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Shay Kinsella. Milford mills and the creation of a gentry powerbase: the
Alexanders of Co. Carlow, 1790-1870.

Abstract

This thesis assesses the origins, development and decline of an industrial and landed
powerbase at Milford, Co. Carlow, from 1790 to 1870.

John Alexander I (1764-1843), a Protestant merchant from Belfast, arrived in Carlow in
1784 and, due to a combination of protective government legislation and his own
considerable commercial talent, had created the largest milling complex in Ireland by the
1840s. The infrastructures, activities, successes and beneficial socio-economic impact of
the mills saw Milford develop as a significant centre of population in the county.

The vast profits of John Alexander & Co. enabled the Alexander family to achieve
considerable social and political power. With their purchase of a small landed estate, the
Alexanders constructed a gentry identity among the county’s elite, rising to its upper
echelons by 1853 —all the more surprising given Carlow’s traditional resistance to the
social elevation of the merchant community. The emergence of Milford as a model
landed estate enhanced the family’s reputation at a county and wider level. In making the
claim that this ascent was remarkable, the foundations and mechanics of this powerbase,
as well as the tensions therein, are outlined.

In the second generation, the Alexanders® politics swung from a liberal paternalism to
Tory self-protectionism in a bid to consolidate their privileged socio-political position.
This set landlord and tenant at odds in Milford, and transformed the Alexanders’ fame
into notoriety, with electoral controversies in the area receiving national and international
attention.

With the decline of their milling supremacy (due to the repeal of the Corn Laws, accident
and legal disputes), their social and political powers had been fundamentally undermined
by 1870. Despite scholarly neglect, this thesis illustrates and analyses the Alexanders’
centrality and influence at a county, provincial and national level during this period.
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Introduction

In a newspaper article of December 1852, a claim was made that Milford, a grain milling
centre and landed estate in north-western Co. Carlow, ‘like one of the cities of central
America has been discovered®.! The statement was made following an embarrassing
incident for the area’s proprietor, John Alexander 11, when it was alleged that he was an
insufficient security for an election petition against the sitting member for the
constituency of Carlow borough, John Sadleir. Rallying to Alexander’s defence, the

Conservative Carlow Sentinel claimed that ‘it required a considerable quantity of [brass]

to enable a lawyer to stand up in the presence of Mr Alexander and state that he was

improperly described as an esquire, and that Milford was not known in this county!’2
Ironically, the controversy brought wider public attention to the landlord’s doorstep and

boosted his social and political profile, and the renown of his Carlow property.

However, it is the sentiment of the former statement that is most relevant to the topic in
hand here. It portrays the Alexanders as Irish conquistadors, bringing their mercantile
ambition and skills to bear on undeveloped raw materials, to spectacular effect. More
importantly, it suggests an area of hidden wealth, a lost story, ignored grandeur and
uncelebrated achievements, and in many ways, this is an accurate image to represent the
neglect of Milford and its founding family in local and national historiography. This
work aims to investigate the origins, consolidation and decline of this important industrial
and landed powerbase, and to assess critically the family’s significant influence on, and

contribution to both local and national affairs.

A substantial country house and demesne remains in the hands of the Alexanders at

Milford, one of only three Anglo-Irish families who continue to occupy their ancestral

! CaHow Sentinel, 25 Dec. 1852.
2 bid.




hornes in the county.? Locals point proudly today to the ruin of an impressive ten bay,

seven-storey oatmeal mill— once one of the largest industrial buildings in the country.*

They speak of days when Milford had its own post-office, constabulary barracks and
railway station, when it was the one of the most renowned settlements outside the county
town. Indeed, despite the lack of documentary analysis, the name itself speaks volumes
and offers an invitation for research. Neither a barony nor townland, ‘Milford’ has
survived in the locality for over 200 years and is the supreme legacy of the Alexanders.
In one word, this simple placename testifies amply to the industry, prosperity and prestige
that the area knew in the nineteenth century, and to success stories which the Alexanders

engineered and implemented.

However, no substantial historical research has been conducted into what was the largest
and most productive industrial site in Ireland in the 1840s. Despite this scholarly neglect,
there is ample documentary evidence that the Alexanders were among the most powerful
and influential of the Protestant landed elite of Co. Carlow, labelled ‘the most gentrified
county’ in Ireland.’ Its limited historiography perpetuates the perception of the county as
a non-contributor to the national story, a region with an insignificant historical legacy to
complement its geographical status as the second-smallest county in the country. In 1833,
in his preface to The history and antiquities of the county of Carlow, John Ryan noted that
‘the deficiency existed; and the author, feeling an interest in his native county, resolved at
all hazards, to collect its history and survey its antiquities.’® However, Ryan had few
disciples and 175 years later, Thomas McGrath, editor of Carlow: history and society

noted the continued dearth of publications (‘there have been no monographs on the

history of County Carlow since [1941]°) when he claimed that ‘Carlow has been a

3 Jimmy O’ Toole, ‘The landed gentry in decline: a county Carlow perspective’ in Thomas McGrath (ed.),
Carlow: history and society (Dublin, 2008), pp 751-74, at p. 754.
4 L.M. Cullen, ‘Eighteenth-century flour milling in Ireland’ in Andy Bielenberg (ed.), irish flour milling: a
history, 600-2000 (Dublin, 2003}, pp 37-56, at p. 56.
5 Jimmy O'Toole, The Carlow gentry (Carlow, 1993), p. xiii.
8 lohn Ryan, The history and antiguities of the county of Carlow (Dublin, 1833}, p. v.
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neglected county’.” Historical studies which focus on the county have overlooked the
centrality of Milford and the Alexander family to the economic, political and social
landscape of the region. Therefore, while secondary literature on the topic is slim, the

Alexanders’ role in it is at best superficial, and at worst non-existent.

Besides a handful of short articles (re-printing material about Milford from nineteenth-
century publications) over the last 50 years in Carloviana, the annual journal of the
Carlow Historical and Archaeological Society, only one essay of original research has
been attempted on an aspect of Milford’s history.® A short but significant chapter on the
Alexanders appeared in Jimmy O’Toole’s The Carlow gentry (1993), which has become
the standard historical account of the family.” While the mammoth Carlow: history and
society is an outstanding contribution to the historical record (in excess of a thousand
pages and with the stated objective of being ‘the most comprehensive study of county

Carlow to date”),'? it affords the Alexanders less than 20 sentences and fails to grant

them, or Milford, any place of real significance in the county narrative. The essay in

which they receive the greatest exposure (R. Timothy Campbell and Stephen A. Royle’s
“The country house and its demesne in county Carlow”) places the Alexanders among a
group who only ‘considered themselves to be gentry®.!! In categorising them merely as
‘middle-ranking gentry’, those authors fail to appreciate the avenues of social ascent
within the landed hierarchy (operating beyond the statistics of acreage and rental income)
which allowed the Alexanders to rise to the apex of the county’s elite by the 1840s.'?

Beyond Carlow’s unfortunate role as the poor relation of Irish county historiography, the

7 Thomas McGrath, ‘Foreword’ in Carlow: history and society, pp xxiv-xxv.
& William Ellis, ‘Electricity comes to Carlow’ in Carloviana (1991), no. 39, pp 24-7. An article by the present
author was published in 2009. ‘Landlords, politicians, entrepreneurs: the Alexanders. Milford, Co. Carlow
in the nineteenth century’ in Carloviana {2009), no. 58, pp 70-93.
% Jimmy O'Toole, ‘Alexander of Milford’ in The Carlow gentry, pp 1-8.
10 McGrath, ‘Foreword’ in Carlow: history and society, p. xxv.
11 R, Timothy Campbell and Stephen A. Royle, ‘The country house and its demesne in county Carlow’ in
Carlow: history and society, pp 723-50, at pp 724, 726.
12 |n addition, some of Campbell and Royle’s findings are problematic. For example, they incorrectly claim
that the family of farmer John Wilson were leasing Milford House at the time of the 1911 census, when
that source clearly shows John Alexander lll and his family were in residence there: Ibid, p. 745.
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dearth of secondary literature on Milford has been directly influenced by a number of
circumstances. Firstly, its existence as a milling giant was of relatively short duration
(approximately 80 years, from 1790 to 1870) and knowledge of the enterprise has long
since passed from living memory. The demolition of two thirds of the mill site in the
early 1980s has also pushed the story towards obscurity. John Alexander 1I’s efforts to

control the version of his family presented to posterity is another contributory factor.'?

Crucially, however, the failure to locate extensive documentary evidence has hampered

investigations. To this end, Mr John Alexander’s grant to this author of unlimited access
to his private family archive provided a significant historiographical opportunity.
Although partial and uncatalogued, the papers relating to his family’s mercantile and
landed interests allow for a fundamental reappraisal of their role in nineteenth-century
Carlow. Similarly, Mr Alexander’s endorsement of this research facilitated access to his
family’s pertinent ‘Land Commission’ papers held in the Records Branch of the
Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine in Portlaoise (accessed in 2011). Along
with a thorough examination of contemporary newspapers, records of other Carlow
estates (in public and private repositories), parliamentary papers and published
contemporary material, it is possible to present a detailed examination of the Milford

powerbase from its origins in the 1780s to its decline ¢. 1870.

This thesis has three main concerns. Firstly, it aims to present Milford mills as one of the
most important and successful industrial operations in nineteenth-century Ireland and will
provide further insight into the importance of the grain trade to the Irish economy, in both
pre- and post-Famine Ireland. In presenting Milford as the most important industrial
centre in Carlow and Leinster and ‘one of the most extensive and celebrated in Ireland’ in
1841, it will contribute to a subject area in which Andy Bielenberg has identified a

scholarly void in his call for studies ‘of the industrial communities that emerged in

13 gep below, p. 237.




Ireland in this period, which provide some important insights into this relatively neglected
group at the apex of industrial society’.!* The focus of research has assumed a northern
bent with the linen industry being the subject of many studies. The present work attempts
a detailed study of a southern milling firm during a period of extensive change (due to
protective Corn Laws and their ultimate repeal in 1847) in an industry which saw Ireland
being labelled ‘the granary of Great Britain’.!> 1n 1891, just as the Alexanders® milling
operations ceased completely at Milford, the /rish Times drew attention to Milford as a
site of historical importance, ‘where magnificent castellated mill buildings tell of an era
when free trade and triple expansion were unknown. These edifices must have belonged

to mighty milling magnates, and such actually are their proprietors.’!®

Secondly, the thesis is an investigation into the infrastructures and hierarchies within
contemporary landed society in Carlow. With the purchase of a modest landed estate
¢.1810 with their milling profits, the Alexanders stepped on to the bottom rung of the
important ladder towards social and political elevation— admittedly with some resistance
from the established gentry. The archive at Milford provides a valuable opportunity to
study a medium-sized estate over an extensive and formative period, from 1810 to 1870.
As L.P. Curtis has pointed out, ‘without knowledge of how medium- and small-sized
estates functioned in the same period [from creation to liquidation], the extent to which

the great estate was typical of the whole can never be fully understood’.!” The

development of the estate will be explbred in detail in an effort to establish how and why

it became the best-reviewed property in the county in the 1830s, and how this fuelled the

Alexander powerbase. Political power was a key component of their landed identity and

¥Mr and Mrs Samuel Carter Hall, Irefand: its scenery, character &c. (London, 1841), vol. i, p. 405; Andy
Bielenberg, ‘The industrial elite in Ireland from the Industrial revolution to the First World War’ in Fintan
Lane {ed.), Politics, society and the middle class in modern ireland {Hampshire, 2010), pp 148-175, at p.
148.
15 Halls’ Ireland, vol. i, p. 406.
16 jrich Times, 10 Sep. 1892,
17 |_P. Curtis Jun, ‘Incumbered wealth: landed indebtedness in post-Famine Ireland’ in American historical
review, vol. 85, no. 2 (Apr. 1980), pp 332-67 at p. 333.

xiii




the family’s remarkable move from liberalism to being headed by ‘one of the vilest
Orangemen in Ireland’, will be explored in detail.'® In the wake of Catholic Emancipation,
the Alexander heir’s sense of Protestant entitlement was met with violent opposition from a
determined tenantry and Catholic clergy. Therefore, an examination of the vicissitudes of the

relationship between landlord and tenant at Milford will form a central part of this work.

Thirdly, the thesis presents Milford as a case study of the relationship between industrial
wealth and the privileges and status it enabled within landed society. Crucially, it will be
argued that the Alexander’s non-landed assets provided a financial powerbase for the family
which precipitated social and political elevation into the elite of Carlow’s landed gentry by
the 1850s. However, this position was not secure, and was threatened and seriously
undermined by the demise of the family’s milling firm in the following decade. Without
milling profits and with only a modest rental income, the Alexanders could not maintain the

lifestyle and status to which they had become accustomed. The conflicting priorities and

ambitions of the two heads of the family during the timeline under study here— John

Alexander I (1764-1843) as ‘merchant’ and his heir, John Alexander II (1802-1885) as
‘Esquire’—will form a recurrent theme in the work. The thesis ends with a chapter that
explores the impact of the mills’ demise on the Alexander fortunes— social, political and

financial.

Overall, this thesis seeks to examine the Alexanders’s role at the heart of the county narrative
in the nineteenth century. By a critique of this once formidable social, industrial and agrarian
centre, Milford’s importance as a powerbase in county Carlow will be established. Indeed the
historian could adopt no better mantra at the outset than that adopted by John Alexander II in
his efforts to end a minor domestic quarrel: ‘My object being to elicit the truth and to place

my family in their right position’."

18 Carlow Sentinel, 28 Mar. 1857.
9 John Alexander Il to Rev Charles Rogers, 21 Dec. 1875 (LB2, APMH).
Xiv




Chapter 1

The origins of the Milford Alexanders

“The descendants of an ancient race, long settled in Ulster, possessing
considerable estates, many of them enjoying the advantages of commercial
eminence.’

Carlow Sentinel, 1853!

Alexander origins in Ireland: 1610-17362

Some of the Alexanders themselves acknowledged the difficulty of tracing their family’s

origins in Ireland. In 1875, John Alexander II of Milford lamented:

There is not any subject so difficult to me as genealogy. I am very much
behind in my knowledge of it as far as relates to my family. I have been
endeavouring to grasp some particulars for your perusal, my object being
to elicit the truth and to place my family in their right position.>

This statement was in response to repeated enquiries for information from Rev Charles
Rogers, who was embarked on researching the two-volume Memorials of the earl of
Stirling and. of the house of Alexander which appeared in 1877.* Although he had
suffered the effects of a turbulent political career, the recent disintegration of his family
milling business and the impending possibility of financial ruin, it seems Alexander did
not meet his nemesis until tasked with assembling his family tree. The historiography of
the Milford branch of the family had been much neglected by his family. His father, the

original migrant to Carlow had no time to investigate his genealogy, as he was ‘too

! Carlow Sentinel, 22 Jan. 1853,

2 The following genealogy outline is based on information in Rev Charles Rogers, Memorials of the Earl of
Stirling and of the house of Alexander, 2 vols. (Edinburgh, 1877); Burke’s Irish family Records (1976);
Burke’s Landed gentry of Ireland (1912); typewritten Alexander family tree in ‘Donegall Estate Letter Book
1771-74° (PRONI, T1893/1); a printed genealogy of the origins of the Alexander family in ireland {(PRONI,
D1362/1); printed and handwritten family genealogies (APMH).

% John Alexander Il to Rev Charles Rogers, 21 Dec. 1875 (LB2, APMH).

4 Rogers, House of Alexander.




deeply engaged in mercantile pursuits ever to pay any attention’, and had disregarded
similar enquiries in 1821 from a kinsman, Nathaniel Alexander, the then Bishop of Down
and Connor.® However, in search of prestigious roots, John II set out with a definite
agenda. Almost one hundred years after his family’s arrival in Milford, and in the midst
of a financial crisis which threatened to overwhelm his social position, he latched onto
genealogy as a means of establishing an identity amongst the local gentry which was
unassailable in its longevity and appointments. However, Be struggled to piece the
tapestry together for posterity and deeply regretted not having asked more questions of his
relatives in his youth. Travelling to meet the author in London in 1874, Alexander
supplied Rogers with the documentation, anecdotes and suppositions he had at his
disposal, most of which did not make it into the final text — a dry chronology of lineal
descent, detailing little more than names and dates but which provided the core Alexander
genealogy as published by Burke 's landed gentry in later decades. John IT was himself
disappointed with the final document—*I cannot see that it has placed my branch in its
full position’~— which denied him public acknowledgement as the ‘eldest son of the elder

branch of the Irish family”’.$

By the 1870s, John Alexander was eager to cast off the mercantile origins of his family’s

rise to power in Carlow, claiming to another researcher: ‘My ancestors, though engaged

sometimes in commercial pursuits, had all of them their country residences and held high
position in their counties.”” However, in reality, their origins were far more plebeian than
he strove to suggest. In essence, the Alexanders formed part of the wave of the gallaibh
(foreigners) who populated the Ulster Plantation. Despite their residency on the island
for over four centuries, the modern perception of the Alexanders as belonging to an order

different to that of the indigenous population can be traced back to their arrival in Ireland

5 John Alexander 1I, 1 May 1871 (LB2, APMH). Nathaniel Alexander was the nephew of John Alexander of

Belfast’s (1736-1821) first cousin, the 1° earl of Caledon.

& John Alexander Il to Rogers, 6 Jan. 1877 (LB3, APMH); John Alexander I, 1 May 1871 (LB2, APMH).

? John Alexander Il to Foster, 2 May 1877 (LB3, APMH).
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as footsoldiers of colonial expansion, significant in their manpower rather than their
credentials as political emissaries. From their arrival in the early seventeenth century,
they acted as bulwarks in an attempt to enforce a loyalist, Protestant agenda in Ireland.
While their migration was prompted by personal and pragmatic desires to improve their
own standard of living, they formed an active part of the infrastructure of the Crown in

opposition to native Catholic interests in Ulster.

As the plantation got underway, it is estimated that 16,000 Scots crossed to Ulster
between 1603 and 1630. Presbyterians constituted the largest number of the migrants to

that region, making the province, in effect, a Scottish colony.® Radical in their religious

beliefs, and staunch adherents to the processes of the Reformation, they became a

significant and radical voice in Ireland. In direct contrast to family traditions, it is clear
that the first Alexander settlers in Ireland were at a significant remove from the gentry
status cultivated and enjoyed by their Milford descendants. It is traditionally thought that
the family was a branch of the MacAlexanders of Tarbert in south Kintyre, which was a
cadet branch of the Scottish House of Menstrie, later Earls of Stirling.” An intriguing
figure, the first earl of Stirling, Sir William Alexander (1580-1640), owned the small
estate of Menstrie, Clackmannanshire near Stirling.!® He became a favourite of the
James VI and was taken to London by the King after his accession, where he was
knighted in 1614 and became a valued and respected court poet.!! It is hardly surprising
that the Milford Alexanders wanted to insert themselves into the genealogy of this

adventurer who was in the bosom of the royal court, to the extent that spurious

8 Raymond Gillespie, ‘Scotland and Ulster: a Presbyterian perspective, 1603-1700’ in William P. Kelly &
John R. Young (eds.), Scotiand and the Ulster plantation: explorations in the British settlement of Stuart
{refand (Dublin, 2009), pp 84-107 at p. 84.
® Burke’s Irish family records, p. 8; Genealogy of the Alexanders of Caw, Co. Londonderry (PRONI,
D1362/1).
0 For details on the life of the first Earl of Stirling, see Rogers, House of Alexander, vol. i; George Edward
Cockayne, The complete peerage, vol. xii {London, 1953), pp 277-281; also, the account of Sir John Scot of
Scatstarvet in Rev Charles Rogers, The stoggering state of Scottish statesmen from 1550 to 1650, by Sir
John Scot of Scotstarvet, with a memoir of the author and historical iflustrations {Edinburgh, 1872), pp 75-
7.
1} Rogers, Staggering state of Scottish Statesmen, p. 75.
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genealogical links were drawn with the earl in subsequent years. Centuries later in 1874,
John Alexander II of Milford spoke of an ambiguous connection with the earldom as

relayed in family lore:

Altho’ 1 cannot charge my memory with having ever heard any reliable
tradition connecting us with the Menstrie, still the strong impression on my
mind is that my old maiden aunts, Fanny and Mary, sisters to my father,
were upwards of 60 years ago, convinced that my father, the elder branch
of the Irish family, was lineally descended from that original Scotch
stock.!?

In support of this, the early generations of Alexanders in Ireland continued to use the crest
of their Scottish counterparts on their correspondence, and the Milford Alexanders had

two such seals.'> Among several pieces of crested plate which had come to Milford

House, John I inherited a solid silver, two-handled tankard inscribed with the Alexander

crest, (‘hand and dagger, ship, crescent etc.’) and motto (per mare, per te;'ras — by sea, by
land) which John II referred to an eminent Dublin silversmith who claimed it was ancient,
dating prior to 1690. Excitedly, Alexander told Rogers he would be ‘much gratified to

learn that you can identify it as the very goblet out of which Menstrie himself quaffed his

liquor!™!

So although John Alexander II claimed his ancestors were of the ‘same family as the
Earls of Stirling’, the link was in all likelihood purely nominal and geographical.!* His
excitement and eagerness to be enrolled in the Menstrie genealogy was characteristic of
his attempts to solidify and advertise noble roots, but ultimately, he was to be
disappointed and the use of the arms and seals of the earls of Stirling by the Milford

Alexanders appears to have aspirational rather than legitimate.

12 )ohn Alexander il to Rev. Charles Rogers, 22 Jun. 1874 (LB2, APMH).
31hid, and Rogers, House of Alexander, vol. ii, p. 66,
19)ohn Alexander It to Rogers, 22 Jun. 1874 (LB2, APMH).
35 john Alexander i to Foster, 2 May 1877 (LB3, APMH).
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A less tenuous link with the Menstrie was through their Scottish landlord, Sir James
Cunningham of Glengarnock, who was a close associate of the first earl.'® Like Sir
William, Sir James Cunningham was ‘particularly known’ to James I and was
distinguished in being personally requested by the king to participate in the scheme of
plantation in 1610."7 In turn, Cunningham advertised the project to his tenants who
appreciated that competition for land and prosperity was intense in Scotland. Despite
their distaste for the native inhabitants, Ireland (and Ulster in particular) was very
attractive to the Scots.!® Sir James’s purchase of lands in Donegal was assisted by a loan

of £400 sterling from Sir William Alexander.'®

Therefore, in a very real sense, the first Alexanders travelled to Ireland on the back of a

royal invitation. While they could claim feudal and nominal links with some landed

gentry and nobility in Scotland, it was as aspiring and determined tenants for aristocratic
land undertakers that they participated in the scheme of plantation.?’ Their migration to
Ireland speaks of a desire to better their lot in life. Conditions and prospects in Scotland
would appear to have been relatively bleak given the decision to relocate to a different
country, and one, at that, in a perpetual state of siege. The dream of many of these
migrants, which was manipulated by much contemporary promotional literature, was to
acquire land and assume a certain degree of gentility which this allowed.?! The family
name of Alexander does not appear among the owners of baronies or lands in Ulster prior
to 1609 and so their history in Ireland lies subsequent to that date.>* Appropriately

enough, like each of the five Milford masters, the original settler was named John

8 Rogers, House of Alexander, vol. ii, p. 61.
17 King James quoted by M. Perceval Maxwell, The Scottish migration to Ulster in the reign of James |
(London, 1990), p. 102.
18 |bid, pp 15-6.
18 Rogers, House of Alexander, vol. ii, p. 62; Genealogy of the Alexanders of Caw, Co. Londonderry (PRONI,
D1362/1).
2 ‘pedigree of Alexander of Minstrie, Earls of Stirling 1545-1842’ (NLI, genealogical office, Ms 174).
2t perceval-Maxwell, Scottish migration to Irefand, p. 278-9.
22 ‘A survey of the Province of Ulster commenced in 1580 and completed in 1609 by Vice Treasurer of
Ireland, Sir Thomas Ridgeway’, in Rogers, House of Alexander, ii, p. 59.
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Alexa_mder. In terms of Perceval-Maxwell’s four categories of undertenants, John
Alexander was almost certainly among the tillers of the soil.”> After the King issued a
commission for the plantation of Ulster in April 1610, Sir James Cunningham was among
the Scottish noblemen who received a portion of land (amongst those forfeited by the
flight of the earls in 1607) in the largest denomination of two thousand acres on 19 July.?*
Thirty-nipe settlers in total migrated with éunningham to the barony of Raphoe, where
two portions of land in Eredy in Donegal were subdivided into the hands of nine loyal
retainers (Alexander among them) to hold, protect and farm for their overlord.?* So it was
in Eredy (modern-day Errity, outside Manorcunningham) that John Alexander was first
planted on Irish soil. This land was held under the very strict proviso that the grantee
should ‘alienate the premises to no mere Irishman, or aﬁy other person or persons, unless

he or they first take the oath of supremacy’.?

Resistance to plantation was expected, and the threat of attack from the native population

was very real and constant. Sir James was obliged to build a castle and bawn for the

protection of the settlers within four years of his grant. By 1619, the settlement in Eredy

had grown and John Alexander was living in a small village of twelve houses outside Sir
James’s bawn of lime and stone, where Cunningham’s wife and daughter lived.
Alexander and his five sons held several holdings in the district of Laggan, between
Lough Foyle and Lough Swilly. The early days of the Eredy planters were marked by
determined efforts to hold what they had acquired and they earned a reputation for
assertiveness and productivity above other settlers. Perceval-Maxwell has claimed that

Cunningham was the most satisfactory undertaker in the entire scheme at this point.?’

= parceval-Maxwell, Scottish migration to Irefand, p. 275.
% Far the territory assigned to Scottish undertakers, see the map in Aidan Clarke & R. Dudley Edwards,
‘Pacification, plantation and the Catholic question, 1603-23’ in T.W. Moody, F.X. Martin and F.J. Byrne
(eds.), A new history of ireland iii: early modern Ireland, 1534-1691 (Oxford, 1978), p. 198.
5 Rogers, House of Alexander, vol. ii, p. 61; Rev Gearge Hill, An historical account of the plantation in
Ulster at the commencement of the seventeenth century (Belfast, 1877), pp 506-9.
26 Rogers, House of Alexander, vol. ii, p. 60.
*7 Perceval-Maxwell, Scottish migration to Ulster, p. 132.
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Following Sir James’s death in 1623, his son Sir John Cunningham developed his father’s
lands into a manor with the power to create tenures. In 1629, John Alexander, with the
other original settlers, took the Oath of Supremacy and became a denizen, gaining the
right of residency, of passing land to an heir, and a certain legitimacy in the eyes of the
Crown. In 1641, the settlers of Eredy were called upon to defend their grants and
holdings by active resistance to Sir Phelim O’ Neill’s revolt which was raised in the
neighbourhood of Laggan, where sectarian tensions were high.?® A small settler army
was organised to oppose the rebels, whom they managed to defeat quite decisively. The
rebelli;m was renewed in 1649 and as on previous occasions, John Alexander and his
eldest son John jnr were called upon to defeat recalcitrance, rendering service that was

considered important to Sir Alexander Stewart, a commander of the settler army.?’

The family not only retained but promoted their Presbyterian roots and beliefs. The
original settler’s youngest son Andrew became a Presbyterian minister, and married
Dorothea Caulfeild, the daughter of another minister. Their eldest son in turn was also
named Andrew Alexander and he was present in the attacking forces of Sir Alexander
Stewart at the lesser-known Siege of Derry that took place in 1649.3% As a result, Andrew

gained the favour of Captain (later Sir) Thomas Philipps, governor of Culmore fort, near

Derry.?! The new town of Limavady was built by Phillips in 1610 to house new

Protestant settlers, mostly from Scotland. On 10 April 1679, Andrew Alexander was
‘granted in fee farm’ a dwelling house, lands, gardens and tenements by George Phillips
(heir to Sir Thomas) at Ballyclose, in the parish of Drumachose near Limavady. The first
Alexander burial plot in Ireland was in the churchyard of Drumachose, Limavady, and

this town, together with their land holding in nearby Ballyclose (an entailed property of

28 Rogers, House of Alexander, vol.ii, p. 64.
2 |bid, p. 65-6.
30 See W.P. Kelly, The forgotten siege of Derry, March-August, 1649’ in William Kelly {ed.), The sieges of
Derry (Dublin, 2001), pp 31-52, at p. 41.
31 Rogers, House of Alexander, vol. ii, p. 99; notes on family genealogy (APMH}).
7 .




hereditary descent), was to remain the emotional and historical heartland of Alexander

interests in Ireland until its sale by John Alexander I of Milford in 1827.%

It was at this stage, in Limavady, that the fortunes of the Alexanders as merchants began
to consolidate. As a tanner and son-in-law of the town’s proprietor, Andrew Alexander
(the third generation of settler) was admitted and sworn as a freeman of the Corporation
of Newtownlimavady in September 1665, and was elected burgess ten years later— a sign
of his family’s growing respectability and prestige.** Rogers claims that through
commercial pursuits in Derry, which was only 12 English miles away, he attained
‘considerable opulence’, building a residence for himself in Limavady bearing the date
1666.>* He appears to have achieved one of the objectives of his forefathers’ migration
when he married into the Scottish gentry, bolstering his social rank as a result of his union
with a daughter of the Laird of Hilles (owner of a landed estate), following the early death

of his first wife, Jessica Phillips.

Perturbed by Catholic attacks on Protestants and Presbyterians alike, Andrew was again
prompted into active defence of his inherita_nces and became an adherent to the
revolutionary government and a supporter of William of Orange. On 6 December 1688,

almost the entire male population of Limavady, Andrew Alexander prominent among

them, travelled to Derry to defend the city against the siege, where he gained the rank of

captain. This episode became a key element of Alexander mythology in Ireland, which
not only provided a sense of identity, but also was a valuable tool to prove Alexander
loyalty in subsequent centuries. The actions of Captain Alexander also inspired a Milford
descendant two centuries later in his unashamed militancy and determination to defend

Protestant rights. It was this record of action and defiance that provided John Alexander

32 John Alexander |1 to Rogers, 1 May 1871 (LB2, APMH). For the entailed status of the Ballyclose property,
see ‘Deed leading the uses of a recovery suffered by John & Andrew Alexander of the lands of Ballyclosh in
the county of L'Derry, April 13t 1757 (PRONI, D1118/3/1/15).
33 £.G. Boyle (ed.), Records of the town of Limavady 1609-1808 (Londonderry, 1912}, p. 14.
34 Rogers, House of Alexander, vol. ii, p. 99.
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1T of Milford with a valuable pedigree which he would use to bolster his loyalist
credentials in the midst of the electoral affrays of the 1840s, as he recalled ‘the glorious
motto of “No Surrender”, written in characters too plain to be misunderstood. We have
nailed our banner to the mast, and clinched the nail on the other side, determined to

conquer or to die.’®

For his actions, Andrew Alexander was condemned as treasonous by King James in the

‘Jacobite’ parliament in Dublin on 12 May 1689. Included on an alphabetical list of the
disloyal, the Captain was among those ‘attainted and declared traitors for their adherence
to the Protestant religion’.*® The possibility of losing all his grants and patents, or
suffering the penalty of death was nullified with the relief of the city by Williamite forces
in July of 1689. Following the success of the Williamite forces, and the subsequent
introduction of the penal code in 1695, Catholic ownership of land in Derry and Donegal
fell to under 4 per cent by 1703.3” Alexander fortunes looked promising, but would be
even more so if the issue of their Presbyterianism could be overlooked or indeed,
overcome. By the 1680s, there was growing resistance to non-conformist religions in
Ulster; many Protestants were suspicious of their principled and conscientious resistance
to the Oath of Supremacy, some even assigning disloyal motives to it and alerting the
Lord Lieutenant to the fact.*® The Alexanders were not immune to such tensions. Their
religion had been a key factor of their planter identity, but its aura of resistance and
independence was now an obstacle to social and financial advancement. As early as the
second generation, John Alexander, eldest son of the original settler, ‘deserted’
Presbyterianism and embraced the established Church, despite the fact that his youngest

brother, Rev Andrew, was a minister, as we have seen. J.L. McCracken has commented

% William McComb, The repealer repulsed (Belfast, 1841), p.133.
%Quoted by Robert Simpson, The annals of Derry (Londonderry, 1847), p. 169.
37 1.G. Simms, ‘The establishment of Protestant ascendancy, 1691-1714’ in T, W. Moody & W.E. Vaughan
(eds.), A new history of ireland iv (Oxford, 1986}, pp 1-30, at p. 13.
38)ames Seaton Reid, The history of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland (London, 1837), vol. ii, p. 421.
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on the social strata of Presbyterians by claiming that ‘most of the dissenters were tenant
farmers or merchants; there were not very many gentry among them’.>® Whether Captain
Andrew Alexander (of Siege of Derry fame) converted or not is uncertain, but unlikely
given that his father and maternal grandfather were ministers. By 1717, his son John
Alexander (the fourth generation of settler) had definitely become a member of the
established Church of Ireland, signing a register in his local parish church of Drumachose,
declaring his ‘unfeigned assent and consent to all and everything contained and
prescribed in and by the Book of Common Prayer and administration of the Sacraments
and other rites and ceremonies of the Church of Ireland’.*’ So the Alexanders became
members of the Protestant elite, and what Simms has called ‘the classic age of Protestant
ascendancy, when the families that had acquired land in the seventeenth century, and
those who became assimilated to them by joining the established church, enjoyed a virtual

monopoly of political, social, and territorial power’.*!

With increased»respectability, there followed social and commercial aggrandizement.
John Alexander inherited his father’s property at Ballyclose but also managed to purchase
a small estate at Gunsland in Co. Donegal. He continued the family practice of trading in
Derry where he was so successful that he built a town residence at the Diamond, and
became an established part of the commercial infrastructure of the city.*? In 1699, he held
the largest tenement in Newtownlimavady from the town’s new owner, William Conolly
of Newhall, later Speaker Conolly of Castletown, Co. Kildare. Both men were elected
burgesses of Limavady corporation on the same day, 24 June 1701.** The indenture of

1713 refers to John Alexander primarily as a tanner.** His eldest son John (1689-1766),

part of the fifth generation, retained the ancestral links with the lands of Ballyclose, but

3 j.L. McCracken, ‘The sacial structure and social life, 1714-60’ in New history of Ireland, vol. iv, pp 31-56,
at p. 40.
40 Boyce, Records of the town of Limavady, p. 33.
4t simms, ‘The establishment of Protestant ascendancy’, p. 1.
42 Rogers, House of Alexander, vol. ii, p. 100.
43 limavady Corporation book, 1659-1736 (PRONI, D663/2).
44 ‘Deed from William Conolly Esq. to Mr. John Alexander Jnr, Nov. 1712’ (PRONI D1118/3/1/10).
10




solidified the primary reputation of the Alexanders as a merchant family in the town of
Limavady. In June of 1716, ‘John Alexander, jun., Merchant’ was admitted and sworn a
Freeman of that town.*> By 1757, he was referring to himself as a ‘Gentleman’ in leases
he granted to tenants, and had extended his business into the linen trade by 1764.* John
married Sarah Macauley of Drumnagisson in Antrim, and they had three sons and many
daughters. Their youngest son, John, was to be the father of the first Alexander who

settled in Milford, Co. Carlow.

‘The man who came down from Belfast’: John Alexander (1736 — 1821)

While details of his biography remain shady to his present-day descendants in Milford

House, Co. Carlow, the John Alexander who fathered the first head of the Milford branch

of the family holds a special place of honour in the family genealogy, affectionately, or

perhaps just succinctly, referred to as ‘the man who came down from Belfast’.*” Born on
26 January 1736, he was among the sixth generation of settlers in Ireland, who enjoyed
increased security and prosperity in the wake of the Williamite settlement.*® However, as
a younger son, there was little chance of him inheriting the family lands at Ballyclose.
Indeed, John jnr was left only with the promise of £100 from the paternal estate which he
would receive on his father’s death (which occurred after 1771).%° While there is some
evidence of John’s involvement in the affairs of the Corporation of Limavady in later life,

it appears that he appreciated early on that he would have to make a life for himself

5 Boyce, Records of the town of Limavady, p. 56.
% L ease to Thomas Hall (PRONI, D1118/3/1/14}; D1491/1 refers to John Alexander as a linen merchant
(papers of the Alexander family of Limavady, PRONI}).
47 Interviews with John Alexander V, 9 Jul., 4 Dec. 2010.
48 Date of birth inscribed on his portrait in Milford House.
49 For the eldest son Alexander Alexander see D1118/3/1/15; for John Alexander’s bequest of £100, see
D1118/3/1/17 (papers of the Alexander family of Limavady, PRONI).
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outside the family property.®® Bravely, John decided to venture further afield, possibly
inspired by the successful emigration of his first cousin, and later (1800) first earl of
Caledon, James Alexander (third son of his father’s younger brother, Nathaniel) to India

in 1752 where as a ‘nabob’ he made a vast fortune (reputed to be in the region of

£150,000 by 1772) in the East India Company civil service.’! Although he remained in

Ireland, young John Alexander would have admired this development. His reputation
with his present-day descendants is that of a ‘maker’, a proactive and diligent constructor
of his own fortune and destiny.’? In direct contrast to the apparent profligacy,
carelessness and leisurely habits of some of the Milford generations, his legacy was a

5
proud one of hard work, dedication and perseverance, a success story favoured with good
luck, but to a large extent, self-engineered. It was a story that began with the decision to
relocate to the province’s largest commercial stage. Given his mother’s roots in
Drumnagisson (now Cushendall), in Co. Antrim, he would certainly have been aware of
the mercantile potential of that region’s fastest-growing urban centre— Belfast. For an

ambitious and capable young man with a business pedigree, the town —about to

experience unprecedented growth -— was certainly the place to be.

Belfast was the third most commercial town in Ireland afier Dublin and Cork, and the
town’s transatlantic commerce predated that of any other town in the north of Ireland. **
By the time of Alexander’s arrival there in the late 1750s, the population was in the
region of 8,000, and would increase to 13,000 over the next 30 years. These were days of
expansion and industry, and Belfast traded extensively with the colonies of north
America, the West Indies, the Baltic, Spain and France. The most important export was

linen, and the town increasingly managed to bypass the linen factors of Dublin as its trade

*0 Boyle, Records of the town of Limavady, p. 105.
51 Sae ‘Introduction: Caledon Papers’ (Belfast, 2007), p. 3, available at
http //www.proni.gov.uk/introduction caledon d2431.pdf, accessed 12 Mar. 2012. For the relationship
between James Alexander, 1% ear! of Caledon and John Alexander of Belfast, see Burke’s /rish Family
Recaords (London, 1976}, pp 8-16.
52 Interview with John Alexander V, 4 Dec. 2010.
53 Thomas M. Truxes, lrish-American Trade, 1660-1783 (Cambridge, 1988), pp 78-81.
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expanded. One of the most successful and renowned merchants of Belfast in the 1750s
was Daniel Mussenden. Since the 1720s, he had engaged in several commercial
enterprises with remarkable success, trading in flaxseed, lumber, linen and servants to the

colonies, and importing sugar, rum and molasses from Barbados; in Thomas M. Truxes’s

estimation, he was ‘perhaps the town’s most important merchant in this period’.>* By

1757, Mussenden was ill and ageing and devoting more time to his land than his
businesses, and so delegated much of the responsibility of his many concerns to a senior,
trusted official named John Bradshaw, with whom he was also in partnership in a linen
firm.>> In October 1757 we find a letter addressed to an employee of Bradshaw’s, a ‘Mr.
John Alexander, Merch’t, Belfast®.>® This is the earliest reference to his presence in
Belfast, and shows that at twenty-one years of age, ‘Jack’ was already engaged in trading,
- and was actively and intimately involved in the business affairs of a partner of Belfast’s
leading merchant. This speaks volumes about his precocious business acumen, efficiency
and initiative. Bradshaw clearly saw skill and potential in his young protégé and
rewarded him in May of 1758, with a junior partnership in a new firm ‘Bradshaw &
Alexander’, which inherited the business of Mussenden on the latter’s retirement in that

year.%?

As arising star in the Belfast business world, Alexander attended dances and
entertainments given by the leading lights of genteel society, like George Portis Esq., a
business associate of Mussenden’s and the father-in-law of Alexander’s friend, William
Benson.’® A major player in the mercantile and civic communities, Portis had been a
burgess of Belfast Borough since 1707, was a justice of the peace for Co. Antrim, a

member of Belfast Corporation and above all, a gentleman and the holder of a significant

54 |bid, p. 80.
55 Letters from Robert Carson to John Bradshaw, 13 and 27 Dec. 1755 (Mussenden papers, PRONI,
D354/326, D354/328).
58 Letter of William Benson to John Alexander, 27 Oct. 1757 (Mussenden papers, PRONI, D354/951).
57 Norman E. Gamble, ‘The business community and trade of Belfast, 1767-1800’, unpublished Ph. D.
Dissertation {University of Dublin, 1978), p. 37. .
58 genson to John Alexander, 27 Oct. 1757 (Mussenden papers, PRONI D354/951).
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estate.’® He was customs collector of the town of Belfast, holder of the rights to Lord
Donegall’s manorial mills and was a partner (with his brother James) in a linen business
with houses in Dublin and London.®® Wealthy, respected and influential, Alexander
would have been considered privileged to attend one of the Portis soirées. At one such
event, he made the acquaintance of Anne Portis (1733-1796), a younger daughter of the
family and certainly one of the most eligible women in Belfast.®' Arranged marriages
were commonplace at the time, and it was not uncommon for young merchants to marry

into the family of their senior partner.%? In his examination of contemporary Belfast

society, Norman Gambile cites their union as an example of ‘the existence of matches

whose effect could only have been the advancement of the social status of one of the
families involved’.%® If the marriage was indeed arranged, it speaks volumes for the high
regard in which he was held by his social superiors as a junior partner in one of the

town’s most lucrative firms.

For Alexander, the marriage to the young Anne Portis allowed him to take another crucial
step on the social ladder by admitting him to the gentry of Belfast. They were married by
Rev Bernard Ward in St. Anne’s Church, Belfast on 29 May 1760.%* John Alexander’s
societal elevation was proclaimed in a short, but loaded announcement in the pages of the
Belfast Newsletter, as the lower rank of ‘Mr. John Alexander of Belfast, Merchant’, was
contrasted with — while being linked to — ‘George Portis Esq.’. In addition, the
correspondent adroitly drew a distinction between the nineteen-year-old bride’s major

attractions: ‘a young lady of great beauty and merit, with a handsome fortune”.%> It was

5% Robert M. Young, The town book of the corporation of Belfast 1613-1816 {Belfast, 1892), p. 198; details
on the Portis family genealogy supplied to author, via e-mail in March 2011, by Mr Chris Pigott.
89 John Alexander to George Portis, 27 May 1772 {PRONI, DLB); C 11/210/4 (NAK) refers to their
partnership at Cateaton St., London in 1755.
&1 Dates inscribed on the rear of her portrait in Milford House.
8 Gamble, ‘Business community and trade of Belfast’, p. 37.
53 Ibid.
8 Raymond Gillespie and Alison O’Keeffe, Register of the parish of Shankill, Belfast 1745-1761 (Dublin,
2006), p. 285.
8 Belfast Newsletter, 3 Jun. 1760.
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his new wife’s very name, along with her generous dowry that provided Alexander with
two powerful new additions to his credit rating. It is no coincidence that Alexander was
admitted and sworn a freeman of the borough of Belfast within four months of his |
wedding.®® Of more symbolic than practical importance, the ceremony declared that
Alexander was now a bona-fide member of Belfast society.®’ His religion also facilitated
his advancement as, by contrast, the Presbyterian Waddell Cunningham, probably the
richest merchant in Belfast at this time, was not admitted until 1773.%% The importance of
this marital alliance with the Portises should not be underestimated, for it was critically
understood and respected by the young groom and his descendants. To this day, the
portraits of Anne Portis’s father and some of her siblings are the only non-Alexander
subjects to adorn the walls of Milford House, holding pride of place in the dining room,
opposite the paintings of their in-law John Alexander of Belfast and his spouse. Within a
decade of his marriage, his Portis connections enabled John Alexander’s elevation to one
of the most important and influential positions in Belfast town, that of sub-agent to its

proprietor, and one of the country’s wealthiest landlords, Lord Donegall.

iii. John Alexander as land agent: 1769-99

In the year subsequent to Alexander’s marriage, the fifth Earl of Donegall came of age

and acquired control of his vast Irish estates which comprised over 90,000 acres in
Antrim, including the town of Belfast and part of Carrickfergus. Holding over a quarter
of a million acres in Ulster alone, his landed estate was ‘the greatest at present in Ireland’,

according to Arthur Young in 1776.%° An absentee, the earl chose to make his principal

& Young, Town book of the Corporation of Belfast, p. 297. Alexander was sworn in with a group of other
merchants on 27 Sep. 1760.
57 For the historical origins of Belfast freemen and Belfast borough, see PP 1835 (23-28), First report of the
commissioners appointed to inquire into the municipal corporations in Ireland, Belfast borough, p. 698.
8 Gamble, ‘Business community and trade of Belfast’, p. 20; Young, Town book of the corporation of
Belfast, p. 299.
83 Arthur Young, A Tour in ireland: with general observations on the present state of that kingdom, vol. i
(London, 1880), p. 166.
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residence in England and embarked on a series of financially extravagant schemes to
rebuild Fisherwick Park in Staffordshire. By 1768, his properties were mortgaged for a
sum in excess of £60,000, and his Irish estates were looked upon as the means for
recouping this money. Fortuitously, the vast majority of leases on his Antrim properties
were due to expire within the decade of his coming-of-age and he was afforded a free
hand to enhance the earning-power of his land. Charles Henry Talbot (created an Irish
baronet in 1790) was employed as Donegall’s chief agent in Dublin, but another agent
was needed in Belfast to manage the northern properties. On 9 October 1767, George
Portis jnr was officially appointed by Donegall to what Peter Roebuck calls ‘the

influential and lucrative post of chief receiver and accountant to the Earl of Donegall’s

estate in south county Antrim and Inishowen in Co. Donegal’.” Portis’s appointment can

be largely attributed to the weight lent by one of his two sureties, Sir (later Lord) George
Macartney, a kinsman of Portis’s and a rising star in the field of international diplomacy

who became Irish chief secretary in 1769.7!

The exigencies of his post required Portis to appoint an assistant on the ground to handie
the day-to-day business of the estate office and to hold the fort while he was away.
Shrewdly choosing to retain Lord Donegall’s patronage within his immediate family
group, he suggested his brother-in-law as a worthy choice. So it was that in late 1769,
John ‘Jack’ Alexander, without any previous experience in the field of agrarian politics
and administration, accepted an onerous and influential position in Belfast life which
certainly boosted the public profile of his family. By entering into the employment of
Lord Donegall as sub-agent, he was to play a critical role in what James S. Donnelly

stresses were ‘events on the Donegall estates at a critical point in their administrative

70 peter Roebuck, ‘Middle Years 1764-80" in idem, Macartney of Lisanoure 1737-1806: essays in biography
(Belfast, 1983}, p. 136, and n.36, p. 328.
1 Both W.A. Maguire and Thomas Bartlett refer to Portis as Macartney's cousin. Maguire, ‘Lord Donegall
and the Hearts of Steel’ in Jrish historical studies, val. xxi, no. 84 (Sep. 1979), pp 351-76, at p. 357 and
Thomas Bartlett, Macartney in Ireland 1768-72: A calendar of the chief secretaryship papers of Sir George
Macartney (Belfast, 1978), p. 394.
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history’.”? Defining himself officially in 1772 as ‘Under Agent or Receiver for the Estate
of [...] the Earl of Donegall in the said county of Antrim’, his duties and responsibilities

were myriad.”® Alexander began work at a time when fear and uncertainty pervaded the

estate as substantial ‘fines’ to Lord Donegall were levied on existing tenants who wanted

to renew their leases as compensation for years of sub-valuation rents; this was, in
essence, an opportunistic attempt to benefit from the widespread desire to retain the status
quo in a volatile environment. In Gamble’s view, the Antrim estate was ‘exploited for the
contribution it could make to alleviating [Donegall’s] chronic indebtedness.”’ It was
Alexander’s lot to act as the local face and mouthpiece of the greater Donegall
administration at this time of great upheaval. Maguire and Donnelly have charted the
abuse and blame levelled at Donegall for the harsh treatment of his tenantry and the mass
emigration from Antrim in the 1770s in the contemporary press and subsequent
histories.”®> Shielded nicely by his absenteeism, it was Donegall’s unfortunate agents,
Alexander and Portis, who bore the brunt of the hostility on his behalf. To many of the
tenants and under-tenants — whom Alexander labelled ‘the lower class’ — he was
resisted as the local arm of an estate machine imposing unjust duties.’® The gravity of the
situation is made clear in a despairing note from Alexander to Portis: ‘Unless you receive
instructions to punish every person who treats Lord Donegall or his servants with
contempt, it will be absolutely impossible for an agent, or any person concerned under

him>.”’

Many distressed parties organised their resistance to the Donegall estate into an oath-

bound society calling itself the ‘Hearts of Steel’, which sought violently to resist renewal

2 James Donnelly, ‘Hearts of oak, hearts of steel’ in Studia Hibernica, no. 21 (1981), pp 7-73, at p. 35. The
approximate date of Alexander’s appointment can be judged by a reference made in a letter from
Alexander to Talbot dated 2 Nov. 1771, where the writer refers to previous and related correspondence of
‘about two years ago’ (PRONiI, DLB).
7* “Copy of an Affidavit sent to Mr. John Dohery, Attr’'ny. Dublin, 20 August 1772’ (PRONI, DLB).
7 Gamble, ‘Business community and trade of Belfast’, p. 18.
75 Maguire, ‘Lord Donegall’, pp 358 — 360; Donnelly, ‘Hearts of oak’, p. 23.
76 Alexander to Portis, 18 May 1772 (PRONI, DLB).
77Alexander to Portis, 15 May 1772 (PRONI, DLB).
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fines and raised rents (by vandalising crops, burning haystacks and maiming cattle) and to
prevent the removal of tenants whose leases were not renewed. On 23 December 1770, a
group of up to 600 people marched into Belfast and demanded the release of one of their
number from custody in Belfast Barracks. The resulting fracas saw the destruction of
homes and the killing of three protestors by troops, in what F.J. Bigger referred to as ‘The
Ulster land war of 1770°.7® As late as March 1772, Alexander reported the continuing
turbulence on the ground to Lord Donegall: ‘The disturbances and illegal proceedings of
the country have become more general [...] At present it is a very difficult matter to obtain
debts of any kind from the county as disobedience and opposition to the laws universally

prevail.””

Tasked with implementing a programme which hoped to raise in excess of £30,000 on the
Antrim estate, Alexander was obliged to exert strict pressure on the tenantry, which was
extremely difficult in the aftermath of poor harvests in 1769-71 and the slump in the linen
industry between 1772 and 1774, of which the sub-agent would have been acutely
aware.®’ Given this state of affairs, it is hardly surprising that many of the ‘Steel’

prisoners ‘peremptorily’ objected to Alexander’s presence on the juries for their trials.?!

It was his duty to report back on his efforts to enforce and oversee the new leasing system

in a very hostile environment, to his often unsympathetic superiors. This unenviable task
required skills of diplomacy, determination and ingenuity, with great keenness of mind to
distinguish between the needy tenants and those who could afford to pay but refused. His
contribution to the running of the estate and his role in policy-making and implementation
have been largely overlooked. In Maguire and Donnelly’s surveys, he is relegated to the
role of a subservient clerk, and he is not referred to at all in Bigger’s account. While he

did not have as high a public profile as Talbot or Portis, Alexander’s presence and

8 F.). Bigger, The Ulster land war of 1770 {Dublin, 1910).
78 Alexander to Lord Donegall , 16 Mar. 1772 (PRON!, DLB).
8 Donnelly, ‘Hearts of oak’, pp 27-9.
81 Alexander to Portis, 23 Apr. 1772 (PRONI, DLB).
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activities were probably more keenly observed and felt by the tenantry at large. With
Donegall in England, Talbot in Dublin and Portis invariably commuting between the two,
it was primarily left to John Alexander, as the man at the coal-face, to translate estate

policy into reality.

Initially, Alexander embraced austerity as the most effective form of estate management.
He also felt a powerful message could be sent to dissenting parties by the state
punishment of the ‘Hearts of Steel’ who had violently resisted estate policy. Such
measures could in fact induce many defaulting tenants to pay and restore peace to the
community. To Lord Donegall himself, he expressed his views that all recent violent acts
were ‘horrid works’, carried out by ‘wicked, deluded wretches’ with ‘evil purposes’. 82
Although he clearly abhorred violence, he believed summary justice was necessary for the
greater good. In relation to the illegal activities of John Blair and his son on the Donegall
estate, Alexander believed ‘the hanging of father and son would do more good than
twenty others; however the son (I think) will swing’.#> In April 1772, he hoped examples
would be made of the captured, and enthusiastically attended the assizes in Carrickfergus
where many were tried for ‘Hearts of Steel’ crimes. Four men were sentenced to death in
Alexander’s presence, and he appears disappointed to have been directly involved in only

one trial, serving as a juror in a case against Samuel Asken for perjury, ‘which was so

glaring that we returned our verdict instantly without leaving the box’.** However, when

the lIevels of violence subsided, the sub-agent became acutely aware that the dire poverty

of many tenants on the estate was at the root of the estate’s managerial problems.*

Faced with this reality, Alexander quickly realised that austerity could only bring in so
much money. While he was used to manoeuvring between the frightened under-tenant,

the recalcitrant lessee and the obstinate wealthy middleman who seemed prepared to call

82 |bid, Alexander to Lord Donegall, 29 feb. and 6 Mar. 1772

% |bid. Alexander to Portis, 30 May 1772.

84 |hid. Alexander to Portis. 23 Apr. 1772.

85 |bid. Alexander to Hamish McClure, 10 Nov. 1772; Alexander to Talbot, 23 Nov. 1772.
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Donegall’s bluff and resist to the last, Alexander was also keenly aware of the acute

suffering of a minority of tenants. He had always been prompt to distinguish between

what he called the ‘cunning and artful’ tenants, and those in genuine need of leniency and
assistance.®® His stated mission involved ‘bringing in all that can be procured without
absolutely ruining any family that appears to have honest intentions’.%” In performing his
duties, Alexander displayed some of his political thinking. He associated himself with
what John Bew calls ‘the political moderates of Belfast, a weighty body of opinion often
labelled ‘whig’’, and was on familiar terms with many of the foremost cultural and
political heavyweights of the day.®® His medical needs were attended to by his neighbour
Dr Alexander Haliday (1727-1802), founder of the Northern Whig Club in 1790, a
leading light in Belfast’s academic and political circles and labelled ‘the doyen of Belfast
whiggery’ by R.B. McDowell.?* He was also an acquaintance of Dr William Drennan,
the radical poet and commentator, and later founder of the United Irishmen.®® The
reformer Henry Joy, proprietor of the Belfast Newsletter, claimed to know Alexander
personally in an affidavit of 1772.°1 However, because of his ancestors’ religious
conversion, many more avenues of political and social advancement were open to
Alexander than to his associates —Haliday and Drennan were Presbyterians, and Joy was
of Huguenot heritage. From his intimate dealings in mercantile Belfast, he would
certainly have viewed Belfast as ‘the home of upwardly mobile Presbyterian Ulster and
the most flagrant example of this group’s lack of political representation.”® Alexander

was aware of the injustice of their disenfranchisement, and sympathised with their

% bid, Alexander to Portis, 2 May 1772.
87 Ibid, Alexander to Talbot, 30 Sep. 1771.
8 John Bew, The glory of being Britons: civic unionism in nineteenth century Belfast (Dublin, 2009}, p. 32.
8 |bid, p. 33. Haliday’s attendance on Alexander is mentioned in a letter from Alexander to Talbot, 23
Dec. 1771 {PRONI, DLB); R.B. McDowell, ‘The age of the United Irishmen: reform and reaction, 1789-94" in
A new history of Ireland iv, pp 289-338, at p. 318.
%°Jean Agnew (ed.}, The Drennan McTier letters (Dublin, 1999), vol. i, p. 219. Alexander and Drennan
would later work together on the foundation of the Belfast Academical Institution. See below, pp 158-9,
91 ‘Copy of an Affidavit sent to Mr. John Dohery, Attr'ny. Dublin, 20 August 1772, signed by Henry Joy
(PRONI, DLB).
92 Bew, Glory of being Britons, p. 29.
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political grievances. His surviving correspondence documents his efforts to be liberal in
his actions as agent, and show him to be a humanitarian with a sense of fairness, who was
very sympathetic to actual suffering. In this light, his ostensibly bloodthirsty demand for
summary justice against the ‘Hearts of Steel” must be seen as a reaction to his fear of
naive and ignorant individuals being drafted into a violent and destructive agenda, rather

than a disallowance of the ‘Hearts of Steel’ grievances.”

On a daily basis, Alexander defended tenants whom he felt were justified in their claims
for rent abatement, and also made several pleas to Talbot for leniency in the payment of
fines where he perceived a family was experiencing genuine poverty and distress.
Invariably, those tenants with a large number of children most exercised his pity.
Although the times allowed little room for sentiment and the sub-agent was repeatedly
obliged to justify his charity to Talbot, the case of William Wilson of Tobergill appears to
have particularly moved Alexander. Unable to pay the rent, let alone the fine, Wilson
was served with an ejectment notice by Talbot’s Dublin office, which would render his
nine children homeless. Described as ‘extremely poor’ by Alexander, he took great pity
on the family and petitioned for the retraction of the ejectment, pleading for mercy and

understanding:

I am sure Lord Donegall would not choose to proceed against him.
Therefore 1 beg you’ll stop the progress of the ejectment, and send me an
account of the costs immediately, in which account I once more must be an
advocate for your extension of charity, in reducing as low as you can, for
the man is honest tho’ poor and hitherto rather indolent, but the prospect of
losing his habitat has now roused him.**

As he gained more experience, Alexander gradually perceived the need for generosity in
his role as estate manager, and attempted to communicate his thoughts on the duties

incumbent on landiords to his superior in Dublin and his employer. Alexander bravely

expressed his view that the interest and well-being of landlord and tenant were inter-

3 Alexander to Portis, 18 May 1772 (PRONI, DLB).
% Ibid. Alexander to John Doherty, 30 Nov. 1773.
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dependent, and repeatedly used the vocabulary of nursing to suggest a role for the
landlord as protector and nurturer.”® To Lord Donegall in June 1773, while admitting that
rent collection was his priority, he stressed that ‘at the same time, it will be necessary to
nurse some of the poorer tenantry in particular, for the future advantage of them and your
Lordship, whose interest must always be inseparable’.*® Such utterances go at least some
way to countering W.A. Maguire’s supposition that ‘perhaps the only official contact
[Donegall] and his agents had with these submerged inhabitants of his property was in

trying to get them convicted of their crimes when they became Steelboys’.”’

The “Donegall Letter Book 1771-74’ shows Alexander working tirelessly for the
Donegall estate during these years. He performed his new role with gusto and appears to
have enjoyed its responsibilities - thanking Lord Donegall for his ‘present happy situation
at his Lordship’s house’ in July of 1772— probably a reference to his residency in the

ruins of Belfast Castle, the greatest physical symbol of the landlord’s presence in the

town.”® (Destroyed by fire in April 1708, it was never re-built but the surviving portion

of what John Alexander would call ‘the old ruinous house’ and the out-offices were
renovated and used as the residence and rent office of the Donegall estate agent.)*
However, he faced many obstacles in the effective performance of his duties. One of his
greatest challenges in the role of land-agent— one which probably informed his later
business career and that of his descendants in their desire for commercial independence—
was his subservience to a higher central authority, a challenge exacerbated by the
geographical distances between Belfast, Dublin and Staffordshire. Relatively

independent and extremely decisive as a merchant, Alexander found his patience tested as

a cog in a greater administrative wheel. Frustrated by the dictates of head office and

9 See for example, Alexander to Talbot, 23 Nov. 1772 (PRONI, DLB).
% |bid, Alexander to Lord Donegall, 16 Jun. 1773.
97 Maguire, ‘Hearts of steel’, p. 376.
28 Alexander to Lord Donegall, 1 Aug. 1772 {(PRONI, DLB); Colin Johnston Robb, ‘The Story of the Donegall
Family’s Old Belfast Seat’ in Belfast Telegraph, 16 Dec. 1947,
Spalaxander to Talbot, 19 Feb. 1773 (PRONI, DLB); Johnston Robb, ‘Old Belfast Seat’.
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delayed correspondence, the content of which was often restricting and counter-
productive, he manifested a desire throughout his agency for greater independence to free
himself from the need for constant sanctioning from Portis, the chief agent in Dublin and
Lord Donegall himself which he perceived as a debilitating weakness in the effective

running of the Receiver’s office.

Alexander’s correspondence with Talbot often itches with impatience, and his desires are
necessarily couched in very discreet terms; with his brother-in-law, he could afford to be
far more direct and blunt. Informing Portis that the need for a free hand was becoming
ever more pressing for his own efficacy and protection, Alexander stressed ‘you had
better obtain from Lord Donegall a power for me to act, as otherwise I may sometime or
other get into a scrape’.'%® In actuality, the ‘scrape’ was just as likely to occur with Talbot
as with the unhappy tenantry. Talbot regularly found fault with Alexander’s modus
operandi, from being critical of his choice of estate employees to his style of book-
keeping, and the tone of their correspondence is often strained, as typified by the sub-
agent’s regular explanations, and his reticence when he ventured to offer advice or an

opinion on a point of policy.!®!

The third of his superiors, George Portis, although a member of his immediate family,
was no less problematic. Six years younger than his brother-in-law and inexorably bound
to him on both a personal and professional basis, Alexander often found himself bowing

to Portis’s wishes. Confident to the point of arrogance, and assertive to the point of

rudeness, Portis clearly revelled in the prestige of his role as agent to Lord Donegall, but

shared little of Alexander’s interpersonal skills, affability or diplomacy. He dismissed

Alexander’s hopes for a more lenient agency, believing that ‘the least relaxation in favour

100 plexander to Portis, 2 May 1772 (PRONI, DLB).
101 1gid, Alexander to Talbot, 25 Jan. 1773.




of the tenantry would be adding fresh fuel to a well-lighted fire”.!%2 With few public
relations skills, he ruffled many feathers by his blunt pronouncements and ill-judged acts.
He dismissed the town corporation as a site of ‘plague and vexation’, and in April of 1773
he insulted many of the most wealthy and influential citizens of Belfast by carelessly
suggesting the rancour of the times was limited to the Presbyterian population, leading to
a controversy which exercised his ire rather than his contrition.’®® This must surely have
been an embarrassment for Alexander, given his Presbyterian roots, and his dealings and
friendships with many prominent Presbyterians in the town, such as the Mussendens,
Haliday and Drennan. Although Portis assured Talbot that ‘private piques or resentments
never will nor never can interfere with my duty’, he later conceded that he had made
many enemies and it is clear that he was highly sensitive to slights and was intolerant
towards any challenge to his authority, imagined or otherwise.!® In Belfast, his public
persona was highly ostentatious. Martha MacTier suggested that Portis was open to
bribes or ‘hush money’ in his role as Collector for the port of Belfast, which she alleged

boosted the job’s regular income from £300 to five times that amount.!% Portis’s

- personality and his priorities as agent— which apparently could not have been ‘more

mean, more ridiculous, more inconsistent’ ~ led McTier to dismiss the entire Belfast
administration: ‘Lord Dfonegall] never can be of any good, nor get leave to be so, while
there are such a set of menials in this place’.'% Alexander was fulty aware of his brother-
m-law’s weaknesses. Many of his business affairs were subjects of public gossip in
which he was accused of being wilfully underhanded and self-serving.!®” Even in his
early days as agent, Talbot was suspicious of Portis’s accounts and queried Alexander

about this. Loyal to his brother-in-law, Alexander defended his name but sent the

02 |hid, Portis to Talbot, 7 Aug. 1772,

103 \hid, Portis to Talbot, 22 Apr. 1773.

1%% 1hid, Portis to Talbot, 22 Apr. 1773; 30 Dec. 1773.
195 prennan McTier letters, vol. ii, p. 365.

108 |id, p. 125.

17 |bid, p. 221.




correspondence to Portis for approval first.'® This loyalty was to diminish over time,
especially after George Portis suffered a complete (and public) mental breakdown, a
subject which ‘engrossed’ the town and was surely a source of pain and embarrassment
for the Alexanders.!%”” Neither Portis’s reputation nor his mind recovered from this
incident which marked the beginning of the end of his authority in Belfast. He managed
to retain the role of Collector until 1790, but it appears he lost the Donegall agency
immediately.''® Given the troubles of his in-law, Alexander became increasingly aware
of the imperative of securing a future within Belfast socjety and the Donegall

‘administration which was independent of Portis patronage.

From the early-1780s onwards, Alexander was determined to forge his own identity in the
town. As Portis’s illness developed, he was allotted greater responsibilities by Lord
Donegall, such as his appointment as seneschal of the manor of Belfast in October of

1784.1"" Through his wife’s family, Alexander also benefitted from the patronage of the

chief secretary, Sir George Macartney. In a letter of 5 June 1771, Alexander described

how his ‘heart is overflowing with gratitude’ to Macartney for some unknown favour that
was readily attended to by the then chief secretary. Links with such influential people
allowed him greater claim to being one of the higher order, to use his own terminology.

In 1772, the objections made against him by the ‘Steel’ prisoners in court were a cause for
pride as they categorised him as a Belfast gentleman.!!? When Arthur Young visited the
town in August of 1776, the fact that he was directed to John Alexander says much about
the latter’s elevation to the elite of contemporary society.!!*> Recommended to Young as

one of four authorities on Belfast commerce and agriculture by Dr Haliday, Alexander

108 plexander to Talbot, 2 May 1772; Alexander to Portis, 2 May 1772 (PRONI, DLB).

19 prennan McTier letters, vol. i, p. 237-8.

10 |hid, p. 289; it seems Portis’s replacement as agent was the attorney Thomas Ludford Stewart, ibid, vol.
i, pp 324, 464.

1L gelfast Newsletter, 16-20 Jul. 1784.

112 Alexander to Portis, 23 Apr. 1772 (PRONI, DLB).

Y3 Young, A tour in Ireland, vol. i, p. 162. The author was directed to Alexander and three others by a

letter from Haliday.
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was included by the author in a select list ‘of the most distinguished characters in Ireland
— Characters that would reflect a lustre upon any nation’.!'* Indeed, the text of Tour in
Ireland contains the first printed reference to ‘John Alexander, Esq., Belfast’.!'> To this

outsider, the merchant and agent bore all the marks of a gentleman.

John Alexander and the Belfast Mills, 1787.

John Alexander performed the role of subagent for thirty years from 1769 to 1799. His
employer, the fifth earl of Donegall (marquis of Donegall from 1791), died in January
1799, and was succeeded by his eldest son, George Augustus Chichester. When

Chichester came of age in 1791, he had already amassed debts of £40,000, and was to be

notorious throughout his life for his financial extravagance and indebtedness.''® On his

succession, he was assailed by creditors and the Donegall estate entered a period of
turmoil from which it was not to recover.!!” The ensuing chaos in the receiver’s office in
Belfast can only be imagined and it brought about ‘a universal change of station’,
according to Martha McTier.!'® In March 1799, Alexander (a recent widower) left
Belfast Castle and resigned his position the following month.!’* This change in situation
would almost certainly have been embraced rather than suffered by Alexander. Having
survived Lord Donegall, Talbot and Portis, he probably did not have the energy or interest
for the new landlord’s debt management. A very wealthy man at this stage, his
resignation also allowed him to return full-time to his commercial interests, for at heart he

remained a merchant. In his early years as subagent he maintained his interests in the

114 1bid, p. xxiv.

15 |bid.

116 w.A. Maguire, Living like a lord: the second marquis of Donegall, 1769-1844 {Belfast, 1984), p. 11.
17 |bid, p. 19.

3% prennan McTier letters, vol. ii, p. 477.

119 |bid, p. 477, 489.




Bradshaw & Alexander partnership until the company was dissolved in 1771.'% On

breaking with his earliest mentor, Alexander developed his independent interests as a

trader in the spirits and linen business. Alexander was prominent in the establishment of

the Linen Hall in the town, subscribing £100 for the purpose in 1782, was a member of
the Linen Hall Committee by 1785, and was selected as a representative of the trade by a
committee in Belfast to treat with other linen merchants in the region.!?! However, it was
his subsequent venture into flour-milling which was to make him a fortune and form a
part of the famous Milford milling empire. Indeed, by the time of his resignation as sub-
agent in1799, his milling property alone in Belfast was valued at an impressive £16,000 —

eight times the annual allowance of the new Lord Donegall.'*

Until 1765, flour milling in Belfast was virtually non-existent. A number of small mills
for grinding oats and rye were conducted on a traditional needs-pnly basis. In the 1750s,
George Portis snr held the rights to Belfast’s manorial mill at the junction of Mill St. and
Millfield.'?® By the 1790s, other modest manorial mills had been established westwards
on Falls Road.'?* Local inhabitants were compelled by their leases to bring their corn
there for grinding, and the miller in turn was obliged to grind it, regardless of quality.
Thus, in Gamble’s view, ‘it was virtually impossible for a manorial mill to engage in the
specialised, large-scale business of flour production.’'>® Alexander himself admitted that
he ‘knew too much of such expenses’ and losses, as suffered by his father-in-law in the

milling trade.'?® This monopoly was increasingly challenged as a number of small

120 The final reference to the company in the Belfast Newsletter is dated 22 Feb. 1771.
121geifast Newsletter, 26 Apr. 1785; [Henry Joy), Historical collections relative to the town of Belfast: from
the earliest period to the union with Great Britain (Belfast, 1817), pp 224-6. Alexander was selected along
with the sovereign, Waddell Cunningham, Henry Joy and seven others.
122 Gamble, ‘Business community and trade of Belfast’, p. 358. For Lord Donegall's reduced annual
allowance, see Maguire, Living like a lord, p. 28.
123 The site of ‘Belfast Old Mill’ on the junction of Mill St. and Millfield is shown on ‘A plan of Belfast Oid
Mill belonging to lohn Alexander esq. By Thos. Pattison, 4th Aug 1818 ’ {(PRONI D556/217).
12 These mills can be seen on a map of Belfast dated 1791, facing the title page in James McAllister, A
Belfast chronicle, 1789 (Belfast, 1989).
125 Gamble, ‘Business community and trade of Belfast’, p. 356.
126 alexander to Portis, 27 May 1772 (PRONI, DLB).
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handmills were set up in the vicinity of the town and allowed tenants to honour their

leases which only restricted them to contain their milling needs within a set distance of

the town. As an increasing number of private mills were established in the vicinity of

Belfast in 1765, the business of the manorial mills was undermined.'”” George Portis sor
had been ‘doubtful of a remedy at law and therefore submitted to the innovation in his
time®.'?® The lease on the manorial mill at Mill Street (a building in dire need of
refurbishment) expired in 1773 and nobody seemed interested in taking it on.'?® Portis
jnr, the Donegall agent, had hoped to take over the manorial mills himself but was cowed
by worries of potential losses and expense.'*® Not so Waddell Cunningham, who took on
the lease in 1779 and in partnership with William Harrison (incidentally, a clerk in the
estate office) had the mills converted into flour mills, with retail agencies in the town. 3!
Working closely beside Harrison, Alexander would have become intimately aware of the
progress, weaknesses and potential of the business and the mills. When Cunningham
decided to retire into banking, Alexander seized the opportunity and made an offer. The
Belfast mills (including those on Mill Street and the newer premises on the Falls road)

were accordingly sold to him, sometime in 1789.3

Gamble believes the connection between the estate office and the mills ‘is of some
interest’ in explaining the purchase, but that author was arguably unaware of an even
greater influence which convinced Alexander to take on the mills— the advice, insight
and experience of his eldest son and namesake at this time, in the nascent milling empire
of Milford, co. Carlow.!3* As his son’s involvement in the trade predated his own by five

years, we must assume that the driving initiative to establish the family in milling reached

127 Gamble, ‘Business community and trade of Belfast’, p. 356.
8 1hid. Portis to Talbot, 31 Jul. 1773.
129 \bid; Portis to Henry Ellis, 3 Oct. 1771 (PRONI, DLB).
130 portis to Talbot, 31 Jul. 1773 (PRONI, DLB).
131 Gamble, ‘Business community and trade of Belfast’, p. 359.
132 The first reference to John Alexander & Co. in the Belfast Newsletter is on 28 Jul 1789 and the first
advertisement for John Alexander & Co. at the Belfast mills is in Belfast Newsletter, 17-20 Nov. 1789.
123 Gamble, ‘Business community and trade of Belfast’, p. 359.
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Belfast from Carlow, rather than the other way around as has been assumed.!** Their

combined efforts over the next thirty years were to establish the Alexanders as the

premier milling family in Ireland.

133 see for example, limmy O’Toole, The Carlow gentry, p. 4, and John Duffy, Barrow bridges and related
aspects (Carlow, 2007}, p. 129.
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Chapter 2

The establishment of Milford Mills

‘Not to be surpassed by any in Great Britain, either in the extent of their
operations or the excellence of their machinery’.!

Sir James Emerson Tennent MP, 1839

John Alexander I’s investment in Co. Carlow. 1784

Several factors combined in the construction of the Alexander powerbase in Carlow,
including the acquisition of land, building the infrastructure of a landed estate and an
increased role in public governance and social activity in the county. These factors will
be explored in greater detail in the next chapter. However, it can be said categorically
that the determining factor in their establishment as gentry figures in Carlow was their
non—landeld wealth and the powers it afforded them. There was a manifest link between
the family’s financial strength and its socio-political powers; without a vast fortune, the
Alexanders would have enjoyed only a limited elevation to the privileged ranks of the
merchant community, Jimmy O’Toole has argued the family was distinctive in being ‘one
of the very few entrepreneurial gentry families to settle in County Carlow.’? However,
this assessment must be qualified, as their gentry status was essentially built in Carlow
rather than brought to it. Indeed, historically, the worlds of the gentry and the
entrepreneur appear to have been distinctly inimical in social terms in the county as we
shall see. An exploration of the origins of this wealth is therefore critical to

understanding the Alexanders’ ascension.

L Sir James Emerson Tennent, MP for Belfast borough in the House of Commons, 14 Mar. 1839, quoted in
John Henry Barrow (ed.), The mirror of parliament: session of 1839 (London. 1839), vol. ii, p. 1212.
2 0'Toole, Carlow gentry, p. 4.
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The Alexanders’ rise to gentry status was built upon the successful trading operations of
John Alexander in Belfast and significant amounts of his merchant capital were invested
in Carlow through his son. His eldest son, John, was born on 27 February 1764, and
inherited his father’s business-sense and ambition. From the age of five, he grew up in
the environs of Belfast Castle, surrounded by the bustle, controversies and demands of the
estate office.®> From a young age, John I of Milford — as he was to become — diverted all
his energies into becoming the consummate businessman, apparently more consumed by
the excitement of the deal, than by a determined drive for financial gain. Having decided
against following his father into a land agency (indeed, probably warned against it), he
sought investment potential outside of Belfast. His move to Co. Carlow in 1784, at the
age of twenty, is intriguing and cannot be definitively explained but the impetus appears
to have come from John Alexander Snr.* Throughout his correspondence, Alexander Snr
repeatedly looked to the south as the hub of commercial Ire_land.5 He was quick to make
the distinction between ‘merchants here [Belfast] & in Dublin, by the latter of which this

kingdom is generally guided’.® Family lore tells us that it was the father who first rode

down from Belfast on horseback to ascertain Carlow’s investment potential.” He was a

regular visitor to Dublin and would have been very aware of business developments in the
province of Leinster. Indeed, the most likely reason for the migration was probably
Carlow’s contemporary reputation as an agricultural hub which was growing rich on the

government grain premiums offered by the Inland Bounty Act of 1758.

Carlow is an inland county in the province of Leinster, second only to Louth as the county

with the smallest geographical area.® Its primary trading route was on the river Barrow,

% Rogers, House of Alexander, vol. ii, p. 102.
4 ‘Copy of marriage settlement between John Alexander Esq. and Christian Nickson, spinster, dated 7™ day
of September 1801’ (Alexander papers, ILCRB, EC 4917).
5 atexander to Mr Fort Gorman, 7 Aug. 1773 (PRONI, DLB).
% Ibid. Alexander to Robert Alexander, Derry, 8 Feb. 1772.
7 Interview with John Alexander V, 9 Jul. 2010.
® Samuel Lewis, A topographical dictionary of Ireland, 2™ edition (London, 1840), vol. i, p. 255. The area of
Carlow is given as 219, 863 acres.
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which flows though the county town of Carlow in the north-west and follows a southerly
course down the western side of the county to the village of St. Mullins at the southern
extremity. By the late eighteenth century, Carlow town was regarded as a prosperous
centre with a famed market, which had made modest attempts at industry and whose
inhabitants enjoyed a higher standard of living than many of its counterparts. During his
travels in the south of Ireland in 1777, Thomas Campbell was impressed by ‘a cleanness
and neatness in the streets, I had not hitherto seen on this road [...] Such are the happy
effects of a little trade!’® Artisans enjoyed healthy wages and Maura Duggan has argued
the case for the county’s financial stability and buoyant economy in the 1790s.!° On the

arrival of the Alexanders, the county had a long-standing reputation for prime agricultural

land — which is one of the county’s defining characteristic in the popular imagination. !

In 1790, John Robert Scott had summarised the county’s agriculture as ‘rich in soil, high

in cultivation’, and Wakefield included Carlow with Kilkenny, Kildare, Meath and Louth
as counties with ‘an abundance of exceedingly rich soil’.'? By the 1840s, its reputation as
one of Ireland’s premier agricultural counties was solid and indisputable. ‘Carlow is one

of the most fertile and best-cultivated of the counties of Ireland, and has been termed “the
garden of Erin”. It is almost exclusively an agricultural county’, according to Mr and Mrs
Samuel Carter Hall who travelled extensively through the county shortly before the Great

Famine."* Though exaggerated (according to modern agriculturists) the reputation itself

® Thomas Campbell, A philosophical survey of the south of ireland — in a series of letters to John Watkinson
MD (London, 1777}, p. 96.
% Charles Topham Bowden, A tour through irefand (Dublin, 1791), p. 94; Mary L. Duggan, ‘County Carlow,
1791-1801: a study in an era or revolution’, unpublished thesis presented for the degree of Master of Arts
of the National University of Ireland {December, 1969), pp 1-19.
1 |n September 2010, Carlow enjoyed the second-highest average price paid per acre of agricultural land,
at €13,334. The national average was €10,131. See http://www.laois-
nationalist.ie/tabid/167/item!d/4992/Land-prices-have-stabilised.aspx, accessed 20 Jul. 2012.
12 john Robert Scott, Parliamentary representation: being a political and critical review of all the counties,
cities and boroughs of the kingdom of Ireland with regard to the state of their representation (Dublin,
1790), p. 9; Edward Wakefield, An account of Ireland, statistical and political (London, 1812), vol. i, p. 580.
13 Mr and Mrs S.C. Hall, irefand, its scenery, character & c. {London, 1841), vol. i, p. 404.
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was enough to attract many wealthy investors inside its borders, determined to harness the

potential of its natural advantages.'*

By the end of the eighteenth century the county had somewhat more advanced levels of
farming than most of its neighbours. Carlow’s butter, potatoes and onions were highly
regarded ~ the first of these, even internationally.’* By 1811, Wakefield’s statistics
showed that Carlow’s harvest labourers enjoyed significantly higher wages than their
counterparts in many neighbouring counties and the author commented that ‘in Carlow,
the people seem to enjoy more comforts’.'® Tt has ‘the best grazing land’ in the country,
and as a dairying county, it was ‘perhaps the first in Ireland’.!” Arguably the single
greatest influence on Carlow industry and agriculture in the eighteenth century was the
Inland Bounty Act of 1758."® The capital’s thriving flour market was over-reliant on

expensive imports and the act was recognition by the Dublin government of the need to

offer stimuli to domestic tillage, encouraging transportation of wheat and flour to Dublin

by land, thus ensuring an adequate supply of corn and flour in the city. Bounties were
only offered on the transportation by land of corn and flour. To existing and prospective
grain farmers, the greatest attraction of the act was the fact that the premiums paid
significantly exceeded the carriage costs themselves, much to the incredulity of Arthur
Young, the act’s greatest critic.!° In addition, by offering a greater bounty on the
carriage of flour (20 per cent more than the carriage costs) than on wheat {only 1.5 per
cent), the act stimulated a phase of flour-mill building in the county which was to
establish it as a significant corn centre by the end of the century.?’ Cullen has argued that

the early eighteenth-century flour trade was based in small mills grinding for a local

4 Michael Conry, ‘The personality of Carlow: landscape and people’ in Thomas McGrath (ed.), Cariow:
history and society {Dublin, 2008), pp 1-30, at p. 11.
5 Wakefield, Account of Ireland, vol. i, pp 323-4, 450, 267-8.
18 Ibid, vol. ii, pp 215-23. The average daily wage during the harvest in Carlow was 2s 2d as compared to
1s 4d in counties Wicklow, Laois and Wexford, and 1s 9% in Kilkenny. [bid, p. 775.
17 1bid, vol. i, p. 418, 324.
18 31 Geo. Il, c.3 (3 Mar. 1758).
9 For Young's objections, see Tour in Ireland, vol. ii, pp 243-278.
20 |bid, p. 244.
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market, often subject to manorial milling rights (like George Portis’s mill in Belfast) and
executed on commission for local farmers.2! The 1758 bounty changed the enterprise
radically in terms of motivation, purpose, size and revenue. Essentially, the grain trade
evolved from a needs-based to a profit-driven enterprise within a few years. To extract
the optimum premiums on land carriage for their flour and wheat, the new millers
increasingly chose rural sites which were sighiﬁcantly inland as opposed to portal or
urban locations which had been the norm since medieval times.?? The greater the distance
from Dublin, the greater the reward; Young noted that the mill in Barnahely in Cork was
the most distant mill from Dublin at 131 miles.?® Young — a critic of the act’s attack on
pasturage and the exorbitant and, as he saw it, wasteful rewards in favouring carriage by
cost-heavy roads rather than cheap waterways — acknowledged that ‘in consequencé of

this act, many of the finest mills for grinding corn that are to be found in the world were

erected’.?* The act resulted in the opening of 166 flour mills across the country between

1758 and 1785.%

The effect of the bounty was slow but significant in Co. Carlow. It did not feature in
returns for the act’s first four years but bounties paid to the county increased from £160 in
1762 to £800 in 1770. Young claims this jumped to £2,479 in 1777 (see Table 2.1

below).26

23 |_M. Cullen, ‘Eighteenth-century flour milling in Ireland’ in Andy Bielenberg (ed.), Irish flour milling: a
history, 600-2000 (Dublin, 2003), pp 39-58, at pp 41-2,
22 Colin Rynne, ‘Development of milling technology in Ireland, ¢.600-1875’, in Bielenberg (ed.), Irish fiour
milling, pp 13-38 at pp 20-1.
2 Young, Tour in Ireland, vol. ii, p. 277.
2 |bid, vol. i, p. 244.
5 Rynne, ‘Development of milling technology in Ireland’, p. 33.
% young, Tour In Ireland, vol. i, p. 256.
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Table 2.1 Inland carriage of corn from Co. Carlow to Dublin 1761-70%

Com Carriage to
Dublin
(Stones)

Total bounties
Paid
)

County’s national ranking
in terms of greatest
volume carried to Dublin

1761-2

44,987

160. 7.2

6" of 13 counties

1762-3

46,782

161.13.11

6™ of 15

1763-4

65,266

228.3.5

6% of 17

1764-5

25,177

94. 6. 4

10% of 20

1765-6

35,587

151.19. 9

70 of 17

1766-7

14,276

59.16. 7

6t of 16

1767-8

42,818

197.0.11

13® 0f22

1768-9

114,018

849.4.8

7" of 24

1769-70

70,041

800. 0. 8

9% of24

Ore clear result of the measure was a gradual but steady shift towards tillage crops across
the county. In July of 1776, Young visited Carlow and noted that ‘tillage is very much

increased here, and almost intirely [sic] owing to the inland premiums.?® That same year,

Charles Vallancy observed that in Carlow, ‘the land abounds with grain’, and commented

on the development of two extensive flour mills and granaries in the vicinity of
Leighlinbridge, and ‘several smaller mills’.2° Nine new flour mills were constructed in
the county between 1758 and 1791.3° By 1780, Young named Carlow with Louth,
Kildare and Kilkenny as ‘the greatest corn counties’>! The amount of flour carried to
Dublin from the county rocketed from just 78 stone in 1769 to 382,953 stone fifteen years
later.? These impressive trade figures and Carlow’s favourable profile in Arthur Young’s
account (undoubtedly perused by John Alexander snr in Belfast— an account to which he

contributed) attracted many external parties to the county, eager to harvest its profit fields.-

27 ¢4, vol. xiv, pp 83-6 and pp 387-9; vol. xv, pp 185-9.
28 Young, Tour in Ireland, vol. i, p. 70.
29 Edward J. Law, ‘Vallancey’s military surveys of 1776-77 & 1796 as relating to county Carlow and its
immediate environs’, in Carloviana (2012}, pp 90-3, at p. 92.
3 £J1 {Dublin, 1771), vol. xiv, appendix p. cclxxxviii, ‘An account of the number of corn mills at present in
Ireland [..] erected since the commencement of the inland bounty on the 1% of June 1758, to the 25* of
December 1790'.
31 Young, Tour in Ireland, vol. ii, p. 92.
32 ¢4, vol. xv (Dublin, 1772), p. 185 and vol. xvi [Dublin, 1796), appendix xxxi.
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Closely observing Waddell Cunningham’s progress in the Belfast Mills, it is safe to say

that the Alexanders journeyed south with milling in mind.

‘John Alexander jnr signed his first business contract in Carlow on 1 August 1784, so his
arrival in the county can be dated to earlier in that year.>®> He ventured beyond the
prosperous county town, however, in his search for the best site for investment. Four

miles down-river from Carlow town lay Ballygowan, a townland on the western bank of

the river Barrow which was lauded for the quality of its soil. It formed part of the barony

of Idrone on the estate of John La Touche Esq. of Harristown, Co. Kildare. A Huguenot,
MP and one of the original members of the board of the Bank of Ireland, he held a
considerable quantity of land in Carlow, and enjoyed an estimated total rental of £6,000-
£7,000, according to Wakefield.>* Perhaps the most noteworthy part of the Ballygowan
townland was the area known locally as Aughnagash.?> Here, at Ath na gCos, ‘the
crossing place of/for the feet’,*® a crude but important stepping-stone existed across the
Barrow, which made it a local landmark of great strategic, commercial and social
importance. Given that no bridge existed across the river in its run from the county town
down to Leighlinbridge (a distance of almost eight miles), the ford lay almost halfway
between the towns, with the river serving as an attractive commercial trade-route to
markets north and south. Significantly, the colloquial place-name has not survived in the
popular memory as it was ousted by another denomination, conferred on the area by an

investor who saw immense potential beyond the humble stones of the ford. In time,

Aughnagash would form the core of the Alexander powerbase of the nineteenth century.

33 ‘Copy of marriage settlement’, 7 Sep. 1801 (Alexander papers, ILCRB, EC 4917).
34 On John La Touche (1732-1810), see Dictionary of Irish Biography, vol. v (Cambridge, 2009), p. 334;
Edith Mary Johnston-Liik, History of the Irish parliament, 1692-1800 (Belfast, 2002}, 6 vols., vol. vi, pp 62-3;
Wakefield, Account of ireland, vol. i, p. 263.
35 phil Kennedy to Samuel Faulkner, 9 Jul. 1789; Patt. Hackett to Samuel Faulkner, 4 Jul. 1796 (Fautkner
papers, NLI, p.3500); ‘Estimate of a Bridge at Aughnagash over the River Barrow’, 21 Mar. 1790’ (Faulkner
papers, PRONI, MIC21/4).
38 With thanks to Dr Ciaran Mac Murchaidh for his assistance with the translation of the placename, 7 Oct.
2012,
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In an effort to make his efforts and the success of Milford mills even more impressive in
later years, John Alexander I would tell correspondents and friends in the 1830s that ‘the

spot which they now cover was an exposed and uninteresting district, without a single tree

when Mr Alexander came to reside there’.?” Similarly, Carlow landlord Henry Bruen

would tell the House of Commons in 1836: ‘When he [John I] came to that county about
forty years ago, he has told me, when viewing these improvements, that one cabin,
without a tree or a bush, was all he found on his arrival’.*® The juxtaposition credits
Alexander as the catalyst, transforming a bleak landscape into a productive and
prosperous centre of excellence. The unmistakeable (and singularly uncharacteristic)
whiff of hubris in these statements may be accounted for by the tumultuous political
context in which they were made, but it does not alter the fact that the statements were in
fact misleading and untrue. For on his arrival in Ballygowan, a considerable milling
operation was already in place at Aughnagash with an impressive entrepreneur at its
helm. Alexander would enter an incredibly fruitful partnership with this individual, reap
enormous profits with him, but, for reasons to be explored below, he would succeed in
buying him out in 1827 and then summarily dispatch the partnership and its history to
obscurity, even oblivion — an unfortunate move which masks a remarkable story of a
meeting of similar minds. However, the Alexander tenants (in a petition to the House of
Commons in 1836) recalled how their landlord had originally come among them ‘as a

miller, in partnership with a Mr Connolly [sic], a Catholic gentleman of great wealth’.3

Mills on the Ballygowan site had indeed been established by a wealthy busiessman
named James Conolly, perhaps as early as 1775. Born in 1741, Conolly hailed from New

Haggard outside Trim in Co. Meath, but it was in Dublin city that he established his

37 James Emerson Tennent, Letters to the north from a traveller in the south by J.K. (Belfast, 1837), p. 17.
38 Carlow Sentinel, 12 Mar. 1836.
¥ A statement of persecutions on the part of certain Tory landlords in the county of Carlow referred to in a
petition of Nicholas- Aylward Vigors Esq, presented to the House of Commons on the 15" Feb. 1836
(London, 1836), hereinafter A statement of persecutions..., p. 35.
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reputation.”® His rapid ascent in the capital’s trading world can be gleaned from the
pages of Wilson’s Dublin Directory where he first appears in 1780 as a wholesale ‘Corn-
merchant’ (or factor) at 83 Fleet St. Five years later, he was listed as a director of the
Grand Canal Company, and acquired additional premises on Aston Quay the following
year. By 1798, he was a partner in a brewery (Conolly, Somers & Co.) on King Street,
and lived on prestigious Sackville Street by 1801. He was a leading light among Dublin’s
Catholic merchant community, pursuing avenues of social mobility in the late eighteenth
century.*! By 1810, apart from the principal mills in Ballygowan, he also owned a depot
in Kildare, and flour mills on Dublin’s Grand Canal Dock, in co. Westmeath and another

substantial premises on his land at New Haggard, Co. Meath, where his country seat was

also located.*? By this date, his reputation as perhaps the foremost authority on the corn

and milling industry was assured. By 1805, ‘James Conolly, Esq.” was active as a judge
in the seed corn class at the prestigious Dublin Spring Show, a position he was joined in
three years later by Arthur Guinness I1.** Wakefield evidently held Conolly — ‘an
eminent brewer of Dublin, and a gentleman of great intelligence’ — in high regard and
recorded a number of his observations in his work; indeed, the author considered him
worthy of very high office: ‘There are many Catholic merchants who would form
excellent bank directors. Of these, I shall instance as one, Mr Conolly, who is eminently
fitted for the discharge of so important a station.” He had the ear of both Robert Peel as

Chief Secretary and John Foster as Chancellor of the Exchequer, and was regularly called

40 ‘Court of the Irish Land Commission, Land Purchase Acts. Estate of John Alexander, county Carlow.
Abstract of title’ (hereinafter ‘Abstract of title’), p. 21d (Alexander papers, ILCRB, EC 4917). Conolly gives
his age as 75 in 1816. His Meath connection is mentioned in his evidence in PP, 1823 (561), Report from
the select committee on the employment of the poor in ireland’, evidence of James Conolly, pp 65-70, at p.
65.
4! Lisa Marie Griffith, ‘Social mobility and the middling sort: Dublin merchants, 1760-1800’, unpublished
PhD thesis, Trinity College Dublin {July, 2008), pp 99-100.
42 pp, 1812 (366) {Ireland), Papers relating to inland navigations in Ireland, evidence of James Conally, pp
171-5, at p. 174. Also see Arthur Atkinson, The Irish tourist: in a series of picturesque views, travelling
incidents and observations statistical, political and moral on the character and aspect of the Irish nation
(Dublin, 1815}, p. 246, where the author visits ‘Newhaggard, the seat of Mrs. Connolly [sic]'.
43 Farmer’s Mogazine, vol. vi (1805), p. 254; R.W. Dickson (ed.), Agricultural Magazine, vo\. ii (1808), p.
310.
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on as a witness to parliamentary committees inquiring into the corn trade and social
conditions.** One such report of 1810 testifies to the esteem and respect in which
Conolly was held in the Irish business world: ‘We rely much upon the evidence of this
Gentleman, because of his intelligence, knowledge and long experience, and his very
extensive dealings in the corn trade; his opinions are given with perfect

disinterestedness’.*’

By his own admission, Conolly first commenced as a purchaser of corn for exportation
around 1775.% The success of his business may be gauged by the fact that he was
sending flour across the Atlantic at the start of the American War of Independence.*’

The profit opportunity provided by the 1758 bounty act was hugely appealing to him — ‘I
never had two opinions on the subject of the corn law since it was enacted. I think it was
the best law I ever knew provided on such a subject’.*® The expedient of a move into
flour milling was obvious. As a prosperous corn and flour factor in Dublin, he amassed
numerous contacts in the trade and also the capital to invest in a mill of his own — a move

not uncommon for those in his line of work, according to Cullen.*® That the bounties

provided the spur for him to invest in a mill is certain from comments made in 1809:

‘Many mills were erected in ireland in consequence of inland bounty, or bounty paid by
the mill, and mills were built also in distant parts, in order to obtain the greatest bounty’.>
The site in Ballygowan, Co. Carlow was suitably remote to reap significant benefits from

the bounty, and for a man with a perpetual interest in the development of the country’s

% For Conolly’s dealings with Peel and Foster, see for example Conolly to Peel, 19 Oct. 1816 (Peel papers,
BL, Ms 40259, £.224), Conolly to Peel, 20 Jan. 1818 {ibid, Ms 40273, £.119) and Conolly to Foster, 25 Dec.
1813 (Foster Massereene papers, PRONI, D562/15646).
% pp, 1812 (366), Papers relating to inland navigations in Ireland, p. 103.
% |bid, p. 172.
47 pp, 1821 (668), Report from the select committee to whom the several petitions complaining of the
depressed state of the agriculture of the kingdom of ireland, p. 312.
“ thid, p. 308.
I Cullen, ‘Eighteenth-century flour milling in Ireland’, p. 55.
2 wakefield, Account of ireland, vol. i, p. 436.
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commercial waterways, it was on a watercourse undergoing constant improvement.®! In
1785, Conolly was a director of the company of undertakers of the Grand Canal with John
La Touche — himself a keen enthusiast on Irish trade and commerce, who had close links
with, and support from the Dublin merchant class.”? While conclusive details of the
origins of the first mill on La Touche land on the Ballygowan site are unavailable, it is
important to note that Conolly led Wakefield to believe it was he who built the first mills
there on the western bank of the river.”® Another small mill, belonging to John Esmond
existed four hundred metres upstream on the eastern bank of the Barrow (which would

later be bought by Alexander).>*

The earliest contemporary map of Ballygowan is dated 1786, two years subsequent to
Alexander’s arrival (see Fig. 2.1 below).>® It shows that the development of the Barrow
navigation at this point of the river’s course was well-advanced, and by the end of the
eighteenth century, the river was navigable from Monasterevan in Co. Kildare (where it
linked up with the Grand Canal Network to Dublin) to its tidal reaches at St. Mullins.>® In
an effort to rectify the river’s uneven gradients, Ballygowan’s infrastructure included a

lock at Aughnagash, one of the original eight locks on the river.’” A feeder canal and an

upstream arc-weir, to regulate the water in this bypass canal, were also in existence on the

site.’® In effect, the river separated into the primary, split-level channel (known locally as

‘Strongstream’ which formed the headrace into the Esmond mill), and a narrow, regulated

51 por the development of the Barrow navigation in the 18" century see V.T H. and D.R. Delaney, The
canals of the south of Ireland (Newton Abbot, 1966), pp 126-38,
52 watson’s Gentleman’s and Citizen’s Almanack (Dublin, 1785), p. 87; Johnston-Liik, History of the irish
parliament, vol. vi, p. 67.
53 Wakefield, Account of Ireland, vol. i, p. 746.
54 ‘A map of Milford in the county of Carlow, part of the estate of La Touche let to John Alexander Esq.’,
1795 (Alexander papers, ILCRB, EC 4917). '
55 “A survey of Ballygowne, Craaneluske, Tomard and their subdenominations, in the barony of idrone, Co.
Carlow, the estate of John La Touche Esq. by Thomas Sherrard, 1786’ [Photostat copy] (Longfield maps,
NLi, 15 B. 6 (18)). :
58 Colin Rynne, Industrial Ireland, 1750-1930: an archaeology (Cork, 2006), p. 356.
57 william Chapman, Estimate of the expences [sic] of completing the navigation of the river Barrow from
St. Mullins to Athy (Dublin, 1789), p. 28.
S8 phid.
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strip of canal (which fed into the Conolly mill). This latter watercourse ran as a tributary

back into the main river through the lock downstream. There was, however, no bridge

across the Barrow at this location at this time.

Fig. 2.1 Map of Ballygowan Milis, 1786°°

Conolly’s premises included two mill buildings beside the canal, from which a short
artificial water channel was diverted to power the two waterwheels. A map of the

location two years later (see Fig. 2.2 below) includes a crude representation of the mills

9 “’photostat” copy of a study of Ballygowne, Craaneluske, Tomard and their subdenominations in the
barony of Idrone, Co. Carlow, the estate of John La Touche. By T. Sherrard. Two Folio Sheets, 1786’
(Longfield maps, NLI, 15 B. 6 (18)).
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In joining their team, it appears John Alexander bridged the gap between the two men,
matching Conolly in wealth and expertise while working diligently on the ground with
miller Phelan, soaking up his local knowledge, contacts and experience. Crucially,
however, Alexander brought a vision for aggrandizement to the project, and an ambition
to supersize. Putting significant capital on the table from his father, he advocated
economies of scale and impressed Conolly with his knowledge, enthusiasm and self-
belief. The partnership was perfect in many ways: the blending of the mature and the
youthful (Conolly was 41 to Alexander’s 20 years); Conolly’s presence in, and
knowledge and experience of Dublin were complemented by Alexander’s diligence and

determination to improve back at the site. On 1 August 1784, ‘Articles of Copartnership’

¢
were signed.®®

John Alexander made an immediate mark on the concern by insisting on a new name for
the venture — the first step on the road to eventual appropriation by the newcomer.
Clearly thinking along grand lines, ‘Ballygowan’ was perhaps too provincial and
nondescript a name for the type of establishment he was planning. The name would have
to evoke a certain milieu of prestige and have a gentile appeal which would soften its hard
industrial heart. It is tempting to argue that the name ‘Milford’ was suggested by the
1786 La Touche map of Ballygowan, which bears John Alexander’s signature. Here the
word ‘Mills’ beside those buildings is written opposite the word ‘Ford’, denoting the
stepping-stones of Aughnagash, directly east of the Conolly mills. The appeal of
‘Milford’, both descriptive yet mellifluous, was apparent and it effectively became the
Alexander brand-name over the next century. The name was quickly disseminated and
the local community was soon obliged to adopt it as evidenced in a letter dated 9 July
1789, from the farm steward of the Faulkner estate at nearby Castletown, Co. Carlow,

Phil Kennedy. In writing to his employer, Samuel Faulkner, Kennedy related: ‘I have

83 ‘Copy of marriage settlement’, 7 Sep. 1801 (Alexander papers, ILCRB, EC 4917).
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sold the wheat to Mr. Phelan at Anagash, he calls it Milford, at 30 shillings a barrel, to

take his bill on James Conolly, factor, at thirty one days’.%

However, nomenclature was not the only area where John I’s involvement made an
immediate impact. In 1779, only 3 mills in co. Carlow were sending flour to Dublin and

the Conolly concern was not one of them. However, by 1790, ‘Millford’ mill is listed in a

return to the Irish House of Commons as having commenced sending flour to Dublin

within the preceding five years.5> Alexander quickly made a name for himself among his
competitors, pricing them out of the market by offering the highest sums for wheat in the
locality, thus ensuring a steady supply of corn to the premises. He was offering farmers a
guinea (21 shillings) per barrel of wheat in the summer of 1792; this increased to 30
shillings that October.%¢ This was speculating to accumulate, as the high bounty
generously compensated him for the high prices he paid for corn. His resources and
proactive tactics quickly made him Carlow’s premier miller, remembered among the
farming community 60 years later as ‘the first to provide a market for an unlimited supply
of corn’ in the county.®” His strategy, which speaks volumes about the credit and capital
he had at his disposal, was mirrored in his father’s mills on the Falls Road. An
advertisement in the Belfast Newsletter boldly announced ‘John Alexander & Co. are
giving the highest prices for wheat, barley and oats, at the Belfast mills’.®® Alexander
quickly established a reputation for honesty and fairness which brought many clients to

his door, for as Phil Kennedy’s boss, Samuel Faulkner— a fellow northerner— assured

his brother, ‘he will youse [sic] you well’.%

% Phil Kennedy to Samuel Faulkner, 9 Jul. 1789 quoted in Michael Monahan, ‘Farming in eighteenth
century Carlow’ in Carloviana, no. 30 (1983), pp 35-40, at p. 37.
85 ¢il, Vol. XIX (Dublin, 1979), appendix, p. cclxxxviii.
58 phil Kennedy to Samuel Faulkner, 26 Aug and 20 Oct. 1792 (Faulkner papers, NLI, p.3500).
7 Carlow Sentinel, 9 Nov. 1850.
S8 gelfast Newsletter, 17-20 Nov. 1789.
8 samuel Faulkner to Hugh Faulkner, 13 Apr. 1795 (Faulkner papers, PRONI, MIC21/2).
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Thomas Phelan’s lease on the mill quarter in Ballygowan expired in 1790, and in
September of that year, he and Conolly advertised the ‘large and powerful mills of

Millford [sic], together with a neat lodge, offices, garden and 17 acres of choice land [...]

to be let, or sold, and entered on immediately’.”® Up until that point, Alexander had been

the young adventurer, a twenty-six year old Belfast whizz-kid testing out strategies and
honing his commerical skills in a new environment, with an investor’s safety net of not
being totally committed to, or dependent on the venture, who could walk away relatively
easily if it failed. He had overhauled the business and re-branded it, but he had not
appropriated it, legally or emotionally. Alexander’s reluctance to take out the lease on the
land can be seen in the fact that the advertisement ran for a number of weeks. However,
Phelan’s decision to leave made him decide to drop permanent anchor in Carlow. The
year 1790 is therefore momentous in the history of the mills as it was the date Alexander
himself considered to mark the real establishment of kis Milford Mills, as evidenced by
the defining statement he had inscribed on the rear of his portrait in 1840: ‘John
Alexander. Founded Milford in 1790.°”! With Phelan gone, Alexander now took on full
responsibility for running the premises and played the leading role in the company,
Alexander & Conolly —the nominal order neatly denoting the management hierarchy of
the firm. Like Phil Kennedy from this point on, most of the population regarded and
referred to the business as ‘Alexander’s’. In relation to his property at Milford, Conolly
was honest in proclaiming that ‘really my partner does the whole business there; 1 am

engaged in Dublin.’”

When he took on the lease, Milford Mill had two water wheels, four pairs of grinding
stones ‘and every machinery necessary for making the finest flour’.”* It was capable of

grinding 10,000 barrels of wheat annually, without night-work, ‘with the greatest ease’.

7 Finn’s Leinster Journal, 25 Sep. 1790.
7* Portrait in oils of John Alexander | of Milford House, by Martin Cregan, 1840.
72 pp, 1823 (561) Report from the select committee on the employment of the poor in Ireland, p. 65.
2 Ibid.
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However, in its present state, it could not compete with Carlow’s largest mills, the Lodge
mills at the Royal Oak, Moneybeg.”* Built originally in 1770, they had been continually

. altered and updated by its owner Captain Richard Mercer of Killinane and its managers,
the Weld brothers.” Lauded by Arthur Young as ‘one of the most considerable mills in
Ireland’, it was grinding 15,000 barrels a year in 1776, but was capable of more.”® By
1778, Mercer was transporting 14,000 cwt of flour to Dublin, enjoying a bounty of
£1,713.77 The Clashganny mills were the only other in the county sending flour to the
capital at that time and they only managed 100 cwts. On taking the lease of Ballygowan
in 1790, John Alexander saw the need for expansion and in less than seven years, his

mills at Milford eclipsed those of the Lodge.

The expansion of operations at Milford, 1790-1810

‘It is not easy immediately to get houses built, and set going for a particular purpose; it
takes some time’, John Alexander claimed in 1834, from his own experiences.”® After
forty years of making improvements at Milford, he knew exactly the costs, effort and
challenges involved. In 1790, he set about re-building the mills on a much larger scale,
incorporating the technology which would allow Milford to compete with the best mills in
the country. L.M. Cullen has argued that ‘both in functional lay-out and design, and in

scale, the early flour mills in Ireland may be regarded as being among the precursor or

pioneer buildings of the Industrial Revo lution>.” In many ways, the mills at Milford

were the epitome of this phase of building which went into decline from the 1820s.

7 For details of the Ballyellen mills, see advertisement in Freeman’s Journal, 31 Dec. 1806. Arthur Young
mistakenly implies that the Lodge mills were in ‘Laughlin Bridge’, Tour in freland, vol. i, pp 72-3.
75 On the building of the Lodge mill, see Catherine Ann Power, ‘The origins and development of
Bagenalstown, ¢.1680-1920’ in Carlow: history and society, pp 405-456, at pp 433-4.
8 Young, Tour in Ireland, vol. i, pp 72-3.
7. ¢4, vol. xix (Dublin, 1781), p. 97.
78 PP, Fifteenth report of the commissioners of inquiry into the excise establishment: mait (London, 1835),
p. 214.
7% Cullen quoted by Deanna Petherbridge, ‘Expressive monuments of industry and order: early industrial
architecture in Ireland’, in Architectural Design, vol. 47, no. 11-12 (1977), pp 742-49, at p. 743.
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Technological advances and brisk competition drove millers to seek improvements in
their products, which led to processes of grain cleaning and dressing becoming standard
in Irish mills of the 1760s. Arthur Young complained that Carlow farmers ‘dress their
cor in so slovenly a manner, that there is the same necessity of dressing it over again, for
which very powerful machines are contrived’.® The new mills required greater
production space in terms of grain storage in lofts abc;ve the operating floor, but also
room for new machinery necessary for the double operation of thoroughly cleaning the
cereal grains (drying, shelling and sifting them) preparatory to milling, and subsequently
dressing (sieving and grading into different categories of quality) the flour.®! Machinery
required included drying kilns, winnowing fans and mechanical bolters. The degree of
increasing mechanisation in Carlow mills is suggested by Young’s comment that
machinery at the Mercer mill at the Royal Oak saved on labour, and only eight men were
employed at the works.®2 Young commented that ‘after the mill was built, Mr. Mercer
made many alterations of his own, to render it more simple and effective, which have

fully answered his expectations’.

Colin Rynne has pointed out, ‘in a very real sense, for eighteenth—century Irish flour mills,

the only way was up: these were to become the first industrial structures to accommodate

multi-storey power transmission’.3® In 1798, the Lodge mill was ‘very large and

convenient’, and ‘a most extensive building, five or six stories high’;** Milford flour mill
would eventually go even higher. Alexander would further improve by incorporating
several kilns into his premises, the absence of which had been regarded by Young as
serious weakness in the Lodge establishment. The capital required to build was

extensive. The Lock mills in Limerick, the first really elaborate venture in the new phase

80 Young, Tour in Ireland, vol. i, p. 73.
81 See Rynne, ‘Development of milling technology in ireland’, p. 30.
52 Young, Tour in Irefand, vol. i, p. 73.
83 Rynne, Industrial Ireland, p. 235.
84 Young, Tour in Ireland, vol. i, p. 73; [David Byrne], Hibernicus, or memoirs of an Irishman, now in America
(Pittsburgh, 1828}, pp 52-3.
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of mill-building, cost £6,000 to erect, and the famous mill at Slane cost just under
£20,000.% This gives some idea of the capital being spent. No exact figures are available
for the sums expended by Alexander and Conolly in their first phase of expansion, but by
1795, entirely new premises existed at Milford which put the firm in the vanguard of what

Deanna Petherbridge has called ‘the merchant milling revolution’.%¢

By comparing the map of 1786 with another from nine years later, we see a completely
new set of buildings (see Fig. 2.3 below). An extensive mill pond was constructed in
front of the flour mill, a flood gate was added to regulate the level of water in the lateral
canal and a much longer mill-race was built adjacent to the canal. New tail-races allowed
for the more effective feeding of water back into the main river. The greatest change was
in the size of the mill building itself which appears to be at least four times the size of its
previous incarnation. However, the only concrete evidence of the new mill’s capacity is
in the returns to the House of Commons of flour sent to Dublin in these years (see Table
2.2 below). Here we see that within six years of John Alexander taking on the lease,
Milford Mills had become the most productive in the county by far, exceeding the volume
of the Lodge Mills by 1793, and more than doubling their output by 1797. Milford’s

monopoly of the flour market effectively began in 1793, when it became Carlow’s largest

supplier to the capital. In the eight years from 1789 to the abolition of the Inland Bounty

Act in 1797, Milford Mills sent 105,454 cwt of ﬂour to Dublin, receiving the boon figure
of £7,294 17s 7d by way of bounties — without mentioning profits on the flour sold there
and in other national and local markets. Alexander’s bank balance must have been

considerable.

85 Rynne, ‘Development of milling technology in Ireland’, p. 31; Cullen, ‘Eighteenth century flour milling in
Ireland’, p. 47.
8 petherbridge, ‘Expressive monuments of industry and order’, p. 743.
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Fig 2.3 Milford mills of Alexander & Conolly, 1795%7

e s s,

ere Lork %'.

Table 2.2  An account of the Flour sent by Land and canal carriage to the City of Dublin
from Milford Mills, 1789-97 *8

Owner of the Flour Land Land Canal Canal Total Rank in Carlow

Amounts: Bounties Amounts: Bounties Bounties by Volume
cwt Paid: Cwt Paid: received: transported:

£sd £sd £sd

1789-90 Thomas Phelan 3,840 260.17.0 260.17.0 2

1790-} Thomas Phelan 41.8.5 3,980 287.7.6 328.15.11

1791-2 John Alexander 67.15.11 8,258 591.16.11 659.12.10

1792-3 John Alexander 111.18.10 19,812 1,434.3.0 1546.1.10

1793-4 John Alexander 345.13.11 13,060 935.19.2 1281.12.13

1794-5 John Alexander 13,424 995.9.6 995.9.6

1795-6 John Alexander 15,478 1407.06. 3 1407.0.3

1796-7 John Alexander 15,132 782.16.10 815.6.14

87 'A map of Milford in the county of Carlow, part of the estate of La Touche let to John Alexander Esq.
Containing as Underneath. Surveyed in Aug't 1795 by Thos. Berne’ {Alexander papers, ILCRB, EC 4917).
With permission from John Alexander.
8 ¢, vols. xiv-xvii. As vol. xvii is currently missing from NLI, the figures for 1795-7 are taken from Duggan,
‘County Carlow, 1791-1801’, Appendix B, p. viii.
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The mills also engaged in an extensive trade in corn exportation, benefitting from the
export bounties of John Foster’s 1784 Corn Law which also imposed heavy taxes on its
importation.®® One report claimed that in 1797, ‘Mr Alexander had a very flourishing

export trade with the West Indies’.*® Benefitting from free access to British markets for

cereals by the Corn Interchange Act of 1806 (making Ireland the only coﬁntry with such

an entitlement for the next forty years), the export trade was increasingly important and
lucrative for the firm in what Cormac O Grada has labelied ‘a golden age’ in Irish
commerce during the Napoleonic wars.”! By 1810, Conolly was reporting that their
exportation of corn and flour from the port of Dublin had ‘considerably increased, except
in years of casual dearth or scarcity, in consequence of bad harvests’.*? He believed the
Corn Interchange Act, which allowed Ireland to monopolise the market to supply
Britain’s corn deficits, was the key factor in transforming Ireland into ‘the granary of
Great Britain’ as the Halls put it.>* By 1811, Carlow county was justly being referred to

in national publications as ‘the granary of Dublin’.**

The physical extensions in Milford of the early 1790s were not limited to corn mills
however. John Alexander was also a believer in the potential of malt, a product of barley
which was the key ingredient in the distillery trade (see appendix A). A small number of
malthouses had operated in Carlow town in the first quarter of the eighteenth century but
an incentive to enlarge malting concerns was introduced in an act of 1797, which refused
to license malthouses with cisterns of a capacity below 25 barrels of barley.* There was
no danger of this interfering with John Alexander’s scheme, however, as he had just

completed the construction of a gargantuan malthouse at Milford (the second new

89 A.P.W. Malcomson, John Foster (1740-1820): the politics of improvement and prosperity (Dublin, 2011),
pp 69-71,
% Irish Times, 8 Nov. 1862.
" 91§ Grada, ‘Poverty, population and agriculture, 1801-45’ in W.E. Vaughan (ed.), A new history of ireland
V: Ireland under the union, 1801-70 (Oxford, 1989), pp 108-33, at p. 109 and p. 133.
92 pp, 1812 (366), Papers relating to the inland navigations in Ireland, p. 172.
% Halls, frefand, vol. i, p. 406; PP, 1812 (366), Papers relating to the iniand navigations in Ireland, pp 174-5.
% Irish Magazine {Jan. 1811), p. 25.
% Thomas King, Carlow, the manor and town (Dublin, 1997), p. 49; 37 Geo.iii c.33.
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building on the site), on a scale that was unprecedented in the country. Built to the east of

the flour mill with its own waterwheel, its cistern measured 460 feet by 86, and its couch

measured 478 feet by 120. To put this into context, the next largest malthouse in the

county (that belonging to Thomas Proctor in Carlow) had a cistern of only 208 feet by 54,
and a couch of 119 feet by 119. The gross capacity of Alexander’s cisterns was 138
barrels which dwarfed Proctor’s capacity of 53. On a national scale, the only
establishment that came close to Alexander’s was Thomas Walker’s malthouse in Cork,
whose cistern measured 385 feet by 86, and whose couch was 426 feet by 127. These
figures speak for themselves: by 1796, of the 1,690 registered malthouses in the country
(more than 30 of which were in co. Carlow) Alexander & Conolly owned the largest and
most powerful single malthouse in Ireland.®® Alexander’s initiative made Carlow the
country’s major centre for barley growth and engineered a prestigious reputation for local
barley crops.”” Like in the flour mills, his success was based on economies of scale and
generous prices, as well as his personality and reputation for honesty. The scale of his
malting success appears to have been the cause of much anxiety and annoyance to his
competitors. In sgeking the best price for his barley, local landlord Samuel Faulkner was
cautious about offending other malsters but instructed his brother to always go to
Alexander’s: “You would doe [sic] well not saying to anyone where you are going or
what you are going about. If you see Alexander, introduce yourself as my brother (...} for

"% Alexander’s reputation

I fear you will find something rotten in the state of Jerabom.
for honesty and fairness made his name a by-word for commercial integrity, a position
which remained unblemished up to the mid 1830s. In 1835, the (admittedly partisan)

Carlow Sentinel celebrated ‘his honest and honourable calling’, characterising him as the

greatest friend of the local farmers: ‘Poor hounds! Where else will they receive such

6 ‘An account of the number of malthouses at present licensed in Ireland, the dimensions of their cisterns
and couch frames, and the places and districts where situated’ in JHCK!, vol. xvi, appendix cccexix.
57 Wakefield, Account of Ireland, p. 439. :
% bid.
51




value for their money? [...] They might go elsewhere, no doubt, they might sell to men
who would promise to give them as good a price, but who would also, perhaps, hook a
weight to the bottom of the scales, as we know of being done’.*® It also seems that John I
was the first miller in the county to dispense with the custom of ‘beamage’ — a handling
fee charged by millers for weighing the grain, whereby 4 Ibs worth of corn was deducted
from the weight of each barrel brought in by the farmer— and was followed by other

‘respectable’ houses in this regard.'%

The rate of change in the new century was impressive and Alexander & Conolly’s success
was phenomenal. Everything was in their favour: foreign wars increased demand and
prices, improvements in agriculture and technological advances. John I could easily have

sat on his laurels but his appetite had only been whetted and Milford had more potential

to deliver in terms of power and prestige. From 1810 to 1835, the final great

improvements were undertaken at Milford mills which would make them the largest
industrial buildings in the country— what L.M. Cullen has termed the ‘most impressive’
milling establishment of this era.!®! Massive structural and infrastructural works were

- completed which changed the landscape forever and literally put this small, rural site on

the map.!%

Final improvements at Milford., 1810-1832

Before embarking on any further investment, security of tenure was necessary. On 25
April 1796, ‘John Alexander the younger’ signed a new lease with John La Touche for

the mill quarter of Ballygowan. He was to hold the land for the remainder of the original

8 Carlow Sentinel, 29 Aug. 1835.
10 carlow Sentinel, 16 Jun., 23 jun., 30 Jun. 1860.
101 Cullen, ‘Eighteenth century flour milling in ireland’, p. 49 and n. 62, p. 185.
102 This small, remote rural site became so successful as a seat of manufacture that it deemed worthy of
delineation on the small map of Ireland in A. Fullarton, The parliamentary gazetteer of ireland{London,
1845}, vol. ii, inlay.
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lease (until 1848), and from that time the lease was to be his solely for a further 999
years, at an annual rent of £7.'% Having effectively established ownership of the site for

the company, the partners set about investing in the transport and commercial

infrastiucture at Milford to facilitate further expansion of the business. To enhance hydro

power to the waterwheel, a substantial new watercourse was diverted from the canal to a
much-enlarged mill pond north of the flour mill by 1795.'% This feeder canal was
significantly widened by 1811 and the mill-pond reached its greatest extent, eventually
stretching the entire breadth of the flour-mill and the malthouse (see Fig. 2.4 below).

The work, while carried out under the auspices of the Barrow Navigation Company, was
billed to Alexander & Conolly, who paid the substantial sum of £1,300 to the company
secretary, ‘on account of completing Milford canal’.!®> While the partners could not
claim that these improvements were a public utility, a bridge across the Barrow was a
different story and despite its immense contribution to Milford’s infrastructure, its cost
could be presented to the county at large. That Alexander was a central promoter of the
venture is suggested by Phil Kennedy’s reference to the construction of ‘the new bridge at
Mr Alexander’s’, apparently considering it to be of primary service to the mills.'% In
fact, three bridges were needed, one for the main river (‘Strongstream”), one for the new
mill headrace off the canal, and one for the canal itself— this latter bridge still referred to
locally as the ‘One Arch’.!%” The main structure (an impressive five-arched, humpbacked
bridge designed by William Chapman, an English engineer with the Barrow Navigation

Company) was built from local coursed-rubble granite— soon to become the trademark

103 /| ease for 999 Years from John La Touche Esq to John Alexander Esq’, 25 Apr. 1796 (Alexander papers,
ILCRB, EC 4917).
104 gsee reference to ‘New mill course’ in William Chapman, ‘Estimate of the Bridge at Aughnagash over the
River Barrow, the canal & the Mill Course’, 21 Mar. 1790 (Faulkner Papers, PRONI, MIC21/4). See aiso the
eniarged mill-pond in Thomas Berne’s ‘A Map of Milford in the county of Carlow’, Aug. 1795 (Alexander
Papers, ILCRB, EC 4917}.
105 pp (1812) (366), Papers relating to inland navigations on ireland, p. 282.
198 phil Kennedy to Samuel Faulkner, 20 Jul. 1794 (Faulkner papers, PRONI, MIC21/2).
197 william Chapman, ‘Estimate of the Bridge at Aughnagash over the River Barrow, the canal & the Mifl
Course’, 21 Mar. 1790 (Faulkner papers, PRONI, MIC21/4).
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Fig. 2.4 Map of Milford mills of Alexander & Conolly. 1811'%®

architectural feature of the Alexander landed estate — in the summer of 1794 at a cost of

£1,352.'%° John Alexander also wanted to increase the company’s property portfolio and

had his eye on John Esmond’s flour mill, perfectly located beside Strongstream bridge in
the townland of Clochristic, which he intended to reinvent as an oatmeal mill. The miil

was ‘a small insignificant building on a good site’, according to Alexander’s eldest son,

198 ‘Map of Ballygown and part of the lands of Crawnlusky, in the county of Carlow, belonging to John
Alexander Esq. Survey’d in April 1811 by Law’r Nowlan’ (Alexander papers, ILCRB, EC 4917). With
permission from John Alexander.
1% The building of the mill is mentioned in Phil Kennedy to Samuel Faulkner, 20 Jul. 1794 (Faulkner papers,
PRONI, MIC21/2). Itis shown on Thomas Berne’s map of Aug. 1795 as The New Bridge’ {see Fig. 2.3
above); John Duffy, Barrow bridges and related aspects, p. 129,
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aged five at the time of purchase, who later recalled that the building was in a sorry
state— ‘a poor rack rent place it was then as I distinctly recollect.’''® On 30 March 1807,
Alexander signed a deed of conveyance for Strongstream with the landowner, Sir Richard

Butler for £1,500, which granted him ownership of the mill site.!!!

A comparison of maps of the site from 1795 and 1811 (see Figs. 2.1 and 2.4 above)
shows that a further expansion took place in both the flour mill and the malthouse as well
as in the newly-acquired mill of Strongstream. It is difficult to specify the exact dates in
which the final improvements took place; they were probably undertaken over a number
of years. However, it is safe to say that by 1815, the layout of the Milford site and the
extent of the buildings had taken on their final shar;e. One of the most significant aspects
of the improvements at this time was the consideration of architectural aesthetics in the

new buildings. As the only surviving building of the Milford establishments, it is easiest

to assess the architectural form of Strongstream mill. Built from coursed rubble stone,

they utilised the highest standards of construction; during a structural analysis of
Strongstream (the surviving oatmeal mill) in 2007, a surveyor expressed astonishment
and respect at how plumb the walls of the building were, after almost 200 years.!'? The
four corners of the buildings were ornamented with flat granite coigns (rendered with
dash at a later date). Each of its windows was adorned with brick arches, the majority
with granite ledges underneath. However, it is at the summit of its walls that one
observes the architectural detail that was to become Milford’s most aesthetically
appealing feature. Above its flat roof (covered in a terceira composition of chalk, tar and
sand), there was a crenellated parapet making a castellated skyline of thick battlements, a
design which was also incorporated into the flour mill and malthouse downstream.

Although described by one modern architectural commentator as only a ‘modest

19 john Alexander Il, ‘Statement into Strongstream and Clochristic, Dec. 1855’ {APMH).

111 9n the Landed Estates Court Ireland. In the matter of the estate of John Alexander’, 24 Nov. 1869

{Alexander papers, ILCRB, EC 4917).

12 My thanks to Billy O’ Neill of Milford, lock-keeper with Waterways Ireland, for this anecdote in 2011.
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enrichment’, the feature was a dramatic and romantic addition, drawing the eye up the
great height of the facade to an artistic skyline; ‘it has, from a distance, a very pleasing
and striking effect’, according to the Halls. This can be seen in William Harvey’s fanciful
but striking sketch of the site in 1841 (see Fig. 2.7 below).!"? Like his choice of name for
the venture, Alexander was as intent on making it as easy on the eye as it was on the ear.
In effect, the battlements became the defining physical aspect of the Milford mills. It is
likely that the castellated ornaments were suggested by Conolly— his home mill at New
Haggard, built c. 1760, already possessed this feature.!'* Architectural historian Maurice
Craig has written that ‘during the early and mid-nineteenth century, there was a fashion

perhaps peculiar to Ireland, for castellated mills. The Barrow valley is particularly

favoured: Moone and Levitstown in Co. Kildare [and] the two enormous mills at Milford,

Co. Carlow’.!'> However, the Alexander buildings pre-date both of the former examples,
as well as the castellated Shackleton mill at Ballitore and that at Barraghcore in
Kilkenny— which was built by John Handy, who married John Alexander’s sister in

- 1800."'¢ Thus it can be argued that Alexander & Conolly pioneered this design in the
region and can be credited with championing this feature of a;chjtectural merit in
industrial buildings, while pre-empting the movement to improve the physical appearance

of mills in Britain, as publicised by Sir William Fairbairn from 1827.!' By employing

112 pouglas Scott Richardson, Gothic revival Architecture in Ireland (London, 1983), vol. i, p. 114; Halls,
Ireland, vol. i, p. 405.
114 see description of New Haggard mill at
http://www.buildingsofireland.ie/niah/search.jsp ?type=record&county=ME&regno=14403603, accessed
20 Aug. 2012.
1% Maurice Craig, The architecture of Ireland: from the earliest times to 1880 (Dublin, 1982), p. 321.
U118 | einster Independent, 3 Feb. 1838; The National Inventory of Architectural Heritage website dates
Levitstown mill to ¢. 1820;

://www .buildingsofireland.ie/niah/search.isp?type=record&county=KD&regno=11903711, accessed
28 Nov. 2012. The Moone mill at Ballitore, Co. Kildare was originally built by the Shackleton family in
1792, but was most likely renovated and embellished in the 1830s by Ebenezer Shackleton (1784-1856).
Mary Leadbetter, The Leadbetter papers: a selection from the mss. And correspondence of Mary
Leadbetter (London, 1862), vol. ii, second edition, pp 194-5. See reference to Ebenezer’s improvements in
Lewis, Topographical dictionary, vol. ii, p. 391.
17 gir William Fairbairn, Treatise on mills and mitiwork, vol. ii (London, 1865), second edition, p. 113.
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the word ‘gigantic’ to describe the Milford works, their position in Petherbridge’s

hierarchy of the era’s most important industrial structures is unequivocal. '

As the man leading the milling revolution, Fairbairn was engaged by John I to overhaul
the internal workings of the mills in the late 1820s (following Alexander’s separation

~ from Conolly in 1827) and thus make the works at Milford the most technologically-
advanced in Ireland. Fairbairn constructed new waterwheels, gears and shafting for the
finished Milford buildings at his factory in Manchester.!!® The greatest technical
innovation at this time was the replacement of wooden water wheels with iron
counterparts. Until the second half of the eighteenth century, all Irish water wheels were
made of wood, and as late as 1863, all-metal water wheels were still considered too
expensive by Irish mill-owners.'?® That Alexander commissioned two all-iron water
wheels previous to this date, from the most in-demand engineer of his generation, speaks
volumes not only of the capital he enjoyed, but of his determination to secure optimum
quality and productivity, creating a prestigious reputation for his firm. It is claimed that
Fairbairn installed the first all-metal water wheel in Ireland in 1829, so his work at
Milford lies subsequent to this date;Aas the work is credited solely to him, it may have
happened in 1832, when he established his own independent factory and company.'?!

Fairbairn designed two suspension breast wheels for Milford, improving on designs made

by Thomas Hewes, and added his innovative ventilated buckets, which greatly improved

the entrance and exit of water as it fell onto the wheel.'?? He also designed a rectangular

bell-tower to house the flour mill’s powerful and intricate gearing, which was the last

118 petherbridge, ‘Expressive monuments of industry and order’, p. 742.
19 Halls, Ireland, vol. i, p. 407.
120 Rynne, Industrial ireland, p. 36.
121 Fairbairn is credited with works at Milford by the Halls, ireland, vol. i, p. 407. On Fairbairn’s
independent company, see William Pole {ed.), The Life of Sir William Fairbairn, Bart (London, 1877), p.
148.
122 Rynne, Industrial ireland, p. 37.
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structure to be completed on that site (see appendix B12).'?> With all structural and

mechanical improvements complete by 1835, it is now possible to give a technical

overview of the three Milford establishments in the 1840s (see appendices B1-6).

Fig. 2.5 Map of Milford mills of Jokn Alexander & Co., 1840'%*

123 augustin Rollet, Mémoire sur la meunerie, Ja boulangerie et la conservation des grains et des farines
(Paris, 1847), p. 56Q.
124 *Map of Milford demesne and its environs situate in the parish of Cloydah and Tullowcreen, Barony of
Idrone West and county of Carlow for John Alexander Esq., by John Heydon, Civil Engineer, Carlow 1840’
(APMH).
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Alexander’s flour mill garnered the most praise and attention. As regards the
improvements there and in the malthouse, the fullest statistical and technical evidence
comes from a report of 1843 by a valuation officer, which provides us with an invaluable
sketch, inventory and survey of the site.!** Martin Coffey visited Milford on 4 May, just
three months before John I’s death, and his report on the mill and malthouse is essentially
a summative assessment of Alexander’s physical legacy and contribution to the area.'!
The seven-storey flour mill was 125 feet wide and 46 feet long, rising to a height of 56
feet (14 feet higher than the cornice of Slane mill). One cannot rely on William Harvey’s
sketch of the building in Hall’s Ireland, as the size of all structures is noticeably
exaggerated: for example, Strongstream’s 11 bays are increased to 15 (see Fig. 2.7
below). However, as the only surviving image of the tallest of the Milford buildings, it
gives some impression of the flour mill’s relative size and domination of the landscape.
On their visit to the area in 1841, Mr and Mrs Samuel Carter Hall wrote a glowing

account of Milford, and expressed their amazement with the technological prowess and

magnitude of Alexander’s works, particularly the external wheel at the flour mill. They

claimed ‘the chief water-wheel made by him [Fairbairn] of iron, cast, hammered, and
plate, is, we believe, the largest and most powerful in the kingdom; taking the water on
twenty-two feet — its breadth, It is equal to one hundred and twenty horse power.’'*?

The horsepower of the flour mill-wheel constituted 5.6 per cent of the national harnessing

of hydro-power in 1839.!3 This wheel powered an exceptional 12 pairs of millstones and

130 yaluation of Milford mills by Martin Coffey, 4 May 1843 (Valuation Office Collection, NAI, house Book
OL 50010).
131 |bid.
132 Yalls, trefand, vol. i, p. 407.
133 carmac O Grada, ‘Industry and communications, 1801-45’ in A new history of Ireland v, pp 137-57, at p.
143. O Grada quotes that 2,147 water horsepower was harnessed across Ireland in 1839.
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although only eight pairs worked at any one time, one observer was adamant that ‘oh yes,

you could hear them half a mile off.”!3*

Fig. 2.7 William Harvey’s sketch of Milford mills, 1841'3°

Fairbairn’s system for cleaning and dressing the grain at Milford was conducted over five

floors, the grain being raised to the highest storey by water from the massive millpond

which operated ten water-powered elevators (three long and seven short) to distribute
materials.'* Having been sterilised, the grain was poured into a wire cylinder and
ventilated by an interior propeller. From there, it was lightly crushed under some

millstones before being re-ventilated and brushed in a variety of cylinders, some

134 “Information of Mr Lorenzo Alexander’, 2 Dec. 1850 (Valuation Office Collection, NAI, house Book OL
50010). The Halls claim the mill had thirteen pairs of millstones, ireland, vol. i, p. 407; Cariow Sentinel, 16
Jul. 1836

135 gy William Harvey, 1840, engraved by Bastin in Mr & Mrs Samuel Carter Hall, freland, its scenery,
character &c. (London, 1841), vol. i, p. 405. Courtesy of Carlow County Library. This view looks to the
south-west and shows (I- r) Strongstream mill, Milford malthouse and Milford flour mill. The roof of
Milford House can be seen through the trees to the right of the flour mill.

136 \Jaluation of Milford mills by Martin Coffey, 4 May 1843 (Valuation Office Collection, NAi, house Book
OL 50010).
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revolving 300 times a minute (see appendix B11). This process was reviewed as ‘the

simplest, the most complete and the best integrated that I have studied overseas’,

according to one French authority.'*” Keen to incorporate the improvements

recommended by Arthur Young, the mill contained internal kilns as well as a discrete but
attached building (40 feet long, 30 feet wide and 34 feet high) dedicated to this purpose.
’Coffey interviewed the miller on duty, and had a look over the accounts and estimated
that the mill was capable of grinding 150,000 barrels of wheat annually (a huge increase
on the Halls’ opinion that only 60,000 sacks of flour could be produced in a year),
although it was actually only grinding 50,000 barrels at the time.!*® The impact of
Fairbairn’s wheel can be deduced by contrasting these figures with James Conolly’s

estimation of 20,000 barrels a year in 1821.!%

The flour mill was connected to the malthouse by a low, long and narrow passageway
with doors at either end containing small windows. The malthouse, the most powerful in
Ireland as we have seen, was 16 feet lower in height than the flour mill but was almost
100 feet longer at a mammoth 222 feet in its final incarnation, and the same width. !4
This massive building was demolished in the early 1980s, but a number of photographs

survive to show its great size (see Fig. 2.8 below and appendix B10).

137 Rollet, Memoire sur la meunerie, p. 79 (translated by Ms Clodagh Heaney).
138 A sack of flour appears to have equated with a barrel of flour at this time, at 14% stone. For standard
barrel weights of different grain commodities in Cariow, see Wakefield, Account of Ireland, vol. ii, pp 197,
200.
139 pp 1821 (668), Report from the select committee to whom the several petitions complaining of the
depressed state of the agriculture of the kingdom of Ireland, evidence of James Conolly esq., p. 308.
140 yraluation of Milford mills by Martin Coffey, 4 May 1843 (Valuation Office Collection, NAI, house Book
OL 50010). Therefore, the malthouse was 222 feet wide, 45 feet long and 40 feet high.
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Fig. 2.8 Photograph, ¢.1980, of Milford malthouse, now demolished'*!

It was a five-storey, nineteen bay building with up to 70 windows in its northern elevation

alone. Despite vicissitudes in the malt trade, the plant produced 20,000 barrels of malt

yearly in the 1830s — one source even estimating it at 30,000 barrels.'4? By that time, the

maltings dominated the site (taking up almost double the space of the flour mill) and
consisted of a series of separate malthouses and kilns. Along with the battlemented
buildings, the ornate and distinctive canopied chimneys of the malt kilns (photographs of

which have survived) added greatly to the skyline of the millyard.

In his sketch of the site (see appendix B6), Coffey shows that the mill quarter in
Ballygowan almost constituted a village in itself with a number of clerks’ houses, an
accounting and records office, a retail shop, millwrights’ and carpenters’ workshops, a
forge, a licensing office to accommodate a permanent on-site excise officer (to satisfy

malting regulations), several stores and a cowhouse and piggery for those employees who

41 photograph courtesy of Mr Bobby Quinn, Milford, Co. Carlow whose private residence now stands on
this site.
142 yjonathan Binns, the miseries and beauties of freland (London, 1837), vol. ii, p. 231. Carlow Sentinel, 16
Jul. 1836.
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lived on-site.'"** The mills worked the whole year round, 14 hours a day from March
through September, and 13 hours a day in the winter, sometimes reduced to four hours a
day in highwater and flood.!** Work began at 6 in the morning and a reporter for the Irish
Times 1n 1862 claimed ‘the business of these mills was so great that the waterwheel knew

no rest, excepting the Sabbath.’!** The scale of the works can also be judged by the

numbers employed in the plants. Arthur Young had been impressed with the labour-

saving innovations at the Lodge mills in 1775 — then ‘one of the most considerable mills
in Ireland’ — which only employed eight workers.!* At the same time, the mill at Slane
was said to employ only 10-12 men.'*” With the benefit of a further fifty years of
technological advancement reducing manpower needs, it was estimated in 1822 that John
Alexander employed ‘upwards of one hundred persons’ at Milford, the vast majority of
whom would have been working at his mills.'*® By the time his Topographical

Dictionary was published in 1840, Lewis recorded the same figure.!#’

The total expense of these improvements must have been massive in contemporary terms
and marked Milford out from its contemporaries across the country. The mill at Slane,
the largest water-powered flour mill in Europe on its completion in 1766, cost £19,187 to
construct.’®® Closer to home, in 1806 Richard Mercer totally rebuilt the Lodge mill at the
Royal Oak (matching Milford’s height of seven stofeys) after their destruction in 1798, at
a cost of £20,000."5! However, the Alexander concerns dwarfed their competitors and
John 1 estimated that he spent in excess of £45,000 on improving Milford and

Strongstream mills by 1826, and this was before the installation of Fairbairn’s extensive

143 1n 1835, the excise officer stationed at Milford was William Adams. Leinster independent, 20 Aug. 1836.
134 “Information of Mr Lorenzo Alexander’ {Valuation Office Collection, NAI, house Book OL 50010). See
also ‘Recollections of James Flatman, 1838-9' (APMH).
143 Irish Times, 8 Nov. 1862.
% Young, Tour in Ireland, vol. i, p. 73.
147 Karen Harvey, The Bellews of Mount Bellew (Dublin, 1998), p. 136.
138 Rev. S.T. Roberts to Lord Lieutenant, 24 Jul. 1822 (NAI, SOC 1822/1717).
13t ewis, Topographical dictionary, vol. i, p. 381.
152 Rynne, ‘The development of mitling technology in Ireland’, p. 47.
151 Rev Matthew Sleater, Introductory essay to a new system of civil and ecclesiastical geography, and
itinerary of the counties of ireland (Dublin, 1806), p. 74.
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mechanical improvements.'* The credibility of this figure is enhanced by its appearance

In a private estate rental for that year, unintended for public consumption. This figure

constitutes the largest capital investment in an industrial complex in the country at this

time. Alexander was well aware of the risk involved in so large an investment and in
future years when political or economic vicissitudes threatened his businesses, he .

expressed anxiety for ‘my houses that cost so much money’.!%?

Besides Milford, Alexander inherited his father’s property and premises in Belfast on the
latter’s death in 1821. By that stage, John 4lexander & Co. on the Falls Road was the
leading milling firm in the town.!>* John I also carried out an intensive series of
improvements at Belfast Flour Mills to bring them into line with technological and
structural changes at Milford. Although structurally less imposing than Milford, the
Belfast mill had the largest of the Alexander water wheels. At 35 feet in diameter (almost
double that of the wheel at Strongstream mill), it was grinding 75,000 barrels of wheat
annually by 1837.1% In this regard, it was John Alexander & Co.’s single most
productive building. It was a hugely important premises to John I, for both commercial
and personal reasons. It was the first family premises to operate solely as John Alexander
& Co. and remained the sentimental flagship of the company even if it was exceeded in

size and praise by its Milford counterparts.

152 Milford rental, 1826 {(APMH). In this document, Alexander claims that Milford and Strongstream mills,
and the buitding of Milford House had cost a total of £60,000. The figure subtracted for the building of the
dwelling is explained below, p. 100.

153 pp 1835 (17-19) Fifteenth report of the commissioners of Inquiry... Malt, p. 62.

154 ‘Report of the committee of John Alexander & Co.’s demand for the water after leaving their two upper
mills’, 1806 (PRONI WAT/1/1/D/1). :

155 Binns, Miseries and beauties of Ireland, vol. ii, pp 231-2.
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Critical commentaries: 1810-1840

By 1840, the premises at Milford —where an outsider had brought optimal vision and
expertise to bear on the natural potential of the region— were at their zenith of fame and
power. The result was an industrial paragon, ‘a perfect colony of flour-mills’ to borrow a
phrase from the contemporary Handbook for travellers in Ireland. >® In his analysis of
the milling output of the town of Clonmel in the period after 1815, L.M. Cullen has
argued that it ‘completely overshadowed any earlier or contemporary centre and held its
place until the collapse of domestic wheat growing in the 1850s°."*’ Certainly, while
Milford mills could not compete with the output of an entire town, they were, as a single

business, far more successful than any of the Clonmel mills. The Parliamentary

Gazetteer of 1841 lauded the flour mills along the Barrow as ‘the greatest establishments

of their class in Ireland producing an average of 350,000 cwts of flour and 100,000 cwts
of oat meal annually’, and John Alexander & Co. was the leading company behind this
success.!*® By comparing these figures with the contemporaneous statistics offered by
valuator Martin Coffey in 1843 and the Halls, it can be seen that Milford mills were
responsible for 25 per cent of the entire flour output of the Barrow’s numerous mills and a
massive 53 per cent of its oatmeal production in the early 1840s.'® Other local mills may
have produced more flour in some years, e.g. the Lodge mill as run by Samuel
Crosthwaite produced 60,000 cwis of flour in 1835-6—15,000 more than Milford mill in
that year, and was undoubtedly Milford’s greatest competitor. '® However, it was its size
and production capacity, often unrealised, which made Milford the most important and

valuable milling complex in Ireland. In furthering the case that Milford was indeed an

156 [Unknown], Handbook for travellers in Ireland {London, 1864), p. 243.
157 Cullen, ‘Eighteenth century flour milling in Ireland’, p. 58.
158 Quoted by Richard $. Harrison, ‘Irish Quakers in flour milling’ in Bielenberg (ed.), Irish flour milling, pp
88-105, at p. 94.
13 These figurés were arrived at by converting and comparing the different unit weights for cwt, a barrel
of flour and a barrel of oats as given by Wakefield, Account of Ireland, vol. ii, pp 197-200.
180 Quoted by Anonymous, The capabilities of Ireland’ in The Dublin university magazine (Dublin, 1837),
vol. ix, pp 46-57, at p. 54.
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exceptional premises, it can be stated that it was physically the largest milling complex in
Ireland with three immense buildings spread out over 10 acres.!é’ Martin Coffey
inspected many Carlow mills in 1843: he valued the Lodge Mills at £68 and the Milford
complex at £336.!¢? In 1840, the Halls placed Crosthwaite’s premises in second place
behind Milford in its ranking of Carlow’s ‘principal mills’ and in 1845, just a year before

the corn laws were repealed, Crosthwaite himself publicly acknowledged John Alexander

11 —although a younger man—as the *senior manufacturer’ of the two.'63 By the time of

Griffith’s valuation in 1852, the Milford mills and malthouse were valued at £420 in that

seminal publication, the highest figure given for any industrial premises in the county. !%*

Although W.E. Hogg includes a brief statistical survey of Milford flour mill and
malthouse in his recent comprehensive catalogue, The old mills of Ireland, the author
does not critically analyse or compare the listings.’®> Therefore, to make the case for
Milford’s supremacy and the standing of John Alexander as the foremost of Ireland’s
4000 millers in 1841,'% one must refer to the commentary from contemporary journalists,
agriculturists and travel writers who remarked very favourably on the premises. By 1840,
when the Halls arrived to investigate, they had previous knowledge of the Milford
establishment as ‘one of the most extensive and celebrated in Ireland.’'®” In an essay
reviewing the state of Carlow’s agriculture in 1834, one writer claimed that of the thirty-
plus mills in a four mile radius of Carlow town, ‘the principal one (and it is a noble range

of handsome buildings), as to size, machinery and beauty of situation, is that of Milford

181 Andy Bielenberg, Ireland and the industrial revolution: the impact of the industrial revolution on Irish
industry, 1801-1922 (Abingdon, 2009), p. 60. Strongstream mill occupied approximately two acres, while
the flour mill and malthouses were on an eight acre site.

182 \szluation of Milford mills by Martin Coffey, 4 May 1843 (Valuation Office Collection, NAI, house book
OL 50010).

183 Carlow Sentinel, 27 Sep. 1845. :

184 General valuation of rateable property in Ireland... Dublin, 1849-64, hereinafter ‘Griffith’s Valuation’,
available at http://www.askaboutireland.ie/griffith-valuation/index.xml,accessed 16 Feb. 2013. Primary
valuation of tenements, county of Carlow, p. 41 and 61.

185 \W.E. Hogg, Old mills of Ireland {[Dublin?}, 2012), 4 vols. Milford is described in vol. i, pp 41-2.
188 cormac O Grada, freland, before and after the Famine. Explorations in economic history, 1800-1925,
second edition (Manchester, 1993), p. 36.
87 Halls, Ireland, vol. i, p. 405.
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(Mr Alexander’s), on one of the most beautiful parts of the Barrow.”'®® However,
Milford’s prowess stretched beyond its own county onto a national plane and received its
greatest publicity to date in 1836 when it was visited by the Belfast MP, (later Sir) James
Emerson Tennent.'®® Like Young 60 years previously, Emerson Tennent was bowled

over by the Slane mills, and was convinced that they were

the most beautiful, as well as the largest, I had seen in Ireland. I had not
then seen Milford; — the Slane mills, superb as they are, cannot compare
with Milford, in point either of situation or architecture, and are not more
than one third the extent. They consist of three immense buildings, one for
malting barley, the others for grinding wheat and corn: and it is impossible
to calculate the good which such a vast establishment must do to the
adjacent country, by thus affording encouragement and a market for the
three most important descriptions of agricultural produce.

It was a glowing review, made even more significant by the author’s categorical assertion

that Milford mills were ‘unrivalled’ in the country. Similarly in 1840, an anonymous

correspondent for the Quarterly Journal of Agriculture, while reporting on affairs in Cork
contrasted the two ‘large’ mills in Bandon with the ‘leviathan flour-mills in Ireland’,
adding that Milford mills were ‘perhaps the noblest establishment of this kind, as regards

beauty of locality, combined with extensiveness of operation’.!”

Other commentators made the case that Milford was internationally significant. The
Halls waxed lyrical about the efficiencies of its hydraulic machinery. They marvelled at
the quantities produced by natural force — ‘without lighting a candle’, as one of the mill
workers expressed it to them.!”! They believed lessons could be learned from Milford by
other industries in England: ‘Here is an invitation to the cotton spinners of Manchester!’
they proclaimed. The author of the Parliamentary Gazetteer of Ireland in 1844 lauded

Alexander’s flour mill as ‘an exquisite specimen’ worthy of international attention, and

68 [Anonymous], ‘On the agriculture of the county of Carlow’, in Quarterly journal of agriculture (London,
1835}, vol. v, pp 178-197, at p. 189.
189 James Emerson Tennent, Letters to the north, from a traveller in the south (Belfast, 1837). The Milford
references are on pp 17-8, 21-2.
170 [Anonymous], ‘On the agriculture of the county of Cork’ in Quarterly journal of agriculture (London,
1840}, vol. x, pp 153-171 and pp 508-528, at pp 527-8.
17 Halls, Ireland, vol. i, p. 406.
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described the area as a stand-out location in Carlow and Ireland, ‘celebrated for flour-mill
establishments whose great extent and accompanying improvements are fitted to astonish
Englishmen.”!”? The following year, it noted ‘how the walls are pierced with as many
windows as the first class cotton-factories of Manchester and Glasgow’, and Cormac O
Grada claims that the Milford works rivalled the largest cotton mills in Lancashire and
emulated those of Manchester.!”> The power and improvements at Milford also attracted
the attention of the Frenchman Augustin Rollet, director of marine supplies, who -
compiled a report on milling that was published under the auspices of the French Minister
for the Marine and Colonies in 1847. In surveying mills in France, England, Ireland,
Belgium, Holland and other countries, Rollet was unequivocal in his praise of ‘le beau
Moulin de M. Alexander, a Mill-ford, prés Carlow’, and was struck by the ‘great

perfection’ in the mill’s assembly and operations. '’

Inheriting the Belfast mill probably made Alexander anxious to buy out his ageing partner
in Carlow and dissolve their fruitful partnership. As early as 1816, then aged 75, James
Conolly had expressed his wish to retire and had appointed his son John to act in his

interests.!”> By 1827, Conolly (then living in Nantes in France) had sold all his interests

in Milford to Alexander for the grand sum of £10,702, with the apparently innocuous
\

condition that some few annuities be paid to his children— a stipulation which was to
have disastrous consequences in years to come.!’® Relations appear to have remained
amicable between the two principals, but the relationships between their heirs was to
become strained to the point of lawsuits by the 1860s. For such reasons, Conolly’s name
was airbrushed out of the story and does not appear in any of the published secondary

accounts of the mills. When they were visited by the Halls in 1841, the Alexanders were

72 A Fullarton, Parliamentary Gazetteer of Ireland (London, 1844), pp 312, 469.
173 Cormac O Grada, ‘Industry and communications, 1801-45', in A new history of ireland v, pp 137-57, at
p. 143; O Grada, Ireland before and after the famine, p. 37.
174 augustin Rollet, Mémaire sur lo meunerie, pp 73, 189, 560.
175 ‘Abstract of title’, p. 21d {Alexander papers, ILCRB, EC 4917).
176 |bid, ‘Release of Carlow estates, fames Conolly esq to John Alexander esq and John Conolly esq’, 28
Aug. 1827. Also, see below, pp 397-9.
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happy to ignore the historical origins of their business and inform the writers, quite
disingenuously, that ‘the mill was originally established in 1790 and was commenced on

a large scale’.!”’

From 1827 on therefore, all of the premises in Carlow and Belfast were John Alexander’s

alone. The result was the generation of vast and exceptional wealth for John I at this

point.'”® One indication of Milford’s success is the almost complete absence of

advertisements for its products in the Carlow press during the period in question, in
marked contrast to the Belfast Flour Mills, where notices appeared regularly in the Belfast
Newsletter advertising flour for sale or appealing for grain.'”® Prices rose hugely between
1820 and 1840. John I estimated that the average price of a barrel of oats increased from
15s 2d in 1814-21 to an average of 30s by 1840.'% The Halls estimated that the Milford
flour and oatmeal mills alone generated a gross income for Alexander of £195,000 a year,
a phenomenal sum when one considers further income from the malthouse, the Belfast
mills and his agricultural rents.'®! If this and other sources are to be credited, it appears
that John I enjoyed a phenomenal gross annual income c. 1840 well in excess of £450,000
(see Table 2.3) which clearly indicates the immense profitability of the firm at this time,

even after taking the costs of raw materials, labour and haulage into account.

177 Halls’ irefand, vol. i, p. 406.
178 Binns, Miseries and beauties of Ireland, vol. ii, pp 231-2.
179 The only notice pertaining to Milford mills in the surviving Carlow newspapers between 1800 and 1830
is for a sale of surplus barley seed in Carlow Morning Post, 13 Apr. 1818.
180 john Alexander’'s report as a commissioner for the Tithe Composition Act in the parish of Wells, 17 Oct.
1823, available at the National Archives website,
http://titheapplotmentbooks.nationalarchives.ie/reels/tab//004625730/004625730 00054.pdf, accessed
16 Apr. 2014; Hall's ireland, vol. i, p. 407.
181 Halls, irefand, vol. i, p. 407.
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Table 2.3 Estimated gross income of John Alexander I, ¢. 1840

Source Description

Milford flour mill 50,000 sacks at 60s'%? £150,000

Strongstream oatmeal mill 30,000 sacks at 30s'® £ 45,000

Milford malthouse 30,000 barrels at 22s % £33,000

Belfast Flour Mill 75,000 barrels at 60s'®? £225,000

Milford estate Rental income!®¢ £2,507

Property in Belfast Rental income'®’ £1,854

Property in Dublin Rental income'®® £700

Total £458,061

Alexander’s enormous wealth was readily acknowledged on a local and national level. In
1837, a barrister acting for him was able to joke that a substantial fine for an alleged
breach of malting regulations would have no impact whatsoever on his considerable
purse: ‘Gentlemen, Mr Alexander is conscious that 200/ or 300/ is of no mmportance to
him, for, by a long life of honour, and of honourable commercial dealing, he has realised
a fine fortune®.'%° With this wealth, Alexander was able to access the status, powers and
privileges normally reserved for those born into the landed and titled gentry and to create

a solid platform for his family among the elite of Carlow society.

182 This quantity of flour is given both in Hall's ireland, vol. i, p. 407 and by Martin Coffey’s 1843 valuation,
Valuation House Book collection (NAI, OL 50010).

183 Kall’s Ireland, vol. i, p. 407.

124 Janathan Binns, The miseries and beauties of Ireland (London, 1837), vol. ii, p. 231. John Alexander |
gave the cost of a barrel of malt in Dublin in December 1834 as 22s. PP 1835 (17-19) Fifteenth report of
the commissioners of inquiry into the excise establishment: malt, p. 214.

185 Binns, Miseries and beauties of Ireland, vol. ii, p. 231.

186 Milford rental, 1840 (APMH).

187 Combined rental of the Carlow, Belfast and Dublin properties of John Alexander esq., 1827 (APMH).
Separate rentals for the Belfast and Dublin properties in 1840 have not survived, but these properties
were still held by John Alexander | at that time.

188 | bid.

18% Carlow Sentinel, 16 Jul. 1837.




Chapter 3

Entering the Carlow gentry

‘By his trade, he raised himself in a few years from the ranks of the people’. !

Tenants of John Alexander I, 1836

The Carlow gentry. ¢. 1790

In 1862, John Alexander 1 was remembered as a landed gentleman of ‘fame, fortune and
influence’ by the Irish Times.> Almost eighty years after his arrival in Carlow, his family

was firmly entrenched in the upper echelons of Carlow’s landed gentry, having overcome

many contemporary prejudices, and socio-political handicaps. The obstructions to his

elevation were numerous: his mercantile occupation (a traditional obstacle to social
elevation) was the defining features of his public identity; he was without any ancient
roots in the county; and he was the landlord of a very modest estate of under 2,000 acres.
Nevertheless, he came to enjoy a public profile and a socio-political reputation on a par
with the greatest landed magnates of the county by 1835. Observing their unique status in
the county, the Carlow Sentinel described his family as ‘princely merchants [...] whose
high mercantile character and independent property in the county [were] acquired by the
honourable pursuits of industry’.’> Emerging from humble if comfortable trading ranks,
the Alexanders enjoyed a steady and remarkable rise to share in the privileges and

expectations of the county’s landed elite. It is important to chart the stages and factors in

1 A statement of persecutions on the part of certain Tory landlords in the county of Carlow (London, 1836},
p. 34.

2 trish Times, 8 Nov. 1862.

3 Carlow Sentinel, 8 Jan. 1853.




this ascent which were central to the family’s survival in the county for the following two

centuries.

The hallmarks of aristocracy as a political system ran deep in eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century Carlow. The county had the reputation of being comprehensively anglicised, well
within the borders of the colloquial ‘pale’ and bearing the physical marks of a long and
ingrained colonial history; its reputation as a mini colony in the popular imagination is a
prominent feature of its historiography.* It was a view which owed much to the fact that
Carlow had once been the geographical and administrative centre of the English
campaign and was regarded by the government in the mid-fifteenth century as ‘oon of the
keyes of the said lande’ because of its proximity to Dublin as the original centre for
colonial expansion, and the fact that the road to the settlements in Munster passed through
this terrain.> English settlers arrived in significant numbers and in 1361, the importance
of Carlow was recognised when the exchequer and the common bench were removed
from Dublin and established there until 1394, effectively making the town the seat of
government and recognisable capital of the lordship .* However, perhaps the greatest
influence on establishing Carlow as a bastion of colonial and Protestant control was
Oliver Cromwell’s Resettlement Act of 1652 whereby the modern county (along with

Dublin, Kildare and Cork) was reserved to reward those English adventurers who had

carried out his Irish campaign, displacing the old Irish and Anglo-Norman landholders.”

* See for example, James J. Comerford, My Kilkenny IRA days, 1916-22, second edition (Kilkenny, 1980), pp
559-60.
5 Quoted from a document dated 1435 by John P. Prendergast, ‘The plantation of the barony of Idrone, in
the county of Carlow’ in Journal of the Kilkenny and south-east of Ireland archaeological society {Dublin,
1859), vol. ii, p. 405; Thomas McGrath, ‘Foreword’ in Carlow: history and society, p. xxv.
5 Linda Doran, ‘Medieval settlement hierarchy in Carlow and the “Carlow corridor”, 1200-1250’, in Carlow:
history and society, pp 173-212, at p. 179; AJ. Otway Ruthven, A hjstory of medieval Ireland (New York,
1968}, pp 160, 286-7, 369; Sedn Duffy, Ireland in the middle ages (Dublin, 1997), pp 153-4.
7 William Nolan, ‘County Carlow 1641-1660: geography, landownership and society’ in Carlow: history and
society, pp 355-404, at p. 401.

73




In 1660, Carlow was the fourth largest town in Leinster (excluding Dublin), and only

Drogheda exceeded its 48 per cent total of English inhabitants.®

By the time of John Alexander’s arrival, the county had settled into loyal, predbminantly
Protestant ownership. In establishing himself there, he entered an area and atmosphere
which was heavily governed, informed and influenced by its wealthy local gentry. Jimmy
O’Toole has reported that as many as 60 ‘big houses’ dominated Carlow’s architectural,
social and political landscape in the nineteenth century, and argues that Carlow was ‘the
most gentrified county’ in the country.® This fact is supported by Bence Jones’s
comprehensive Guide to Country Houses where, despite many notable omissions, 45
country houses are listed for Carlow, comprising a more than proportional 2.26 per cent
of the survey’s total, given the size of the county.!® At more than double Carlow’s area,
Co. Kilkenny accounts for only 3.01 j)er cent of this total. More recently, Campbell and
Royle have hammered home the point by claiming that Carlow ‘has a greater number of

country houses and demesnes per hectare than any other rural Irish county’.!" For many

contemporary commentators, Carlow was remarkable for its proliferation of resident

gentry families which had an obvious impact on the landscape and social order. On his
travels in August 1775, Thomas Campbell described the county as a British centre in
Ireland: ‘Everything wore the appearance of a good English village.”'? Similarly in 1801,
Sir Charles Coote was profuse in his admiration of Carlow, ‘being thickly inhabited by
gentry and opulent traders, its population is very great, and perhaps no town in Ireland is

better surrounded with fine demesnes, which are all resided on by a resident and spirited

8 Thomas King, Carlow, the manor and town (Dublin, 1997}, pp 22-3.
* O'Toole, Carlow gentry, p. xiii. For the use of the ‘big house’ in Carlow parlance, see Byrne, Hibernicus, p.
10.
10 45 Carlow properties out of a total of 1,991. Mark Bence Jones, Burke’s guide to Irish country houses.
Valume I, ireland. Revised edition. {London, 1988).
11 R Timothy Campbell and Stephen A. Royle, The country house and its demesne in co. Carlow’ in
Carlow: history and society, pp 723-750, at p. 723.
12 Thomas Campbell, A philosophical survey of the south of Ireland, in a series of letters to John Watkinson,
MD. (London, 1777), p. 96.
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gentry.’!? Similarly for Edward Wakefield in 1809, one of his first impressions of the
county was that ‘there are here a great number of gentleman’s seats’ and he commented

that ‘it is tenanted by more wealthy people than almost any other county in the island.’"

However, as a proportion of the population (estimated between 58,000~ 60,000 in 1801),
the Protestant contingent in the county was very small.'® Wakefield supposed that the
ratio of Catholics to Protestants was ten to one, and that ‘there are not many families in
Carlow of any other than the Roman Catholic persuasion.’!® Carlow was essentially a
town of Catholic merchants where the Protestant population appeared unusually small. !’
Relations between the two religions in Carlow were healthy and amicable in the decade
before the 1798 rebellion and the economic prosperity of the county tended to cement this
harmony and preserve the social and political status quo.'® In many ways the county
consisted of a series of petty kingdoms where the local landlords ruled supreme. Indeed,
there is evidence that at least three Carlow families enjoyed royal sobriquets in the late

eighteenth century and the tenant and labouring classes in Carlow manifested a noticeable

and traditional quasi-feudal deference towards its gentry.!® Farrell’s memoir embodies

his inherited respect for the county’s historical masters, what he terms ‘the good old sort
of Protestants’—apparently, those landlords who held large estates for generations in the
county.?’ Another contemporary, David Byrne grew up in Leighlinbridge in the 1780s,
the son of a Catholic leaseholder of a considerable property who was regarded as a

landlord in his own right. He articulated social class in terms of ‘people of condition’ and

13 5ir Charles Coote, General view of the agriculture and manufactures of the Queen’s county with
observations on the means of their improvement {Dublin, 1801), p. 179.
4 wakefield, Account of ireland, vol. i, pp 39, 248.
15 puggan, ‘County Carlow, 1791-1801’, appendix D, pp. xiv-xvii.
¢ wakefield, Account of Ireland, vol. ii, pp 598-9.
17 Duggan, ‘County Carlow, 1791-1801’, p. 42-3; Wakefield, Tour through Ireland, vol. ii, p. 598.
18 Farrell, Carlow in 98, p. 49. :
1% The Bagenals, Burtons and Kavanaghs. William Joseph O’Neill Daunt, Eighty five years of irish history
1800-1885 (London, 1886), vol. i, pp 8-9. Similarly, William Burton of Burton Hall was called ‘the King of
the county Carlow’ by Farrell, Carlow in ‘98, p. 23. For the Kavanagh's royal nicknames, see below, pp 87-
8.
20 Farrell, Carlow in ‘98, p. 4.
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‘the lower classes’ or ‘the peasantry’, placing himself in the former, noting the almost
overwhelming deference of the local people to even a son of the minor gentry: ‘So much
court was paid to me by the surrounding peasantry, and the servants, that were it not for
the wholesale restraint | was kept under by my dear departed parents and friends, my
disposition would have been spoiled.’?! It is perhaps worthy of note that the highly
superstitious lower classes in Carlow referred to the local leprechaun population as the
‘little gentry’— a group worthy of deference and respect, capable of improving morale,
yet possessed of a sinister power.?2 From this, can we deduce that the Carlow people
respected their ‘big gentry’ as equally influential, mysterious, ‘other’ and ominous? The
need for the local people to be wary of placating ‘the quality’ can be seen in the
contemporary saying ‘Beware of the B’s [...] the B’s of Carlow carry a sting’—a

reference to the great number of gentry families whose surname began with that letter.?

So ingrained was this culture of deference to the local gentry, that it posed a major

obstacle to political reform accordihg to the local liberal press. In 1833, the Carlow

Morning Post lamented that

Perhaps no county in Ireland has been so long governed by an Aristocratic
faction as the county Carlow: and most certainly not one in which the
people so long yielded to their domineering masters with such servile
submission. The result, therefore, has been, that the aristocracy looked
upon their tyrannical sway as an hereditary possession; while the people,
on the other hand, being accustomed from their very infancy to serve,
willingly and tamely embraced their slavery.*

However, the fact that liberal newspapers in the region continued to make distinctions
between the county’s old and new elites (preferring the former) illustrates just how deep

the attachment to the gentry went in the county.?®

4 Byrne, Hibernicus, p. 57.
2 ‘Doings at Carlow’ in The Dublin and London magazine 1825 (London, n.d.}, p. 212.
2 Hall's Ireland, vol. i, p. 408. Such families included the Butlers, Bruens, Brownes, Burtons, Bruens etc.
24 Carlow Morning Post, 28 Jan. 1833.
2 see for example the distinction made between the old (Butlers, Burtons and Rochforts) and new
{(Newtons, Brewsters and Alexanders) ‘aristocracy’ of Carlow in Leinster Independent, 20 May 1837,
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John Alexander arrived as part of an injection of new blood into Carlow in the late
eighteenth century which was due to both historical and economic factors. One of the
consequences of the Cromwellian settlement was that estates there were not entailed to
the same degree as in other counties which allowed for the easier transfer of land.
Wakefield believed it was ‘worthy of remark, that the fee has been more transferred here
than in any other part of the country.”?® There were over 170 landowners in Carlow in the
1830s and although guilty of exaggeration, William Farrell expressed his view in 1841
that ‘of all the inhabitants that had property forty years ago, there is rarely a vestige of

them to be found.”?” The county became noted for the number of placename changes it

underwent —Milford being a prominent example.?® In many ways, the county became

crowded with contending élites as a new wave of landowners effected a shake-up in the
county hierarchy and a re-think as to who or what the leading gentry of the county were,
and/or should be. To put order on a crowded field, commentators were quick to establish

what they believed were the grounds for claiming the status of a gentleman.

In his anatomy of Irish Protestants from 1649 to 1770, Toby Barnard claims that
‘applicants for admission to the quality asked in vain for the requirements’.?® Similarly,
S.J. Connolly has pointed out that ‘social position was determined by complex criteria of
wealth, parentage and life-style that social historians still struggle to define
satisfactorily’.>® Nevertheless, Barnard works with an elastic model to refer to gradations
in the social hierarchy: from the peerage (titled noblemen) down to baronets, squires

(gentlemen possessed of a landed estate) and gentlemen.®' One’s status in society seemed

% wakefield, Account of Ireland, vol. i, p. 248.

27 pJ, Kavanagh, ‘The political scene: Carlow county and borough, 1831-41’, unpublished MA thesis, UCD
(1974), p. 63; Farrell manuscript, 26 Mar. 1841 (NLI, Ms 19820).

8 percy Poole, ‘The Burton family’ in Carloviana (1953), pp 10-13, at p. 11.

 Toby Barnard, A new anatomy of Ireland: the Irish Protestants, 1649-1770 (New Haven and London,
2003), p. 43.

% 5.). Connolly, Religion, law and power: the muking of protestant ireland, 1660-1760, (Oxford, 1992}, p.
59. for a discussion of ‘ranks’ within the Irish gentry, see pp 59- 65.

%1 Barnard, New anatomy of Ireland, p. 14; see also pp 41-79. Several interesting contemporary

. classifications are explored in Valerie Pakenham’s The big house in Ireland (London, 2000}, pp 64-75.
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to be a matter of ‘quality’, dependent on one’s moral, intellectual, financial and
genealogical merit. At the lowest level, a ‘gentleman’ referred more or less to a lifestyle,
someone with a comfortable income who displayed gentility, politeness, civility. He
might work in one of the noble professions as a clergyman, lawyer or agent. However, a
gentleman was not always entitled to use the ‘Esq’ denomination after his name. This
rank was reserved for a level above, where landed wealth and greater social respectability
either through wealth, refinement or family pedigree, professed a degree of nobility,
moral integrity and confirmation of ability. However, the distinction was vague and often
ignored, many gentlemen referring to themselves as squires, and many country squires
(large tenant farmers in their ranks) showing a marked deficit in manners, education and
refinement, a fact which rankled Arthur Young.?? It appears to be such men whom
Young criticised as ‘the little country gentlemen, or rather vermin of the kingdom’.*> The
risk of falling into ignorant provincialism was something Carlow’ principal gentry were

very aware of.>*

In the early nineteenth century, Carlow society shared in these confusions. In 1822, the

Carlow Mofning Post reported a court case where a landlord took umbrage that ‘the

plaintiff [his tenant] was styled Esquire, whereas at best, he was only a simple
gentleman!”** A couple of miles from Milford, Arthur Faulkner referred to one individual
with notions above his station as ‘a talkative jackanapes of a half and half gentleman’.
Wakefield made a distinction between ‘the principal gentry” of the county and ‘country
squires’, noted for their disreputable, pleasure-seeking lifestyles.”*” With regard to the

vocabulary used in Carlow to discuss its ruling élite, the term ‘gentry’, although nebulous

and undefined, was employed as a generic term to refer to the total body of minor and

52 garnard, New anatomy of ireland, p. 53; Young, Tour in ireland, vol. i, pp 110-113.
32 Young, Tour in ireland, vol. i, p. 127.
"3 see for example, Robert Butler to Walter Kavanagh of Borris House, ¢. 16 Dec. 1781 (Kavanagh papers,
Borris House, B/2). With thanks to A.P.W. Malcomson for alerting me to this source.
35 Carlow Morning Post, 8 lul. 1822.
% Mrs J. Monahan, ‘Sir Arthur Brooke Faulkner’, Carloviana (1976/77), p. 35.
37 wakefield, Account of Ireland, vol. i, p. 773.
78




major landowners in the county, failing, as it did, to distinguish between the gradations of
‘quality” within.3® It served as an umbrella for all of the ruling (almost exclusively
Protestant) county elite, those owners of estates, from the smallest to the largest, which
conferred on the holder a position of financial, political and social power in the county.
The use of the word ‘aristocracy’ was redundant as a social rank in the Carlow context as
the county was without any resident nobleman or peer at the time of John Alexander’s
arrival in 1784; the highest rank was that of baronet, held only by three men, Sir Richard
Butler of Garryhundon, Sir Charles Burton of Pollacton and Sir Richard Wolseley of

Mount Wolseley. Some of the largest estates in the county were owned by the absentee

earls of Courtown and Bessborough, but they played a largely neglible role in the political

and social life of the county.*® The term ‘squirearchy’ was applied (often sardonically) to
that body of smaller landowners, or upwardly mobile landowners or landholders, while
the term ‘ascendancy” was used to refer to the greatest landed magnates of the county and
those landowners with an antique pedigree in the county who may or may not have fallen
on hard times. Beyond this, it was and remains impossible to establish any rigid
terminology to categorise social rank in the county, as the most powerful and wgalthy
landlords were linked to lesser landowners by marriage and the diversion of their younger
sons from the paternal estate into smaller powerbases of their own, usually acquired
through ‘the gentleman’s professions of the army, the law or the church’, as S.J. Connolly

has pointed out.*°

Self-professed Tory and Protestant, John Ryan chose to end his 1833 account of the
English colony in the county with a short review of the county’s gentry.*! For him,

respectability and a place in the upper echelons of the county hierarchy was directly

% For use of the term ‘quality’ in Carlow see Byrne, Hibernicus, p. 75.

% Campbell and Royle, ‘The country house and its demesne in county Carlow’, p. 726.

40 5 |. Connolly, Religion, law and power, p. 62.

41 )ohn Ryan, The history and antiquities of the county of Carfow (Dublin, 1833), pp 356-75.
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determined by landownership and a genealogical pedigree therein.*> He equated
gentlemen with squires, believing the distinction to be an archaic one, and quoted a
definition of a gentleman as ‘a person of good family who has long borne arms, the grant
of which adds gentility to a man’s family’ which extended to those in the military and
doctors of law, medicine and divinity. Despite the author’s claim that ‘it is a vulgar error,
that a specific quantity of property is the qualification of an Esquire; as many persons are
entitled to the rank from civil or military offices’, it is clear from his chap;cer title, and
from his selection of 26 Carlow families, that he believed a landed portfolio was essential
to the elevation of a family to gentry status. While it is difficult to establish concrete
classifications, an analysis of the leading gentry in Carlow across the nineteenth century
can establish a four-fold criteria necessary for elevation and ranking in this field, namely

(in descending order of power):

The possession of landed assets
Wealth, including non-landed assets
Genealogical pedigree

Public and political office.

The right to assert oneself as a gentleman or ‘Esquire’ depended on holding a
combination of these factors, and it was the interplay between them that determined

relative positions of authority.

Of these, the most powerful factor was land ownership. It was the single greatest indicator
of a person’s position in society and its ownership conferred an almost automatic

entitlement to universal respectability.®* In her study of social mobility among Dublin

merchants in 1760-1800, Lisa Marie Griffith has argued that ‘while the civic and political

institutions offered opportunity for men of commerce to enhance their status by elevating

32 ‘Some account of the respectable families who have long been resident in the county of Carlow, and
who possess property in it’ in ibid, p. 356.
43 Barnard, New anatomy of Ireland, pp 65-9; S.1. Connolly, Religion, law and power, p. 59.
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them above their fellow tradesmen, education and land were the most successful paths up
the social ladder’.** Land ownership usually went hand in hand with the second factor,
wealth, and constituted a benign circle: wealth invited landownership, and landownership
generated wealth. In this sense, it was almost inevitable that John Alexander would
decide to invest some of his fortune in Carlow land; in fact, it was the logical next step in
his programme of settlement in the county. In basic terms, size mattered as the greater
the chunk of Carlow a family owned, the greater the rental income a family enjoyed and
the greater sway they held over their tenantry. This in turn granted a concomitant right to

expect a say in the county’s social and political governance.

Land ownership almost guaranteed that a family enjoyed the second and fourth factors,
wealth and political control; the links were directly proportional. Land without ancillary
wealth usually meant a family on a downward spiral (like the Bagenals of Dunleckney, or
Whaleys of Castletown), while assets outside of rent-rolls gave a family an extra leg-up
and were fundamental in establishing the Bruens and the Alexanders in Carlow. Wealth,

and the use of it to purchase land was the quickest and most assured means of getting a

foot on the ladder that ensuring gentry privileges and standing, and Byrne records the

contemporary drive in Carlow to acquire ‘a fortune sufficient to commence [a]
gentleman’.** In this way, the great wealth of the arrivistes (wealthy and ambitious
newcomers to the county) was regarded suspiciously by some of the established Carlow
gentry and its power was feared to some degree, as evidenced by the local saying ‘Set a
beggar on horseback and he will ride to the d—1.*¢  Wealth eliminated the need for
pedigree and was stronger than it in concrete terms. This led to a new designation among

commentators, that of the parvenu—an upstart, of questionable or unknown heritage,

4 Griffith, ‘Social mobility and the middling sort’, p. 1 and pp 189-92.
% Byrne, Hibernicus, p. 89
| bid, p. 90.
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unworthy of the situation he had managed to purchase. The Alexanders would be accused

of this in time.*’

If a family managed to add some degree of political control to their land and wealth (like
the Bruens of Oak Park), their powe;‘ was assured, even if their pedigree was contested.

Political and public office guaranteed a greater public profile and deference from a wider
population. The greatest of the gentry families included parliamentary representation for
the county or Carlow borough in their portfolios, as well as service as high sheriff and oh

the grand jury. Smaller landlords (like Vigors of Burgage) could attain influential

political office (like Nicholas Aylward Vigors as MP in 1832)* but their profile generally

diminished when they lost their seat. Substantial landowners who eschewed interest or
lacked ability in higher political office (such as the Ducketts of Duckett’s Grove), surely
noticed their lack of clout in comparison with other landowners.* The assumption of
public office also strengthened a Carlow landlord by satisfying the expectation that an
overlord Would be learned, capable and visionary. Byrme records ‘among the low Irish a
vulgar proverb to this effect —“Gentility without ability is like a pudding without fat”
[...], an indigent gentleman or lady in Ireland being equally shunned by the higher and

lower classes’.>°

In corporeal terms, pedigree was the most tenuous of the factors, but had a paradoxical
strength in the popular imagination of all classes, whereby folk memory and quasi-feudal
loyalty working at a deep emotional level could guarantee a family political and social

power, even if their stocks in land or wealth were wanting. Carlovians reserved an

47 einster Independent, 28 Nov. 1835. Here, Alexander is referred to as an ‘up-start miller, who by the
most fortuitous circumstance, has secured for himself the possession of an estate’.
8 p_J. Kavanagh, ‘Nicholas Aylward Vigors MP, 1786-1840’ in Carloviana {1982}, pp 15-19.
% william Duckett (1822-1908) was typical of his family in being a large landed proprietor but ‘being of a
retiring disposition did not take any very active part in public affairs beyond being a regular attendant as a
grand jurar’, Carlow Sentinel, 27 Jun. 1908,
0 Byrne, Hibernicus, p. 77.

: 82




unmistakeable respect for ‘the man of lineage’ as a local newspaper put it.>! An

established pedigree, going back generations or centuries created a sense of constancy and

reliability in the minds of gentlemen as well as the tenant and labouring classes, a link

with ancient times which seemed to establish the nobility and moral rectitude of the
family concerned and made them fit sources of political, social and sometimes religious
guidance. Such families were credited with an innate and ancient dignity and sensibility
which differentiated them from the parvenu and arriviste landowners, deemed to be
superficial, classless and uneducated. As Barnard has pointed out, the display of heraldry
and genealogies was stimulated by “utility as much as vanity’.5> A deficiency in this area
was a matter to be remedied, according to Henrietta Hickey of Steuart’s Lodg-e,

Leighlinbridge, in 1862:

Not many county families in Carlow and other counties have sustainable
pedigrees. They like to think they have but close examination of their
pedigree chart may reveal a questionable ‘bastard’ relationship to a well-
connected family on the British mainland. Many the commoner with
money purchased property in Ireland in poor times for land prices, or was
granted land for some service or other. Their first inclination after settling
in Ireland is to claim a blood tie with a titles or aristocratic family bearing
a similar surname, all the better to lord it over their ‘gentry’ neighbours.>

Seemingly aware of this, Ryan presented his survey of the county’s first families in 1833
in an effort to advertise the county’s pedigree, ‘that this county (though it has no resident
nobleman) possesses among its gentry some of the highest blood in the kingdom.”** He
refused to countenance newcomers, instead paying them brief lip-service in a short list of

‘late settlers’, hardly the less disparaging for his allusion to their respectability.

It was a matter —albeit referring to different personnel — on which reforming and

conservative interests in the county seemed to agree. In what seems to be an attempt to

51 Carlow Sentinel, 27 Jun. 1835.

52 Barnard, New anatomy of Ireland, p. 45.

5% Nenrietta Maria Hickey {Née Steuart), ‘Not we from kings but kings from us’, manuscript courtesy of
Michael Purcell (PPP, Carlow). Also available at

http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~irlcar2/Letter 22.htm, accessed 30 Oct. 2013.

54 Ryan, History and antiguities of Carlow, p. 356.

%5 Ibid, p. 375.
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protect itself from charges of hypocrisy, Carlow’s liberal newspaper attempted to

rationalise the county’s attachment to

what we call the ancient ARISTOCRACY of our county [...] those honest
old fellows, to whom we were naturalized, because our great grandfathers
had been in the habit of voting for theirs —and by right or wrong, we were
attached to them by ties of blood, or friendship, or something else, equally
powerful, which induced us to overlook even their errors.¢

It was the existence of this ‘something else’ that weakens Maura Duggan’s contention
that ‘new purchasers of Carlow estates were normally absorbed into the county fairly
quickly. A second generation of the same family emphatically “belonged™’.’” However,
this sweeping generalisation is problematic in many ways. Certainly a family could be
said to belong (in the sense of fegling secure) if its pockets or rent-rolls were long enough,
but without an accepted pedigree (particularly in folk memory), the status of a gentry
family would be regularly questioned in the first half of the nineteenth century in hushed
tones and more publicly in times of political strife. Land and wealth might make a
cushion but the seat of power could be undermined by ridicule and rumour. Such
newcomer families were probably immoveable but not unassailable. It may have made
little difference in the forms and customs of everyday living, but question marks over
pedigree were powerful agents of assault and deconstruction in the political, social and
religious upheavals of the following decades. In this regard, P.J. Kavanagh notes of the
Carlow gentry: ‘there seems to be a tendency for landlords who descended from

Cromwellians or Williamites to be more Tory inclined than those who came in

‘Elizabeth’s or James’s time. The former would naturally be more conscious of radical

differences and of their precarious ascendancy.’®

Beyond the primary four factors, residency in the county was a must; if another was to be

added, it would be Protestantism, for there was only one Catholic family which was

5¢ Carlow Morning Post, 28 May 1818.
7 Duggan, ‘County Carlow: 1791-1801’, p. 13.
58 Kavanagh, ‘The political scene’, p. 81.




regarded as gentry in the county, the Blackneys of Ballyellen who were a singular
exception in Ryan’s survey.*® One of the consequences of the 1798 rebellion at a local
level was the injection of sectarianism into everyday life and the increased division of
social ranks along religious lines. In simple terms, all Protestants were respectable and all
Catholics were beneath gentility. By the 1830s, the notion of ‘gentry’ in Carlow had
become emphatically synonymous with a militant, conservative Protestantism, ruling over
a Catholic tenantry. It was the Alexanders’ enthusiastic and clumsy embrace of such a

worldview in the second generation that accelerated their rise in stature, as we shall see.

The leading gentry families, 1790-1820

By 1790, there were a number of families in Carlow who could rightly claim to be the
county’s kingpins, with different variations of the four major criteria to their credit.% At

the pinnacle was Henry Bruen (1741-1795) of Oak Park estate, a newcomer to Carlow

who first purchased property in the county in 1785, the year after John Alexander’s

arrival there.®! The heir of a Cromwellian adventurer who had originally settled in
Roscommon, he initially pursued a humble career in the military.%> He became a deputy
quartermaster general at New York during the American war of independence and
purchased the rank of major in the 15th Regiment of Foot in July 1777.%* His position
made Bruen a master of vast quantities of goods and merchandise and was an office

which proved to be hugely lucrative.%* A recent study has revealed the shocking extent of

5% Ryan, History and antiquities of Carlow, p. 375.
% The following survey of the Carlow gentry ¢.1800, unless otherwise referenced, is based on genealogical
data in Burke’s Landed gentry of Ireland (1912); O'Toole’s The Carlow gentry (1993); Duggan, ‘County
Carlow: 1791-1801’, pp 19-36; and Kavanagh, ‘The political scene’, pp 63-81.
8 Wilt of Henry Bruen | (NAK, PROB 11/1271/133). See also, Thomas King, ‘Carlow town and its hinterland
in the eighteenth century’ in Carlow; history and society, pp 457-80, at p. 468.
52 For biographical details see Johnston-Liik, History of the Irish parliament, vol. iii, pp 297-8.
3 Worthington Chauncey Ford, British officers serving in the American war of revolution, 1774-1783
(Brooklyn, 1897), p. 36.
4 ‘Proceedings of a board of general officers of the British army at New York, 1781’ in Collections of the
New York historical society for the year 1916 {(New York, 1916).
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Bruen’s fraud and the massive amounts of government money which he and his
colleagues misappropriated, and which was investigated during an official inquiry into the
use of public funds in 1781.%° Bruen was not reprimanded in any way even though it was
reported that he brought an incredible fortune in the region of £100,000 to Ireland—
another source gives a figure as high as £400,000.%¢ According to Flexner, ‘no sooner did
the quartermaster profits start cascading into Bruen’s pockets than he began to
demonstrate an obsessive urge to insert himself among the Irish gentry by establishing a

huge landed estate’.’

With such wealth, all obstacles to power in Carlow were effortlessly swept away. Newly
rich, Bruen purchased the modest Painestown estate of the Cooke family outside Carlow
town in 1785 and thousands of acres of the old Bagenal property.® His heir was among

the top three landowners in the county by 1809 and the family had the largest estate in

Carlow (at 20,089 acres) by 1841, spread across 13 parishes.®” In 1785, Bruen settled

himself into the mansion house at Painestown and renamed his estate Oak Park. With
land and wealth came political power, and Bruen first secured election for Carlow county
in 1790.7° Although Carlow society was in awe of his wealth, the rumours surrounding
its source certainly precluded a reputation for moral rectitude— a powerful commodity in
the eyes of the local population. From the safety of Pittsburgh, well outside the realm of
influence of Carlow’s most powerful public figure, landlord and politician, David Byrne
from Leighlinbridge was free to claim that ‘the notorious colonel {...] amassed an
immense estate by his practices as British commissary, during the revolutionary war in

America, where he robbed the farmers indiscriminately of provisions and forage, and

8 James Thomas Flexner, States Dyckman: American loyalist (Boston, 1980), pp 7, 66, 74, 95.
5 Forrest to Hely-Hutchinson, 10 Dec. 1784 (PRONI, T3459/C/2/133); Johnston-Liik quotes a figure of
£400,000, History of the Irish parliament, vol. iii, p. 297.
5 Flexner, States Dyckman, p. 94.
% Will of Henry Bruen | (NAK, PROB 11/1271/133).
8 Wakefield, Account of Ireland, vol. i, p. 247; Jimmy O’Toole, The Carlow gentry, p. 53; Cathleen Delaney,
‘Oak Park House and the Bruen family’ in Carloviana (2001), pp 20-23, at p. 20.
7 Robert Malcomson, The Carlow parfiamentary roll: comprising lists of the knights of the shire and
members for the borough of Carlow (Dublin, 1872), p. 25.
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charged the amount to his own government.”’! Duggan claims that ‘wealthy, popular,
liberal, resourceful, Bruen very quickly entrenched himself {...] his status in the county
was not that of a parvenu’.”” However, her narrow timeline prevented a longer analysis
of Bruen fortunes, because his apparent lack of pedigree was certainly regarded as a
weakness in the early decades of the nineteenth century. During the election campaign
for the county in 1818, Henry Bruen II was classified among ‘what we may call new
comers into our county’, which was construed as a great disadvantage.”® Significantly,
Ryan does not include the Bruens, the county’s biggest landlords, in his survey of
Carlow’s first families in 1833, categorising them instead with ‘the late settlers’. As the
decades progressed, the Bruen family’s political opponents questioned, sneered at and

ridiculed the pedigree of ‘a man of such ignoble descent’.” Research was conducted into

his ancestors, and it was alleged that his mother had been a cook for Lord Lorton while

his father had traded in corn.”> OQverall, the Bruens’ greatest weakness remained the
contention that ‘the ambition of one man’ to rise above his modest birth had subjected

hundreds of Carlovians to their tyranny.”¢

In direct contrast, the Kavanaghs of Borris in the south of the county were the most
respected and beloved gentry family in the county, and possessed the largest estate before
Bruen’s arrival. Ifthe Bruens advertised the importance of landed wealth to ascendancy
in Carlow, then the Kavanaghs epitomised the power of pedigree. Their special position
of strength was largely based on their lineal descent from the MacMurrough Kavanaghs,
Gaelic and Catholic kings of Leinster.”” The history of the county was inextricably linked

with that of the family and they held titles to their lands which pre-dated the original

1 Byrne, Hibernicus, p. 89.
’Z Duggan, ‘County Carlow: 1791-1501’, p. 29.
73 carlow Morning Post, 28 May 1818.
" Freeman’s Journal, 2 Dec. 1840.
75 Leinster Independent, 22 Dec. 1838; The Tablet, 5 Dec. 1840.
¢ Freeman’s Journal, 2 Dec. 1840.
7 0'Toole, Carlow gentry, pp 130-8.
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conquest.”® The head of the family was referred to colloquially as ‘the monarch’ —an
indication of the depth of quasi-feudal attachment between ‘the common people’ and their

overlord.”

The issue of the family’s religious persuasion was always central to their authority, and
their Catholic roots (Borris House had its own Catholic chapel) ensured loyalty from the
Borris tenantry long after the family had embraced Protestantism. Bryan Kavanagh had
managed to retain the family’s estate with his deathbed conversion to the established
Church in 1641, ‘in what appears to have been little more than a convenience on paper’,
according to O’Toole.®® Over the next two centuries, the family displayed what Duggan

has describes as ‘a curious ambivalence with regard to religion at this period.’! By the

time of Wakefield’s visit to Borris in 1809, the author came away convinced of Walter

Kavanagh’s Catholicism depite the latter’s recantation, describing him as a Roman
Catholic patron of a Catholic electorate.®? The new heir Thomas Kavanagh (1767-1837)
formally recanted prior to his election as MP for Kilkenny in July 1797. 8 With his
marriage to the evangelical Protestant Lady Harriet Le Poer Trench (daughter of the earl
of Clancarty) in 1825, the family’s move towards Protestantism was complete and
Kavanagh displayed all the zeal of the convert. His ‘papist’ days, fondly remembered by
his tenants, remained a sore-spot for Thomas Kavanagh in his bid to enjoy all the power
and privileges of the Protestant ascendancy. From then on, Borris became renowned as ‘a
staunch Protestant house’ as the American journalist William Henry Hurlbert described it
during a visit there in the 1880s. 3 Nevertheless, even during the intense electoral -

hostilities between landlord and tenant of the 1830s, Fr John Walsh Inr of Borris, an

8 Wakefield, Account of Ireland, vol. i, p. 243.
79 For the use of the sobriquet, see Duggan, ‘Carlow: 1791-1801’, p. 21, and Wakefield, Account of Ireland,
vol. ii, p. 598.
8 O'Toole, Carlow gentry, p. 130; for details of the chapel in 1798 see Byrne, Hibernicus, pp 66-7.
8L puggan, ‘County Carlow: 1791-1801’, p. 20.
82 wakefield, Account of Ireland, vol. ii, pp 598-9.
8 Byrne, Hibernicus, p. 65.
8 william Henry Hurlbert, Irefand under coercion: the diary of an American (Edinburgh, 1888), vol. ii, p.
174,
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inveterate political opponent of Thomas Kavanagh, claimed that ‘there is no name that
would be more endeared to Leinster men than the name of Kavanagh, if the head of that
house would only coincide with the feelings of the people’.® In such ways, the
Kavanaghs make a bold statement for the enabling power of pedigree in defining the

hallmarks of the Carlow gentry.

The Rochfort family had a similarly long (if not as elevated) pedigree as the Kavanaghs
stretching back to the original conquest.®® At the end of the seventeenth century, the Hon.
Robert Rochfort was speaker in the Irish House of Commons and he and his son John
(1690—1771) purchased the lands of Clogrennane in Carlow from James, Duke of
Ormonde ¢.1697.87 Building Clogrennane Lodge in the shadow of a ruined Norman
castle, John Rochfort went on to sit in the Irish parliament for 47 years. His son John
(1735-1812) inherited considerable estates across several counties including Galway,
Dublin, Westmeath and Wexford, as well as the entailed estate at Clogrennane. However,
as early as 1789, newspaper advertisements announced the sale of Rochfort property ‘for
the payment of the debts of John Rochfort esq’, and the financial power of Henry Bruen
was something well beyond his reach.®® Although Wakefield estimated that the family
enjoyed an annual rental of between £5,000 and £7,000 in 1812, their holdings decreased
steadily in the nineteenth century to 3,392 acres in 1883, across three counties.?® Sucha
fall in wealth certainly undermined the family’s reputation, even within gentry circles.

The Rochforts were victims of sneering anecdotes in the county which impugned their

pedigree, with Henrietta Hickey recording the view that ‘one could tell from their

& Carlow Morning Post, 9 Aug. 1832.
8 For the Rochforts in the eighteenth century, see this author, ‘The “slashing parson” of 1798: the life and
death of Rev Robert Rochfort of Clogrennane, Co. Carlow, 1775-1811’ in Carloviana (2012), pp 117-139, at
pp 118-120.
87 ‘Articles of agreement concluded and agreed upon between Sir Richard Butler [...] & John Rochfort of
the city of Dublin, esq’ [n.d.]’ (Foster Massereene papers, PRONI, D562/1169).
88 Finn’s Leinster Journal, 10 Feb. 1790.
8 wakefield, Account of Ireland, vol. i, p. 247; John Bateman, The great landowners of Great Britain and
Ireland (London, 1883), p. 383.
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appearance and manner that they were of ill-breeding.”®® Neither their estate or their
other assets were sufficient enough to guarantee supremacy in the local landed hierarchy,
a fact recognised by several contemporaries who observed that they ‘had not that
overwhelming family influence in this county’.’! Nevertheless, in the late 1790s, John
Staunton Rochfort (who was to be a close friend and the nearest gentry neighbour of John

Alexander) was an MP and commanded respect from all levels of society.

On a downward spiral in wealth and influence were the Butlers of Ballintemple (although

possessing great prestige as one of only three baronets in the county), the Burtons of

Burton Hall, and the Bagenals of Dunleckney Manor who enjoyed control over political

office in the county throughout the eighteenth century. With the sale of most of the
Bagenal estate in the final quarter of the century (32,000 acres), the family’s political
influence died, as did that of the Burtons when they sold their interest in the Carlow
borough in 1799.°2 Nevertheless, they retained estates in the county and with other lesser
landowners such as the Ducketts of Duckett’s Grove, Leckys of Ballykealey, the Brownes
of Browne’s Hill and the Bunburys of Lisnavagh, they continued to populate grand juries

and feature in political debates and the fashionable columns of the newspépers.

So by 1795, what were the defining characteristics of the leading gentry families, apart
from their landed estates? For the Bruens, it was political power facilitated by enormous
wealth. For the Kavanaghs, it was their pedigree and their traditional enjoyment of
deference from the Carlow people. For the Rochforts, it was their religion which was to
branch into overt Orangeism by the end of the decade. It was a mixed bunch into which
John Alexander wandered. Devoid of a noble pedigree, a background in politics or a
sense of militant Protestantism, he nevertheless secured his elevation into their midst to

the degree that by 1835, these four families were arguably at the pinnacle of the Carlow

% Hickey, ‘Not we from kings but kings from us’, courtesy of Michael Purcell {(PPP, Carlow). Available at
http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~irlcar2/Letter 22.htm, accessed 30 Oct. 2013.
5t Carfow Morning Post, 12 Aug. 1830.
92 O'Toole, Carfow gentry, p. 15; Duggan, ‘County Cariow: 1791-1801’, p. 222.
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gentry in the local and national consciousness. By the time of his election as MP in 1853,
John Alexander II arguably possessed all four of the criteria, privately acknowledging that
his pedigree was his weakest asset.”> His family’s ascent probably had most in common
with that of the Bruens and testiﬁéd to the enabling power of money in social and
political circles. However, this ascent was far slower and much more unexpected that
Bruen’s. Bruen was an arriviste; Alexander was nouveau riche. While Bruen’s ascent in
Carlow was largely a geographical change, John Alexander’s involved a shift in
sociological classification, from merchant to squire, which makes the rise of his family a

singularly interesting and unique progression in the county.

Opening doors: the building of Milford House and marriage

Upward social mobility in contemporary society was possible but it generally required
spmething remarkable in terms of ability or assets—Speaker William Conolly of
Castletown (who had rented land to the Alexanders in Donegal) epitomised such
elevations in the eighteenth century.”® The servant in Carlow town alluded to above was
informed in blunt terms by his master of the impossibility of artisans, traders or labourers
ever attaining that status in Carlow: ‘Pshaw, you blockhead, says he, Gentlemen! No, to
be sure. How should ploughmen or mechanics come to be Gentlemen?’®® Traditionally,
the merchant or trader, although he might be regarded as a gentleman, belonged to a
separate, lower social strata than those labelling themselves ‘Esquire’, and S.J. Connolly
has written of ‘the ambiguous status of the man of non-landed wealth’.*® In gentry circles

(with the noted exception of the leading Catholic families) traders had the reputation of an

33 John Alexander |} to Rev Rogers, 21 Dec. 1875 (LB2, APMH).
% patrick Walsh, The making of the Irish Protestant ascendancy: the life of William Conolly, 1662-1729
{(Woodbridge, 2010).
" %5 Carlow Morning Post, 19 Feb. 1818.
% parnard, New anatomy of ireland, p. 42; Connolly, Religion, law and power, p. 63.
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innate inferiority.”’ Griffith argues that merchants were a disparate group (not yet
recognisable as a ‘middle'class’), well below the gentry and professions yet above the
labouring class.”® Although Ryan claims in his assessment ‘that if a gentleman be bound

apprentice to a merchant or other trader, he hath not thereby lost his gentility’, his

exclusion of the Alexanders from the list (the holders of an estate in the region of 2,000

acres and resident in the county for nearly fifty years at the time of his book’s
publication) betrays his prejudice against newcomer families into the gentry’s ranks,
particularly ones engaged so heavily in trade.”® It appears an association with trade was
only respectable when it was condescended to by an established gentlemen; an

established merchant could ascend no further than affected gentility.

The equation of a trading identity with a degree of vulgarity would appear to make an
ascent to the upper echelons of gentility unlikely if not remarkable. Campbell and Royle
have argued that ‘sgeveral Dublin merchants’ bought land in Carlow for the purposes of
investment and social enhancement in the first half of the eighteenth century: ‘the success
of many of these outsiders in acquiring estates is illustrated by the fact that by the turn of
the nineteenth century several had joined the Butlers, Kavanaghs and Bagenals at the
apex of the landowning hierarchy’.'® Arguably, however, it was only the Burtons of
Burton Hall and the La Touches of Upton who managed to establish themselves in the
upper ranks and they were both banking families, who also enjoyed a respected profile in
national politics.!®! Banking was regarded as a separate and greatly superior enterprise to
trade. In an off-hand comment in 1805, John Staunton Rochfort seemed to employ an

ascending social hierarchy in terms of ‘Merchant, Banker, Lady or Gentleman’, and an

7 For the Irish Catholic gentry in commerce in the late eighteenth century, see Karen Bellew, The Bellews
of Mount Bellew (Dublin, 1998), pp 142-4.
%8 Griffith, ‘Social mobility and the middling sort’, pp 3-4.
% Ryan, History and antiquities of the county of Cariow, p. 356.
10 campbell and Royle, ‘Country house and its demesne in county Carlow’, p. 732.
101 1bid, pp 732-3.
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act of the Irish parliament in 1756 had prohibited merchants from engaging in banking. '%?
In no way can the Alexanders and La Touches be linked together as an argument for the
sway of the entrepreneur in Carlow’s landed society. The La Touches were regarded as
‘the untitled aristocracy’;'%* in direct contrast, newcomer John Alexander must have
arrived powdered in flour dust in the eyes of many social commentators. Therefore, it can
be argued that the Alexanders were, in fact, unique in being the orly family in O°Toole’s
survey of twenty-nine landowning families in the county, to have accessed gentry status

through industry or trade.’®

On his earliest appearance in Carlow, Alexander was designatea ‘Gent.” and although the
son of an important merchant and agent, he certainly did not enter society with the status
of even the poorest of the local gentry.'®* A group of Catholic freeholders in 1835
recalled how he ‘came amongst us about forty years since, and having realised

considerable wealth, became a landed proprietor [...] whose industry has raised him in a

very short time from comparative obscurity to affluent circumstances.’'% The following

year, his own tenants elaborated on his humble origins in Ballygowan, recollecting a time
when he was ‘without a single acre in the county [...], that he came amongst your
petitioners as a miller, in partnership with a Mr Connolly [sic], a Catholic gentleman of
great wealth; that by his trade he raised himself, in a few years, from the ranks of the
people’.’%” Here, Alexander is categorised as belonging to and ‘amongst’ a trading, -
working class; the common understanding at Milford was that his father was ‘a
handicraftsman in the cold North’.!% Alexander’s involvement with the predominantly

Catholic enterprise of milling (as dominated locally by Conolly and Thomas Phelan at

102 pochfort to John Foster, 19 Feb. 1805 {Foster Massereene papers, PRONI, D207/33/10); A.P.W.
Malcomson, The pursuit of the heiress: aristocratic marriage in Ireland, 1740-1840 (Belfast 2006), p. 46.
103 palcomson, Pursuit of the heiress, p. 46.

104 O0’'Toole, Carlow gentry. -

105 ‘Copy of marriage settlement between John Alexander esq. and Christian Nickson’, 7 Sep. 1801
{(Alexander papers, ILCRB, EC 4917).

108 | efnster Independent, 12 Dec. 1835.

107 A statement of persecutions..., p. 34.

108 carlow Post, 26 May 1855.




Ballygowan, James Blackney at Ballyellen, Michael McGrath at Clashganny etc.) would
have further signalled a lower sociological status as a merchant, and the contemporary
view of him in gentry circles as a Protestant who was breaking caste.'®® Certainly, when
the profits to be made in milling became apparent, Protestant moves into milling became
common, but Alexander was something of a pioneer in this regard. In this way, from his
first appearance in the county, he had already slotted himself into the box marked

‘anomaly’.

In the second generation, these origins were ignored or remoulded by John Alexander II.
With his pedigree of tanners, agents and millers, it is little wonder he latched on to the
hope of a genealogical connection with the earls of Menstrie. He wanted any references to
a life in business removed from any printed accounts of the family; on one occasion, he
refused to purchase a genealogical chart of the wider Alexander clan unless the word
‘merchant’ was eliminated from the description of his branch.''® He claimed, ‘my
ancestors, tho’ engaged sometimes in commercial pursuits, had, all of them, their country

residences and held high positions in their counties’, which stretched the truth

considerably in terms of their country seats and the offices they held.!!! His father’s

plebeian status was reinforced by his residence for 15 years in a single-storey, three-
roomed thatched cottage in Ballygowan, across the canal from the mills, before the

construction of Milford House was ever contemplated.!!?

A substantial millhouse typically followed in the wake of a country mill’s construction,
but the planning of Milford House appears to be more directly linked to Alexander’s
desire to marry than to a discrete programme of gentrification. By 1799, at the age of 35,

he was a man of means, and marriage was very much part of his vision of settlement in

109 Eor Catholic millers in Carlow, see Duggan, ‘County Carlow: 1791-1801’, appendix B. .
110 see for example, John Alexander to E. De Moleyns, 10 Aug. 1872 {LB2, APMH); John Alexander to
foster, 2 May 1877 (LB3, APMH).
111 j5hn Alexander I to Mr Foster, 2 May 1877 (LB3, APMH).
112 Letter book index of John Aiexander |, 1800 (APMH).
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Carlow. His mill cottage held no attraction for any prospective bride of taste, refinement
or ‘quality’. He was not averse to spending money on material comforts, as long as they
were modest and tasteful. In fact, he expressed the view in later life that the natural
purpose and motivation for his success in busm;ss was the provision of material comfort
and happiness for his loved ones.!'> However, Alexander was surely aware of the social
ramifications of erecting any type of new dwelling. It was widely understood that his
father’s first cousin, Viscount James Alexander began the construction of a family seat at
Caledon in 1779 as a statement, ‘evidently intent on enhancing his aristocratic credentials
through judicious use of his recently won fortune’, as Sean O’Reilly puts it.}!* If the
mills were the architectural embodiment of John I’s merchant status, then his building of
a substantial country house inevitably marked the first stage on his assumption of a gentry
mantle. As fhe largest private dwelling in the vicinity (apart from Clogrennane Lodge),
the measurements of Alexander’s planned house could not but cultivate a definite air of

gentility— the very act of construction in itself was an announcement of means,

respectability and ascent.

Milford House’s status as a trophy home (however modest) for a merchant separated him

from other successful millers in Carlow, copper-fastened his greater social prestige and

was a subtle advertisement of his vast resources. His nearest competitor, Samuel

Crosthwaite lived in the very modest (probably single storey, given its measurements)
‘miller’s house’ on the site of the L.odge mills up to 1837, and while Simeon Clarke of the
Burrin mills in Carlow town resided in impressive Hanover House (‘one of the best
houses in Carlow), this move did not occur until the late 1820s and it was on a rental

basis, subject to £120 a year.!'> In such light, the building of Milford House was

112 John Alexander | to John Alexander I, 19 Jan. 1830 (APMH).
114 Sedn O'Reilly, Irish houses and gardens: from the archives of Country Life (London, 1998), p. 101.
315 Hogg, OId mills of Ireland, vol. i, p. 9; Lewis, Topographical dictionary, vol. i, p. 585; PP 1839 (414),
Minutes of evidence and proceedings taken before the select committee on the Carlow borough election
petition, pp 562-4.
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inevitably an act of social elevation. The house would also proclaim Alexander’s cultural
heritage and his inner ‘planter’, and he was surely aware of its potential to serve as a
racial differentiator. As Barnard has commented, ‘to build at all had once sufficed, at
least in the imaginations of the English, to differentiate civil immigrants from rude
aboriginals’.!'® John I’s move from a vernacular cottage to a Georgian big house would
have generated much local comment and probably, a change in how people viewed him;
indeed, the simplicity and understatement of the finished house appears to reflect his
concerns in this regard. He clearly did not wish to elevate himself too far above the local
population, preferring to retain the ‘down-to-earth, approachable, paternalist manner
which was characteristic’ of him, as A.P.W. Malcomson has written of John Foster’s
(Speaker of the Irish House of Commons) similar disinclination to invest his modest

home with off-putting ostentation.!!’

However, while it came to be the physical and symbolic centre of a landed estate, its
origins differed from most other gentry homes in the county. It can be looked on as a
symbol of Carlow’s new gentry: among the 22 per cent of Carlow big houses in the
eighteenth century which were not embellishments or reconstructions of earlier
structures.''® While clearly moved by social, architectural and aesthetic considerations,
the finished product shows that John Alexander remained true to his original impulse: to

build a well-appointed and comfortable mill-house as a reward for his prosperity, which

was convenient to his place of business. Funded as it was by flour and malt (as opposed |

to rental income), simple in its design and appointments and built a decade before his
purchase of a landed estate, it was made to serve its owners’ needs on their subsequent
agenda of social aggrandizement. In this manner, Milford House became a landlord’s

seat by default rather than by design.

118 Tohy Barnard, Making the grand figure: lives and possession in Ireland, 1641-1700 (New Haven, 2004},
p. 25.
117 Malcomson, John Foster (1740-1820), p. 22.
128 Campbell and Royle, ‘The country house and its demesne in county Carlow’, p. 729.
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It was built in 1799, at the beginning of a major boom of remodelling and rebuilding of
country seats in Carlow which lasted from 1800 to 1860. Richard Morrison was
employed to design Pollacton House for Sir Charles Burton in 1803 and later remodelled
Borris House for Walter Kavanagh ¢.1813.!"® William Farrell’s plan for Clogrennane
House (a nominal and architectural upgrade from Clogrennane Lodge) was executed for
the Rochforts ¢.1816.12 Thomas Cobden transformed Duckett’s Grove into a Gothic
fantasy in the early 1820s and Henry Bruen II employed William Morrison to overhaul
Oak Park House the following decade.'?! Alexander announced his intention to steer
clear of the competition which motivated many of his landowning neighbours by deciding

to act as his own architect.'” He chose his site in La Touche’s field, immediately west of

the canal which formed part of the 19 acres which he held by the mill lease of 1796.'%*

The house was built facing westwards on a slight eminence, just thirty feet from the
public road, with its back to the river and the mills. With hundreds of acres to choose
from, in more elevated, removed and sheltered positions, Alexander chose to build his
home in the midst of a growing milling community, within sight and earshot of the
industry that had funded it. It was originally a single block of two storeys above a
basement, 61 feet long, 45 feet wide and 26 feet above ground.'?* Along with local
blackstone and mortar, John Alexander’s use of American pitch pine in the roof and brick
in the building (a rarity for country houses at this time) epitomises his inclination to use

the best modern materials, and suggests something of the extra expense he sanctioned and

119 Edmund Joyce, Borris House, Co. Carlow and elite regency patronage (Dublin, 2013), p.8
120 Farrell’s plans for Clogrennane House are in his album in the Houghton Library, Harvard University, f MS
Typ 788 (2). With thanks to James Capobianco for forwarding electronic scans to the author, 12 Feb. 2012.
121 see Thomas McDonnell, ‘Thomas A. Cobden, 1794-1842: an architect in Co. Carlow’, in Carlow: history
and society, pp 613-40, at pp 630-1; Delaney, ‘Oak Park House and the Bruen family, p. 20.
122 Interview with John Alexander V, 18 Mar. 2000; Reference to ‘house expenses’ in Letter-Book index of
John Alexander |, dated 1 Apr. 1800 (APMH). Sadly, none of the letters survive. ‘Plan of a house, Co.
Carlow, Alexander (J)', 1800, document listed in Mealy’s catalogue, Rare book sale, Tuesday December 14
2010, p. 468. Original document inspected by the author on 12 Dec. 2010.
123 “A map and survey of Millford [sic] Demesne and Mill Quarter [...] in Dec’r 1788’ (APMH).
124 gyrvey of Milford House in Martin Coffey’s valuation, 4 May 1843 (Valuation office collection, NAI,
house book OL 50010); ‘Survey of Milford House, Milford, Co. Carlow’ by Beckett & Harrington Architects
& Civil Engineers, 27 Oct. 1971 (APMH).
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tells much about his determination to employ the river to bring the wider world to his
doorstep.® It had a five bay front, a four bay garden rear, a two-bay southern side and
the front facade was dominated by a single-storey Ionic portico of four granite pillars,
from which a short flight of granite steps ran down to a short drive and gate onto the
public road from Carlow to Leighlinbridge.'?® The porch was the facade’s only inclusion
of decoration for its own sake and should be understood as a modest and singular nod

from John I to the architecture of status, rather than an instance of bourgeois pretension.

Inside, the ground floor had ceilings which rose to a height of 137 feet and comprised a
spacious rectangular hallway, off of which opened the stairs and the three main reception
rooms; a library lay immediately to the right of the entrance hall. The first floor

contained a ‘lobby’ and six bedrooms with a ceiling height of 11 feet. In Alexander’s

plan for another house in Carlow in 1800,'?7 he labelled a pantry, scullery, dairy, butler’s

room, housekeeper’s room, servants’ hall and sleeping accommodation on the basement
level, and we can safely assume that Milford House enjoyed the same provisions— a
good indication of the pedigree of household he envisioned for himself at Milford (see
appendix C). The earliest illustration of the house dates from April 1812 and although it
only occupies one square centimetre of a survey of Milford Demesne by Richard Griffith
(of later Primary Valuation fame), it nevertheless gives a clear impression of the original
structure and its position in the contemporary landscape (see Fig. 3.1 below). 12 The
finished product was simple but substantial, functional yet impressive. It was no larger

and was perhaps less externally elaborate than the finished residence of Mr. Jebb on the

125 guilding materials mentioned in ‘Specification for the rewiring of the electrical services installation at
Milford House, Milford, Co. Carlow, by B.). Featherstone’, Nov. 1971 (APMH). On the use of brick, see
Pakenham, Big house in Ireland, p. 12; Barnard, Making the grand figure, p. 54; Maurice Craig, Classic Irish
houses of the middle size (London, 1976), pp 15-16; John Alexander II, 13 Jan. 1871 (LB2, APMH); John
Alexander |i to Messrs. Ritchie & sons, 17 Apr. 1871 (LB2, APMH).
126 ‘A map of part of the lands of Ballinabranaugh and Ballygown [...] Surveyed for John Alexander Esq. in
April 1812 by Rich’d Griffith’ (APMH). .
127 ‘plan of a house, Co. Carlow, Alexander (J)’, 1800. Document advertised in Mealy’s catalogue, Rare
book sale, Tuesday December 14t 2010, p. 468.
128 Griffith’s map, Apr. 1812 (APMH).
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However, despite its comparatively small size, the house represented a significant
investment. Family lore claims that the construction cost half as much as the building of
nearby Clogrennane House. That house was reputed to have cost £32,000 and imposed
an insuperable financial burden on the Rochforts for the rest of the nineteenth century. '3
This evidence would price the building of Milford House and its later wing in the region
of £15,000. It is almost certain that the house did not cost this much but it could be
argued that its expense approached a quarter of John I’s capital investment of £60,000 in
Milford, which he claimed was the total cost for the flour mill, malthouse, Strongtream

mill and Milford House by 1826."** Here is further evidence that the house was not in

itself an announcement of a move into the league of the gentry. Alexander was in a

remarkably strong position, able but not required to build an elaborate mansion, unlike the
Rochforts who felt obliged to protect their status with a physical statement on a scale they
could ill-afford. Positive reviews of his design were a bonus, rather than an objeétive for
JohnI. In 1815, Arthur Atkinson admired the Alexander home as a tasteful construction

134 Despite his conviction of the

in his list of ‘stupendous objects’ in the local landscape.
superiority of his own seat, Henry Bruen II still described Milford as ‘a handsome
residence’ when he visited in 1835.'% In any case, John Alexander would have been
delighted with Mark Bence Jones’s assessment (in a work where the author rarely offers

subjective opinions on a building’s appeal) of his home as a ‘dignified and well-

proportioned’ country house. '

It was this image of considerable means tempered by refined modesty which he wanted to
project as a potential bridegroom around 1800 when he ventured to make himself known

to the family of Christian Nickson of Chapel 1zod House, in neighbouring Kilkenny. The

132 Mary G'Hanlon, ‘The stately homes of Carlow’ in Carloviana (1959), pp 23-5, at p. 23.
133 Milford rental, 1826 (APMH).
134 Atkinson, Irish tourist, pp 368-9, 372-3.
135 Carlow Sentinel, 12 Mar. 1836.
136 Bence Jones, Guide to country houses: lreland, p. 206.
100




1zods were a well-established Cromwellian county family, long entitled to bear arms,

which had been established in Kilkenny since 1600 and had purchased the fee farm grant

of the lands at Grovebeg from the Duke of Ormonde in 1711.'¥7 Childless William Izod's

(1707-89) heiress was his niece Elizabeth, who married Lorenzo Nickson of Munny, co.
Wicklow in 1773. The family was well connected: Nickson’s sister was Christian Hely-
Hutchinson, created 1® Baroness Donoughmore in 1783, wife of John Hely-Hutchinson
(who served as an MP and was provost of Trinity College, Dublin between 1774 and
1794).13% Lorenzo and Elizabeth Nickson Izod’s fourth daughter was born in 1777 and
was named Christian in honour of her paternal aunt, Lady Donoughmore.'*®* With six
daughters to provide for, Nickson was undoubtedly enthused when he was sent word in
1799 that Mr Alexander from Carlow sought an introduction at Chapel Izod with a view
to courting one of them.'*® The need to be introduced was Alexander’s first social hurdle,
for according to David Byrne, there was a distinct resistance by the established gentry in

the locality to wealthy traders and merchants aspiring to their rank:

Every one who has been in the country parts of Ireland, knows in what
contempt, even wealthy persons, who live by their industry, are held, even
by the poorest of the gentry, or patrician order, who will not admit of their
visits, except on business— and then they are seldom if ever asked to take
a seat, and on no account ever invited into the apartments occupied by the
famil)g, the interior of a nobleman’s house being rarely seen by vulgar
eyes.'¥!

Alexander secured the introduction through his friendship with the Steuarts of Steuart’s

Lodge in Leighlinbridge— a military family and owners of a modest estate (of about

137 Burke’s Landed gentry of Ireland (1858), p. 618; ibid (1912), p. 347.
138 pMalcomson, Pursuit of the heiress, pp 106-7. See for example Lorenzo Nickson’s letters from Chapel
Izod to provost John Hely-Hutchinson on aspects of his deceased sister’s finances in July and August 1792
(PRONI, T3459/C/2/200 and T3459/C/2/201).
139 Dates calculated from her grave slab in Clody cemetery, Clogrennane, Co. Carlow.
140 Hickey, ‘Not us from kings but kings from us’, part 1 {PPP, Carlow}. John I later acted as a trustee on
Henrietta Hickey’s husband’s side in her marriage settlement of 1813. John Alexander II, 15 Aug. 1878
(LB3, APMH).
141 Byrne, Hibernicus, p. 74. This was not only a Carlow phenomenon. See Griffith, “Social mobility and the
middling sort’, pp 150-54.
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2,000 acres).'*? They shared a Scottish and Presbyterian ancestry with John Alexander

and by 1800, he was a regular visitor to their home.'*> Mrs Mary Steuart was a first

cousin of John Alexander’s intended, Christian Izod Nickson.

If Alexander was not known to Lorenzo Nickson (and it is likely that the success of the
mills would have made him so), the Steuarts would have vouched for his ambitious
nature, his intelligence and solidity. However, their character references could only go so
far. Nickson would have been far more keenly interested in the details of Alexander’s
wealth, given his large family and the fact that his small estate was apparently in financial
trouble.!** As in so many other instances, the door towards gentility was opened by the
enabling power of Alexander’s assets. Apart from being rich, John I had the advantage of
being a completely independent man. He had not been married before, had no dependent
children, was not waiting to inherit his fortune and was unburdened by settlement charges
from previous generations. Alexander was a welcome caller and was corresponding with
both Lorenzo and Abraham Nickson by 1800, father and cousin respectively of the

bride.'#

However, Alexander’s lack of pedigree and the source of his wealth were significant
social drawbacks as marriages between the gentry and merchant community were rare at
this point, and were usually only sanctioned when the entrepreneur had made sufficient
efforts to hide the clay his feet were made of.'*® By contrast, Alexander’s mercantile
roots were very apparent: he was planning the expansion of his milis and his selected
trustee was his business partner, James Conolly.'*’ Despite John I’s connection with the

earl of Caledon (his father and the earl were first cousins), his obscure pedigree had to be |

182 0'Toole, Carlow gentry, p. 109.
133 Hickey, “Not us from kings but kings from us’, part 1 (PPP, Carlow).
144 | eipster Journal, 27 Dec. 1806.
135 | etter-book index of John Alexander |, 1800 (APMH}).
146 See Malcomson, Pursuit of the heiress, pp 44-6.
147 ‘Copy of the marriage settlement of John Alexander esq. and Christian Nickson’, 7 Sep. 1801 (Alexander
papers, ILCRB, EC4917).
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factored into any negotiations. Although Nickson was eager to settle a daughter, he was
determined to press the advantage of his family’s superior social status in the details of
her marriage settlement of 7 September 1801— a document which makes clear that the
marriage was seen as a ‘condescension’, as it was known, by the Nicksons to a union with
an inferior party even though both father and bridegroom were styled squires in its
terms.!*® Christian Nickson’s allotted marriage portion was far below what might have
been reasonably expected by contemporary norms. The daughter of an earl typically
came with £10,000 at this time, and signiﬁcanﬂy, this was the sum allotted by Henry
Bruen in his will of 1795 for the portions of each of his three young daughters.'* Half of
this sum was deemed small but acceptable by lesser families.!*® Given these figures, the
fact that Lorenzo Nickson gave only £1,500 with his daughter, immediately alerts us that
selfish, social, even opportunistic calculations were at play in the arrangement. In
addition, Alexander was made to compensate Nickson for his inferior social class by way
of ‘the penal sum of £9,000°, half of which was payable by bond to Nickson (at the rate of
£270 a year from the business at Milford until the principal was reached), and a further
collateral sum of £4,500 being payable after his death if the first sum had not been
satisfied. The necessity for a bond was in itself an acknowledgement of Alexander’s non-
landed status, as unlike Nickson, he had no estate to charge the money on. Clearly, it was
the father-in-law who was getting the bargain rather than the bridegroom. Overall, it is
clear that the marriage was not a calculated one on Alexander’s part and the arrangement

was ill-proportioned and grossly unfavourable to him in financial terms. !*!

So why did Alexander consent to pay above the odds for his bride to such an extent? The

notion that he was resolute on an association with the gentry is unlikely and

uncharacteristic; it would be the best part of a decade before he contemplated becoming a

148 For the use of this term, see Malcomson, Pursuit of the heiress, p. 44.
143 will of Henry Bruen | (NAK, PROB 11/1271/133).

150 Malcomson, Pursuit of the heiress, p. 9
151 with sincere thanks to Dr. A.P.W. Malcomson for his kind discussions and m5|ghts into this settlement.
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landlord in his own right. It seems more likely that the bride herself had the greatest
appeal for Alexander and he was prepared to endure the settlement which, although
unfair, he could at least afford. It is safe to say that, vision or not, it was a successful
marriage of affection as well as mutual advancement. Christian Nickson’s financial
security was assured while John Alexander was now married to the first cousin of an earl
(a family connection which facilitated the presentation of some of his children to Queen
Victoria in 1849).!%2 His children would henceforth enjoy close connections with a
former provost of Trinity College, and landed gentry in Carlow, Kilkenny, Tyrone and
beyond. The couple was married by special licence (a status symbol in itself, the charged
fee placed it beyond the resources of most and gave the marriage wider publicity,
requiring the permission of an Archbishop) in her local church at Kells on Tuesday 8
September 1801.'%% John Alexander Snr travelled from Belfast to celebrate the occasion,

and brought with him a gift of a pearl necklace and brooch for the new Mrs Alexander, '**

The following summer saw the birth of a son and heir at Milford House.

From merchant to squire; the purchase of a landed estate, 1807-10

Bielenberg has argued that the Alexanders ‘achieved gentry status by industry as opposed
to land ownership’, echoing O’Toole’s contention that ‘their business enterprises were of
more importance than land ownership®.!>> However, both statements neglect to
appreciate how fundamental the purchase and retention of landed property was to the

Alexander’s elevation; Griffith has explored it in detail as ‘the most identifiable manner’

52 5ee below, p. 339.
153 Finn’s Leinster Journal, 16 Sep. 1801.
154 'Copy of the last will and testament of Lucia Alexander. 16 October 1865’ (APMH).
155 Andy Bielenberg, ‘The Industrial elite in treland from the Industrial Revolution to the First World War' in
Fintan Lane (ed.), Politics, society and the middle class in modern Ireland (Hampshire, 2010), pp 148-75, at -
p. 157; O'Toole, Carlow gentry, p. 4.
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in which men of commerce ascended the social ladder.!*®* Without such an investment,
John Alexander and his heirs would not have achieved the same heights of social and

political power as a gentry family of renown. By the third generation, when their milling

fortune had largely expired, the family retained their gentry status by innovative and

vigorous schemes to harness the potential of their landed estate. It was the purchase of a
small number of townlands which enabled the family to step up from the industrial elite to
the lower ranks of the county’s gentry, whose ascendancy and power the Alexanders

came to epitomise in the 1830s and 40s.

By 1807, John I had been present in the area for 23 years as a landless businessman who
had been enabled to build a very fine house from the proceedé of his successful mills; it is
little wonder that his status as a landlord was considered as an add-on by many of his later
tenants. Griffith has shown that while the purchase of a substantial landed estate (over
200 acres) may have been a common aspiration among Dublin merchants of this period,
less than one fifth of her 29 subjects actually managed it.'>” The move into the landed
class was not an all-consuming and calculated social move for Alexander and he hardly
typified Adam smith’s assertion that ‘merchants are commonly ambitious of becoming
country gentlemen’.!3® Rather, as his wealth increased and as a second generation was
born at Milford, he continued to look at his adopted environment for investment potential:
the future prospects of his children as native Carlovians made continued prosperity,
respectability and a right to a say in how things were done increasingly desirable
commodities. An investment in land also made sound financial sense and was essentially
an extension of his primary talents in the commercial field: ‘it offered less of a return that

commercial speculation, nevertheless rent guaranteed a return and it could be passed to

156 Griffith, ‘Social mobility and the middling sort’, p. 2.
157 |id, p. 218.
%2 Quoted in ibid, p. 190.

105




the next generation or mortgaged if necessary’.’>® Land tenure had played a central role
in the Alexanders’ identity since their arrival in Ireland— in his immediate experience,
John I had grown up watching his father’s management of an estate in Belfast, and John
Snr held land from Lord Donegall as soon as he entered his employment in 1769—!%° and

was not, therefore, a completely new venture for John of Milford.

In many ways, the history of the ownership of the Alexander lands at Milford typifies the
transfer of land from the old aristocracy to the nouveau riche in Carlow in the ;ighteenth
century. Alexander’s wealth allowed him to oust or replace other wealthy immigrants to
Carlow (such as the Chamneys and La Touches) on land originally held by aristocrats (the
Dukes of Ormonde and the baronet Butlers).'®! However, his first attempt to buy land in
the county was inauspicious and embarrassing as he was ‘openly and shamefully

defrauded’, according to his son.!®?> Here, as in his marriage settlement, John I

encountered something more of the subliminal opposition to his rise amongst the

established gentry in the locality and his pocket was again to be the victim. On this

~ occasion, it came from a party who felt most entitled to his local ascendancy: the most

nominally senior resident landowner in Carlow.

When he purchased the Strongstream mill holding from Sir Richard Butler (1761-1817)
of Garryhundon in 1807, Alexander understood that he had also purchased the adjoining
thirty acres of land in Clochristic, for which he paid £1,500.* However, Butler’s

lawyers soon inquired if he was interested in leasing 25 of these acres. Perplexed,

159 |bid, p. 10.
160 5ee John Alexander of Belfast’s leases from Lord Donegall, dating from 1769 to 1814 {Donegal estate
papers, PRONI, D509/354, D509/905, D509/907, D652/403, D509/1030, D509/117, D509/2837,
D509/1623, D509/1796, D811/463, D509/1905); John Alexander of Belfast to the Countess of Antrim, 27
Apr. 1815 (PRONI, D2977/3A/4/49/3G).
161 ‘Rent roll of the estates of the Duke of Ormonde [in counties Carlow, Dublin ...]’ (Ormonde papers, NLI,
Ms 23,789).
182 John Alexander I, ‘Mem. Purchase of Strongsteam mills and land’, 12 Dec. 1855 (APMH). All other
quotes from John Alexander (I on this affair are taken from the same source.
183 1 the Landed Estates Court, Ireland. In the matter of the estate of John Alexander’, 26 Nov. 1869
(Alexander papers, ILCRB, EC 4917).
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Alexander reminded them of the purchase deal only to be informed bluntly that he had
completely misunderstood the transaction and that the Butler estate had only been opened
to the extent of five acres. Butler, 7" baronet of Clogrennane, was renowned for his
proprietorial persona in Carlow’s landed and political circles. The nephew of Pierce
Butler (signatory of the American constitution), he continued a tradition whereby every
succeeding baronet since 1692 had represented the county in parliament, a position he
jealously guarded as a matter of entitlement.'®* Even after he lost his seat by the Act of
Union, he still regarded himself as the kingpin of Carlow politics and was considered
arrogant by some contemporaries, even among his gentry associates.!> However,
Duggan has argued that his ‘place as representative for the county was only assured so
long as no resident gentleman with a more powerful personality or a better stocked purse
opposed him’.'% 1t is clear that Sir Richard feared the rise of Henry Bruen II and was
powerless to oppose him, given his own weakening finances and the dwindling extent of
his estate (which had fallen to 6,500 acres from an initial 30,000 by the nineteenth
century).'¢” In 1796, he was obliged to sell 900 acres ‘for payment of family
incumbrances’ and a decade later, he was obliged to sell land in Clochristiq— including
the Strongstream mill site.!%® Under such straitened circumstances, he would have no
qualms in shafting an upstart miller, who was fair game for a commercial rip-off.
Wealthy, but social small fry, Alexander deserved no favours in his attempt to scale, even

usurp a position on the landed ladder.

The notion that John Alexander could have been mistaken in this land deal is

unfathomable given his methodical and extensive business career, and £1,500 was indeed

184 0'Toole, Carlow gentry, p. 76; see also ‘Beau Myrtle’ quoted in Malcomson, Carlow parliamentary roll,
p. 26.
6% Freeman’s Journol, 4 Dec. 1812.
186 Duggan, ‘County Carlow: 1791-1801’, p. 29.
167 See Butler’s failed attempt to secure Bruen’s support for his son in the general election of 1807, Butler
to Robert French, 11 May 1807 (Bruen papers, NLI, Ms 48,338/8), and French’s reply, 16 May 1807 (ibid);
O’Toole, Carlow gentry, pp 79-81.
183£inn’s Leinster Journal, 27 Feb. 1796; ‘Exemplification of recovery suffered by Sir Richard Butler Bart.
And son of lands in the county of Carlow’, 1807 (APMH).
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an excessive amount to pay for an old mill and 5 acres. At the time his son (John II)
prepared the aforementioned memorandum in 1855, he was an MP gnd was wary of
insulting the Butlers who still held significant social and political clout, but his sense of
anger at the embarrassment and injustice experienced by his father is palpable. While
John I laid the charge of villainy at the lawyers’ door, his son wondered whether the
underhandedness was a directive from above, although this was couched in very careful

terms:

This was the roguish manner in which the attornies [sic] carried out the
bargain. I am not aware if the landlord was aware of it or connived at the
proceeding, but [...] my father being thus completely outwitted and seeing
the impossibility of carrying out in its integrity the original contract (so
dexterously was the piece of swindling conducted), was forced to yield to
necessity. :

While John Alexander was no pushover and complained of ill-usage, he refused to expose
his business acumen and reputation to ridicule by contesting the case further. Rather than
retreat from landownership, Alexander refused to fall at the first hurdle and chose to

become a yearly tenant of the contested 25 acres. He also went on to lease another 167

acres in Clochristic from the Butlers later that same year for £2,329.1° Relations were

no better with the new Butler heir and 8" baronet, Sir Thomas (1783-1861) who
succeeded in 1817, described as a man of ‘illiberality’ and ‘unworthy meanness’ by John
I1.17° Matters became openly hostile in 1825 when John Alexander’s lease on the
contested 25 acres was undermined when Butler’s brother expressed an interest in
building a residence on it.!”! Butler was looking after his own; his class as much as his
immediate family. For the Alexanders, such episodes became a cautionary tale of the
dangers of greed and foul play to be handed from father to son. As John II noted, ‘my
father was a silent man and never said a hard word against anyone. He has told me this

story more than once as I now write it.’

169 4 the Landed Estates Court, Ireland. In the matter of the estate of John Alexander’, 26 Nov. 1869
(Alexander papers, ILCRB, EC 4917). This land was subject to an annual head rent of £120 12s.
170 John Alexander I, ‘Mem. Purchase of Strongsteam mills and land’, 12 Dec. 1855 (APMH).
171 1bid.
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Complications in Clochristic proved no deterrent and may even have energised

Alexander’s competitive nature. In 1810, he expressed an interest in some Jand in

Ballinabranna (also owned by the Butlers), the neighbouring townland to Ballygowan,

and was told of rumours that an impending sale of the interest in the whole of the
lucrative property was imminent.'”? John Alexander took stock and made the leap into
extensive landholding and so furthered his goals of settlement and family provision by
acquiring the chief hallmark of the landed gentry — an extensive and prestigious estate.
The major factor in the purchase of Ballinabranna was the huge appeal it posed to his
keen investment radar: it was a fertile, well-drained and extensive (in excess of 460 acres)
property, rising westwards to a height known locally as ‘the Mountain’. With the
reputation of being the finest land in the locality and some of the best in the county,
Ballinabranna was hotly sought after by many buyers.'”® It was let by a ‘lease of lives
renewable for ever’ by Sir Richard Butler to a Wicklow man, Edward Chamney in
1747.17% When the debts of his descendent Henry Chamney made the sale of the property
necessary, Alexander communicated his interest in the entire lot to the agent handling the
sale. William Atkinson (who seems to have known Alexander quite well) duly replied on

26 September 1810:

Ballinabranna is really a most desirable property [...]. So many are now
wanting this property that the sale will very soon be closed. Isend you a
sketch of a rent-roll on the other side and I will at a word say to you that
fifieen thousand pounds will be taken from you for it —...] a sum triple of
this sum was offered last week and the money in bank to pay for it. [...]
Should you not like the offer I make you, I beg of you to put my letter in
the fire. I don’t in the least fear its bringing more if put to auction.'”®

An auction was not needed. Alexander signed an indenture with Chamney in June of the

following year for the stated sum and became landlord of the Ballinabranna property at an

172 william Atkinson to John Alexander |, 26 Dec. 1810 (APMH).
173 Conry, ‘The personality of Carlow: landscape and people’ in Carfow: history and society, p. 11.
174 Abstract of title: estate of John Alexander, county Carfow’, 1912, pp 2-5 (Alexander papers, ILCRB, EC
4917); Dublin Journal, 8-12 Jan. 1751.
175 \jilliam Atkinson to John Alexander, 26 Dec. 1810 (APMH).
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annual rent of £99 5s. By 1855, the Alexanders possessed a perpetual lease on the

holding and it formed the core of their landed estate.!”®

Alexander’s attention now turned to the greater townland of Ballygowan, along with
bordering Tomard and Craanluskey (originally part of the estate of James, Duke of
Ormonde).'” Coming to a total of 686 acres, they had been purchased by David La
Touche, the successful Dublin banker who chose to invest his vast profits in the
accumulation of country estates in Carlow and Kildare.!”® As described above, Alexander
was leasing five acres at the mill site and 19 acres across the canal in Milford demesne
from John La Touche (1732-1800) subject to a yearly rent of £7, by 1800.'” By the time

of La Touche’s death in 1810, Alexander was quickly becoming as wealthy as his

landlord and took out a lease on the three townlands in January 1812 for 300 years.'®

One gains a further insight into the depth of his capital on consideration of the £10,000
paid for the land. An old claim on the land soon surfaced which obliged Alexander to dig
even deeper (to the tune of a further £11,400), but he had acquired the fee simple of the
lands by March of 1825.'8! As with many of his previous financial dealings, the huge
capital involved was drawn from Alexander & Conolly funds which entitled James
Conolly to half a share in the purchase. To free himself from this, Alexander bought
Conolly’s share (excluding the mill site) in November of 1825 for £10,702. In total, he

had spent £21,402 of his own money on the three townlands.'#? Milford House now sat at

17¢ indenture between Henry Chamney and John Alexander, 14 Jun. 1811; Indenture between Sir Thomas
Butter and John Alexander |1, 7 Sep. 1855 (Alexander papers, ILCRB, EC 4917). In 1857, the lands of
Ballinabranna were subject to a head rent of £93 175 8d payable to Sir Thomas Butler. ‘Account of the
estate of John Alexander Esq. in the city of Dublin and county of Carlow, 1857 (APMH).
177 ‘pAbstract of title: estate of John Alexander, county Carlow’, 1912 (Alexander papers, ILCRB, EC 4917).
178 Michael McGinley, The La Touche family in Ireland {Dublin, 2004), p. 204.
179 ‘Abstract of title: estate of john Alexander, county Carlow’, 1912 , p. 21a, and ‘Copy of marriage
Settlement of John Alexander and Christian |zod Nickson’ (Alexander papers, ILCRB, EC 4317).
180 'Conveyance of David La Touche and others to john Alexander, January 21% 1812’ (Alexander papers,
ILCRB, EC 4917).
181 ‘Abstract of title: estate of John Alexander, county Carlow’, 1912, pp 16-18 (Alexander papers, ILCRB,
EC 4917). :
182 \hid, pp 20-1.
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the eastern end of a small but significant estate, projecting westwards, with all the

purchased townlands being conveniently adjacent to each other (see appendix D).

By 1827, John Alexander was completely his own master having bought out Conolly’s
shares in the mills and the land. This was not a cheap ﬁndertaking, however, and he had
spent in the region of £40,000 on the purchase of his estate in Carlow.'®* Added to the
final estimate for the cost of his structural investments in the mills and Milford House,
John I had spent in excess of £100,000 on his various schemes. This caused some
financial strain and called for the borrowing of at least £5,000 from John Holmes Houston
of the Belfast Bank.'®* It also necessitated the sale of his family’s ancestral property in
Ballyclose in Limavady, which he had succeeded to by default in 1824.!% However,
sentimentality made the sale an uncomfortable one, and it was ‘an unfortunate moment’
according to John II in hindsight who was eager to preserve all semblance of antiquity in
his family’s landed portfolio.'® At this time, John I also disposed of his interest in six
properties in Belfast, five of which were held from Lord Donegall.'8” Carlow was now
the future, and his land required significant input and investment if it was the pay the
level of dividends expected of it. By 1830, Alexander’s landed estate (largely resourced
by the milling income) had become one of the most renowned, peaceful and prosperous in
Carlow, and Milford had become an important industrial, agrarian, civic and social centre.
The Alexanders basked in the glow of their creations and their position amongst the
gentry was strengthened by their successes and the praise and admiration of external

observers,

188 Thyis figure is arrived at from the purchase prices mentioned above for Strongstream’s 5 acres (£1,500),
Clochristic (£2,329), Ballinabranna {£15,000) and the combined lots of Craanluskey, Tomard and
Ballygowan (£21,402). ‘

184 pallinabranna rental, 1826 (APMH).

185 pelfast Newsletter, 21 Mar. 1820 and 8 May 1827. See Rogers, House of Alexander, vol. ii, p. 101; John
Alexander I, 21 Dec. 1875 (LB2, APMH).

185 John Alexander il, 21 Dec. 1875 (LB2, APMH}.

187 gelfast Newsletter, 8 May 1827.




Chapter 4

Milford as an industrial, agricultural and social centre,
1800-40

“‘More a paradise than a place of business”.!

Irish Times, 8 November 1862

The early development of Milford estate, 1810-30

John Alexander had now the two most crucial ingredients of gentry status (land and
wealth), boosted by his Protestantism, his obvious intelligence and immense capabilities.
By 1826, he owned Craanluskey, Tomard and Ballygowan (along with his demesne and
all the mills and malthouse) in fee simple, with lives renewable for ever on Ballinabranna
and Clochristic.? From 1810 onwards, the Alexanders were é gentry family, de facto and
de jure, albeit on a lower level given the relatively small size of their estate and their
status as newcomers to the county. However, John I’s moulding of his property into an
attractive and harmonious centre of production was remarkable in many ways and

elevated its renown above most neighbouring estates.

From his earliest days as a landowner, it is clear that he approached his estate as an
extension of his business and a key link in the supply chain for the mills. It was an
investment that required attention and improvement and he spent significant time and
effort on attempts to research and understand it. In 1812, he commissioned an extensive

series of maps and surveys of his new property from the most respected personnel in the

locality, both professional and amateur, including Richard Griffith, John Croake and

! trish Times, 8 Nov. 1862.
2 See John I's statement in the Milford rental, 1826 (APMH).
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Lawrence Nowlan.> The entire estate was catalogued and provided a body of evidence on
which Alexander could make methodical judgements about necessary improvements and
to calculate rents. The surviving papers, although incomplete, suggest that John I desired
to have a detailed statistical account of his property at his disposal in terms of acreage and

land quality, with profiles of individual tenants, their farms and rents.

From 1810 to 1830, tenancies on Alexander’s property varied in size and number.* The
first complete rental for the Milford estate dates from 1826, where 80 tenancies are listed.
This number reached a peak of 97 in 1834, and had fallen to 90 by 1840. The vast
majority of tenants were male; in 1826, only four of the 80 named tenants were women.
The repetition of surnames across the estate from 1810 to 1840 (Whelan, Nowlan,
Horohan, Murphy) suggests the existence of extensive Catholic family networks in the
Milford area. In contrast, the few Protestant tenants (perhaps as few as seven of the 80
tenancies in 1826, and only four of 96 tenants ten years later) appeared in much smaller,

normally single-family groupings (e.g. William Bolton, William Trinity, Michael

Grannells).> Alexander inherited a very idiosyncratic system of leasing which he

honoured until 1830 when é. formal, uniform system of leasing was introduced on much
of the estate to enable some of his tenantry to access the franchise.® In 1812, Wakefield
commented on the new and widespread practice of leasing land in Carlow for ‘twenty one
years and one life’.” This was true for several Ballinabranna tenants before Alexander
purchased the land in 1810 (leases ranging from 18 to 28 years and one life), but some
were tenants at will.® Holdings varied greatly in size, from just over an acre to farms in
excess of 100. While the Milford rentals offer no insight into the prevalence (or

otherwise) of illicit subdivision, it can be safely assumed that it was not a common

3 Only two surviving surveys predate John I's purchases (APMH).
4 Statistics compiled from the Milford estates rentals, 1824-40 (APMH).
5 Many of the Alexander tenants stated their religious denomination in the applications for national
schools in Ballinabranna in 1834-36 (NAI, ED1/1/34/12B).
& Carlow Sentinel, 2 Apr. 1836. See Chapter 6 below.
7 Wakefield, Account of Ireland, vol. i, p. 247.
8 \W. Atkinson to John Alexander |, 26 Dec. 1810 (APMH).
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practice given that only one case is recorded in the estate papers during the period in
question.” There were also very few middlemen as in 1831, Alexander reported that

farms in his parish were ‘generally held under the head landlord’.'

By 1831 (the first year in which a surviving rental records the acreage and rents of each
tenant), the largest farms were held by James Kehoe in Clochristic (142 acres) and
Andrew Sleaven in Ballinabranna (90 acres), both of whom were Catholic.!' About a
quarter of the total tenancies would have been deemed ‘a large farm’, given the common

belief in Carlow that any holding in excess of 20 acres merited this description (see Table

4.1).'? In general, however, holdings were much smaller, with only 14 per cent of tenants

renting in excess of 30 acres, and over one fifth of tenants held less than five acres.

Table 4.1 Size of tenancies on the Milford estate, 18313

Size No. Of tenants % of tenants

0-5 acres 19 21%

6-10 acres 27.5%

11-20 acres 27.5%
21-30 acres 10%
31-40 acres 7%
41-50 acres . 1%
51-60 acres 2%
61-70 acres 1%
71-100 acres 2%
100 acres + 1%

TOTAL 89 tenants 100%

Rent charges per acre also varied hugely across the estate, which allows for only the

broadest generalisations. For example, rents in the townland of Ballygowan varied from

% In a survey ¢.1840, John Conwill recorded that the 4 acre farm of Martin Kelly of Tomard (as listed in the
1840 rental) included a subdivision of 1@ 10p to Pat Kelly, presumably a son (APMH).
10 pp, 1836 (35-42), Poor Inquiry (ireland). Supplement to appendix (F) for inquiring into the condition of
the poorer classes in Ireland, p. 43.
U Mmilford rental, 1831 (APMH). There is also a survey of Kehoe’s holdings in a map book, 1826 (APMH).
12 \wakefield, Account of ireland, vol. i, p. 248.
12 Milford estate, 1831 (APMH).
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18s to £2 10s per acre in 1839.!* Not surprisingly, rents were highest in Ballinabranna
where the best land was located and it seems that those who leased larger farms benefitted
from a lower rental per acre, to some degree (see Table 4.2). It would seem that
management and rental decisions were made on an individual and informed basis
according to the soil duality, topography and location of the holding. Family links appear
to have been a factor in the calculation of charges as can be seen by the uniformity of
rent-per-acre among some groups of relatives: in 1829, the farms éf Paddy, Denis and
Mick Horohan in Craanluskey were each charged at 18 shillings per acre, and in 1831 the
four holdings of Pat, John, James and the Widow Costigan in Tomard bore the exact same

rent of 26 shillings per acre each.

- Table 4.2 Comparative Rent charges per acre on small and large holdings on the
Milford estate, 1824-31'°

Rental

Townland

Tenant

Acreage
arp

£sd

Rent per acre
in shillings

Ballinabranna

Andrew Sleaven

48 2 31

121 14 8

51s

Ballinabranna

Widow Keating

14 2 5

22 00

31s

Ballygowan

Pat Hughes

68 2 30

127 0 9

37s

Ballygowan

George Byrne

11 3 14

26 16

47 s

Clochristic

James Kehoe

272 12 9

38s

Clochristic

Thomas Donohoe

142 0 0
8 2 6

17 10 9

44 s

Tomard

Mickey Dillon

24 1 22

Ts

Tomard

Mic Whelan

5 3 20

8§ 12 9
7129

30s

‘| Craanluskey

Pat Kehoe

54 1 10

114 1 10

42 s

Craanluskey

John Bryan

6 2 5

5169

19s

What seems abundantly clear is that in the vast majority of cases, John Alexander charged
less rent than was deemed common or reasonable in Carlow, a fact which was later

employed for political purposes to demonstrate his benevolence.'® Between 1775 and

1 Ordnance survey field name books, 1839 {NAI, OS 88 Carlow 52).
¥ Milford rentals, 1824, 1831 (APMH).
16 Carlow Sentinel, 2 Apr. 1836.
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1815, rents in Carlow rose considerably from the 15 shillings average quoted by Arthur
Young.!” In 1812, Sir Richard Butler and Robert Cornwall of Myshall Lodge believed
the county average was three guineas (63 shillings) per acre, and Wakefield reported it at
50 shillings.'®* 1In 1818, J.C. Curwen found 60 shillings per acre a low rent in the county:
‘How few districts are there in England where the rents are so high!’'® The vast majority
of Alexander tenants paid well below these amounts. By 1831, John I informed the Poor
Inquiry that rents in his parish varied from 20 to 50 shillings per acre, the average being
30 shillings.?® Five years later, three ‘respectable’ witnesses to a select committee of the
House of Commons judged that most of the tenancies on his estate were worth one half
more than the rent Alexander charged, and in several cases, more than double the rent.?!
In Henry Bruen’s opinion, the lands of Milford were generally set at ‘a very moderate
rent’.?2 It is clear that he was far from a rack-renting landlord and that he was conscious

of introducing fair charges and maintaining solvent tenancies.

An examination of Alexander’s relationship with the Sleaven family in Ballinabranna

during this period proves Alexander’s intimacy and familiarity with his tenants, tells us

something about his letting arrangements as well as highlighting the inextricable link in
his mind between his mills and his landed estate. Andrew and Patrick Sleaven were
Catholic brothers who held substantial farms in Ballinbranna before Alexander purchased
the property. In 1810, Patrick paid an annual rent of £322 and his brother paid the smaller
sum of £93.23 John I was very familiar with the Sleavens by this time and it appears that

they were particularly favoured by their new landlord. After the death of John I, it was

17 Young, Tour of Ireland, vol. i, p. 70.
18 \Wakefield, Account of Ireland, val. i, pp 246-8.
19 Curwen, Observations on the state of Ireland, vol. ii, p. 73.
20 pp, 1836 (35-42), Poor Inquiry (Ireland). Supplement to appendix (F) for inquiring into the condition of
the poorer classes in ireland, p. 43.
2 Carlow Sentinel, 2 Apr. 1836.
22 bid.
23 V. Atkinson to John Alexander |, 26 Dec. 1810 (APMH).
: 116




claimed that the holding of Andrew’s farm was determined by a more complex and

reciprocal arrangement than the annual payment of rent:

A variety of dealings had from time to time existed between the late Mr
Alexander and [Andrew Sleaven] from the year 1800 up to the death of Mr
Alexander in 1843. Large advances in cash, flour and oatmeal &c., had
during that period been made to [Sleaven] from the establishment at
Milford, and in return [Sleaven] sent in his wheat, corn &c. Accounts had
been most regularly and systematically kept and furnished annually to
[Sleaven], who had for such a length of time acquiesced in and approved
of them.?

This arrangement (which strongly supports the view of the estate as a feeder for the mills)
continued for a number of years after John I1°s succession to his father’s estate. While
both brothers were skilled grain farmers, Patrick had accrued arrears of £489 by 1824 —
almost half of the entire sum due in Ballinabranna— as a result of a depression which
followed the disastrous harvest of three years earlier.”® By 1825, both brothers appeared
to have recovered solvency, paying their rents in full, but Patrick’s arrears continued to

grow. Inthe 1827 rental, a reference is made to the sum having been paid but it was later

reported that Alexander had forgiven the sum, by then in the region of £700.%¢ Two years

later, when Patrick indicated his desire to emigrate with his young family, he was
reputedly given £100 by Alexander ‘to procure a means of livelihood in America. His
son being detained by fever, Mr Alexander procured the attendance of a nurse, and after

his recovery, he gave him £26 to join his father in America’.?’

Substantial efforts to improve the estate were also undertaken in order to establish it as a
significant food producer and a major supplier of corn for Milford mills. The land had
first to be fertilised and John I was a regular customer at the Rochforts® renowned lime
kilns at Clogrennane long before he became a major landowner.?® Alexander

subsequently developed his own small limestone quarry in Ballinabranna and ‘worked it

2 Cadow Sentinel, 17 Mar. 1849.

Z Milford rental, 1824 (APMH).

% Carlow Sentinel, 16 Apr. 1836.

27 ibid.

28 ‘L ime on Credit account and amt. brought forward’, 1806 (Rochfort papers, NLI, Ms 8682).
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very extensively and at great expense for the benefit of the tenantry upon that
townland’.?® Alexander supplied lime to his tenants (along with seed corn), the price of
which was factored into their rents.>® It was estimated that in the region of fifty men were
employed at the Milford limeworks, which brought Alexander’s regular workforce to
over 150 (inclusive of mill and malthouse employees, exclusive of agricultural labourers)
by 1840.3! Grain crops were heavily promoted by the landlord including barley, the
newcomer to Carlow soil. In 1834, John I was pleased to report to government that ‘there
has been considerable improvement in all our corn lately, the cultivation and care being

improved’.3? The Halls remarked that Alexander invariably purchased his corn from his

tenants, ‘farmers or the peasantry, many of whom grow only some eight to ten barrels,

and sell it in order to purchase materials more necessary to satisfy their own wants —
rarely or never grinding it for their own use’.?®* They, and other local producers, were
guaranteed a lucrative market for their grain crops in their immediate neighbourhood
which was a huge incentive to move towards tillage. In 1823, Patrick Sleaven made an
incredible profit of £140 15s 9d on corn grown on his farm in Ballinabranna.** Rev
William Hickey, curate of Dunleckney, friend of John Alexander and prolific author (as
‘Martin Doyle”) on agricultural improvements, reported hugely impressive developments
at Milford in his book Hints for the small farmers of Ireland in 1830, claiming that ‘a few

years ago, there was an average of 18 barrels [of wheat] per acre, on the whole

property’ 33

2 *gallinabranagh Quarry Case, for the opinion and advice of Fra’s Fitzgerald Esq., Q.C.’, Feb. 1852
(APMH).
30 wakefield, Account of Ireland, vol. i, p. 420; see comments made by Alexander’s clerk in Milford rental,
1826 (APMH).
31 Binns, Miseries and beauties, vol. ii, p. 231. 4
32 pp 1835 (17) (18) (19) Fifteenth report of the commissioners of Inquiry into the excise establishment...
Malt, pp 215-6.
3% Halls, Irefand, vol. i, p. 406.
34 Ballinabranna rental, 1824 (APMH).
3% Martin Doyle [Rev. William Hickey], Hints for the small farmers of Ireland (Dublin, 1830), fourth edition,
p. 97.
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As well as reclaiming several acres of wetlands on his property, Alexander planned and
constructed several new roads through the estate, both privately-funded and thosé paid for
by the county authorities.>® References to new roads are made in surveys of Ballygowan
in 1812, Ballinabranna in 181.6 and Craanluskey in 1825.37 By the 1830s, Alexander
estimated that 20 men were employed in his parish at road-building, and were paid 10d a
day in cash.3® John I’s reputation for honesty and fair-mindedness, and as a role-model in
road-building for the greater public good, can be seen in the Carlow grand jury’s decision
to hold the road sessions for the barony of Idrone West on the Milford estate in 1834-7.
He provided a cottage for this purpose in Ballinabranna (subject to an annual rent of £5),

where sessions were held quarterly, attended by local magistrates and cesspayers.*®

Planting was perhaps the most salient improvement on the estate, which marked out
Alexander as an enlightened and sophisticated landowner.*® Given his initial impression
of Ballygowan’s barrenness, it is hardly surprising that planting was a major feature of
John I’s transformation of the area into a verdant centre of activity.*! Five acres were
‘taken from [5] tenants of Tomard’ for planting in July of 1828 and by 1835, two further
acres of ‘new plantation’ existed in Craanluskey. A substantial plantation of 32 acres

existed at Bawnree in Ballygowan by 1840.% Alexander’s small demesne was also

liberally planted at this time and a five acre nursery was set up there. By 1840, labourers

(teenage boys in the surviving accounts) were employed in weeding and transplanting

3 29 acres reclaimed in ‘Craanluskey bog and reclaimed land’, n.d., in map book (APMH).
37 Map Book (APMH).
38 pp, 1836 (35-42), Poor Inquiry (Ireland). Supplement to appendix (F) for inquiring into the condition of
the poorer classes in relond, p. 43.
3%5ee Virginia Crossman, Local government in nineteenth century Ireland (Belfast, 1994), pp 28-37; Lewis,
Topographical dictionary, vol. i, p. 381, and see references to ‘Session house’ in Ballinabranna rentals,
1834-7 (APMH). '
%0 On Clogrennane’s woods, see Binns, Miseries and beauties of ireland, vol. ii, pp 229-30. For Oak Park’s
forests, see Atkinson, Irish tourist, p. 368.
41 For the importance of trees to a gentleman’s demesne, see Wakefield, Account of ireland, vol. i, p. 531,
and Pakenham, Big house in lreland, pp 22-31.
42 ‘Map of Milford demesne and its environs situate in the parishes of Cloydah and Tullowcreen, barony of
ldrone West and county of Carlow for John Alexander esquire by John Heydon, civil engineer, Carlow
1840’ (APMH).
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trees from the nursery beside the walled garden, as well as pruning and felling firs which

threatened young timber across the estate.*?

Alexander encountered his first crisis as a landlord in 1817 during a significant
agricultural depression which resulted in chronic food and money shortages. This
challenged him emotionally and intellectually and tested his socio-economnc policies.
Shocked by the human suffering he witnessed in Carlow in general and at Milford in
particular, he feared that anarchy would follow in its wake and desolate his life’s work, as

he wrote to an acquaintance in June 1817:

This letter may appear incoherent. 1 have got little sleep these many nights
thinking of the dreadful state of the country. [...] Money is scarcer than
food & many are actually in a state of starvation. I much fear a general
uprising of the People. This would be the destruction of all, not that there
is any organisation, but a general want of the means to purchase food. I
am retailing oatmeal in small quantities here [i.e. at Milford] and in
Carlow. The demands are great for it but I fear the want of means as there
is little work for the lower orders.**

The harvest of 1821, however, was an even greater calamity (following two years of
bountiful harvests) and brought Alexander face to face with an agricultural crisis on an
unprecedented scale in his experience.*> Produce from farms and gardens was decimated,
rents went unpaid and hunger became a prominent issue. His response to the ensuing
depression says much about his paternalist policies.*® Alexander responded quickly and
liberally and besides Col. Rochfort and Lady Ormonde (of Kilkenny Castle), he was the
most active gentleman in delivering relief in the district; ‘his hands were ever extended in
the cause of charity’.*” While many local landlords conceded a 20 to 30 per cent

reduction if the tenants paid up their arrears, this was an impossibility for many.*® At

3 Survey of July 1828, map book (APMH); ‘Recollections of John B. Flatman, 1838-39’' (APMH). Flatman
was employed with a fellow teenager, Isaac Foster, in this work.
44 John Alexander to William Saurin, 4 Jun, 1817 {Peel papers, BL, Ms 40211, f. 341).
%S Freeman’s Journal, 2 Oct. 1820.
¢ See S.1. Connolly, ‘Union Government, 1812-23' in A new history of ireland, vol. v, pp 48-73, at pp 66, 72.
47 Rev Samuel T. Roberts to Lord Lieutenant Wellesley, 24 Jul. 1822 (NAI, CSORP 1822 1717); Carlow
Sentinel, 18 Oct. 1834. .
¢ Carlow Morning Post, 31 Dec. 1821, 23 May 1822,
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Milford, John Alexander handled an agrarian problem with a merchant’s instincts. It was,
he was sure, a temporary crisis that required substantial but temporary relief measures,
and not a reconstruction of estate policies. Looking to productivity and profitability in the
long term, he did not reduce rents en masse, opting instead to review cases on an
individual basis. His preference was to allow arrears to build up without penalty or
sanction and he provided employment and assistance to those in distress. Then when the
harvest recovered, tenants were expected to re-assume their full obligations. It provided a
sense of financial constancy on the estate, set a goal to head towards and speaks volumes
of the high expectations he had for his property and his tenantry. As landlord, it seems
John I had adopted the ‘nursing’ approach advocated by his father on the Donegall
properties around Belfast fifty years earlier. Between 1818 and 1824, only two tenants

were offered an abatement in rent.*’

The economic consequences of the poor harvest were still being felt in Milford in 1824,
where the Alexander rentals recorded arrears of £1,002 in Ballinabranna alone.>
However, comments by a clerk in that year’s rental prove that a policy decision was made
to cancel a good quantity of the debt at that point so as to restore a degree of equanimity
and solvency to the estate. Gregory Neill, who was in arrears of £46 ‘out of the loss of
his crop [in] the disastrous harvest of 1821°, had his arrears ‘forgiven’. Similarly, the

sum of £200 owed by M. and E. Hughes was ‘considered quite hopeless and [I] have

struck it off’. Intotal, 14 such debts across the estate were erased to the tune of £625.

The success of this policy (forgiving arrears but not reducing the rent) can be seen in the
case of George Byrne who had accrued arrears of £34 in Ballygowan in 1821 but still
managed to pay his rent in full three years in a row up to 1824.%! Unsurprisingly, his debt

was forgiven. Similarly, the clerk recorded that the failure of Charles Fitzpatrick to meet

* Leinster Independent, 26 May 1838; Milford rental 1824, which notes Gregory Neill's abatement as ‘the
only abatement since 1818’ (APMH).

50 Ballinabranna rental, 1824 (APMH).

5% Milford rental, 1824 (APMH).




his rent in 1824 was ‘the only instance where an arrear being due, 1 have not received

more than a year’s rent’.

[t was a successful policy which ensured that such hardships were transient and Milford
estate became a very prosperous place during this period (see Table 4.3 and appendix E).
The total rental rose steadily year on year, as did the monies received into the estate
office, reflecting improvements in husbandry and harvests. While the level of arrears also
rose (reaching an all-time high of 48 per cent in 1842, a figure never again repeated or
even approximated in the history of the estate), the Alexanders often received more than
the total rent due and never received less than 89 per cent up to 1840. In that year, John

Alexander enjoyed a gross income from his estate in excess of £2,400 — a figure which

would easily have covered his entire annual wage bill for his employees.*?

Table 4.3 Income and arrears on the Milford Estate, 1826-42%

Total
Acreage

arp

Total no.
Of
Tenancies

Total Rental

£sd

Total Monies
received

£sd

% of rental
received

Arrears due
next year as %
of rental

£sd

1735.17.3

1660.9.2

95.7 %

4.3%

1435 2 18

1956.9. 11

2043.3.2

104.5 %

9.1%

1492 1 30

2056. 2. 9

2029. 4. 10

98.7 %

12.5%

1572 2 10

2407. 0. 9

2139.17.4

88.9%

41.6 %

1592 1 10

2384. 10. 8

2355. 3. 2

98.8%

48.4%

The Milford tenantry regarded the period before 1830 as one of peace, prosperity and
harmony between landlord and tenant. A total of 280 civil bills for ejectment in Co.
Carlow were entered for trial between 1827 and 1833 but the necessity for an eviction at

Milford never arose in this period. John I reported in 1831: ‘No small farms added to

52 Milford rental, 1840 (APMH); for the estimate about the annual wage bill for Milford mills and estate,
see below, pp 139-40.
53 Milford rentals, 1826, 1831, 1835, 1840 (APMH).
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others, and no tenants dispossessed.’>* His management style and reasonable,
sympathetic nature helped to endear the new landlord to the local population; he was
‘ever ready to grant anything, in reason, or out of reason, to make his tenants
comfortable’, according to one report.> His tenantry professed a bond of special
familiarity with John Alexander and ‘rejoiced’ in his prosperity.3® These excellent
relations can be traced to the fact that he had known many of his tenants for years as his
neighbours, suppliers or customers at the mills. He had been a correspondent of men like
Andrew Sleaven of Ballinabranna and Thomas Donohoe of Clochristic (two of his most
substantial tenants) long before he ever became their landlord.>” Overall, his tenantry felt
comfortable with a known quantity. This atmosphere of convivial interaction and
community spirit can be seen in an anecdote recalled by John Alexander II, referring to
the planting of 2 boundary hedge in a field in Tomard in August of 1823, where father

and son got their hands dirty with the local people in pursuit of a common good:

My father and Mr Fitzmaurice [land agent for the adjoining property of
Lord Downes] rode to the mountain while I followed with 4 or 5 men
carrying long boatpoles and some flags or handkerchiefs on the top of the
poles. [...] There were a great many people present among whom were
several of the inhabitants of the place to whom the proceedings were
interesting— among whom old Paddy Fitzpatrick, Bill Bolton, two or three
of the Horohans, Pat Neill, long John Costigan, Mic Fitzpatrick. [...] One
pole was set up on the road on the summit, the other at the edge of the
Dineen [river], and the straight line between them was run by means of
intermediate poles. [...] Thus a long day was brought to a close and all of
us returned home well pleased with our work.*®

John II’s use of the possessive adjective suggests a degree of familiarity, camaraderie and

neighbourly intimacy between landlord and tenant, and a freedom from the social barriers
which were inevitable and sacrosanct at Borris, Clogrennane, Garryhundon and Oak Park.

As a member of the gentry, John I’s paternalism was remarkable at this point. The

54 pp, 1836 (35-42), Poor Inquiry (ireland). Supplement to appendix (F) for inquiring into the condition of
the poorer classes in Ireland, p. 43.
55 Carlow Sentinel, 15 Aug. 1835.
56 A statement of persecutions..., p. 35.
57 Letterbook index of John Alexander ], 1800 (APMH).
58 John Alexander I, “Tomard bounds fence, 1856’ (APMH).
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anecdote was written in a moment of unconscious nostalgia by John II in 1856, who
failed to comment on how hugely things had changed by that time on the estate. A mere
ten years after this simple incident took place, it would have been unimaginable at
Milford. Although the House of Commons was told in 1836 that John I was ‘a gentleman
of the highest respectability, and much loved and esteemed in his neighbourhood’, it was

in sharp contrast to his family’s rapidly declining reputation on home soil.*

Ilmproving Milford House and demesne, 1810-40

As the years progressed, Milford House became central to his identity as a landlord. As
an improver and ever the student of best practice, John I decided to re-arrange the
environment around his house to create a more private and dignified setting, adding a
touch of the picturesque but also a sense of the prestige and dignity which the landed
system expected of a proprietor. By 1813, a single-storey wing had been added to the
house. ® This unadorned extension was a pragmatic enlargement of a family home rather
than any serious embellishment. The house front was now 81 feet long which made for a
substantial ‘big house’, even if John Alexander Il considered the wing ‘unsightly’ and in
need of overhauling by the 1870s (see Fig. 4.1 below).®! By 1810, Alexander’s

household was marked by increasing markers of gentility. There were at least three

servants in Milford House, along with a butler, Michael Parker.%? Christian Alexander set

to work on refining the interior, although little information about this process survives.
Nevertheless, when Martin Coffey crossed the threshold in May of 1843, he claimed that

‘the house, wing and addition to same, though built upwards of thirty years ago, are in

5 Carlow Sentinel, 2 Apr. 1836.
% valuation of Milford mills by Martin Coffey, 4 May 1843 (Valuation office collection, NAl, Valuation
Office, House Book OL 50010). Coffey judged that the house and added wing were ‘built upwards of thirty
years ago’. The extension does not appear in Richard Griffith’s illustration of the house in April 1812,
51 John Alexander Il to John McCurdy, 5 Dec. 1873 (LB2, APMH),
52 ‘Able men in the aftermath of 1798: townland of Milford’, ¢.1810, included in Martin Nevin, The sprig in
the window: 1798 in the Leighlin area (Leighlinbridge, 1998), p. 36.
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Fig. 4.1 _Photograph of Milford House (with_‘new’ wing), ¢.1893%

the very best order. The apartments are spacious and finished in the first style.’®* The
assembly of a library in the house from 1800 to 1840 offers some insights into John I’s
personality (including religious, travel, legal, literary and history texts), but the pristine

condition of several volumes from the early nineteenth-century suggest that many were

purchased as shelf-fillers and to fulfil a role as status symbols.®* From the surviving

elements of the collection, it can be said that the house probably contained in the region
of 500 books by 1830.%¢ While many volumes were inherited from Belfast, the core of

the house’s collection was purchased by John 1.

Family portraits were not commissioned until the 1830s, but the Portis collection (several

miniatures and 6 large paintings in total, some of which were painted by Robert Hunter,

& Hall album, Alexander photograph collection (APMH). The iron railings denote where the original public
road from Carlow to Leighlinbridge passed by Milford House before the re-ordering of the demesne,
c.1813.
& valuation of Milford mills by Martin Coffey, 4 May 1843 (Valuation office collection, NAI, Valuation
Office, House Book OL 50010).
% Elizabeth Bowen considered books among ‘the proper fittings of a gentleman’s house’ in Bowen’s Court
(Cork, 1998}, p. 132. See also, Harvey, the Bellews of Mount Bellew, pp 77-9.
% This figure has been arrived at by counting all the surviving books which predate 1840, and
extrapolating for multi-volumed publications, where all the volumes have not survived.
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one of the leading portrait painters in eighteenth-century Ireland) ® were inherited from
John Alexander snr after his death. Furniture, plate and silverware, ‘with many other
effects, found their way to Milford’ from Belfast at the same time as the portraits.®® Such
inherited artefacts enhanced the veneer of antiquity and genealogical longevity around the
Carlow house and were highly prized, especially those which bore the Alexander crest—
which the Milford branch was not legitimately entitled to use. ‘I am not able to say what
arms my family bear but shall endeavour to find out’, John II diffidently informed a
researcher in 1877.%° Unlike the Alexanders of Enagh in Derry (also descended from the

original John Alexander of Eredy) and many other gentry families in Carlow (the

Rochforts, Kavanaghs, Butlers, Ducketts, Bruens etc.) the Milford Alexanders were never

officially granted heraldic bearings by the Ulster King of Arms, herald of all Ireland. ™

Nevertheless, John I (and subsequently John II) regularly used two large wax seals he
inherited from his father, bearing the arms of the Enagh branch with hand-and-dagger

motif, crescent, harp and motto (‘per mare per terras’).”!

At the same time as changes were made to the structure and interior of the dwelling, it
was decided to surround Milford House with its own private parkland and push the
surrounding countryside a little further away. The road by the front door of the dwelling
carried significant traffic between Carlow town and Leighlinbridge and travellers were all
but able to see inside the Alexanders® windows. This arrangement was undoubtedly
considered unsavoury by Christian Alexander, used to the privacy of Chapel Izod’s

withdrawn demesne. To accommodate this, a new curving road was built around a

7 professor Anne Crookshank, ‘Robert Hunter’ in Irish arts review yearbook (1989-90), pp 169-185, at p.
179.
8 John Alexander Il to Rev Charles Rogers, 22 Jun. 1874 (LB2, APMH]).
59 Jahn Alexander Il to Foster, 21 May 1877 {LB3, APMH).
7 See Sean O’Shea, ‘Armorial bearings of county Carlow’ in Carloviana (2005), pp 13-15. The list of grants
of arms to Alexander families in Ireland by the Ulster King of Arms / Genealogical Office Dublin does not
record a grant to the Alexanders of Milford. See Virginia Wade McAnlis, The Consolidated index to the
rerords of the genealogical office, Dublin, Ireland, chapters A-B-C available online at
http://www.nli.ie/en/heraldry-catalogues-and-databases.aspx, accessed 6 Jan. 2014.
7! John Alexander Il to Rev Charles Rogers, 22 Jun. 1874 (LB2, APMH]}; John Il used the hand-and-dagger
motif on his own wax seal and on his carriage in the 1870s.
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section of the old straight one, which pushed the thoroughfare 300 metres from the
house’s portico. The change is immediately evident on consultation of maps pre- and
post-1812, where a significant arc appears on an otherwise perfectly straight section of
road. The family had withdrawn physically and symbolically.” A section of the old road
was re-fashioned as an avenue to the house and a simple, single-storey gate lodge was
built. A high wall further consolidated the division between the new road and the
demesne, which had thus been enlarged by 13 acres, bringing the walled demesne to a
total size of 30 acres, although John I considered his total demesne (in which he included
some of the mill lands) to be over 80 acres.”® Although it was small in comparison with
Bruen’s 800 acre demesne, and Rochfort’s of nearly 250 acres, it shared many of the

same features and gave the same messages to onlookers.”

John I planned its layout with typical ambition and foresight and in 1841, Martin Coffey
found ‘pleasure grounds and gardens handsomely laid out’ over 19 acres, including a
series of lawns, wooded areas, walks and flower gardens which were tended to by
dedicated gardeners.”> A wide range of flowers was sown, and by 1838, bouquets of

Milford dahlias and ‘stove exotics’ were winning prizes at Carlow Horticultural Society

exhibitions, beating the produce of Col. Henry Bruen’s flower garden to first place.’®

Alexander also constructed a walled garden (with walls over ten feet tall) which enclosed

one and a half acres, the entire perimeter of which was sheltered by a screen of conifers.

2 ‘Map of Ballygown and part of the lands of Craanlusky in the county of Carlow, belonging to John
Alexander esq., survey’d in April 1811 by Lawr. Nowlan’ (Alexander papers, RBILC, EC 4917); ‘A map of part
of the lands of Ballinabranaugh and Ballygown |...] Surveyed for John Alexander Esq. in April 1812 by
Rich’d Griffith’ (APMH).

3 1bid. Richard Griffith’s survey of the enlarged demesne refers to the ‘wall of new road’; Milford rental,
1827 (APMH).

7 The size of Milford demesne is mentioned in a note by John | in Milford rental, 1826 {APMH). For
Bruen’s, see Atkinson, The Irish tourist, p. 368. Col. Rochfort's demesne is described in the tithe
applotment books for Cloydagh parish, 1825 at NAl,
hitp://titheapplotmentbooks.nationalarchives.ie/reels/tab//004587424/004587424 00369.pdf, accessed
20 Feb. 2014.

75 Valuation of Milford mills by Martin Coffey, 4 May 1843 (Valuation office collection, NAI, Valuation
Office, House Book OL 50010).

& Carlow Sentinel, 28 Apr., 22 Aug. 1838.
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Alexander’s eye for detail and his intention to make Milford beautiful as well as

productive also extended beyond the demesne walls and similar practical and aesthetic

improvements were envisaged for the estate’s built environment.

The new community at Milford: social, working and living conditions, 1800-40

One evening in late 1838 as the light was fading, an English teenager in sailor’s dress
alighted from the Kilkenny horse-car at Milford Cross, having journeyed from Dublin.
Tired of his adventures on the sea, John B. Flatman was nearing the end of his journey on
his first visit to his parents’ new home — his father having recently been appointed as
head storeman of Milford mills. On his walk to the cottage he was greeted and assisted
by several locals, all linked in some way to ‘Mr Alexander, the gent who owned nearly
the whole of the surrounding country and was the employer of my father’.”” As a stranger
to the area, Flatman’s short account of the locality and its people at this time is

invaluable, offering details of the new community at Milford, fifty years after it first
began to assemble there. Crucially, it places John Alexander at the very centre of a
remarkably slick wheel of industry and agriculture. The account depicts the estate as a
cheerful and prosperous place with a friendly, diligent and conscientious population,
where neighbourly kindness and a system of mutual assistance prevailed. John Alexander
comes across as an all-powerful, almost mythical patriarch connected with every
individual in the locality — as landlord, employer, patron or benefactor. Unsurprisingly,

Flatman jnr. found his way into Alexander’s workforce within days of his arrival.

As Carlow’s largest centre of industrial employment, Milford was a veritable melting pot
at this point, home to a diverse group from a variety of backgrounds and religious beliefs.

Ulster artisans, Dublin engineers and English managers worked harmoniously alongside

77'Recollections of John B. Flatman, 1838-39’ (APMH). Flatman claims he was 16 when he arrived in

Milford, ‘dressed in a seaman apparel’.
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local farmers and labourers. It was a heterogeneous community with a homogenous
objective to improve their lot, and an all-important mutual interest in propagating the
prosperity of the Alexander family. The estate and mills became a renowned centre of
engineering and craft excellence with Alexander as an eager and much sought-after
patron. It acted as the launch-pad for many promising young professionals. In 1812,
Alexander was an early employer of the skills of Richard Griffith (later of ‘Griffith’s
Valuation® fame), then aged 28 and recently elected Professor of Geology, and mining
engineer for the Royal Dublin Society.”® He conducted the earliest surveys of Milford

estate for John Alexander from 1811 to 1812.7°

John I was also among the earliest promoters of William Dargan (1799-1867), who went
on to spearhead the Great Dublin Exhibition of 1853 and was Ireland’s leading engineer
and railway magnate of the nineteenth-century. While his biographer Fergus Mulligan
claims that ‘somehow Alexander came to hear of the young Dargan and seeing his talents
decided to help the young man at the start of his career’, it would seem that Alexander
was intimate with Dargan’s father, who had originally been ‘a very respectable,
substantial farmer in the county Carlow’.%° Although the nature and extent of Dargan’s
work at Milford remains unknown, he retained a link with the Alexanders through their
mutual interest in railway development and in the late 1840s, he worked intimately with

John II (as contractor and director respectively of the Irish South Eastern Railway

company) in bringing a railway line to Milford.?' Similar assistance was hoped for by the

young John Tyndall (1820-1893) of Leighlinbridge who was to become one of the leading

scientists of his generation (among many attributes) and Professor of Physics at the Royal

8 Gordon L. Herries Davies and R. Charles Mollan (eds.), Richard Griffith: 1784-1878 (Dublin, 1980), p. 5.
S Three surveys of parts of the estate by Richard Griffith survive in APMH, Map book, dating from
December 1811 to April 1812.
% Fergus Mulligan, William Dargan, 1799-1867: an honourable life {Dublin, 2013), p. 14; Freeman’s
Journal, 30 Oct. 1852
81 gee Chapter 8 below; Carfow Sentinel, 16 Jan. 1847.
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Institution of Great Britain from 1853 to 1887.52 Eager for a position in the Inland
Revenue in 1839, Tyndall wrote to his father in Leighlinbridge urging him to canvass the
interests of local luminaries: ‘If you could procure that of Mr John Alexander, it would be
better than all.”®® Although he never entered the revenue and left for England the
following year, Tyndall’s views on Alexander are very telling of the latter’s influence in
contemporary society and the value attached to his patronage, even as an elderly man in
his late seventies: ‘Mr. Alexander’s interest is powerful, and tho’ at present it may not
have scope to work in, still I am sure that at a future day it will be found availing. It gives

me great satisfaction therefore to find him on my side’.3*

Although a model industrial village was not built at Milford, John Alexander was no less
involved than the textile entrepreneurs who typically developed suph villages in the first
half of the nineteenth century, in establishing ‘paternalist structures’ on his property.3*
However, for John I, the mills and the estate were fused into a single enterprise, which
probably accounts for the dispersed (as opposed to centralised) development of housing
and facilities across his property. The term ‘Milford’ now came to refer to the big
house, demesne and estate as much as the mill sites, and they increasingly became a
centre of population and employment from 1810 onwards. The mill and lime quarry
workers (numbering over 150 in total by 1840) joined with the indoor and outdoor staff

(at the house, out-buildings and gardens) and the 80 or so tenant families, to create a

population explosion in the area. Milford’s emergence as a social centre can be tracked in

publications and surveys of the time, and from detailed responses to questionnaires on

82 Norman MacMillan and Martin Nevin, ‘Tyndall of Leighlin’, part 1, Carloviana (1978), pp 22-27, and part
2 inibid, (1980}, pp 23-27.
83 John Tyndall jnr to John Tyndall snr, 23 Sep. 1841 (Tyndall papers, Royal Institution of Great Britain, RI
MS JT/1/TYP/10/3245). With thanks to Dr Norman Macmillan and Martin Nevin for putting me in touch
with Professor Geoffrey Cantor of the University of Leeds, who is currently editing the papers for
publication and who provided transcripts. Also to Professor Frank James at the Royal Institution for
permission to quote from the same.
8 John Tyndall jnr to John Tyndall snr, 5 Feb. 1842 (Tyndall papers, Royal Institution of Great Britain, RI MS
JT/1/TYP/10/3266).
85 Bielenberg, ‘The industrial elite in Ireland’, p. 159; Petherbridge, ‘Expressive monuments of industry and
order’, p. 748.
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social conditions that Alexander supplied to the Poor Law Inquiry in the early 1830s. As
early as 1810, the new community and its population were significant enough to merit a
separate category in Carlow grand jury’s survey of the ‘able men in the Barony of West
Idrone’.% Incorrectly (but significantly), Milford is listed as a distinct townland, with
Ballygowan listed separately. The names of 38 men are recorded which documents the
draw of various occupations to the area by the big house and the mills, including a
weaver, a butler, a smith, a butcher, a steward, a clerk, three servants, 2 gardeners, 4
millers and 23 ‘general workers’ (employed, no doubt, in the mills). Similarly in 1813,
Milford was given a separate category in a population census for the barony as collected
by its High Constable. In the section for the parish of Cloydagh (one of the two traversed
by Alexander’s property), the return states that there were 38 families in Milford
(probably meaning the townland of Ballygowan) with a population of 261 people—
almost a third of the entire population of the parish.®” In Ambrose Leet’s 1814 Directory
to the market towns, villages, gentlemen’s seats and other noted places in Ireland, ‘Mill-
ford’ was listed as a village.®® Its status was upgraded five years later in William Shaw
Mason’s volume of parochial surveys, with its reference to ‘Milford Town’.8% This
impression was corroborated in 1828 by a young woman from Dublin, a stranger to the
area, who was sufficiently impressed with its size to refer to it as ‘the town of Milford®.*°
John Alexander himself explained to the Poor Inquiry in the early 1830s that the

population in his district was ‘increasing rapidly’, and there were almost a thousand

people on his estate (961 people on the five townlands) according to the census of 1841.%!

86 Taken from Nevin, The sprig in the window, p. 36.

87 ‘population of the barony of Idrone west as returned by the high constable, A.D. 1813’ (Vigars papers,

NLI, Ms 24982). The total population for Cloydagh parish is given as 852.

88 Ambrose Leet, A directory to the market towns, villages, gentlemen’s seats and other noted places in

Ireland, second edition (Dublin, 1814), p. 286.

 william Shaw Mason, A statistical account or parochial survey of ireland (Dublin, 1819}, vol. iii, p. xxxii.

% Carlow Morning Post, 21 Jul. 1828.

91 pp, 1836 (35-42), Poor Inquiry (Ireland). Supplement to appendix (E) for inquiring into the condition of

the poorer classes in Ireland, p. 43; The census of Ireland for the year 1851. Partl. Showing the area,
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The ‘new’ elements of the population were probably mostly drawn from neighbouring
estates and Carlow town, but some arrived from further afield. James Flatman relocated
his family from England as we have seen to take up the post of storeman in 1838 and
John I's coachman in 1836, John Hart arrived from a stint soldiering at the British fort at
fle Aux Noix near Montreal.”? John I also brought a cohort of workers from Belfast with
him who were placed in positions of management and trust. Energy and initiative were
qualities admired in Ulster workers by Carlow landlords with northern backgrounds, such
as Alexander and Hugh Faulkner of Castletown (originally from Tyrone).”> Alexander
remained very much a Belfast man: he was a regular visitor to that town and it is likely
that his northern accent remained a defining feature of his personality. In his later years,
he was just as likely to refer to himself as ‘John Alexander of Belfast’ as ‘John Alexander
of Carlow’ in official documents.”® He clearly wished to bring exemplars of the spirit of
industry in Belfast’s denizens to Milford. From Carrickfergus, he brought brothers John
(1770-1838) and William McMurthry (1778-1855), members of an extended family
which would be associated with both the Milford and Belfast mills for the next 50 years.
They had settled into life at Milford by 1800 and ten years later, William and John were

working with Martin Murphy and James Johnson as the head millers at Milford.>* They

remained a Belfast family at heart with milling very much in the blood as the family

trade. Four of William and John’s siblings remained in Belfast, including Thomas

population, and number of Houses, by townlands and electoral divisions. Vol. 1. Province of Leinster
{Dublin, 1852), pp 1-14.

92 Samuel McMurtry’s letters to his cousin John McMurthry of Darlington mills, New castle, Upper Canada,
28 Jul. 1836 and 5 Mar. 1841 (McMurthry letters, Clarington Museum and Archives, Bowmanville,
Canada). With thanks to Charles Taws of the Clarington Museums and Archives for providing digital copies
of this material.

93 Hugh Faulkner to Samuel Faulkner, 25 May. 1795 (Faulkner papers, NLI, p.3500).

% For the latter, see for example a lease from Lord Donegall, 22 May 1829 (Donegall papers, PRONI,
D509/2461).

% The McMurthrys’ names are in Alexander’s Letterbook index, 1800 (APMH), and are listed as millers at
Milford in ‘Able men in the aftermath of 1798: townland of Milford’, ¢.1810 in Nevin, The sprig in the
window, p. 37. For details of the McMurthry genealogy, see ‘McMurtrys of Co. Antrim and Co. Carlow’ on
htip://freepages genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~mcmurtriecfr/sam/cf202narrative.htm, and
http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~mcmurtriecfr/sam/cf-202.html, accessed 29 Oct.-

2013.
132




McMurthry who was a miller at Alexander’s Belfast Flour Mill in the early 1830s.% The
two brothers quickly made an impact at Milford: settling down, having families and
helping John Alexander’s business to excel. By 1822, there were 19 McMurthrys in
Milford and the two fathers held important positions of responsibility.®” Hard-working,
skilful, conscientious, literate and God-fearing Protestants, Alexander established a
family at his new frontier who would lead by example.” The job of head-miller almost
became an inherited position in the family: John McMurthry apprenticed his son Samuel

to the trade in the flour mill, and the son assumed the father’s position of head miller on

the latter’s death in 1838; at that point, Samuel proceeded to teach his younger brother the

trade.

Three Neilson brothers also journeyed south: Francis worked at Milford, while William
and Robert served as accountants at the Carlow and Newbridge storehouses of Jo/n
Alexander & Co. respectively.’® Another northern recruit was Joseph Robinson of
Carrickfergus, who was working as a clerk at the mills in 1810.1% While the migrants
appear to have integrated into the community very well (some of William and John
McMurthy’s children married Carlow natives, and John McMurthry supported his
Catholic neighbours’ application to build a build a National School in Ballinabranna in
1835), there certainly remained a northern subset in the Milford population— a group

101

who never really regarded the place as home.'®" Also, their positions of seniority

% Samuel McMurthry, Milford to John McMurthry, Canada, 28 Jul. 1836 {McMurthry letters, Clarington
Museum and archives).

7 The McMurthry family at Milford is based on online genealogical accounts at
http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~mcmurtriecfr/sam/cf-202.html, accessed 29 Oct.
2013.

%2 )t appears that one of the families remained Presbyterian and one was Church of Ireland, Carlow past
and present (1996), vol. 1, no. 5, p. 182.

% Letterbook index of John Alexander |, 1800 (APMH).

100 “Able men in the barony of Idrone west', in Nevin, Sprig in the window, p. 36; Will of Joseph Robinson of
Milford, 17 Sep. 1817 {PRONI, D1251/1/1).

10! gee Samuel McMurthry’s marriage to Anne O’Neill of Dunleckney in 1844 at
http://churchrecords.irishgenealogy.ie/reels/¢-125-1-5-106.pdf, accessed 30 Oct. 2013; John McMurthry
signed his name in support of an application for the female national school in Ballinabranna in 1835 (NAI
ED1/1/34/128).
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probably worked against deeper social integration. Writing his memoir in the 1830s,
William Farrell detected an unwelcome sense of superiority amongst the industrious
migrants from the north to Carlow and criticised ‘the adventurers who flew from Ulster
[...] who always assumed a consequence over the Catholics of this country that was never
allowed them at home’.'”? Nevertheless, their contribution to Alexander’s business was
considerable, the success of which was hailed by some as evidence of the industrial
superiority of the north, Fellow Belfast man (and MP) James Emerson Tennent regarded
Milford as something of a northern colony in southern Ireland, and declared the pride of
his hometown in Alexander’s achievements.!®® That Alexander felt reciprocal gratitude
to this sector of his workforce is a fact recorded in stone in the graveyard at Clonmelsh,
close to Milford, where John I commemorated perhaps the most diligent of the northern

migrants:

Beneath this tomb lie the mortal remains
of John McMurthry who for many years filled
the situation of master miller at Milford with
great zeal and high integrity, he died on the
19% of April 1838 aged 68 years.

This monument was placed here by
Mr Alexander in testimony of his great es-

teem and regard for his faithful service

during the long space of 45 years.!%

Indeed, it was the prominence of such migrants into positions of standing and
management positions in the mills and malthouse that gave Ballygowan a distinctly
Protestant aura at this time. Unlike the broader Milford landed estate where Catholics
were in the majority, Protestants were better represented at John Alexander & Co., with

surnames like Beard, Chatham, Lee, Tennent, Forde, Newsom and Ennis (as well as those

192 Earrell, Carlow in ‘98, p. 34.
103 Emerson Tennent, Letters to the north from a traveller in the south, p. 18.
104 |nscription on flat tombstone at Clonmelsh graveyard, Co. Carlow.
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already mentioned) appearing in the surviving records of employment.'® In the
Ordnance Survey field name books of 1839, Ballygowan (which included the mill
quarter) was the only townland in Alexander’s ownership not to bear the following

description: ‘The inhabitants are chiefly Roman Catholic®.!%

Apart from northern Presbyterians and Anglicans, several members of Carlow’s

Wesleyan Church worked in the mills. In 1853, its leaders —great promoters of

ecumenism in society— singled out John 1 for praise for ‘a liberality unhappily so rare’

which,

pursued by the House of Messrs John Alexander & Co. for more than fifty
years, has been exemplified by the position of trust and emolument to
which they advanced men of probity and talent, irrespective of creed, and
the full protection which they gave to every man in the free and
conscientious discharge of his religious duties. [...] The noble temple of
industry, embracing both ends of our island, which has been erected under
the divine blessing, by the talent of [John I] and his family, has never been
defiled by sectarian exclusivism. '%7

The predominance of Protestants in his work force was largely a consequence of
geography (John I’s association with Belfast) rather than policy and other ‘religious
denominations featured heavily in the Milford workforce, most notably local Catholics. It
was surely a matter of massive regret for John I that an ill-advised and politically-
motivated act of his son in 1835 provided a solitary but powerful exception to this pacan

of praise.

This new workforce required local accommodation which led to a building boom at
Milford which was carefully regulated and planned (as usual), with an eye to the
picturesque as well as the pragmatic. At the time of the parish census of 1813, there were

38 houses in Milford and a new one was being built, which was a huge advance on the

165 For employees at Milford, see Letterbook index of John Alexander |, ¢. 1800 (APMH}, and PP 1836
{255), Return of names and residences of each person in lreland to whom licences have been granted to
keep arms, pp 6-7; also, the signatures and religion of many employees in 1836 is given in ED1/1/34/12b
(NAI).
106 Ordnance Survey field name books, parish of Tullowcreen, 1839 (NAI, OS 88 Carlow 52).
197 Carlow Sentinel, 29 Jan. 1853.
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‘single cabin’ John I noted on his arrival thirty years before.!”® It is clear that he
designed and built several houses for his mill workers, some on site and others along the
roads in the vicinity. A terrace of two-storey houses, all with granite window sills and
door frames was built behind the flour mill (‘beautifully situated residences for clerks
&c.’, according to the Irish Times), which bears testimony to the quality of the materials
and craftsmanship employed.!® Labourer’s houses were also built; a survey of 1830
refers to the ‘new houses’ being built along the roads outside Milford demesne.!!°
Granite, a tough and attractive rock in abundance in the county, became a signature
feature of the estate. Already used in the bridges, and the portico of Milford House, it
now appeared at the entrance gates of houses on the estate, in the form of rounded and
dressed piers. These were accompanied by limestone mortared walls with triangular-
shaped granite capstones. With these, John I has been credited with creating a unique,
picturesque type of construction named ‘the Milford wall’ by geologist Michael Conroy,
which ‘have not been observed in other parts of the country’.!'! The sparkling granite
and uniform appearance of the stout walls (about 40cm wide) did much to enhance
Milford’s appeal to observers. The Milford wall (1,000 metres of which has survived

despite reconstructions and demolitions) neatly symbolises the fusion of vision, skill and

productivity which characterised Milford in the early decades of the century.!'? By 1841,

there were 147 houses in total on the Milford estate.!1?

This phase of improvement also had a knock-on effect on the cottages of his agricultural

tenants, but not to the same extent. Alexander lent weight to Wakefield’s observation that

1981813 parish census, Cloydagh (Vigors Papers, NLI, Ms 24982).
198 yrish Times, 8 Nov., 1862. These buildings survived until the mill site was demolished in the early 1980s.
Photographs from the 1960s show the terrace. With thanks to Mr Bobby Quinn, Milford, for showing me
these.
110 ‘A return of all the lands in possession of Pat Neill under lohn Alexander esquire’, Oct. 1830 (APMH,
map book).
11! Conry devotes a whole chapter of his book, The Carlow fence, to the Milford wall, (Carlow, 2000}, pp
96-8.
12 |hid, p. 98.
13 census, 1851, pp 1-14. See also Table 8.3 below.
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the construction, fitting-out and maintenance of these cottages was the sole responsibility
of the tenant.''* However, John I provided cash advances to tenants who wished to build
or rebuild and allowed them to draw free sand from his gravel pit in Ballinabranna.''®
When Patrick Kehoe (a tenant of 54 acres in Craan) wanted to rebuild his house in the
1820s, it was claimed that John I offered him a gift of a year’s rent of £114 for that
purpose.''® Alexander also communicated clear and high expectations that every
dweliing on the estate should be clean, attractive and well-maintained. Disappointingly,
he found that this was not always the case. On assessing his tenants’ houses in the early
1830s, he found that most of them were ‘comfortable, and might be all so only for the
careless and imprudent conduct of the inhabitants’. As part of his scheme of
beautification, Alexander provided white-wash free of charge to applicants who were
expected to perform this task on a regular basis.'!” Hedgerows were planted around the
cottages and along the old and new roads which were strictly monitored and meticulously
maintained as an indication of neatness and order. When James Murray was ‘caught in
the act of cutting it’ without permission in February of 1840, he was brought to petty
sessions by John Alexander and fined 2s.!"® In 1818, the author J.C. Curwen celebrated
the Milford cottages, ‘white-washed, and mostly sheltered by trees, which imparted to
them an air of rural comfort and neighbourhood so seldom to be met with in Ireland’.!"®
In 1830, Rev William Hickey recommended John Alexander’s schemes and reported that

‘the cottages on this gentleman’s estate are exquisitely neat, without exception’.!?

Overall, the Milford population were far better accommodated than many of their

counterparts in the surrounding districts. In the vicinity of Carlow town, Rev William

Blood described many of the cabins inhabited by the poor as ‘misery in the abstract’

119 wakefield, Account of Ireland, vol. i, p. 244.

1% Carlow Sentinel, 16 Apr. 1836.

13€ |bid. '

U7 Hali’s irefand, vol. i, p. 405.

13 Cariow Sentinel, 22 Feb. 1840.

19 Curwen, Observations on the state of Ireland, pp 76-7.

120 Wickey, Hints for the small farmers of Ireland, p. 97.
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which required a great effort from him simply to enter.'?! In contrast with the
neighbouring parish of Tullomagimna where cottages were fitted out with ‘poor and
miserable’ furniture, according to Fr Thomas Tyrrell, the Milford cottages all had proper
bedsteads, straw and blankets.'?* There were only six to eight cases of a dwelling being
shared by more than one family at Milford, compared to 20 in Fr Tyrrell’s parish. Even
the labouring population fared much better. According to John I, ‘all that are in the
parish, of industrious habits, have constant employment’. They were well-fed on a diet
chiefly of milk and potatoes, and were well-dressed, ‘and on Sundays and holidays most

comfortably.’!?* James Conolly noted that they generally provided their own food from

their gardens but that oats and oatmeal also formed a great part of their diet, but that there

was very little consumption of meat.!?*

Rates of pay at Milford were also excellent by contemporary standards in Carlow where
wage levels were a controversial subject. In 1824, Daniel O’Connell claimed that ‘two
hundred labourers could be had in Carlow to work for two pence a day without food!”!2?
While writing his memoir in 1832, William Farrell accosted Carlow landlords for the
poor daily rates paid to such workers, local and otherwise (‘you screw your labourers
down to sixpence or eightpence’).'?® Those who were lucky enough to be employed by
Alexander or the Milford farmers enjoyed wages of up to 10d a day all year round
without food, rising to between 1s and 2s with food during the harvest— figures in stark
contrast to the ‘miserably small’ wages paid to workers in Co. Cork at this time.'?” James

Conolly was satisfied that ‘our labourers, in [the] county of Carlow get something about

1213 pp, 1836 (35-42), Poor Inquiry (ireland). Supplement to appendix (F) for inquiring into the condition of
the poorer classes in Ireland, p. 42.
122 1bid, Supplement to appendix (E} for inquiring into the condition of the poorer classes in ireland, p. 43.
123 |hid, Supplement to appendix (D) for inquiring into the condition of the poorer classes in Ireland, p. 43.
124 pp, 1823 (561), Report of the select committee on the employment of the poor in Ireland evidence of
James Conolly, p. 67.
125 Carlow Morning Post quoted in the Times, 27 Jul. 1824.
126 Farrell, Carlow in ‘98, p. 45.
127 pp, 1836 (35-42), Poor Inquiry {Ireland). Supplement to appendix (D) for inquiring into the condition of
the poorer classes in ireland, p. 43; lames S. Donnelly jr., The land and people of nineteenth-century Cork
(London, 1975), pp 21-3.
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s a day. [...] I do believe that we have paid them at periods more than that’. He
conceded that this was far greater than the average paid to such workers, but that the
labourers in his experience in Carlow (i.e. at Milford) ‘are of a superior description’. 28
Such wages were enjoyed by storeman James Flatman’s 16-year old son in 1840, who
was employed at a variety of tasks (working in the big house garden, clearing islands and
watercourses of wood, attending John II etc.) for 10 shillings per fortnight.'*® Fr Tyrell
estimated that the average annual labourer’s wage was only £8 or £9 in his parish. On
William Duckett’s estate his men earned from £10 to £12 a year each. At Milford,
agricultural labourers could expect to earn a boon £14 to £16 a year.!** Unsurprisingly,

Alexander reported ‘I have never heard of any labourers leaving this parish in search of

labour elsewhere, either in England or Ireland’.!?!

Those in secure employment at John Alexander & Co. enjoyed even better pay. In 1847,
labourer John Bryan was earning 9s a week at the mills, ‘and his family were otherwise
employed and in comfortable circumstances’.!*? Skilled industrial workers were
particularly well-rewarded and could expect much more than their labouring counterparts
inside or outside the mills. In 1841, Samuel McMurthry was given a rise in salary, which

brought his annual earnings as head miller to a sizeable £70 a year; his younger brother

John enjoyed £20 a year as his apprentice.rl33 Despite his incorrect supposition of low

rates of pay at Milford, Jimmy O’Toole is right in claiming that ‘the total weekly wages

bill must have been substantial in relative terms, providing a major boost to the local

128 pp, 1823 (561), Report of the select committee on the employment of the poor in Ireland evidence of
James Conolly, p. 65.
12% Recollections of John B. Flatman, 1838-39’ (APMH).
130 pp, 1836 (35-42), Poor Inquiry (Ireland). Supplement to appendix (D) for inquiring into the condition of
the poorer classes in Ireland, p. 43.
131 pp, 1835 (369), First report from His Majesty’s commissioners for inquiring into the conditions of the
poorer classes in Ireland, with appendix (A) and supplement, evidence of John Alexander, p. 46.
122 Carlow Sentinel, 3 Apr. 1847.
132 samuel McMurthry to John McMurthry in Canada, 5 Mar. 1841 (McMurthry letters, Clarington
Museum and archives).
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economy, and removing for labourers total dependence on agriculture’.'** If we take the
9s mentioned above as an average wage c. 1845, a labourer at the mills may have earned
in the region of £23 annually. With a workforce of 100 at the mills and malthouse, the
total annual payroll would have exceeded £2,500, taking account of ‘the higher wages
enjoyed by the skilled workers and those in management. Periods of long service were
common at Milford, with employment at the concerns effectively amounting to a secure
and lucrative family asset, to be inherited by successive generations; this continuity was
also a great asset to the smooth running of the firms.!*> There is little hard evidence that
women were employed at Milford mills, but it is likely that girls were employed to mend
sacks there as they were at Simeon Clarke’s mills in Carlow town.!*®* We do know that
women were employed in the fields at Milford during harvest-time. Interestingly, in a
sketch illustrating the Halls® Jreland, it was a woman (accompanied by young girls and
small children) that William Harvey depicted cutting corn in a field at Milford, armed

with a rake and scythe beside stacked sheaves (see Fig. 2.7 above).

The evidence suggests that there were excellent labour relations between employer and
employee between 1800 and 1830 at Milford, with only minor exceptions. One such
instance was Alexander’s dismissal of a group of boat-loaders in his employment in 1821
for involving themselves in ‘a most formidable confederacy’ along the Barrow line who

were demanding higher weekly wages and were intimidating millers and workers who

opposed their schemes.’>” Clearly dissatisfied with their tactics and the scale of their

demands, Col. Rochfort reported to chief secretary William Gregory that Alexander ‘has

turned away some of his men for being rogues’.!*® Alexander’s position was so strong in

134 ¥Toole, Carlow gentry, p. 6.
135 gee the case of the Forde family in ‘Revenue raid on the malthouse of John Alexander of Miford, 1837,
documents in the possession of Mr John Sheehan. For three generations of the Hackett family in the
Strongstream mill, see John Alexander Il, 10 Jun. 1880 {LB3, APMH}.
13¢ Carlow Sentinel, 23 Dec. 1848.
137 Cariow Morning Post, 28 Mar. 1822; James Tandy, chief magistrate of police for Carlow to Alexander
Mangin, 24 Nov. 1821 {NAI, CSORP/SC/1821/1434).
138 | s, Rochfort to William Gregory, 14 Mar. 1821 (NAI, CSO/RP/SC/1821/1245).
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the Barrow’s trade and in the county’s economic hierarchy that Lord Norbury (as a friend
of Rochfort) himself appealed to government on behalf of the merchants along the
Barrow, but particularly for ‘Mr Alexander and other great traders upon it’ for its

assistance in dealing with the boatmen. '3’

From surviving records, it appears that John Alexander & Co. enjoyed an almost
impeccable safety record between 1790 and 1870, unlike other mills in the locality where
accidents and deaths were a regular occurrence.!*® Remarkably, there is no record of a

fatality on the premises and there is only one press report of a maiming over this entire

period; in October of 1857, a labourer named Byrne became entangled in the machinery

in the flour mill and had a narrow escape from being killed, coming away ‘with some
severe contusions’.!*! Tight control of safety standards outside the mills walls was
another matter entirely, however, and the fact that the premises were built around a vast
number of water courses meant drowning was an omnipresent risk. While no worker
appears to have drowned while on duty, there were several accidental deaths of this nature
over the years, such as that of maltster John Ennis (possibly related to malthouse
manager, Matthew Ennis), who fell into the Barrow after a social evening spent in the
lock-keeper’s house at Milford one night in November 1837.'4? Measures were taken to
protect the public from the high volumes of horse-drawn traffic travelling to and from the
mills, in the form of footpaths constructed on all thoroughfares in their immediate
vicinity. However, in 1839, despite taking the precaution of remaining on one such
footpath, Catherine Hoolohan’s walk home was endangered by two carts from the mills

proceeding at furious speeds in opposite directions. Caught between them, ‘her cloak was

139 Lord Norbury to the Lord Lieutenant, 21 jun. 1822 (NAI, CSO/RP/1822/748/2).
130 For example, see the accounts of an accident at Haughton’s corn mill, Carlow Morning Post, 11 Oct.
1834; a fatality and an accident requiring amputation at Clarke’s mills in Carlow town, Carfow Sentinel, 4
Mar. and 23 Dec. 1848; and a fatality at Clashganny mill in Carlow Sentinel, 12 Jan. 1861.
3t carlow Sentinel, 24 Oct. 1857.
192 |hid, 4 Nov. 1837.
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torn and she narrowly escaped with her life’, and she brought her complaint

(unsuccessfully) to petty sessions. '’

Given the prosperity of the area, it is hardly surprising that there was virtually no

emigration from Milford between 1810 and 1840. In 1814, James Conolly had written to
John Foster of his fears that changes to the Corn Laws could result in a mass exodus to
America: ‘Not a man that will go but will act as a decoy & a flock will follow him, for in
general Patt is fond of seeing what he calls foreign parts’.’** However, a combination of
favourable legislation along with his partner’s management of his business and estate in
Carlow ensured that virtually no ‘Patt’ left Milford between 1810 and 1840 and those
who did were generously assisted by Alexander. It was largely members of the Protestant
population who emigrated, and those who had already migrated to Milford from
elsewhere. Speaking of emigration ¢.1822, Col. Rochfort estimated the ratio of
Protestant/Catholic emigrants at 20:1.'%* The family of William McMurthry is a case in
point. Having already moved from Belfast (thus embracing migration as a life improver),
McMurthry was disturbed by the poor harvest of 1821 which made him doubt the future
for his wife and ten children in Milford. He set his sights on America (eventually settling
in Ontario) and applied to his employer for a reference. In 1822, John I wrote in his
letter of recommendation that he discharged McMurthry “at his own request, being
determined to go to America where he hopes to be able to provide for a large family
better than in this country’.!* The surviving correspondence shows how Samuel
McMurthry was constantly looking across the Atlantic for news and it was in the context
of correspondence from relatives in Canada (detailing his uncle Samuel’s earnings as a

baker in Montreal of 18s per week with board) that made him doubt his prosperity,

143 |bid, 9 Nov. 1839.

14 conolly to John Foster, 6 Jan. 1814 (Foster Massereene papers, PRONI, T2519/4/1467).
185 pp, 1825 (129), Report from the select committee on the state of Ireland, p. 439.

146 pAlexander’s reference is transcribed at

http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~mcmurtriecfr/canada.htm, accessed 9 Dec. 2013.
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immense in local terms, and write to his cousin: ‘We must be content with this till better
will offer, for it’s hard to make anything in Milford’.'*" In contrast, apart from the family
of Patrick Sleaven mentioned above, there is only one recorded case of a Catholic
emigration from the Milford estate between 1810 and 1840: the family of Charles
Fitzpatrick (a total of 5 people) from Ballinabranna in 1828, left behind arrears in excess
of £12. Nevertheless, his journey to America was aided by a token £40 from John I for

the interest in his farm. 48

Overall, the impression is of a thriving and attractive centre of social activity and
commercial prosperity. Milford was already a centre for traffic because of the bridge, the

numerous stage-coaches that stopped at Milford cross and the twice-daily Barrow

passage-boat that moored at the canal.’*® The emergence of the area as a social hub was

enhanced by a regular weekly market and bi-annual fairs, the patent for which was
originally granted to John La Touche on 21 April 1796, probably due to requests from
Alexander and Conolly.!*® La Touche paid a meagre annual rent to the crown of 13s 4d
for the privilege, which was purchased by John Alexander in May 1836 for the bargain
price of £16 10s.!>! Although he did not become the legal patentee until this date, it is
likely that the management and running of the Milford fairs were in Alexander’s hands
since the original grant— his impeccable reputation in the locality made him an obvious
choice for this position of responsibility. The right to hold a fair was also a profitable
privilege in itself.!>? Apart from the weekly market, the nominated dates for the fairs

were 3 May and 7 November, which became highly anticipated occasions on the social -

147 samuel McMurthry to John McMurthry, 5 Mar. 1841 (McMurthry letters, Clarington Museum and
archives).
148 Milford rental, 1828 (APMH); PP, 1836 (35-42), Poor inquiry (ireland). Supplement to appendix (F) for
inquiring into the condition of the poorer classes in Ireland, p. 43.
1% Finn’s Leinster Journal, 21 Aug. 1801.
150 pp 1852-3 (1674), Report of the commissioners appointed to inquire into the state of the fairs and
markets in lreland, pp 63-4. There were 22 fairs in operation in Carlow in 1852. Patrick J. O’Connor, Fairs
and markets of Ireland: a cultural geography (Limerick, n.d. {20037?]), p. 65.
151 pp, 1837 (536), Fourteenth report of the commissioner of his majesty’s woods, forests, land revenues ...,
p. 30.
152 johnston-Liik, History of the Irish parliament, vol. i, p. 379.
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and commercial calendar of the locality.'** 1t is likely that Milford became a specialist
grain fair but all produce was catered for with sideshow entertainments and opportunities
for drinking and social interaction, as was the national norm.'** The increased footfall to
the area would have lent Milford a carnival air and the high spirits engendered, often
fuelled by alcohol, had the potential to spill over into violent behaviour.!>> Alexander
was well aware of the possibilities of danger and unruliness at such gatherings. While
attending the renowned cattle fair in Leighlinbridge in 1819, his horse was charged and
savagely gored by a free-roaming bull as he rode through the streets. ‘Mr Alexander had
a most providential escape by possessing presence of mind to throw himself off his horse
at the moment’, the local newspaper reported.'>® The incident was presented as a
cautionary tale for safety at such events v&;ith the implication that the loss of John I would

have been a catastrophic event for the locality.

Apart from drinking and attending fairs, the Milford population enjoyed cock-fighting

(usually in a local public house) and games of illegal road bowling known as ‘bullets’."*’
There were also Sunday dances and hurling matches although these were disapproved of
by an official at the Sunday school attached to Cloydagh Protestant church, who reported
in 1821 that ‘the Sunday is now much more strictly observed than formerly. Dances and
hurling matches are driven into remote corners, and none but the very dregs of the people

attend them’.'5® The mills themselves were also a huge centre of socialisation for the

local people (providing opportunities for conversation, bartering, the oral reading of

153 peferences to Milford fair first appear in Watson’s Gentlemen’s and Citizen’s almanac (Dublin, 1798}, p.
170.
134 Johnston-Liik, History of the Irish parliament, vol. i, pp 377-8.
155 On typical violence at Carlow fairs, see magistrate Robert Cornwall to his uncle Samuel Faulkner, 5 Jul.
1790 {Faulkner papers, NLI, p.3500).
3¢ Carlow Morning Post, 17 May 1819,
137 For cock-fighting see the case of John Alexander’s coachman, John Hart who was assauited on his
return from a cock-fight in Dargan’s public house in Tomard in 1836, Leinster Independent, 9 Jul. 1836. For
road bowling, see Carlow Morning Post, 13 Aug. 1818 and a case brought by Sergeant Q’Sullivan of
Miilford police barracks in Carlow Post, 1 Jul. 1865.
158 The eleventh report of the Sunday school saciety of Ireland {Dublin, 1821), p. 48.

144




newspapers etc.) if William Carleton’s stories of such establishments are to be credited. '
That author may have had some personal knowledge of the works at Milford and certainly

would have been aware of their prowess given his employment as a teacher at a Protestant

school in Carlow in 1824 — the year John Alexander II served as High Sheriff for the

county.'s® Carleton claimed that a mill was the focus of social interaction in a rural
community and credited the miller (in our case, Alexander, and increasingly his mill
managers, as the business prospered) with important social functions of bolstering and

entertaining his suppliers:

His business is always associated with a merry and festive spirit. The
conveyance of a meldre or kilncast of grain to be ground, is among the
people a kind of holiday labour, inasmuch as it is always accompanied
with more or less of conviviality. [...] A country mill in Ireland — and we
presume everywhere else — was always the scene of much fun, bustle, and
drollery. All the news and scandal of the parish were generally discussed
in it — the miller himself, however, for prudent reasons, always making it
a point to defend the absent, whenever they happened to be ill-spoken of.
[...] No man ever thought of going to the mill without money in his
pocket. 16!

The mill-yards at Milford would certainly have been very busy places and, even if strict
application to work was expected, the opportunities for social interaction were myriad.
The early morning was an especially busy time for human traffic in the mill yard with a
large sector of the community gathering there around 8 o’clock, according to a farmer
from Leighlinbridge: ‘That was the hour that the road was most populous, the friends of
the workmen at Milford being in the habit of going with their breakfasts to the mill’, '62
We know that the mills were also a gathering point for local children, probably drawn in
by the heat and the company. When the artist William Harvey visited the flour mill with

the Halls in 1840, he was struck by a group of four children with ruddy complexions

159 1n August 1830, Horace Rochfort claimed that all the peasantry of the locality ‘are readers of
newspapers, or hear them read by others’, Carlow Morning Post, 16 Aug. 1830.
162 David J. O'Donoghue, The life of William Carleton, being his autobiography and letters, and an account
of his life and writings from the point the autobiography breaks off, 2 vols. (London, 1896}, vol. i, pp 288-9.
For Carleton’s presence in Carlow in 1824, see T.P. O’Neill, ‘William Carleton in Carlow’, in Carlow past and
present (1996), vol. 1, no. 5, p. 170.
161 william Carleton, ‘The Miller of Mohill’ in The Illustrated Dublin Journal, 7 Sep. 1861, pp 1-2.
162 Carfow Sentinel, 27 Jul. 1850.
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stoking a fire in a large grate (well-dressed but all barefoot) and sketched the scene to

illustrate their text (see Fig. 4.2 below).!3

Criminal activity was far from commonplace, apart from regular highway robberies near
Milford crossroads which ran through Clochristic on the eastern extreme of the estate.
Regarded as ‘a dangerous part of the road’ for human and commercial traffic, it bore all
the stage coaches from the capital to Kilkenny, Waterford and Cork and was the scene of
an attempted rape in 1828.'%* Alexander himself was the victim of only two recorded
crimes between 1810 and 1830. The first was an opportunistic burglary at his storehouse

at the Quay in Carlow town in January of 1819, when the office was ransacked and £8

Fig. 4.2 ‘Peasant girl of Carlow’: William Harvey’s sketch of a group of children around
a grate in Strongstream mill, Milford, 1841'%’
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162 Hall’s /refand, vol. i, p. xii and p. 407.
164 Ag described by Catherine Stapleton, found guilty of a robbery on Mary Quinn at Milford Cross. See
this author, “’A crime unparalleled”: The Stapletons at Milford cross, 1828’ Carloviana (2013), pp 185-95,
atp. 186.
165 By William Harvey, 1840, engraved by Landells, in Halls, Ireland, vol. i, p. 407. Courtesy of Carlow
County Library. This probably illustrates Strongstream oatmeal mill, as the sketch was used to accompany
a claim that ‘the refuse of the oats, is extensively used, for firing, by the neighbourihg peasantry’. Note
the bare-footed children, the dog and cat.
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was taken.'®® The next robbery took place at Milford flour mill in the early morning of 1
January 1822, and was regarded as a more than ordinary outrage because the culprits were
suspected of being employees. In addition, they had obviously hoped to take advantage
of the Alexanders’ absence from Milford as the family attended the funeral of John
Alexander snr in Belfast (who died on December 23 1821).!67 Unlike the previous
burglary, the culprits made off with guineas and sovereigns to the tune of £150, but left a
large sum in bank-notes behind, probably wary of their traceability.'®® It was an event
worthy of county notice, of particular importance as an instance of gross ingratitude to
one had come to be considered a generous benefactor and patron of the area and county at
large. As the Carlow Morning Post reported in a d;edicated article, ‘it is almost needless
to say, that Mr Alexander is one of the last persons in the country against whom any
injury should be meditated, and particularly by those to whom he is giving daily bread’.
The biblical language gives some indication of Alexander’s reputation in Carlow at this
time. However, this occurrence was an anomaly, and John I was proud to report to the

Poor Inquiry in 1831 that his locality was ‘always peaceable’.!’

Alcohol abuse, in a limited form, was perhaps the area’s greatest social problem and was
seen as the cause of much social and political discontent in the locality. An altercation
between police and fair goers at Leighlinbridge in April 1828 was described by the

Carlow Morning Post as ‘one of those riots, which whiskey so frequently generates in this

country’.'”® Within Cloydagh parish, there were three licensed public houses, but John

Alexander claimed there were ‘many dram shops unlicensed’ in the area, the Rev

171

Fishbourne estimating it at eight.””" Mrs Nessy Murray ran a shebeen at Milford cross;

166 Carlow Morning Post, 14 Jan., 1 Feb, 1819.
167 |bid, 11 Feb. 1822.
163 |bid, 3 Jan. 1822,
169 pp, 1836 (35-42), Poor Inquiry (Ireland). Supplement to appendix (E) for inquiring into the condition of
the poorer classes in Irefand, p. 43.
170 carlow Morning Post, 10 Apr. 1828.
171 pp, 1836 (35-42), Poor Inquiry (Ireland). Supplement to appendix (F) for inquiring into the condition of
the poorer classes in Ireland, p. 43.
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there was also a public house in Ballinabranna and another in Tomard.!’? In 1834,
Alexander reported to a government inquiry that ‘the people are fond of whiskey. [...]
[llicit distillation is going on to an enormous extent’.!”> Whiskey (as opposed to beer)
was the popular liquor of choice in Milford and the surrounding country which was
attributed by James Conolly (himself a brewer) to the cheap price of spirits.!”* It was a

taste that sometimes interfered with the quality of the local population’s clothing and diet

according to Rev Fishbourne: ‘they would be better but for their love of whiskey’.!”*> By

the 1840s, it seems measures were being taken to ensure that alcohol did not affect
productivity at Alexander’s works. Jokhn Alexander & Co. in Belfast enforced a zero-
tolerance policy with regard to alcohol consumption, and it is safe to say that a similar
rule was in place at Milford by that time. For example, in November of 1841, a worker in
the Belfast mills was fined 10s for drunkenness and was obliged to pay his fine to the
treasurer of the ‘Ulster Institution for the education of the Deaf, Dumb and Blind’ — the

family’s charity of choice for fines of this kind.'7®

‘Extraordinary improvements’: the critics’ choice, 1830-40'77

In April of 1836, Thomas H. Carrol], the editor of the Carlow Sentinel, reviewed John

Alexander’s efforts as a landlord in the following manner:

He found the place on which he resides a perfect waste — he expended a
large fortune in improving the land, painting, erecting buildings, and we
believe it requires no proof, after a lapse of thirty years labour, to

172 This guthor, *’A crime unparalleled”: the Stapletons at Milford Cross, 1828, p.191; Carlow Morning
Post, 14 Jul. 1831.
173 pp 1835 (17-19} Fifteenth report of the commissioners of Inquiry into the excise establishment... malt, p.
216.
174 pp, 1821 (668), Report from the select committee to whom the several petitions complaining of the
depressed state of the agriculture of the kingdom of Ireland, p. 313.
175 pp, 1836 (35-42), Poor Inquiry (Ireland). Supplement to appendix (D) for inquiring into the condition of
the poorer classes in Ireland, p. 43.
176 Bejfast Newsletter, 16 Nov. 1841. The Alexanders’ groom was charged with the same offence and was
fined 5s, Belfast Newsletter, 26 Mar. 1844.
177 Binns, Miseries and beauties of ireland, vol. i, p. 231.
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substantiate our assertion, that MILFORD is one of the most fertile,
picturesque, and improved spots that could be pointed out in this or in any
other county of the province of Leinster.'”®

The emergence of Milford as a powerbase for a wealthy gentry family was directly based
on the improvements Alexander made on his landed estate (agricultural, structural and
infrastructural) and was inextricably linked to the success of his milling business. Asa
case study, Milford estate is remarkable in terms of the vision of its architect, undertaking
a project from outside the landed system, and the speed with which his vision was
realised. It was a merchant’s essay in land proprietorship and was governed more by
business etiquette and goals than many of his fellow landlords who were preoccupied
with status, a fear of falling rentals and an obsession with saving social face. Alexander
gradually acquired and embraced the by-products of landed success —a position as a
civic leader, the community’s esteem, social influence and power, material
aggrandizement — but he never coveted them. Free from all of these concerns,

Alexander’s projects succeeded excellently and his estate became the best reviewed in the

county between the years 1830 and 1850. A writer in the Quarterly Journal of

Agriculture in 1835 was not alone in his admiration of Milford and ‘the improvements of
its spirited proprietor [exhibit] altogether one of the most interesting features of Carlow

scenery’.!”

The degree to which his improvements were admired can be gauged by the accounts of
contemporary visitors, travel writers, agriculturists and tourists who found their way to
Milford. For decades, Carlow had received poor attention in travel narratives because it
possessed little of national interest and was largely considered unworthy of attention in
social, political or historical terms. Arthur Young was typical: he identified ‘nothing

interesting’ apart from his interviews with four Carlovians in 1775.'% In The Irish

17¢ Carfow Sentinel, 16 Apr. 1836.
7% Quarterly journal of agriculture (London, 1835), vol. v, ‘On the agriculture of the county of Carlow’, p.
189.
180 Young, Tourin Ireland, vol. i, p. 73.
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Tourist (1815), Arthur Atkinson shared the common perception that the county was
‘destitute of variety’, prior to his arrival.'®! In 1836, Emerson Tennent was uninspired by
Carlow (‘there was nothing to interest us’) and four years later, the Halls wrote
dismissively that the county would ‘require but a limited notice’ as it ‘possesses no
feature of a peculiar, or exclusive, character’.’®? With the development of Milford,
however, a succession of writers made a point of highlighting it as the county’s most

remarkable and encouraging feature, well deserving of notice.

In 1815, Atkinson considered Milford House and the mills as a single enterprise which,
‘when inspected in connection with the river and canals, and the bridges which have been
erected over them, give the Milford scene a picturesque appearance’.'®® Twenty years
later, the landscape of the estate had changed significantly for the better as the scenic and
structural elements came to complement each other to great effect. The seat of

manufacture sat comfortably in a beautiful and improved valley: the result was a victory

for both the practical and the picturesque. Despite heavy rain on the morning of his visit

on 23 September 1836, James Emerson Tennent MP was not only delighted by the mills,
but also the surrounding estate and relished the hospitality of his fellow Belfast-man in
Milford House. While he was lavish in his compliments of the industrial enterprise at the
site, he reserved his greatest praise for Milford landed estate which he regarded as the
pride of Carlow: “No place in the county afforded us more gratification than the grounds
and estate of Mr. Alexander, not only from their intrinsic beauty, but from the fact that
they are altogether the creation of their intelligent and enterprising proprietor’.!® Asa
unit, the mills and the estate created social conditions at Milford which were commended

as exceptional:

181 Atkinson, Irish tourist, p. 369.
122 Emerson Tennent, Letters to the north from a traveller in the south, p. 16; Halls, Irefond, vol. i, p. 401.
183 atkinson, Irish tourist, p. 373.
1# Emerson Tennent, Letters to the north from a traveller in the south, pp 15-18.
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It is now covered, as far as the eye can reach, with luxuriant and well-
grown timber, above the foliage of which rises the beautiful mansion and
unrivalled mills of their owner. [...] Mr. Alexander’s own estate lies
contiguous to his residence, and present a most gratifying appearance from
its admirable state of cultivation, and the comfort and excellence of its
dwellings; [...] nor could there be a better proof, that the people who
cultivate the lands must have some encouragement and capital, than the
appearance of their fields and crops, which seemed in the very highest
order, and perfectly free from weeds, or other results of poverty and
neglect.

Tennent confirmed the local opinion of Alexander as a patron and benefactor who led an

admiring and loyal population by example and neither the bad weather nor a near-death

experience on site (when his carriage was almost pulled into the canal by a stumbling

horse) could dampen the author’s enthusiasm. '8

In 1840, the Halls wrote about the positive atmosphere in Milford. Along with praise for

the plantations and the plant-covered cottages, they wrote that

the aspect of the whole neighbourhood is remarkably cheering,
comfortable and encouraging; all given tokens of the improvements that
are proceeding under the direction of its enterprising proprietor and his
sons. Roads have been opened through several of the adjacent mountains,
and cultivation has naturally followed; the hedge-rows in every direction
are as neatly and carefully trimmed as those of England. %

Alexander had cultivated a tenantry of ‘sober and industrious occupants’ and his estate
was presented by the authors as a case study of successful management — the only such
case in Carlow — offering ‘unquestionable evidence of the vast importance of resident
landlords in improving the face of the country and the social condition of the people’.!®
In The miseries and beauties of Ireland (1837), Jonathan Binns commented on the
‘extraordinary improvements in planting, in the construction of new roads, and in the

erection of corn-mills, farm houses and cottages’.'®® The Parliamentary Gazetteer of

1844 defined Milford as Carlow’s ‘singularly interesting locality’ and deemed the locality

185 \bid, p. 22.

186 Halls, freland, vol. i, p. 405.

187 |bid, pp 405-6.

188 Binns, Miseries and beauties of Ireland, vol. i, p. 231.
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worthy of demarcation on its map of Leinster in the following year’s edition.'® In
comparison with Leighlinbridge’s ruinous storehouses and empty cottages, a contributor
to the Dublin University magazine in 1855 made reference to Milford as a quasi-tourist
attraction worthy of notice— ‘what the Americans would term “a delightful location’.%

The last word can be left to a reporter from the Irish Times who was clearly overwhelmed

wh_en he visited in 1862:

The neighbourhood is ornamented with many handsome cottages, erected
for the workmen; and also beautifully situated residences for clerks. [...]
Milford presents many beautiful charms to the fancy of the pencil or the
photographer. The great mills at twilight appear like a palace upon a lake.
The castellated style of architecture, with bell-tower and weathercock, the
stillness of the great mill-pond, and the beautiful plantations all combine to
make one suppose that taste was more the study of the proprietors than
hoarding up thousands. But Nature gave her aid too in the ornamentation
of Milford; the picturesque and fertile hills surrounding the place, and the -
gorgeous Barrow, with its numerous tributaries, contribute to make
Milford more a Paradise than a place of business. '*!

Ironically, it was to be the last of Milford’s great reviews, prompted as the visit was by
the destruction of the flour mill by fire that November, a catastrophe that hastened the

inexorable decline of Milford’s fortunes.

In 1820, however, Alexander’s success and humble personality had endeared him to his
social superiors, who could not deny his status as a landed gentleman, even if they wished
to guard against encroachers on their privileges. Unlike the Bruens whose pedestal was
dogged by rumours of ill-gotten gains, John I could be openly admired as a self-made
gentleman of remarkable skill and integrity. As Barnard has commented, ‘self-help was

admired; helping oneself, not. Contemporaries discriminated between legitimate and

unsavoury methods of aggrandizement’.'*? In many ways, Milford was a paragon of

industry and a model estate, headed by an exemplary proprietor. It is little wonder that

183 A, Fullarton, Parliamentary gazetteer of Ireland {London, 1844), p. 469; Parliomentary gozetteer of
irefand (London, 1845), vol. ii, map of Leinster by ‘). & C. Walker'.

190 ) R, O'F, ‘Irish rivers, no. xiii: the Barrow’ in Dublin University magazine, (Dublin, 1855}, vol. xivi, July-
December 1855, p. 689.

192 jrish Times, 8 Nov. 1862.

192 Barnard, New anatomy of Ireland, p. 49.




the Carlow gentry sat up and took notice of one who attracted such positive reviews and
favourable attention for Carlow, which reflected benignly on all their number and made

his entrance and entrenchment into their domain all the smoother. An early indication of

his rise is the local gentry’s response to the robbery at his mill in 1822. It was an offence

that demanded solidarity in the ranks of the socially and politically influential. A
prominent advertisement in the Carlow Morning Post detailed the contributions by 37
local gentlemen to a reward kitty that totalled £600. It included pledges from Alexander’s
milling competitors, his neighbours, his brother-in-law, his doctor and the local clergy,
but also the heads of the leading landed families— Henry Bruen, John Staunton Rochfort,
William Burton, William Duckett, even Sir Thomas Butler— all of whom promised £20
each for the detection of the culprits.!*> With the lines of ‘us’ and ‘them’ clearly drawn
by the incident, John I was welcomed with sympathy into the club where money talked;
the powerbase at Milford was consolidating by the day. On 4 March 1836, the House of
Commons was informed of Alexander’s prestige and enterprise in a valuable and enabling

nod of approval from the county’s most powerful gentleman, Henry Bruen, MP:

This I do know of Mr Alexander, that to no man in Ireland is the
community more indebted than to him, for the extraordinary improvement
he has caused in an extensive district. The most extensive mills, I believe,
in Ireland, a handsome residence, fine trees, extensive plantations,
strikingly neat and comfortable houses, with a numerous, happy and
grateful tenantry, in constant employment, were the results of the
endeavours of one of the most public-spirited and munificent men in the
empire.'?*

This was high praise but it had been hard earned. Between 1828 and 1833, despite his
popularity, reputation and wealth, attempts were made to freeze John Alexander out of the
corridors of political power as his liberal politics were disapproved of by Carlow’s Tory
leadership in the wake of Emancipation. Indeed, the only blister on the surface of

Milford’s development was the increasing political tension as the county fractured along

193 Carlow Morning Post, 11 Feb. 1822.
154 Carlow Sentinel, 12 Mar. 1836.




religious lines as the 1820s progressed. Religion and politics, heretofore non-issues in the
running of Alexander’s milis and estate, began to influence matters of policy and
completely altered the Alexander modus operandi. The isolation from the surrounding
Catholic community detectable in the letters of the Protestant McMurthys in the 1830s is

symptomatic of the tension and fear visited upon the area at this time when divisions were

exacerbated, and landlord/employer was pitted against tenant/employee, culminating in

the electoral hurricane of 1835. The deference shown to the Alexanders, born of gratitude
and respect for John I, began to be superseded by political animosity. In 1825, when
asked by a select committee if the ‘the common people’ in his neighbourhood were
grateful for good treatment from their rulers, Col. John Staunton Rochfort replied
prophetically : ‘I do not believe there is a people on the face of the earth more sensible of
it [...] Very much so, except political causes interfere; they supersede everything’.'** In
this way, having been carefully and laboriously assembled, the Alexander powerbase

opened itself up to its first serious assault.

135 pp 1825 (129), Report from the select committee on the state of ireland, p. 452.
154




Chapter 5

The Alexanders and liberal politics, 1790-1820

‘There was once a miller and his name was Jack (but not a Union Jack)’.

Carlow Post on John Alexander I, 1855!

An inherited liberalism, 1790-1820

As he amassed his wealth and set about shaping a model landed estate, John Alexander
gradually came to enjoy political clout, first on the local stage and increasingly at county
level. His gifts to the county at large entitled him to a role in its governance which in turn
bolstered the reputation and prestige of all the Milford institutions. His son was groomed
to assume and wield this growing political authority, which reached its zenith on his
election as MP for Carlow borough in 1853. By that time, the Alexander powerbase was
at its strongest, and political office seemed to crown their position among the Carlow
gentry. However, this political ascent, which was seventy years in the making, was
marred by several controversial hiccups and was remarkable in that the family arrived at a
political destination far removed from the position they had set out from. In one
generation, the political reputation of the head of the family was transformed from that of

‘a conscientious liberal® to one of a ‘tyrannical Tory’.?

The Alexander family remained largely outside politics for the first forty years of their
tenure in Carlow (1784-1824), and it is no coincidence that this was the period in which
they enjoyed their greatest popularity. John I brought a liberal egalitarianism with him to

Milford which invited social harmony and accord. Politically, his early years in Carlow

1 Carlow Post, 26 May 1855.
2 Carlow Sentinel, 29 Aug. 1835.










































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































