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v.

Figure 6.1. Kells: The black lines mark the enclosure of the Early Christian monastery (extract from
25" to the mile OS sheet 17, published 1908-11, with acknowledgements to OSI).

In the early seventeenth century, Kells was still essentially a medieval town under
the influence of a number of leading Old English families. The medieval parish church,
by then in the possession of the newly reformed Church of Ireland, had been rebuilt in
1578 by Hugh Brady, bishop of Meath as well as archdeacon of Meath and sovereign
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132 Anngret Simtns

Figure 6.4. Early nineteenth-century view of the castle and part
' inscribed F..B. 1<S74. repr. by covrtesy of Mr Oliver Usher, Kelts).

of John Street, Kells

had been amalgamated in the centre of the town, where merchants established their
commercial activities.

It was only in 1669. after the Restoration, that Colonel Stephens was confirmed in
his possession of Kells by a Crown grant (see Appendix). This grant certainly supports
Colonel Stephens' earlier statement that his town had been devastated by war. The
grant is of interest to us because of its topographical information, which once more
confirms the layout of the medieval town. The reference to the 'new parlour and
kitchen, with the bawn or court, where the well is next ye cross' refers to the moderni-
sation of the medieval castle. Of a total of 134 tenements mentioned in the Crown
grant, only fourteen were classified as houses, seventy were recorded as cabins with
garden, four as small gardens and thirty-seven plots were wasted. The small number of
stone houses— in contrast to the large number of thatched cabins—certainly under-
lines the fact that in 1669 Kells was a modest town.

The picture we gain of (Cells in the second half of the seventeenth century is that of
a shattered town where new immigrant settlers were living in stone houses among the
cabins and hovels of the original population, some of whom had presumably stayed on.
The Crown grant refers to the castle as: 'A stone and lime walled castle called ihc
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Figure 6.5. Watercolour view of Kells from the east (inscribed L E. \\ , July I SOS ['.' j . rcpr by courtesy
o/ private owner in Kelts).

slope stands a tower, the only remnant of the former medieval parish church. The main
focus of the picture was the modernised late medieval castle with stepped crcnellations,
a wooden belfry and a clock. As we already know from the late seventeenth-century
corporation minutes, the castle had been converted into a market house, court and
prison by 1694, and was where the corporation meetings were held. Finally, the picture
shows that the streets were not paved despite the corporation's orders from the early
eighteenth century onwards. This would hardly have worried those who moved around
on horseback. Gentlemen, who may have been merchants, well dressed ladies, soldiers
and beggars are all depicted as part of an urban scene that gives absolutely no hint of
the commercial side of the town.

In 1778 the earl of Bective undertook to have the old semi-ruined medieval parish
church, in the graveyard in the centre of the town, pulled down save for the old tower.
He replaced this with a new structure in plain classical style, by the architect Thomas
Cooley.''* Twenty years later the second earl donated the site for a Catholic church on
the south side of Headforl Place, in the heart of the landlord quarter. He also helped

M NLl, Hiiiidfort estate papers, MS 25304.
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Figure 6.6. Kells Session House, rear elevation: designed by Francis Johnston in 1802 (Murray
Collection, The Irish Architectural Archive).
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Figure 6.7. Kells estate map: west division, 1817. by Sherrard. Brassington and Greene
(Headfori Papers, National Library of Ireland).
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144 Anngret Simms

year equal in ail dimensions to Jo. Pattersons best house, and in five years more raise
the rest of the house he now lives in and make them uniform'." From the evidence on
the ground a similar process must have been at work in Keils. An attempt was certainly
made to establish a streetline, to ensure uniformity between houses by keeping to
certain dimensions, and in a piecemeal fashion to raise former one-storey houses to
two- or three-storey houses.

The 18)7 estate maps reflect the medieval form of the town but they also show some
extramural growth. Humble cottages had sprung up around the Fair Green, ribbon
development had occurred along Maudlin Street. One contemporary who visited the
town in 1818, just a year after the estate maps were compiled, remarked: The cabins bear
painful testimony of the poverty of the inhabitants, which is here increased by the
scarcity and consequent price of fuel' (Figure 6.8).S4 At the other end of the social scale
an 'ascendancy quarter" had grown up at Headfort Place. A number of new street names
appeared on the 1817 estate maps. The increase of population is also reflected in the
subdivision of existing house plots. The 1663 valuation of Kells had recorded eleven

Figure 6.8. View of Kells from the south, engraved by George Petrie frepr. from Thomas Crorrmel
Excursions through Ireland. London, 1X20).

" Ibid. p. .16.
u J.C. Curwen. Observations an the State of Ireland (London. 1818). p, 185.
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Figure 6.9. House types in Kells. 1817: based on the rental lisi attached to the estate maps produced
in 1813 by Shcrrard, Brassing ton and Greene (Headfort Papers, National Library of Ireland; repr, from
A. Sinmts with K Simms, 'Ketts'. Irish Historic Towns Atlas, fasc. 4. Dublin. IQ90. p. 5).

the Catholic middle class had begun to assert itself and economic status was to become
the key social indicator.

When we look at the topographical development of Kells in the early modern period,
it is striking that the morphological framework of the early medieval monastic town and
the medieval borough had been preserved, together with the old street names. On the other
hand, important elements of the physical fabric of the medieval town —such as walls,
gates and monastic institutions had been removed completely. The most striking
example of this is St Mary's Abbey, an influential Augustinian house in medieval Ireland.
It stood outside the Cannon Gate, named after the religious of this foundation, but no
physical evidence of its former presence has survived. This example is a powerful reminder
of the dramatic changes which affected Irish society in the early modern period.
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