 

electioneering practices. His absence was excused as necessary to his army career, 

and the Hills’ exertions in the months following the ‘constitutional legislation’ of 

1782 were commended. The tenantry were reminded that at this juncture 

Hillsborough had entered the Irish administration, and Kilwarlin, as a member of the 

English House of Commons, had co-operated with his father’s endeavours to restore

85 Belfast Newsletter. 26 Aug. 1783, 9 Sept. 1783.

86 Historical account, pp 3-9; William Drennan to Martha McTier, [n.d.] (Drennan-Bruce Mss, 

T765/95).

87 Historical account, pp 3-9.
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the country’s just rights of legislation and commerce.88 Kilwarlin’s pre-election 

address, when he stated that

the interests of the kingdom in general and of our country in 

particular shall be the constant and only objects of my attention; 

and I shall use my utmost endeavour to promote those interests 

in the manner that shall appear to be most agreeable to the 

wishes of my constituents

was said to have been just as binding as the test signed by Stewart and Ward. Thus it 

was argued on Kilwarlin’s behalf that the appellation of‘independent’ came more 

from a desire to attain the support of those in remote areas, who were unaware of 

the true machinations of these men, than from any aspirations for political freedom.89

This suggestion, although emanating from the Downshire camp, did have 

substance, for many of Stewart’s supporters were political ‘outsiders’ or men with a 

particular grievance. Alexander Stewart snr had stood unsuccessfully for the Belfast 

borough seat in 1745 and had a long history of litigation from that date in his 

attempt to gain control of the borough of Newtownards.90 Once the Stewarts were 

established as landowners it could not be said that they had acted with unusual 

largesse towards their fellow Presbyterians.91 The Stewarts had been quick to quell 

the Steelboy disturbances of 1772.92 It is significant that Stewart’s second in 

command during the election campaign of 1783 was Gawn Hamilton, a man who felt 

he had been unfairly excluded from the borough of Killyleagh. Moreover, although 

Cromwell Price supported Downshire, other members of the Price family sided with 

Stewart, probably still resenting their family’s loss of the Downpatrick seat in 1760, 

when the Southwell family had awarded their patronage elsewhere. Other men who 

supported Stewart either in 1783 or 1790, including Lord Moira, Hugh 

Montgomery, the Trevors of Rostrevor and Edward Ward, were men whose

88 Constitution club of Lisburn, in the county of Antrim, 9 Aug. 1783 (ibid., p.41).

89 A freeholder of the county of Down, 14 Aug. 1783 (ibid., p.45); Belfast Newsletter. 1 Aug. 1783.

90 McBride, ‘Presbyterians in the penal era’, p.78; see above, pp 254-8.

91 See the case of the Mussendens, chapter 2.

92 Alexander Stewart to Alexander Stewart, 23 Mar. 1772 (Stewart-Bam Mss, D4137/A/1/11); 

Anne Stewart to same, 29 Apr. [1772] (ibid., D4137/A/1/12).
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electoral power had been gradually sapped by the growing dominance of the 

Downshires at the County Down polls throughout the eighteenth century.93

The cloak of‘independence’, or advocacy of dissenters’ rights, as a cover for 

more straightforward political ambition was not a new departure. In the 1740s John 

Blackwood and Robert Ross, were excluded from any say in the borough of Bangor 

because of their status as Presbyterians. In conjunction with the local dissenting 

minister they attended the parish vestry meeting to declare against a motion for 

repairing the schoolhouse. Because of their presence the local rector was too fearful 

to raise the subject of the church bells as he was confident the influence of 

Blackwood and Ross would not allow the matter to be passed without a lawsuit. It 

seems that the controversy had originated in 1738 when Ross had been denied burial 

rights for his mother-in-law in Bangor Abbey.94 Isaac Corry, who stood as an 

‘independent’ in the Newry election of 1776, also played the dissenting card yet 

once he was in parliament turned to the government benches.95 Similarly in 1778 

Ross’s son, another Robert, was now so tied to the political hierarchy by the 

provision of a seat at Newry that he regarded the Stewarts and Montgomerys, who 

supported repeal when the test was discussed in parliament, as ‘leaders of faction’.96 

In the same way it could be argued that when the electoral system came under attack 

in the early 1780s Robert Stewart, smarting from his family’s exclusion from the 

borough of Newtownards, joined the fray to rescue County Down from the over 

bearing grip of grand proprietors, in this case the Hillsboroughs, enlisting support at 

a time when, for the inhabitants of Belfast at least, ‘our salvation depends on a 

parliamentary reform’.97

93 Historical account, p.181; Peter Jupp, ‘County Down elections 1783-1831’ in Irish Historical 

Studies, xviii (1972-3), pp 201-2.

94 Robert Ross to Michael Ward, 5 Nov. 1745 (Castleward Mss, D2092/1/6/120); Lord Limerick to 

same, 10 Oct. 1745 (ibid., D2092/1/7/49); Rev. James Clewlow to same, 10 Oct. 1741 (ibid., 

D2092/1/5/98); same to same, 19 Feb. 1738/9 (ibid., D2092/1/5/33); same to same, 20 Nov. 1740 

(ibid., D2092/1/5/72).

95 McBride, ‘Presbyterians in the penal era’, p.82.

96 Robert Ross to Lord Hillsborough, 7 Sept. 1778 (Downshire Mss, D607/B/31).

97 At a numerous meeting of the inhabitants of the town of Belfast, 2 Sept. 1783, printed in 

Historical account, p.72.
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4

Although the Stewart family’s foray into county politics was unsuccessful in 

1783 their hopes were finally realised in 1790, when Robert Stewart’s son, another 

Robert, was elected to represent the county. Even as a young boy, the future Lord 

Castlereagh had been active in the Volunteering movement. At the height of the 

Volunteer period in 1782 he had commanded the light infantry of the Ards at a 

Belfast review, this at the tender age of 13. In 1812 William Steel Dickson fondly 

recalled the young man’s demeanour:

The manner in which he conducted his boyish band, through the 

variegated, and long protracted engagement, displayed such 

gems of spirit, and judgement, as excited admiration, extorted 

applause and laid the foundation of that popularity, which he 

afterwards obtained ... from that day, many began to look 

forward to and speak of him, as their future representative.98 

Thus when Castlereagh reached the requisite age of 21 and appeared on the 

hustings at County Down to proclaim

strong expressions of attachment to the liberty of his country, of 

ardour for reform, and solemn declarations that, if returned to 

parliament, he would use all his efforts to obtain it, 

he was accorded support from the Presbyterian voters of the constituency.99

In 1790 four men put themselves forward as candidates. Robert Stewart and 

Edward Ward stood as ‘independents’, in opposition to George Mathews and Lord 

Hillsborough, the former Lord Kilwarlin (whose father had become marquess of 

Downshire in 1789). The poll gave Hillsborough 3,534 votes, Stewart 3,114, Ward 

2,968 and Mathews 2,223.100 However, once again there were doubts about the 

genuine ‘independence’ of the ‘independent’ candidates. Hillsborough’s supporters 

questioned Stewart’s veracity. Was it really an ardent love of liberty, they asked, 

that induced him to try and supplant Edward Ward in the good opinion of the 

‘independent’ interest, when he stood accused by the Downshires of endeavouring

98 Dickson, Narrative, pp 13-4.

" Ibid., p. 19.

100 Morrow, ‘The Reverend Samuel Barber’, p. 126.
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to solicit an alliance with them? Castlereagh’s previous declarations of friendship to 

the government and his refusal to take a test, were also recalled.101 Furthermore it 

was said that Stewart, who had been educated by the Rev. Mr Sturreck, a clergyman 

of the established church, had actually conformed, and that it was only when 

canvassing for the County Down seat that he had reverted to his ancestral 

Presbyterianism.102 As the poll drew to an end, a notice was pointedly circulated 

from the Hillsborough camp that

every person who has been oppressed by any landlord, agent or 

receiver, or refused their usual firing, on account of their having 

voted for Lord Hillsborough, or who shall be threatened with any 

oppression or undue influence in order to prevent their voting for 

his Lordship, will give information to Mr Stephenson, secretary 

to the committee, at Miss Finlay’s in Downpatrick, in order that 

the most effectual measures may be instantly taken for their 

relief.103

Certainly, once Lord Castlereagh attained political influence, the Stewart family 

became ardent supporters of the Castle. Ironically, in the first election after the 

Union in 1805, it was Hill who, as an opponent of the legislation of 1801, was the 

popular candidate and Castlereagh who was punished for his support of the Union 

by being ousted from the county seat.104

A truly ‘virtuous representation’ for County Down would clearly have to wait 

some time, but the manipulation of the dissenting vote in the later eighteenth century 

still had interesting by-products. By 1790, there was an increase in the tenantry’s 

political expectations. Robert Stewart and Edward Ward had continued to assert 

their desire to emancipate the country, faithfully attending their duty in parliament 

and obeying the instructions of their constituents, but now rather more than this was

101 Letter by an independent freeholder, Newry, 5 May [1790] (Waring Mss, Waringstown House, 

DOS 15).

102 Statement given at Newry, 5 May [1790] (ibid., D0515).

103 Statement given at Downpatrick, 26 June 1790 (ibid., D0522).

104 Jupp, ‘County Down elections’, p. 184.
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required.105 A meeting of the freeholders of Dundonald and Holywood, held in 

Dundonald meeting house on the 14 April 1790, asserted that the House of 

Commons could never be free, nor the people fairly represented, while pensioners 

and placemen were tolerated; that freedom of election was the natural birthright of 

every freeholder; and that a successful candidate should obey the instructions of his 

constituents. This entailed using every constitutional means in an M.P.’s power to 

obtain a place bill, a pension bill, the disenfranchisement of revenue officers, a more 

permanent freedom of the press, described as the bulwark of liberty, and a repeal of 

the ‘odious’ police act.106

Ian McBride has suggested that the arguments surrounding the 1790 election 

show the emergence and collision of two rival conceptions of the political process. 

Hill emphasised his contributions to the local economic infrastructure, and ties of 

local patronage, while Stewart sought to raise ideological issues of national 

importance; advocacy of religious and civil liberty, the Downshires’ absenteeism and 

preference for English as against Irish trade, extending the stamp tax to the 

American colonies, and so on.107 An examination of the two campaigns would bear 

this out. The prolific pamphleteering surrounding the election reflected an awareness 

of the increased political sophistication of the tenantry. To counteract the 

Presbyterian clergy, Downshire organised a massive electoral campaign. On 30 

March he instructed his political agent, John Reilly, to establish a committee to 

canvass the barony of Upper Iveagh. Each committee-man was allocated 

responsibility for a particular district. On Hillsborough’s side it was stressed that it 

was only after free trade for Ireland had been secured that Hillsborough had taken 

office in the British government.108 Other policies inclined to win tenants’ favour 

included his opposition to the police act being extended to Ulster, his benevolence to 

the poor, his disavowal of the land tax, his preference for Irish trade over the 

manufactures of the whole world and his encouragement of the linen trade so that

105 Belfast Newsletter. 6 Apr. 1790.

106 Ibid., 20 Apr. 1790.

107 McBride, Scripture politics, p.137.

108 Ibid., p.139; letter to the freeholders of the county of Down, [n.d.] (Waring Mss, Waringstown 

House, D0512).
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the county of Down is one of the most flourishing counties in 

Ireland. The family of Lord Hillsborough have set more wheels a 

spinning, more looms at work and have given more comfortable 

habitations to their friends in the county of Down, than all the 

uniforms, and all the Whig clubs ever did in the whole world.109 

These claims were similar to those issued in 1783 and would seem to have 

been genuine. The Hills were noted paternalistic and improving landlords. Hill was a 

liberal patron of the linen industry, and donated generous premiums for the largest 

and finest growths of flax produced on his estates. The countess of Hillsborough 

held competitions among farmers’ daughters to ascertain which one of them could 

become the most proficient in the art of spinning, and once a year three prizes were 

awarded on the market day preceding Christmas for the best bunches of linen yam. 

The Hills’ contributions to the development of the towns of Banbridge, Hillsborough 

and Hilltown and their active service in parliament have already been noted.110

Hillsborough also assiduously courted the Presbyterian vote now that all 

parties were aware of its importance to the final outcome. Tenants were reminded 

that the Hillsborough estate contained more Presbyterians, meeting houses and 

dissenting ministers than any other in Ireland and that while Hillsborough had held 

office in the English parliament he had negotiated for Irish Presbyterians to receive 

unprecedented grants of money in the form of the regium donum, £1,500 p.a. as 

compared to the previous £400 p.a.; for ‘my Lord Hillsborough declared to 

government he looked upon the Presbyterians as a knowing, honest, industrious 

people, and that they should meet with every support which government could give 

them’.* * 111 Nonconformists were reminded, in Biblical language, how in 1783 Stewart 

retreated from public life once his election petition failed, leaving his former 

supporters in the political wastelands. ‘Yet you poor souls, spaniel like, fawn on the

109 Letter to the really free and independent freeholders of the county of Down, [n.d.] (ibid.,

DOS 19); letter to stop lies circulating, [n.d.] (ibid., D0525).

110 Hugh McCall, The house of Downshire: a sketch of its history from 1600-1868 (London, 1880),

p.18.

111 Letter to the really free and independent freeholders of the county of Down, [n.d.] (ibid.,

DOS 19).
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man who corrects you most, and when he strikes you on the one cheek you turn up 

the other also’, begging the question

whether the man who has devoted his life to the support of the 

manufactures and agriculture of the county, and the protection of 

the navigation of the channel or the men who support civil and 

religious liberty by once in seven years, barraging in such pulpits 

as they can get possession of, are most deserving the grateful 

return of a high spirited people.112

Similarly, despite their claim to be representing an ideal of‘independence’ 

which the people of the county had long craved, Stewart and Ward’s committee still 

deemed it necessary to carry out what has been judged ‘the most outstanding 

publicity campaign of the period’. Stewart’s father was required to spend £60,000 to 

win his son the seat, expenditure that involved selling off old family portraits and the 

curtailment of building plans for Mount Stewart; so that he ‘lived the remainder of 

his valuable life in an old bam, with a few rooms added’.113 Daily lists of the poll 

were drawn up, 68 in all, with a red list for the ‘free and independent electors’ and 

black list for Hill’s supporters. Twenty pounds was awarded for information 

concerning illegal voting and ‘catches’ were publicised, that is tenants of 

Downshire’s adherents who converted to Stewart’s cause. But of course, because 

of the massive stakes involved, even ‘independents’ expected their tenants to vote as 

instructed, for the ‘independent’ candidates. John Blackwood and Robert Stewart 

respectively had support from 93 and 83% of their registered freeholders and 

Stewart suggested that Lord Moira punish any tenants on his estate who refused to 

comply with his wishes. One is left to assume once again that self interest lay behind 

the Stewarts’ liberal policies.114

On its own popular opinion was not significant in the County Down electoral 

process. However, because of circumstances distinct to Down, the attrition 

surrounding the Newtown act, the desire of the Hamiltons to win back their control

112 Letter to the people of Newtownards, [n.d.] (ibid., D0509); a hasty sketch of the proceedings this 

day on the hustings, Downpatrick, 1 May 1790 (ibid., DOS 14).

113 Charles Vane, marquess of Londonderry (ed.). Memoirs and correspondence of Viscount 

Castlereagh second marquess of Londonderry (4 vols.) (London, 1848), i, 7.
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of the borough of Killyleagh and general resentment of the Hillsboroughs’ political 

ascendancy, certain sections of the Down gentry realised that a movement such as 

the Volunteers, which initially seemed to question and decrease their authority, could 

be turned to their advantage. By establishing an alternative strategy, which involved 

promising a more liberal agenda, in one move the Stewarts and their cohorts 

channelled the enthusiasm and new-found political knowledge of the Volunteer 

leaders into safer constitutional activities, thereby defusing much of the Volunteers’ 

potential to foment revolt.

In 1783 Stewart failed in his bid to be the county’s representative, but using 

similar methods his son succeeded in 1790. The Stewarts finally attained their 

ambition but in the process they raised the hopes and expectations of the tenantry. 

Once in power the family returned to the government benches in the mid-1790s to 

serve in one of the most repressive governments in Irish history. It is of little 

surprise that the odium of the people soon came to rest on Castlereagh and that 

Down was an epicentre of the 1798 rebellion. As McBride states, ‘if radicalism had 

lost its momentum after 1783, the machinery for popular mobilisation was still 

there’."5

114 Jupp, ‘County Down elections’, pp 194-7.

115 McBride, Scripture politics, p.161.

297



Chapter 10: Conclusion
A number of themes have been considered in this survey of the County Down 

landed elite in the mid to late eighteenth century. The first question must be, how 

much evidence is there to compile an adequate depiction of upper class life and 

identity in this ‘golden era’ for the Anglo-Irish ascendancy. Down is fortunate in 

the survival of estate papers, one principal source: as many as 17 landed families 

have left significant archives (albeit out of about 90). Each collection affords an 

insight into a slightly different aspect of gentry life, which permits a wide-ranging 

survey, but makes it impossible to provide a complete analysis of all general trends. 

The Savage papers illustrate a household in debt, and how a family coped with this 

misfortune before the establishment of an effective banking system. The Maxwell 

archives include a multitude of bills and accounts and reveal something of 

consumption levels among the Irish upper classes. The Waringstown archive offers 

a rare insight into the lifestyle of younger sons, who often go unmentioned in larger 

collections. The Granard papers, which hold the massive correspondence of 

Elizabeth, countess of Moira, are an excellent archive for the historian of art, ‘high’ 

culture and women’s history, while the letters of both her husband and son relating 

the splendours of their Grand Tour allow one to appreciate what travel in the 

eighteenth century really entailed. However, it was always the larger collections of 

the Angleseys, Downshires and Wards that provided the foundation for this 

research on such mainstream subjects as; estate management, politics, household 

economy and building.

There are of course shortfalls. Often a correspondence would be one-sided, 

so that one is left to surmise much of what had been said either to prompt a letter 

or in reply to one. In the area of estate management, perhaps predictably, much of 

the available correspondence relates to absentee landlords. Those who resided on 

their estate tended to deal with problems themselves. There are no diaries, which 

would afford an insight into the hearts and minds of the landed class, and thus 

issues such as family relations, personal piety, or the detail of character, motivation 

and thought. This absence can also detract from the material evidence. While the 

value of artefacts has not always been appreciated by historians, and it is important 

to reconstruct this aspect of gentleman’s lives, one must not ignore their
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limitations. Did people actually read the books that sat on the shelves in their 

library? If so what were their reactions. How can we be certain in interpreting the 

meaning of the art work that adorned gentry homes? In spite of these reservations, 

it is hoped that this thesis goes some way to providing an ethnography of the 

eighteenth-century County Down elite: their social criteria, social world, 

accumulation of wealth, status symbols, belief systems and political structures. In 

time perhaps this survey may be joined by similar works detailing the life of those 

of a comparable time and class in the other counties of the island and a fuller 

picture of eighteenth-century Ireland be obtained. In the meantime a start has been 

made, by Daniel Beaumont in his 1999 thesis on the gentry of King’s and Queen’s 

Counties and in various articles and essays by T. C. Barnard.1

Central to the ethos of many County Down gentlemen in the eighteenth 

century was the spirit of improvement, which was a natural concomitant of the 

protestant and Whiggish political ideology that developed in the wake of the 

Williamite settlement. It was hoped that improvement would lead to economic 

wealth. Prosperous estates, in their turn, would encourage the settlement of 

substantial protestant tenants. These men would be accorded the vote and a 

landlord’s political influence would be assured. If this was to occur on every estate 

in Ireland the country would be safeguarded - politically, economically, socially 

and militarily. The country house, garden and estate became symbols of this 

political, social and religious aspiration. Houses declared the wealth, prestige and 

permanency of the ruling class; gardens the taming of the wild earth that had 

formerly been neglected by ‘barbarous’ natives. Encouraged by the burgeoning 

economy, landlords instituted improvement clauses in leases, established model 

farms, imported foreign plants and planned to reafforest Ireland. ‘Improvement’ of

1 Daniel Beaumont, ‘The gentry of King’s and Queen’s Counties: protestant landed society 

1690-1760’ (unpublished Ph.D. thesis, T.C.D., 1999); T. C. Barnard, ‘Crisis of identity among 

Irish protestants 1641-1685’ in Past and Present, no. 127 (1990), pp 39-83; T. C. Barnard,

‘Diet and improvement in later seventeenth-century Ireland’ in Journal of Garden History, x 

(1990), pp 71-85; T. C. Barnard, ‘Art, architecture, artefacts and the ascendancy’ in Bullan. i 

(Autumn, 1994), pp 17-34; T. C. Barnard, ‘The worlds of a Galway squire: Robert French of 

Monivea 1716-79’ in G. Morgan and R. Gillespie (eds), Galway history and society: 

interdisciplinary essays on the history of an Irish county (Dublin, 1996), pp 271-96.
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this kind would secure the faith of those already loyal to the ruling order and 

perhaps also encourage those outside to convert. At the same time, ‘improvement’ 

made a patriotic statement, stressing to Britain that Ireland was not a backward 

colony but a kingdom in her own right. The linen industry became the symbol of 

this enterprise. Its profits funded other improving schemes and placed the gentry at 

the zenith of their power. However, while eminently successful in the short term, 

ultimately it afforded the tenantry the confidence to challenge the ascendancy of 

the landed elite.

The protestant nature of improvement is best understood if one appreciates 

the restricted nature of the protestant settlement within Ireland. Eighteenth-century 

Ireland was a confessional state, yet only 10% of its population conformed to the 

Church of Ireland. Protestant insecurity was exacerbated by memories of the 

seventeenth century, the plantation, the 1641 rebellion, and the Williamite wars. A 

substantial minority within the landed elite had, until recently, been Roman 

Catholic or Presbyterian, and although the gentry’s self-perception as ‘Irish’ was 

growing, this sense of identity still needed to be underpinned by a religious ethic to 

have any true potency. The arbitrary decision to divide the worthy from the 

unworthy on the basis of denominational affiliation saw the transmutation of 

Ireland from a catholic to a protestant nation. Yet, in a period when the Roman 

Catholic faith was perceived to be on the increase, ameliorative measures such as 

the foundation of charter schools, penal laws and church building were required to 

convince the elite that they were indeed in the ascendancy.

This may explain the enthusiasm with which gentlemen sought to place 

themselves at the heart of Irish society, economy, and politics. Participation in 

public life took many forms: house building, gardening, membership of such 

institutions as the Royal Dublin Society, the Incorporated Society, the Physio- 

Historical Society, estate improvement, urban development, road building, canal 

construction, afforestation, the activities of the Linen Board, public office, church 

building, education schemes and so forth. For gentlemen, as individuals and in 

corporate groups, protestantism and protestant nationalism was embodied in the 

estates, gardens and buildings of Ireland. Engagement in this common cause fused 

together an elite that had only newly gained the initiative in Ireland after the 

tumultuous events of the seventeenth century.
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The eighteenth century also charts the transformation of Ireland from an 

early modem to a modem society. The increasing sophistication and prosperity of 

the Irish elite bears witness to this. By the end of the period 50 houses had been 

built in the county, a huge investment compared to Counties Roscommon or 

Galway where English settlement had failed to make a similar impact. These 

residences were bigger than those built in previous decades and dispensed with the 

fortifications of former times. Instead new architectural and artistic styles were 

imported from Britain and continental Europe. The finished constructions signalled 

a family’s social and political arrival and often inaugurated an increased activity in 

the public sphere on behalf of their inhabitants. They were decorated with the best 

that Ireland, and often Europe, had to offer, and the copious artwork that 

proliferated on the walls testified to their owners’ self-esteem and aspirations. 

Families ensured their children were educated in history, music, literature and 

science. Most sons were sent to Trinity College, Dublin; others to Oxford or 

Cambridge, and the capstone to this investment was the Grand Tour which was 

designed to bestow on a young man the necessary social polish. As a result many 

gentlemen’s sons pursued careers in public life in England as well as Ireland. A few 

held places in the British government. The Downshires were pre-eminent in public 

service and through their political acumen established themselves within the 

magnate class, demanding loyalty from many through their grasp of political, 

church and military patronage. Yet unlike the picture revealed in Malcomson’s 

study of their less wealthy neighbours, the Clermonts of Monaghan, the 

Downshires’ control of County Down was neither straightforward nor assured.

The affluence and connexions of rivals such as the Annesleys, Stewarts and Wards 

precluded any easy dominance within Down.

A large gentry class, with each family vying for power, led to a graduated 

and stratified county community. There was a fine but decisive line between 

nobility and gentry, although absenteeism may have given the upper gentry a 

chance to rise to positions not open to those of a similar status in England. Some, 

like the Downshires, owned vast tracts of land and wielded unprecedented political 

power; others presided over a village and its surrounding townlands. Magnates 

were entitled to take part in policy decisions that affected the nation as a whole, 

parish gentry dealt with more localised issues. Links were formed between the two
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groupings and the differing ranks within them by patronage: employment, electoral 

support and so forth for which a family would donate electoral ‘interest’ in return. 

Among the lower and middling gentry competition for these favours was rife and it 

was vital to maintain the appearance of men who could return any favours granted 

to them. Props such as marriage links, admittance to the right social circles and 

impressive domestic architecture were used to project this image.

The Down Hunt illustrates the intertwining of the various county families. It 

also illustrates that while many families had marriage links with other areas in 

Ireland and many built townhouses in Dublin during the period, where they resided 

during the winter season, the county and its inhabitants were important to 

individual members of the gentry class. For large sections of the year the county 

gentry socialised with each other, discussed improvement schemes, negotiated for 

political interest, discussed church matters, trade, building plans, and looked to 

their neighbours for entertainment and validation of one’s world view.

Many flourished under this system, which was never static. Newcomers such 

as the Mussendens and Stewarts were permitted to penetrate the ranks of the elite 

while the Annesleys, Baylys, Blackwoods, Hamiltons, Rawdons, Southwells, 

Stewarts and Wards all entered the peerage at this time. A few households, 

including the Savages and Montgomerys, waned and by the nineteenth century held 

little influence at county level. The Hills were the true victors in the scramble for 

power but their very success led to jealousy and instability among the community. 

The Patriot Clubs of the 1750s were one symptom but the brief eruption of 

‘independence’ between 1783 and 1790, were a more serious threat. However in 

the short term such strategies, i.e. the espousing of the ‘independent’ interest, were 

rarely, if ever, successful, and even if an individual who exploited this method of 

advancement did succeed in winning a place in the political nation, once accepted 

into the county’s power structure the dissident would return to the safety of the 

county hierarchy in an attempt to validate his position.

The agency of‘independence’ was possible because tenants were not 

necessarily downtrodden and as the century progressed their assertiveness grew.

At the start of the period elections were unheard of, yet the County Down 

elections of 1783 and 1790 are infamous for the passions they evoked. In the 

1740s the weavers’ tax was challenged through the patronage of Michael Ward
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and the Linen Board, but in 1782 it was the Linen Board that was the victim of 

linen drapers’ opposition and the defeat it suffered at their hands was to foretell the 

board’s ultimate decline. From an early point this potential for revolt forced 

landlords to develop ties of deference both in estate management and political 

agronomy. Yet these paternalist actions, the encouragement of urban development, 

direct leases and the stimulation of linen manufacture, planted the seeds of their 

later difficulties as by the close of the period it had created an affluent, independent 

and economically aware tenantry.

Fortunately for them the gentry did not operate in a vacuum: an intermediate 

class existed, in the form of middlemen, agents and even clergymen, often the 

younger sons of gentry families, providing a bridge between the upper and lower 

orders. For much of the period the agent served to distance the landlord from 

unpopular measures that might be instituted on an estate while the cleric provided 

spiritual justification for social and political deference. This arrested any serious 

disquiet. While the landowning class has been the subject of this thesis it cannot be 

removed from eighteenth-century society as a whole. The County Down elite 

played an important part in its county’s development through estate improvement, 

house building, promotion of the arts, urban, road and canal development, the 

stimulation of the linen industry, church building and evangelistic movements.

While on the surface there might be discord among their ranks, ultimately 

gentlemen worked together to forward their own, their county’s and their 

country’s well being.
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Appendix
i.

Members of the Down hunt 1757-1780.

Source: A list of the Down hunt (Montgomery Mss, Rosemount).

Elected in 1757.

1. Matthew Forde Jnr. of Seaforde and Coolgreany.

M.P. for Downpatrick. Eldest son of Matthew Forde of Seaforde and succeeded by 

his eldest son Matthew having married Elizabeth, daughter of Thomas Knox of 

Dungannon and sister of Thomas, 1st Viscount Northland. High sheriff of County 

Down in 1752. It is very appropriate, meet and fitting that this list should be 

headed by a Forde. The Down hunt never seems to have lacked a member of this 

family and to have had usually more than one. Their genial and sporting qualities 

have sustained the efficiency of the club. The present successor and member is not 

lacking and has already a son to carry on the goodwill, name and traditions, which 

he is worthily supporting.

2. Francis Price of Saintfield, County Down.

M.P. for Lisburn. He married Charity, daughter of Matthew Forde (father of 

Nicholas Price no. 113). He died in 1794. High sheriff for County Down in 1783.

3. Thomas Knox Jnr. of Dungannon, County Tyrone.

Bom 29 April 1729. Son of Thomas Knox of Dungannon, deputy-governor of 

Tyrone. For many years M.P. of that borough. Was created Viscount Northland 

in 1791. Married Anne, daughter of John, 1st Lord Knapton and sister of John, 1st 

Viscount de Vesci. He died 5 November 1818.

4. Robert Lambert of Dunleady, County Down.

His only daughter Anne (b. 1752) married in 1771 Richard, 2nd earl of Annesley 

and had a fortune of £15,000.

5. John Gordon Jnr.
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Third son of John Gordon of Ballintagart, County Down by Grace, daughter of 

Thomas Knox of Dungannon, County Tyrone. He was lieutenant colonel of the 

50th regiment and married in 1780 Elizabeth, daughter of Sir Richard Baufylde, 

baronet of Poltenone, County Devon. He died, without leaving children, in 1782.

6. John Echlin.

Bom 1723 at Thomastown. Eldest son of the Rev. Robert Echlin of Ardquin, 

incumbent of Newtownards, by Jane, one of the daughters and co-heiresses of 

James Mauson of Iguau, County Armagh. He was high sheriff of County Down in 

1758. He married his first cousin Hester, daughter of Godfrey Echlin of Marlfield, 

by whom he had sons. He died in 1789.

7. John Matthews.

8. Roger Hall of Mount Hall.

High sheriff for County Armagh. He was the only son of Toby Hall of Mount Hall 

by Margaret, daughter of the Hon. Robert Fitzgerald. He married in 1740 

Catherine, only daughter of Rowland Savage of Portaferry, by whom he had an 

only son and five daughters.

9. James Bailie of Ringdufiferin.

Eldest surviving son of Edward Bailie of Ringduflferin. High sheriff for County 

Down. He was deputy governor of County Down. He married in 1793 Sophia 

London and died in 1810.

10. George Hodkinson.

Bom 1735.

11. William Mortimore.

12. John Rowan of Mullans, County Antrim and Garry, County Down.

Eldest son of the Rev. Robert Rowan of Mullans (chancellor of the diocese of 

Connor) by Letitia, daughter and sole heir of John Stewart of Garry. He was high
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sheriff for County Antrim in 1755 and married in 1753 Rose, daughter of Capt. 

Charles Stewart of Lisburn. He was born on 18 February 1733.

13. Arthur J. Johnston.

14. Robert Gillespie of Gilleaspick.

One of the Loch Aire branch of the Campbell family. Son of Hugh Gillespie who 

married a daughter of the 3rd Lord Rolls.

15. Dr Mossen Wye.

16. John Blackwood of Ballyleidy.

M.P. Eldest son of Sir Robert Blackwood of Ballyleidy, baronet by Joyce, 

daughter of Joseph Leeson of Dublin. He married in 1751 Dorcas, eldest daughter 

and co-heir of James Stevenson of Killyleagh. He suceeded his father as 2nd 

baronet in 1774, and died 27 February 1799. His widow was created baroness of 

Dufferin and Clandeboye on the 31 July 1800.

17. The Rev. Edward Bayly.

Treasurer of Down in 1735. Chancellor of St. Patrick’s in Dublin 1766. He 

married Catherine, daughter of Thomas Price, 1st son of Nicholas Price and the 

daughter of Lord Hobart of Charbury. He died 1785.

18. Patrick Weir.

19. The Rev. John Ryder.

Son of John Ryder, bishop of Killaloe, Down and Tuam. John was preband of St. 

Andrews and Down cathedral in 1745. Dean of Lisan in 1759.

20. James Stevenson.

M.P. for Killyleagh. He was the eldest son of Hans Stevenson of Ballygroth by 

Anne, daughter and eventually sole heiress of James Hamilton ofNeilsbrook. He
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married Anne, daughter of Nicholas Price of Saintfield, by whom he had an only 

child, Dorcas, eventually created baroness of Dufferin and Clandeboye.

21. Bernard Ward of Castleward.

M.P. Bom in 1719. Only son of Judge Michael Ward by Anne, daughter and 

heiress of James Hamilton of Bangor. He was M.P. for County Down 1745-70 

when he was created Baron Bangor (Viscount in 1781). He married in 1748 Lady 

Ann Bligh, daughter of the 1st earl of Damley and widow of Robert Hawkins 

Magill of Magill Hall, County Down. He died 20 May 1787.

22. John Parnell.

Only son of Sir John Parnell by Anne, daughter of Mr Justice Ward of Castleward 

and brother-in-law to the foregoing. He was M.P. for Bangor in 1790 and 

suceeded his father as 2nd baronet in 1782. He married in 1774 Letitia, daughter of 

Sir Arthur Brooke, baronet of Colebrooke, by whom he had five sons and a 

daughter. He died in 1801.

23. George Hamilton of Tyrella, County Down.

M.P. Eldest son of George Hamilton of Tyrella by Elizabeth, daughter of John 

Echlin of Ardglass, County Down. He died unmarried 6 July 1796.

24. William Hamilton of Killyleagh, County Down.

Younger brother of Gawen Hamilton of Killyleagh (no. 99). Married Elizabeth 

Caddel who had two sons who died. He was the 2nd son of Archibald Hamilton of 

Killyleagh and bom about 1730.

25. Hugh Montgomery of Greyabbey.

First son of William Montgomery and Elizabeth Hill and brother-in-law of Robert 

Maxwell of Finnebrogue. He died unmarried in 1765.

26. The Rev. James Clewlow.
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Vicar of Saintfield. Son of James Clewlow whose name appears in the Ulster 

annual visitation list for the parish of Killyleagh in 1730. No.26 appears in said list 

31 July 1771 and for the last time in 1801. He died in 1810.

27. William Stewart Blacker of Carrickblacker and Brookend.

Eldest son of Stewart Blacker of Carrickblacker by Barbara, daughter of the Rev. 

Henry Young. Married in 1738 Letitia, daughter of Henry Carr of Dungiven 

Castle, by whom he left four sons and seven daughters. He died in 1783.

28. Merydith Wakeman.

29. John Corry.

30. Henry Waring of Waringsford, County Down.

High sheriff of County Down in 1750.

31. Thomas Pottinger.

A grandson of Thomas Pottinger of Mount Pottinger who received King William 

III on his arrival in Ireland. High sheriff of County Down in 1759.

32. James Aynsworth.

33. Nicholas Harrison of Oakley.

High sheriff of County Down in 1768.

Elected in 1758.

34. John Forde.

35. Robert Hamilton of Bailee, County Down.

Eldest son of the Rev. James Hamilton of Tullybrick and Castlehill, County Down 

by his 1st wife Anne Waring. He died s.p.
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36. Francis Savage, almost certainly of Glastry.

Bom 20 August 1733. High sheriff of County Down in 1791. Died 1810.

37. Bernard Brett.

Eldest son of the Rev. William Brett and Jane Mason.

38. Hans Fairley.

Elected in 1759.

39. Patrick Savage of Portaferry.

Married in 1765 Anne, daughter of Roger Hall of Narrow Water. He died 7 March 

1797. High sheriff of County Down in 1763.

40. John Darley.

41. Captain Price.

42. Simon Isaac.

High sheriff of County Down in 1797.

43. Matthew Bailie.

44. Coslet Stothart.

Elected in 1760.

45. Francis Townley.

Son of William Townley. Justice of the peace for Downpatrick and married in 1760 

Catherine Black of Bordeau (who died in 1795) by whom he had three sons and 

four daughters. He died 10 March 1801.

46. Robert Stewart.
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Eldest son of Alexander Stewart of Mount Stewart, County Down by Mary, only 

daughter of Alderman John Cowan of Londonderry. Created marquess of 

Londonderry 13 January 1816. He died 8 April 1821.

47. William Montgomery of Greyabbey.

Son of William Montgomery by Catherine, daughter of Edward Hall of Strangford, 

and half brother of nos. 58 and 73. He was M.P. for Hillsborough and married in 

1749 Susanna, daughter and sole heir of John Jolly of Rathmullen, by whom he had 

four sons and a daughter. He died in 1799.

48. George Vaughan of Villa, County Down.

Second son of the Rev. George Vaughan, rector of Dromara, by Margaret Smith 

of Clontibret, County Monaghan. He was colonel of Dromara and Donaghcloney 

Volunteers in 1793. He married Anne Montgomery of Bessmount, County 

Monaghan and had three sons and a daughter.

49. John Boyd.

50. Theophilus Bolton.

Eldest son of Richard Bolton of Dromiken, County Louth by Mary, daughter of 

Stephen Page. He died unmarried.

51. Michael Obins of Castle Obins, County Armagh.

Probably father of no. 155.

52. John Magill of Gill Hall, County Down.

Probably a brother of Robert Hawkins Magill who married the dowager countess 

of Antrim and secondly Lady Ann Bligh.

Elected in 1761.

53. Francis Wilson.
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54. Andrew Savage of Portaferry.

Younger but eldest surviving son of James Savage of Portaferry by Mabel, 

daughter of Edmund Magee of Lisburn, County Antrim. He married Margaret, 

sister and co-heir of governor John Nugent and daughter of Andrew Nugent of 

Dysart, County Westmeath. He left a son and heir Patrick Savage of Portaferry.

55. Richard Magennis of Waringstown.

Eldest son of Richard Magennis of Dublin by Alicia, daughter of William Caddell 

of Downpatrick. By his second wife Elizabeth, daughter of Colonel Berkeley, he 

had two sons and five daughters. He died in 1807.

56. The Hon. Francis Annesley of Castlewellan.

Bom 27 November 1740. Eldest son of Viscount Glerawley by Lady Anne 

Beresford, daughter of Marcus, earl of Tyrone. He succeeded his father in 1776 

and was created earl of Annesley in 1789. He married in 1766 Mary, daughter and 

heir of Richard Glove of Ballylimenock, County Cork. He died s.p. in 1802.

57. Charles Echlin.

Youngest son of the Rev. Robert Echlin of Ardquin, incumbent of Newtownards, 

County Down by Jane, one of the daughters and co-heirs of James Mauson of 

Tynan, County Armagh. He died unmarried.

58. Captain Hugh Montgomery of Greyabbey.

Son of no.47. He died unmarried. His father, William Montgomery of Maghera, 

was twice married and no. 58 was the eldest son of his second wife Catherine, 

daughter of Edward Hall of Strangford.

Elected in 1762.

59. John Bailie.

60. Coslet Stockart.
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61. Captain John Knox.

Second son of Thomas Knox, 1st Viscount Northland, creation 1791, by Anne, 

daughter of John, 1st Lord Knapton, afterwards a major general and governor of 

Jamaica. He was lost on his passage to that island in 1800.

Elected in 1764.

62. James Leslie of Leslie Hill, County Antrim.

Second son of the Rev. Peter Leslie, rector of Ahoghill, County Antrim by Jane, 

daughter of Anthony Dopping, bishop of Meath. He was married twice but died 

s.p. in 1796.

63. Arthur Truck.

64. Townley Blackwood.

65. Capt. Isaac Hamilton.

66. The Rev. Stewart Blacker of Carrickblacker.

Eldest son of William Blacker of the same place by Letitia, daughter of Henry Cary 

of Dungiven Castle. He was dean of Leighlin and archdeacon of Dromore. He 

married Elizabeth, daughter of Sir Hugh Hill, baronet by whom he had four sons 

and five daughters. He died in 1826.

67. Capt. Charles Mathews.

Elected in 1769.

68. Capt. Oliver White.

69. Charles Savage.

70. Sir John Meade, baronet of Ballytabby, County Cork.

Bom 21 April 1744, a few days before his father’s death. Eldest son of Sir Richard 

Meade, third baronet by Catherine, daughter of Henry Prittie. He was created earl
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of Clanwilliam in 1776. He married in 1765 Theodosia, only child of Robert 

Hawkins Magill of Gill Hall, County Down. He died 19 October 1800 leaving two 

sons and three daughters.

71. John Kennedy of Cultra, County Down.

Son of Hugh Kennedy by Mabel Curtis his wife. He married Elizabeth, daughter of 

Henry Cole, by whom he had ten sons. High sheriff of County Down in 1769.

72. Alexander Stewart.

Second son of Alexander Stewart of Mount Stewart. He married in 1791 Lady 

Mary Moore, daughter of the first marquess of Drogheda. He had three sons and 

two daughters and died in 1831.

73. James Montgomery.

Fourth son of William Montgomery of Greyabbey. He married Catherine, 

daughter of Edward Hall of Strangford and secondly Elizabeth, daughter of 

Samuel Hill of Bucks, the mother of nos. 59 and 73.

74. James Waddell.

High sheriff of County Down in 1772.

75. William Blacker.

Second son of William Blacker. Served in the American war. Was the brother of 

no. 66. Married Susan, daughter of the Hon. Arthur Jacob, archdeacon of Armagh. 

He had two sons and four daughters.

76. Thomas Dawson.

Eldest son of Walter Dawson of Clare Castle, County Armagh by Elizabeth, 

daughter and heiress of Edmund Newton of County Wicklow. He married Sarah 

Miles. Only one daughter.

77. William Wallace.
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78. Arthur Lorry Corry.

Third son of Galbraith Lorry of Aheins. Assumed the surname of Corry in 1706. 

Eventual heir of John Corry of Castle Code. He married in 1771 Margaret, 

daughter of the first earl of Carrick. They had two sons and one daughter. Created 

earl of Belmore in 1797. He died 6 February 1802.

79. Charles Cosslett.

80. John Maxwell.

81. William Dunkin.

82. Alexander McCauley.

Elected in 1767.

83. The Hon. Marcus Annesley.

Elected in 1768.

84. Alexander Boyd.

85. John Reilly of Scarva.

Younger son of Miles Reilly of Lurgan by Jane Ackinson. He married Lucy, 

daughter of Francis Savage of Ardkeen, County Down.

86. Edward Savage.

87. Edward Matthews of Newcastle, County Down.

88. The Hon. and Rev. William Annesley.

Dean of Down. Son of William, 1st Baron Annesley, brother of no.56. He married 

Jane, only daughter of John Digby of Laudenstown, County Kildare. He died 11 

June 1817. He had two sons.
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89. James Dawson of Forkhill, County Armagh.

Assistant barrister. Second son of Walter Dawson of Clare Castle by Elizabeth, 

daughter and heiress of the Rev. Edmund Newton of County Wicklow. He married 

in 1798 Lydia Daly. They had two sons.

Elected in 1769.

90. Charles Dawson.

Bom 1745. He married Deborah, daughter of John Bury of County Waterford and 

died 1833. He had three sons and two daughters.

91. St. Lawrence Boyd.

92. Samuel Black.

93. Robert Morres Jones.

Elder son of Thomas Morres Jones of Joybrook, the Buper Square Jones of 

Carolan’s music. He died unmarried in 1775.

94. The earl of Moira.

Sir John Rawdon, 4th baronet. Son of the 3rd baronet by Dorothy, daughter of Sir 

Richard Levinge, baronet. He married three times and died 20 June 1793. He was 

created the earl of Moira, 30 January 1762.

95. Charles Echlin of Echlinville, County Down.

Inherited from his uncle James Echlin. Eldest son of John Echlin of Thomastown 

by Hester, daughter of Godfrey Echlin. High sheriff of County Down in 1777. He 

died 22 February 1817.

96. Robert Echlin.

Younger brother of no.95. He died unmarried.
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97. Thomas Fortescue of Dromisten, County Louth.

Bom 1 May 1744. Eldest son of Chicester Fortescue by the Hon. Elizabeth 

Wellesley, aunt of the iron Duke. By his second wife Mary, daughter of Edward 

Nicholson, he left a son and heir. He died in 1779.

98. The Rev. Robert Gordon.

99. Gawen Hamilton of Killyleagh Castle.

100. Thomas Trotter.

101. Hamilton Georges.

Elected in 1771.

102. Thomas Corry.

103. William Richardson of Richhill, County Armagh.

Eldest son of William Richardson, M.P. by Isabella, only daughter of Daniel 

Mussenden, merchant in Belfast. Many years M.P. of Armagh. He married first 

Dorothy Muire of Roe’s Hill, County Down, no children, and second Laura, 

daughter of Richard Magenis of Waringstown.

104. Ponsonby Boyd.

Brother of no.91.

105. Francis Lucas of Castle Slane.

Bom 9 March 1749. Eldest son of Edward Lucas of Castle Slane. High sheriff of 

County Down in 1773. He married in 1781 Florinda, daughter of Thomas Norman 

of Lafode, County Meath. He died in 1789.

Elected in 1772.

106. John Crawford of Crawfordsburn.
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The son of James Crawford and Mabel, daughter of Hugh Johnson. He married in 

1774 Maria, daughter of John Kennedy of Cultra, County Down, by whom he left 

a son.

107. Arthur Acheson of Market Hill, County Armagh.

Bom 1741 the eldest son of the 1st viscount of Gosford by Mary, daughter of John 

Richardson of Richhill. M.P. for the borough of Old Leighlin. He married in 1774 

Millicent, daughter of Colonel Pole. Two sons and three daughters. Created earl 

of Gosford in 1806. He died 14 August 1807.

108. Viscount Dunluce.

Bom 4 November 1749. Eldest son of the 5th earl and his second wife Anne, 

daughter of Charles Plunkett of Killanstown, County Louth. He married in 1774 

Letitia, eldest daughter of 1st Viscount Mountmorres. He had two daughters. He 

died 29 July 1791.

109. Cromwell Price.

110. The Rev. Ralph Ward of Hillsborough.

Eldest son of the Rev. Bernard Ward, incumbent of Loughinisland and precenter of 

Down cathedral, by Barbara, daughter of the Rev. Alexander Knox, rector of 

Romalton, County Donegal. Later a doctor of divinity.

111. David Kerr of Portavo.

Purchased Montalto from the earl of Moira. Descended from David Kerr of 

Monforde in Scotland. Settled in Ballymena, County Antrim in the middle of the 

seventeenth century. He married Madalena Quaolin and left a son.

112. Robert Blackwood.

Eldest son of Sir John Blackwood of Ballyleidy by Dorcas, baroness of Dufferin 

and Clandeboye. He died unmarried in 1786.
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Elected in 1773.

113. Nicholas Price of Saintfield.

Eldest son of Francis Price by Charity, daughter of Matthew Forde of Seaford. 

High sheriff in 1801. He married in 1779 Sarah, daughter of Charles, 1st earl of 

Camden. They had one daughter Elizabeth who married James Blackwood of 

Strangford, County Down.

114. William Waring.

Eldest son of Thomas Waring. High sheriff of County Down in 1724. He died 

unmarried.

115. Matthew Forde Jnr. of Seaford and Coolreany.

Only son of Matthew Forde, M.P. of Seaford by Elizabeth, daughter of Thomas 

Knox of Dungannon. High sheriff of County Down in 1783. Married, in 1782, 

Catherine, daughter of the Rt. Hon. William Brownlow of Lurgan. He had five 

sons and two daughters. He died 1812.

Elected in 1774.

116. William Gillespie.

117. Hill Wilson.

Elected in 1775.

118. John Montgomery.

Elected in 1776.

119. The marquess of Downshire.

Only son of the 1st marquess by Margaretta, daughter of Robert Fitzgerald, earl of 

Kildare. He married Mary, Baroness Sandys in 1783, daughter of the Hon. Marlyn 

Sandys. He died 7 September 1801. He had five sons and two daughters.

120. Thomas Knox of Dungannon, County Tyrone.
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Son of the deputy governor of Tyrone by the daughter of John Echlin of Ardquin, 

County Down. He died in 1818.

121. Alexander Stewart of Ards, County Donegal.

Second son of Alexander Stewart of Mount Stewart. Bought the estate of the 

Wray family and settled there in 1782. He married in 1791 Lady Mary Moore, 

daughter of Charles, 1st marquess of Drogheda. He died in August 1831. He had 

three sons and two daughters.

122. Comet Brownlow.

Elected in 1771.

123. Archibald Richardson of Augher Castle, County Tyrone.

Married the daughter of Sir James Erskine, rector of Augher. His ancestors 

emigrated from Scotland in 1641.

124. John Matthews of Springvale, County Down.

His property was later sold.

125. Lord Moira.

Eldest son of Sir John Rawdon.

126. The Hon. John Rawdon.

Second son of no. 125 by his third wife Lady Elizabeth Hastings, daughter of 

Theophilus, 9th earl of Huntingdon. Married Frances, daughter of Joseph Hill 

Stevenson of Skelton Castle, County York, and died in 1808. He had one daughter 

who married Lord George Russell and died in 1874.

127. Richard Johnston of Ballinleer, County Dublin.

Bom 1759. Eldest son of William Johnston of Armagh by Margaret, daughter of 

James Huston. He married in 1789 his cousin Susanna, daughter and co-heir of 

Robert Barnes of Armagh. He died s.p. 20 March 1806.
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Elected in 1778.

128. John Jeffreys Pratt.

Eldest son of the Rt. Hon. Sir Charles Pratt, 1st earl of Camden, lawyer and 

statesman, by Elizabeth, daughter and sole heir of Sir Nicholas Jeffreys of the 

priory Breckwock. Created marquess of Camden, 7 September 1812. He married 

in 1785 Frances, daughter of William Moleswoth of Wembury, County Devon. 

Lord lieutenant of Ireland in 1798.

129. The Hon. Edward Ward of Castleward.

Bom 30 April 1753. Second son of Bernard, 1st Viscount Bangor by Lady Ann 

Bligh, daughter of the 1st earl of Damley. He married in 1783 Arabella, youngest 

daughter of the 1st earl of Gladore. M.P. for County Down. He died in 1812.

130. Robert Waddell.

Elected in 1780.

131. The Honourable George Rawdon.

132. Viscount Jocelyn of Tollymore Park, County Down.

Bom 25 October 1756. Eldest son of the 1st earl by Anne, daughter of James, earl 

of Clanbrassil, second creation. He married first Frances, eldest daughter of the 

Rev. Robert Bligh, dean of Elphin and left a son and second Susanna, daughter of 

John Orde of Westwood, Northumberland.

133. The Rev. James Clewlow.

Rector of Killyleagh.

134. The Rt. Hon. Robert Ward of Bangor Castle.

Bom 14 July 1754, Third and youngest son of Bernard Ward, first Viscount of 

Bangor and brother of 2nd and 3rd Viscount. He married first in 1782 Sophia, 

daughter of Richard Whaley of Charley Abbey, by whom he left a son and 

successor.
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2.

Country houses built in County Down 1700-1800.

[See map 1]

Sources: Walter Harris, The antient and present state of the county of Down 

containing a chronolographical description with the natural and civil history of the

same (Dublin. 1744).

Government of Northern Ireland, Archeological survey of County Down (Belfast, 

1966).

Before 1740:

Ballylasson House, built by Hugh Willoughby.

Castle Hill, built by Anthony Cosslet.

Crobane House, built by Mr Wall.

Drum House, built by James Hamilton Maxwell.

Drumbane House, built by Adam Stothard.

Gilford House, built by Richard Johnson.

Grace Hall, Tullyanaghan, 1711.

Hill Hall.

Maralin, built by the bishop of Dromore.

Marybrook, built by Hamilton Taylor.

Moira House, built by John Bateson.

Mount Hall, built by Roger Hall.

Newcastle House, built by Edward Mathews.

Purdysbum House, built by Hill Wilson.

Rostrevor House, built by the Trevor family.

Seaforde House, built by Matthew Forde.

Woodfort, built by Henry Stanhope.

1740-50:

Marlborough House, built by the Nevin family, 1745-60.
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1750-60:

Rubane House, c.1750.

Sheepbridge House, 1757.

Belvoir House, built by Lady Midleton, 1758.

Hillsborough Lodge, built by Wills Hill, 1758.

Gill Hall, built by Robert Hawkins-Magill, mid-eighteenth century. 

Scarva House, mid-eighteenth century.

1760-70:

Castleward, built by Bernard Ward, 1760.

Rosemount, Greyabbey.

Balleevy House, 1769.

1770-80:

Mount Panther, c.1770.

Portaferry House, built by the Savage family, 1773.

RingdufFerin House, built by the Bayly family, 1774.

1780-90:

Banford House, c.1780.

Donaghadee Manor House, c. 1780.

Ballydugan House, built by Captain Henry Webb, 1781. 

Hollymount House, built by Cromwell Price, 1781.

Bishopscourt, Dromore, 1781.

Ballymacreely House, 1784.

Mount Stewart, built by the Stewart family, 1786.

Oakley House, built by Dean Annesley, 1789.

1790-1800:

Newforge House, c. 1790.

Ballykilbeg House, built by William Johnston, 1790.

Finnebrogue, built by the Maxwell family, extended 1795.
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Vainstown House, before 1798.

The Beeches, late eighteenth-century.

Coniamstown House, late eighteenth-century.

Herdstown House, late eighteenth-century.

Moorefield, late eighteenth-century.

Templegowran House, late eighteenth-century.

Unknown date but of the eighteenth century:

Balloo House.

Lisnabrague House.

Rathgael House.

3.

Civic buildings built by the gentry in County Down 1740-1780.

Sources: Government of Northern Ireland, Archeological survey of County Down 

(Belfast, 1966).

Family papers.

Down session house.

Downpatrick horse barracks.

Hillsborough barracks, built by the Hill family.

Killough horse barracks.

Castlewellan court house, built by the Annesley family, 1764.

Newtown town hall, built by the marquess of Londonderry, 1770.

Downpatrick barracks, repaired 1774.

Hillsborough fort, built by the Hill family, restored 1778.

Newtown court house, 1789.

4.

Economic buildings built by the gentry in County Down 1740-1780.

Sources: Journals of the Irish House of Commons.

Government of Northern Ireland, Archeological survey of County Down (Belfast, 

1966).
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Family papers.

Newry custom house, 1726.

Scarvagh houses, built by John Reilly, 1746.

Hillsborough market house, built by the Hill family, 1760.

Dromore market house.

Killyleagh custom house, built by the Hamilton family.

Portaferry market house.

5.

Infrastructural improvements carried out by the gentry in County Down

1740-1780.

Sources: Journals of the Irish House of Commons.

Government of Northern Ireland, Archeological survey of County Down (Belfast, 

1966).

Newry navigation, 1727-1767.

Lighthouse Island, 1744.

Down water works, built by the Southwell family, 1748.

Lagan navigation, 1756-1794.

Bangor pier, 1757.

Killyleagh harbour, 1763.

Warrenpoint harbour, 1767.

Donaghadee harbour, 1775.

Southrock light house, 1783-97.

Donaghadee Quay.

Killough harbour, built by the Ward Family.

Killough harbour, built by the Ward Family.

Quoile bridge.
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6.

County Down M.P.s bringing in heads of bills concerning local issues 1740-

1780.

Source: Journals of the Irish House of Commons.

17 Dec. 1741: Arthur Hill, M.P. for County Down, appointed to bring in a heads 

of a bill considering the petition of Andrew Savage.

25 Jan. 1762: Arthur Hill, M.P. for County Down, and Robert Hamilton, M.P. for 

Bangor, appointed to bring in the heads of a bill for the repair of the road from 

Banbridge to Belfast.

19 Apr. 1762: Bernard Ward, M.P. for County Down, carried the act for the repair 

of the Banbridge road to the Lords.

3 Mar. 1780: Robert Ross, M.P. for Newry, appointed chairman of the committee 

considering the heads of a bill for selling the estate of John Echlin, County Down.

7.

County Down M.P.s sitting and reporting from committees concerning local

issues 1740-1780.

Source: Journals of the Irish House of Commons.

Francis Charles Anneslev. M.P, for Downpatrick:

3 Nov. 1763, committee considering the state of the Newry navigation.

18 Dec. 1763, committee considering the state of the turnpike road from Dundalk 

to Banbridge.

John Blackwood. M.P. for Killyleagh:

5 Dec. 1761, committee inquiring into the use of the money given to Robert 

Nedham for the Newry navigation.

19 Dec. 1761, committee considering the petition of the creditors of the turnpike 

repairs in County Down.

2 Nov. 1763, committee considering the state of the canal from Newry to 

Dromglass.
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3 Nov. 1763, committee considering the state of the Lagan navigation.

17 Nov. 1767, committee considering the state of the Lagan navigation. [Reported 

from that committee],

Thomas Carter. M.P, for Hillsborough:

1 Nov. 1755, committee considering the petition of Arthur Hill and Bernard Ward 

regarding the Lagan canal.

1 Nov 1755, committee considering the petition of the merchants of Newry 

regarding the Newry navigation.

William Cooper. M.P. for Hillsborough:

19 Dec. 1745, committee considering the petition of Andrew Savage.

14 Nov. 1749, committee considering the state of the canal between Newry and 

Dungannon.

24 Oct. 1753, committee considering the petition of Belfast to make a canal to 

Lough Neagh.

2 Nov. 1753, committee considering the petition of the archbishop of Armagh 

requesting the Newry canal.

8 Nov. 1757, committee considering the state of Bangor pier.

13 Dec. 1757, committee considering the petition of Arthur Hill and Bernard Ward 

regarding the Lagan navigation.

Matthew Forde. M.P, for Bangor:

1 Nov. 1755, committee considering the petition of Arthur Hill and Bernard Ward 

regarding the Lagan canal.

8 Nov. 1757, committee considering the state of Bangor pier.

28 Nov. 1757, committee considering the petition of Arthur Hill and Bernard Ward 

regarding the Lagan navigation.

16 Dec. 1757, committee considering the petition of Arthur Hill who wished to 

settle the will of Francis Hutcheson.

9 Nov. 1761, committee considering the state of the turnpike road from Armagh to 

Lisburn.
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Roger Hall. M.P. for Newrv:

30 Oct 1761, committee considering the petition of Arthur Trevor and Bernard 

Ward regarding the Lagan navigation.

5 Dec. 1761, committee considering the use of the £4,000 given to Robert Nedham 

for the Newry navigation. [Reported from that committee],

15 Dec. 1761, committee considering the use of the £4,000 given to Robert 

Nedham for the Newry navigation.

19 Dec. 1761, committee considering the petition of the creditors of the turnpike 

roads in County Down.

Alexander Hamilton. M.P. for Killyleagh:

16 Dec. 1741, committee considering the petition of Andrew Savage.

19 Dec. 1741, committee considering the petition of Andrew Savage.

8 Nov. 1757, committee considering the state of Bangor pier.

16 Dec. 1757, committee considering the petition of Arthur Hill who wished to 

settle the will of Francis Hutcheson.

18 Nov. 1767, committee considering the state of the Lagan navigation. [Reported 

from that committee],

Robert Hamilton. M.P. for Bangor:

30 Oct. 1761, committee considering the petition of Arthur Trevor and Bernard 

Ward regarding the Lagan navigation.

9 Nov. 1761, committee considering the bad state of the turnpike road from 

Armagh to Lisburn.

12 Nov. 1761, committee considering the state of the Lagan navigation. [Reported 

from that committee],

5 Dec. 1761, committee considering the use of the £4.000 given to Robert Nedham 

for the Newry navigation.

19 Dec. 1761, committee considering the petition of the creditors of the turnpike 

repairs in County Down.

25 Jan. 1762, committee considering the state of the road from Banbridge to 

Belfast.
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18 Nov. 1762, committee considering the state of the Lagan navigation.

2 Nov. 1763, committee considering the state of the canal from Newry to 

Dromglass.

3 Nov. 1763, committee considering the state of the Lagan navigation.

Arthur Hill. M.P, for County Down:

17 Dec. 1741, committee considering the petition of Andrew Savage.

22 Dec. 1741, committee considering the petition William Archdall assay master, 

County Down. [Reported from that committee],

6 Nov. 1753, committee considering the state of the Newry canal. [Reported from 

that committee],

29 Nov. 1763, committee considering the state of the Lagan navigation.

Arthur Hill Jnr, M.P, for County Down:

19 Dec. 1745, committee considering the petition of Andrew Savage.

28 Oct 1747, committee considering the petition of A. Mohum, creditor to John 

Cusack who owned land in County Down.

10 Nov. 1747, committee considering the petition of the tanners of Newry.

27 Jan. 1745, committee considering the petition of the commissioners of array for 

County Down.

24 Oct 1753, committee considering the petition of Belfast to make a canal to 

Lough Neagh.

5 Dec. 1761, committee considering the use of the £4,000 given to Robert Nedham 

for the Newry navigation.

2 Nov. 1763, committee considering the state of the canal from Newry to 

Dromglass.

2 Nov. 1763, committee considering the state of the Lagan navigation.

18 Dec. 1763, committee considering the state of the turnpike road from Dundalk 

to Banbridge.

William Montgomery, M.P, for Hillsborough:

19 Dec. 1761, committee considering the petition of the creditors of turnpike 

repairs in County Down.

328



Robert Nedham. M.P. for Newrv:

1 Nov. 1755, committee considering the petition of the merchants of Newry 

regarding the Newry navigation.

5 Dec. 1761, committee considering the use of the £4,000 given to Robert Nedham 

for the Newry navigation.

2 Nov. 1763, committee considering the state of the canal from Newry to 

Dromglass.

3 Nov. 1763, committee considering the state of the Lagan navigation.

Cromwell Price. M.P. for Downpatrick:

16 Dec. 1741, committee considering the petition of Andrew Savage.

1 Nov. 1755, committee considering the petition of Arthur Hill and Bernard Ward 

regarding the Lagan navigation.

Robert Ross. M.P. for Newrv:

16 Dec. 1741, committee considering the petition of Andrew Savage.

3 Mar. 1780, committee considering the settling of the estate of John Echlin.

Bowen Southwell. M.P, for Downpatrick:

8 Nov. 1757, committee considering the state of Bangor pier.

Arthur Trevor. M.P. for Countv Down:

2 Nov. 1763, committee considering the state of the canal from Newry to 

Dromglass.

2 Nov. 1763, committee considering the state of the Lagan navigation. [Reported 

from that committee],

Bernard Ward. M.P, for County Down:

19 Dec. 1745, committee considering the petition of Andrew Savage.

24 Oct. 1753, committee considering the petition of Belfast to make a canal to 

Lough Neagh.
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2 Nov. 1753, committee considering the petition of the archbishop of Armagh 

regarding the Newry canal.

I Nov. 1755, committee considering the petition of the merchants of Newry 

regarding the navigation of the river Newry.

8 Nov. 1757, committee considering the state of Bangor pier.

9 Nov. 1761, committee considering the state of the turnpike road from Armagh to 

Lisburn.

5 Dec. 1761, committee considering the use of the £4,000 given to Robert Nedham 

for the Newry navigation.

Robert Ward. M.P. for Bangor:

5 Dec. 1761, committee considering the use of the £4,000 given to Robert Nedham 

for the Newry navigation.

8.

County Down M.P.s reporting from committees concerning general issues

1740-1780.

Source: Journals of the Irish House of Commons.

John Blackwood. M.P, for Killvleaeh:

II June 1778, committee considering reviving and continuing several temporary 

statutes.

Thomas Carter. M.P, for Hillsborough:

11 Nov. 1755, committee to inspect the public accounts.

14 Nov. 1755, committee considering how to raise the supply to the King.

William Cooper. M.P, for Hillsborough:

1 Nov. 1739, committee considering how to prevent the further growth of popery.

8 Nov. 1739, committee considering the settling of the Strafford estate in County 

Westmeath.

16 Nov. 1739, committee considering how to restrain papists from being high or 

petty constables.
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26 Mar. 1740, committee considering the petition of Bellingham Boyle to allow 

him to mortgage his estate.

10 Nov. 1743, committee considering how to continue and amend bills now 

expiring.

31 Oct 1745, committee considering how to prevent the further growth of popery. 

6 Nov. 1749, committee considering how to prevent the further growth of popery. 

25 Nov. 1751, committee considering how to bring about the speedy recovery of 

rent by distress.

4 Dec. 1751, committee considering the selling or leasing of certain lands/houses in 

King’s Inn’s Dublin.

Isaac Corry, M.P. for Newry:

6 Feb. 1778, Teller on the vote concerning the money bill.

11 June 1778, Committee considering duties to support the Inland Navigation.

8 May 1780, Committee considering the punishment of mutiny and desertion and 

regulation of army.

Arthur Hill. M.P. for County Down;

24 Nov. 1739, committee considering the repair of the road from Belfast to 

Antrim.

6 Dec. 1739, committee considering the settling of the Rice estate.

22 Dec. 1741, committee considering an act to encourage tillage.

25 Oct 1753, teller on the vote against the redistribution of lands given to 

protestants in 1641.

17 Nov. 1763, committee considering the cambric manufacture in Dundalk.

15 Dec. 1763, committee considering an act to encourage tillage.

5 Mar. 1772, committee considering an act to amend acts made for the 

encouragement of Irish fisheries.

11 Oct. 1775, committee considering an amendment to an act for the better 

keeping churches in repair.

31 Oct 1775, committee considering giving encouragement to Irish fisheries.

12 Nov. 1775, committee considering giving compensation for damage to property 

by soldiers.
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13 Feb. 1773, committee considering the better regulation of the linen and hempen 

manufacture.

13 May 1778, Committee considering an act to amend public roads.

16 May 1778, Committee considering giving encouragement to Irish fisheries.

William Monteomery. M.P, for Hillsborough:

12 Mar. 1768, committee considering the relief of the creditors of Nicholas Forde, 

merchant in Dublin.

Clotworthv Rawlev. M.P, for Downpatrick:

25 Feb. 1774, teller on the vote on an act concerning contributions payable by the 

freemen and non-freemen of the several corporations of the city of Dublin.

23 Dec. 1775, committee considering the repair of the road from Dublin to Navan 

to Kells.

Robert Ross. M.P, for Newrv:

29 Nov. 1777, committee considering giving encouragement to the flaxen and 

hempen manufacture.

13 Mar. 1778, committee considering the question of the quarantine of ships.

17 Nov. 1779, committee considering the printing of the statutes of parliament.

23 Dec. 1779, committee considering giving encouragement to the flaxen and 

hempen manufactures.

28 July 1780, committee considering preventing the infliction of whipping in Cork. 

28 July 1780, committee considering the naturalisation of foreign merchants etc.

Robert Scott. M.P. for Newry:

1 Jan. 1772, teller on the vote on whether or not consideration should be given to 

the report on the cambric and lawn manufacture.

8 Feb. 1774, committee considering an act to effectully prevent fraud in his 

Majesty’s revenue.

28 Feb. 1774, teller on the vote on an act for granting annuities.
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Robert Stewart. M.P. for County Down:

11 Oct. 1775, committee considering an amendment to an act for the better 

keeping churches in repair.

2 Feb. 1778, teller on the vote considering the amendment to the money bill.

5 Mar. 1778, committee considering government pensions.

Sir John Denny Vesev. M.P, for Newtownards:

12 Dec. 1743, committee considering the repair of road from Athy to Kildare to 

Carlow.

Bernard Ward. M.P, for County Down:

4 Mar. 1756, committee considering the proprietors of glasshouses.

19 Dec. 1769, committee considering an act for granting a premium on the coastal 

carriage of corn and flour.

9.

Irish Statutes relating to County Down 1740-80.

Sources: The Journals of the Irish House of Commons.

The statutes at large passed in the parliaments held in Ireland.

27 Geo. II, chap. iii. An act for making the river Lagan navigable and opening up a 

passage by water between Lough Neagh and Belfast. (1753).

31 Geo. II, chap. v. An act for dissolving the union of the parishes of Clonuff and 

Drumgath in the diocese of Dromore. (1757).

1 Geo. Ill, chap. xv. An act for altering and amending an act... intitled an act for 

repairing the road leading from the bridge over the Bann water commonly called 

the Bann-Bridge in the county of Down to the town of Belfast in the county of 

Antrim. (1761).

3 Geo. Ill, chap xxxi. An act for the more effectually amending and repairing the 

road leading from the town of Dundalk in the county of Louth to Banbridge in the
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county of Down and for the better securing the debts now due or which shall 

hereafter become due, to the creditors of the said road. (1763).

7 Geo. Ill, chap. xiii. An act for altering ... an act for repairing the road leading 

from the bridge, commonly called Banbridge, over the Bann Water in the county of 

Down to Randalstown in the county of Antrim. (1767).

11 and 12 Geo. Ill, chap. v. An act for the more effectual punishing wicked and 

disorderly persons who have committed, or shall commit, violences, and do injuries 

to the persons or properties of any of his majesty’s subjects in the counties of 

Antrim, Down, Armagh, city and county of Londonderry and County Tyrone or 

any of them; or who shall deliver or publish threatening letters, or who resist or 

oppose the levying the public taxes in the said counties or any of them and for the 

more effectual bringing to justice certain offenders therein mentioned. (1771-2).

13 and 14 Geo. Ill, chap iv. An act to repeal an act entitled an act for the more 

effectual punishing wicked and disorderly persons, who have committed violences 

and do injuries to the persons or properties of any of his majesty’s subjects in the 

counties of Antrim, Down, Armagh, city and county of Londonderry and County 

Tyrone... (1773-4).

13 and 14 Geo. Ill, chap xxxvi. An act for amending and continuing an act passed 

in the ninth year of his late majesty King George II entitled, an act for repairing the 

road leading from the town of Armagh in the county of Armagh to the town of 

Newry in the county of Down. (1773-4).

[not listed in Statutes] An act for continuing and amending three several acts for 

making the river Lagan navigable. (1774).

19 and 20 Geo. Ill, chap, xxxii. An act for amending and explaining the several 

laws made in this kingdom for carrying on the Lagan navigation. (1780).
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10.

Towns established by the gentry in County Down in the eighteenth century.

Source: Government of Northern Ireland, Archeological survey of County Down 

(Belfast, 1966).

Waringtown, established by the Waring family, late seventeenth, early eighteenth 

century.

Killough, established by the Ward family, 1724.

Comber, established by the Andrews family, mid-eighteenth century. 

Castlewellan, established by the Annesley family, 1764.

Banbridge, established by the earl of Hillsborough, 1767.

Downpatrick, established by the Southwell family, eighteenth-century. 

Newtownards, established by the Colville and Stewart families.

Portaferry, established by the Savage family.

ii-
Anglican Churches built or repaired in County Down 1740-1780.

[See map 2]

Sources: Government of Northern Ireland, Archeological survey of County Down 

(Belfast, 1966).

Edward Lewis, Topographical dictionary of Ireland (London, 1837).

Newry, built by the Bagnal family, 1578 restored by the Nedham family, 1720. 

Waringstown, built by the Waring family, 1667.

Newtown, built by the Colville family, post 1690.

Seapatrick, 1698.

Rathmullen, 1701.

Kilcoo, 1712.

Ballyculter, 1723 and 1770.
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Moira, built by the Rawdon family, 1725.

Down, built by the Southwell family, rebuilt 1735.

Donaghmore, built by Primate Boulter, 1741.

Annahilt, 1741.

Down, 1744.

Bright, 1745.

Breda, built by Lady Midleton, 1747.

Bailee, 1749.

Hillsborough, built by the Hill family, restored 1760.

Saul, 1770.

Dundonald, 1771.

Greyabbey, 1778.

Portaferry, 1787.

Drumboe, built by subscription, 1788.

Newry, 1789.

Down cathedral, restored by Dean Annesley, the marquess of Downshire and 

subscription, 1790.

Comber.

Donaghadee.

Strangford, built by the earl of Kildare.

Other buildings associated with the church of Ireland built 1740-1780

Two houses for clergymen’s widows in Dromore, bishop and clergy, 1729. 

Downpatrick alms house built by the Southwell family, 1733.

Downpatrick school, built by the Southwell family, 1733.

Saintfield glebe house, 1750.

Magherally glebe house, 1780.

Donaghmore glebe house, 1786.

Diocesan school house at Dromore, funded by public charge.

Dromore alms house, built by the bishop of Dromore.

Tullylish glebe house, built by Board of First Fruits, 1789.

Portaferry glebe house.
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Down diocesan school house.

Accommodation for three clergymen’s widows in Downpatrick, built by the 

Southwell family.
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Map showing the sites of Anglican churches in mid-eighteenth century County

Down

founded 550 rebuilt 1617-23
•undonald 1624
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fewtownbreda 1737

Comber seventeenth century

Drumbeg eighteenth century
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Moira 1723 Saintfield 1776
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Dromara seventeenth century
Ballyculter 1723

Magherally late eighteenth century
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Illustration I: The road between Mount Panther and Belville by Mary Delany 

(National Gallery oflreland).

Illustration 2. View ol Downpatrick by Mary Delany (National Gallery of

Ireland).



Illustration 3: A view of Belville in the county of Down belonging to the Rev. Mr 

Bayly by Mary Delany (National Gallery of Ireland).

Illustration 4: Castleward, classical front.
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Illustration 7: Bernard Ward holding the plans of Castleward by Cotes, 1767 (The 

National Trust of Northern Ireland).
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Illustration 14: Temple of the Four Winds, Mount Stewart

Illustration 15: The Barbican Gate, Tollymore Park (Department of Flistoric

Monuments in Northern Ireland).
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Illustration 17: Gill Hall, Dromore (Department of Historic Monuments in

Northern Ireland).





Illustration 19: Castleward by William Ashford (The National Trust of Northern 

Ireland).

Delany (National Gallery of Ireland).



Illustration 21: Saul, County Down by Mary Delany (National Gallery of Ireland).

Illustration 22: The lake at Seaforde belonging to Matthew Forde Esq. by Mary 

Delany (National Gallery of Ireland).
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Illustration 26

Drawing of the elevation of the drawing room chimney at Hillsborough Lodge by R. F. 

Brettingham, c.1795 (Downshire Mss D671/P8/25/3).



O
O

P
 O

 C
> O

O
O

O
O

O
O

O
O O O e> O

O
O

O
O

O
Q

O
O

O O
LZ uouBjjsnju

D
ra

w
in

g 
of

 th
e s

ta
irc

as
e c

ei
lin

g 
at

 H
ill

sb
or

ou
gh

 L
od

ge
 b

y 
R.

 F.
 B

re
tti

ng
ha

m
, c

.1
79

5 

(D
ow

ns
hi

re
 M

ss
 D

67
1/

P8
/2

6/
3)

.



Ill
us

tra
tio

n 
28

g the f
rie

ze
 in

 th
e d

ra
w

in
g 

ro
om

 at
 H

ill
sb

or
ou

gh
 L

od
ge

 b
y 

R.
 F.

 B
re

tti
ng

ha
m

, c
.1

79
5 (

D
ow

ns
hi

re
 M

ss
 D

67
1/

P8
/2

5/
1)

.



ON
(N
C
O
cdu.-♦-»
CO
3

D
ra

w
in

g 
of

 a 
se

ct
io

n 
of

 a 
bo

ok
ca

se
 in

 th
e l

ib
ra

ry
 at

 H
ill

sb
or

ou
gh

 L
od

ge
 b

y 
R.

 F.
 B

re
tti

ng
ha

m
, c

.1
79

5 (
D

ow
ns

hi
re

 M
ss

 D
67

1/
P8

/2
4/

2)



Illustration 30: Main entrance hall, Castleward.

Illustration 31: Gothic salon, Castleward.



Illustration 32: The family of Thomas Bateson Esq. by Strickland Lowry, 1762.

Illustration 33: Miss Theodosia Magill by Sir Joshua Reynolds, 1765.
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Illustration 36: John Reilly of Scarva by Thomas Robinson, 1775.



Illustration 37: John Echlin, 1788 (The Ulster Museum, Belfast).



Illustration 38: Theodosia Magill by Thomas Gainsborough, 1765



Illustration 39: The court dress of Lady Ann Magill.



Illustration 40: Lieutenant Hugh Hyndman by Joseph Wilson, c. 1780 (The Ulster 

Museum, Belfast).



Illustration 41: Colonel William Sharman by Thomas Robinson, 1801

Illustration 42: Banbridge market house by William Hinks, 1783
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Illustration 45: Robert Stewart by Antonio Raphael Mengs, 1760s (The National 

Trust of Northern Ireland).
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Illustration 49: The Southwell schools, founded 1733.

Illustration 50: Portrait of a Lurgan Volunteer by Strickland Lowry, c. 1780.


