

















Indeed, in 1851, the congregation was recommended to use the Psalms of David instead of
the hymns currently in use. It would seem the church authorities were concerned that the
congregation was becoming insufficiently Presbyterian. The resilience of the congregation was
no doubt due to the sizeable farms and merchant interests of its members.

They were not oblivious to the famine affecting the peasantry; both Rev. Ferris and Mrs.
Elizabeth Wilson, a mill owner at The Valley near Fethard, are on record as having provided
indispensible aid during the Famine years. However, following the death of Rev. Ferris in the
autumn of 1850, Fethard congregation entered a decade of instability, during which there were
three ministerial successions. The first, Rev. Isaiah Breakley, was ordained at Fethard in March
1851, and in an act almost traditional in Presbyterian congregations in this period, married
Margaret Ferris, daughter of the late pastor in October 1852. This young minister died of
smallpox early in 1854, and was succeeded by Rev. William Frederick White in May of that year.

Renaissance — then Decline

About this time the Jacob estate was brought through the Encumbered Estates Court for
bankruptcy. The private houses at Moor Street fronting the meeting house were auctioned, and
those nearest the entrance were purchased by a person unsympathetic to the Presbyterian
cause. This person disputed the right-of-way to the meeting house behind his house, and these
difficulties may have led to the early departure of Rev. White after just three years for a more
populous, less problematic northern charge.

His successor, Rev. William Johnston, endured some sixteen years, and stemmed the
downward spiral in the fortuncs of Fethard congregation. Within a few months of his
installation, Johnston sent a letter to Presbytery complaining of obstacles being placed in the
way of entrance to the church by hostile parties, and undertook to solve the problem, so that
the congregation could worship in peace. Offers were made to purchase the offenders’
property, but no reply was received. By about 1862, after four years of negotiation, it was
decided to sell the meeting house of 1739, and build a new one on a morc accessible site.

According to a Presbytery Visitation of this time, the meeting house had 150 sittings. There
were twenty families in connection, of which seventeen contributed financially, and this can be
converted to fiftv-cight individuals, as returned in the Census of 1861. It is remarkable that
even at this stage no overall membership loss had occurred, and that any losses through death
or emigration were more than offset by baptisms, or the arrival of new families in the area.
According to the Census, forty-two members resided in the Fethard /Cashel area, with a further
sixteen around Kilcoolev.

Fewer members now lived in the vicinitv of Fethard than had previously been the case, and
these findings were noted by Presbytery in their Visitation. “Average Attendance in Summer is
25 — the same attended the last communion of the 36 on the Roll. There were four baptisms in
the past year, and only church members children are baptized. Members do not attend
regularly, as many live at great distances. Some have family worship, and there is a
congregational library of some 33 volumes”."

All was clearly not well, three families having lapsed from financial contribution. Losscs to
the established church through conversion and inter-marriage, or through death or emigration,
were completely masked by the arrival of several new families at Kilcooley, predominantly
Scots, in the employ of estates. From the 1860s in particular, it was almost fashionable for
estates to have Scottish stewards, foresters, sawyers, gillies, herdsmen and shepherds in their
employ.




Their arrival into Kilcooley district accounted for a shift in Presbyterian population to that
area, but owing to the distance of ten miles few could attend at Fethard but a few times per
year. These families often remained but a few years, and could often be missed between census
returns held each decade. Their number boosted the overall Presbyterian population of Fethard
district to eighty persons by 1867, and they were ministered to in their homes, and at occasional
services held in Bawnlea Methodist Chapel, Palatine Street, Kilcooley, from this period until the
1930s.

Regarding the building of the new church at Main Street, Fethard, exact details have not
survived about costs, builders or architects, as they were the concern of the local congregation,
and no such details were needed by the Church Body in Belfast. However, the fine site was
obtained by 1863, and the church completed by 1865 at a cost of some £800, the whole venture
displaying the measure of civic and financial prestige the congregation still maintained.

The first reports on the congregation subsequent to completion of the new building are those
of 1868-69. In 1868 there were eighteen families in connection, and there were forty-five
communicants. The new church contained one hundred sittings, a reduction of one-third on the
old building. The Sunday School had one teacher and an average attendance of nine scholars,
indicating an improved youth base, considering there were no children for such a venture in
1848. In addition to this the Visitation of 1869 indicates that the two Sunday services were still
being maintained, at 11.30 a.m. and 5.00 p.m., but that the week-night service had been given up.

Remarkably, attendance had recovered to 1830s levels — about twenty in winter, fifty in
summer or thirty-five on average through the year. Also, there had been two baptisms that
year, and the report concluded by highly approving of the condition of Fethard congregation,
considering its isolated location and highly scattered nature.” The Census of 1871, however,
indicated a significant fall to fifty individuals, from the eighty recorded just four years
previously, indicating the constant arrival and removal of families, domestic servants and
garrisons.

Only half of these persons resided within reasonable distance of the church, with the
remainder living up to ten miles away. Eighteen “families” were still being returned for the
congregation in 1871 and 1872, but a report of March 1873, commissioned at the
commencement of the vacancy caused by the removal of Rev. Johnston, returned thirteen
families and six individuals (family remnants), which was often returned as nineteen families.
From this, it seems probable that Fethard congregation had as few as thirty-five active
members, and that a significant part of the widely scattered membership were Presbvterian in
name only.
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Religious Cenus of 1766: Fethard-Mogorban Union of Parishes (copy in Co. Library, Thurles).
Extracts taken from the Minutes of the Transactions of the Southern Association of Protestant
Dissenting Ministers, comprising the United Presbyteries of Dublin and Munster, commenced in the
Year of Our Lord, 1809 (transcribed c¢. 1929 from originals now lost), vol. 1, (1809-1828) - Visitation
of Fethard, June 22, 1815.

[bid., vol. 2 (1829-1838) - Visitation of Fethard, July 7, 1830.

First Report of the Commissioners of Public Instruction of Ireland , 1834: Presented to both Houses
of Parliament by order of His Majesty (London, 1835), p. 48-51.

Minute Book of the Presbytery of Munster, vol. 1, Fethard Visitation, Nov. 1, 1848.

Ibid., vol. 2 (1854-1907), Fethard Visitation, Nov. 6, 1860.

Ibid., Fethard Report of Congregation, March 31, 1868; Visitation of April 7, 1869.

(The foregoing article is based on a talk given to the Fethard Historical Society on 23 April, 1999, at the
Abyniill Theatre, Fethard. Part Il will appear in Tipperary Historical Journal, 2001.)

© Tipperary Historical Journal 2000 10 [pp 64-72] David Butler





