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Foreword


Irish parishes are generally subdivided into townlands which, in rural areas, may be home to anything from one to thirty families. This particular townland lies in the southeastern corner of County Tipperary and my intention, in the following pages, is to trace its history and the lives of its inhabitants, while paying special attention to my forefathers, who lived in Cranna.


I have included an appendix with some notes on the Keatings, because of their close links to my own family, and, on the last page, an explanation of some of the terms and abbreviations used in the text.


Andrew Griffiths, in September 2024


Ober-Ramstadt, Germany
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Preliminaries


The fact that my father was born in Ireland in 1905 was due more to chance than to heritage, since his older sisters and his brother were all English-born and it was a routine army posting that had brought the family to Dundalk, in County Louth, a few years earlier. But, stepping back in time just one more generation takes me to that broad, fertile vale which stretches south-west from the town of Cahir towards Cork, hemmed by the Galtee Mountains to the North and the Knockmealdown range to the South, where my grandfather grew up on a small farm called Cranna.


It was my grandfather that changed his name to Griffiths by adding the final ‘s’, when he joined the Army in about 1881. Before that, it had been written either Griffin or Griffith according to the whim of the parish priest, when recording baptisms and marriages. Grandfather had been baptised by Father Hickey of the Roman Catholic Parish of Ballylooby – an event of some mystery, which I will return to later.


Cranna, the townland, is situated on the north-eastern edge of Ballylooby Parish, where it meets the Parish of Cahir; Cahir being the nearest market town (sometimes spelled “Caher” in older documents, but always pronounced “Care”).


There is no escaping the fact that the system of administrative divisions in Ireland can be very confusing. Apart from the four provinces (Connacht, Leinster, Munster and Ulster) and the thirty-two counties, the student of Irish history or genealogy has to deal with baronies, parishes, townlands and poor law union divisions. Then there are electoral divisions and different parish boundaries for each of the Catholic, Protestant (Church of Ireland) and civil authorities.


Cranna belongs to the Civil Parish of Tubbrid and this is also the name of the Protestant Parish. The Roman Catholic Parish was also called Tubbrid before the new church was built at Ballylooby, in about 1816 (a plaque in the church says 1813, but other sources differ). The Catholic Parish encompasses three Civil Parishes: Tubbrid, Whitechurch and Tullaghorton and stretches from the summit of the Galtees in the North to the summit of the Knockmealdowns in the South. There is a second Catholic church at Duhill, in the South of the parish.


Here is part of the entry for Tubbrid (or “Tubrid”) from Lewis’ Topographical Dictionary, of 1837:


“TUBRID, a parish, in the barony of IFFA and OFFA WEST, county of TIPPERARY, and province of MUNSTER, 4 miles (S. W.) from Cahir, on the road to Clogheen: containing 4,550 inhabitants. Exclusive of mountain and bog, this parish comprises about 10,000 statute acres. Within its limits are a station of the constabulary police, and the following seats: Scart, the residence of H. Rice, Esq., and Carrigataha, of W. J. Fennel, Esq.”


Carrigataha is another townland, which touches the south-eastern corner of Cranna, and members of the Quaker Fennell family, who resided at Carrigataha House, owned Cranna in the early 19th century and received the rents of all the families living there, whether the tenancies were leasehold, or renewed on a year-by-year basis.


Having introduced Cranna (and my grandfather) very briefly, my reader will rightfully want to know what he or she might expect to find in the chapters that follow, and I am at somewhat of a loss how to explain what kind of a book this is to be. It is neither a biography nor a genealogy, and “social history” implies rigours of scholarship which I am unqualified to provide. Perhaps “monograph” is the best description for a nonfictional treatise about a fairly narrow subject; in this case, the townland Cranna, its history and its inhabitants, with particular emphasis placed on the part played by my own ancestors.


Yes, I think monograph is the right term. Sherlock Holmes wrote monographs and detective work was definitely involved in writing this one.









Origins


Crann means “tree” in Irish and Cranna, which is sometimes written Crannagh, is probably derived from Crannach, meaning “wooded”. Formerly, the townland was also known as Barnahila, a name with uncertain etymology and very variable spelling, including Barnahira, Bananahila and even Banana Hill, this being the title recorded on two pages of a survey from 1826. A leasing agreement of 1832 also describes part of the townland as Ballynaly, which might derive from the same source.


The Civil Survey of 1654 called it Barnenaheily and in those days it seems to have been uninhabited. Ownership of nearly all the land thereabouts lay with the Butlers of Cahir Castle, whose title Baron, or Lord, Cahir was inflated to Earl of Glengall in 1816, in recognition of the conversion of the 12th Baron Richard Butler to the Protestant faith.
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Whether the townland had never been settled before 1654, or the previous inhabitants had been driven out by Cromwell’s war, the families that farmed it a hundred years later must have come from somewhere else. In the case of the Griffith family (I will usually retain this spelling except when speaking of my grandfather Thomas Edward Griffiths and his descendants), DNA analysis has revealed something of where they came from and the route they took to reach Cranna.


I have found DNA testing to be very helpful in researching my family history and the results will be mentioned several times in this work. Many people are familiar with autosomal tests, which are offered by several laboratories and can be used for a variety of purposes, including identifying close relatives, discovering new cousins and determining “ethnicity” (an often misunderstood characteristic). This type of test can usually only match cousins with common ancestors who lived up to about six or eight generations ago, but there are other kinds of test that reach much further back in time; specifically, the analysis of mitochondrial DNA (for the female line) and Y-chromosome DNA (for the male line).


The Y-chromosome is obviously most relevant to the Griffith side of the story, since it offers a pathway to my most distant male-line ancestors. Unlike the autosomal (non- sex) chromosomes, the Y-chromosome is not “re-mixed” before it is passed on from father to son. It can remained unchanged for many generations before a detectable mutation takes place, and these mutations (called single nucleotide polymorphisms, or SNPs) are the signposts that guide the researcher into the past. They are used to define haplogroups, which are DNA signatures that share certain characteristic features and are often associated with specific human populations.


One of these SNPs, which is found in my own Y-chromosome, is called L-1065. It occurred in one man’s genome about 1,900 years ago and it is often associated with the people of the ancient kingdom of Dal Riata, which existed from about the 3rd century AD until the coming of the Vikings at the end of the 8th century. The Dal Riata were a coastal race who travelled freely by boat between Antrim, Argyll and the Hebridean islands and some people claim that this SNP designates the descendants of Kenneth McAlpin, the legendary first King of Scotland, crowned in 843 AD. The L-1065 SNP is carried by the descendants of many Highland clans.


Having established that my earliest Griffith ancestors once lived in Scotland, the next stage in my quest was to find out how they got from there to County Tipperary. Many of my closest Y-DNA matches, i.e. cousins (still very distant ones) who share the most recent SNPs on the chromosome, have ancestors from County Kerry, so this was clearly one of the stages in their journey. After much study, using a combination of genetic and conventional tools, I was finally able to piece together the following story.


A close-knit group of Griffith family members left the Highlands of Scotland, possibly from the vicinity of Loch Lomond, no later than the first half of the 16th century, and sought employment as mercenary soldiers with an Irish chieftain. There were many of these soldiers (known as Gallowglasses or Redshanks) and they were employed by all the most powerful Irish clan chiefs, both in their tribal wars and against the English invaders. My own Griffith ancestor was retained by the O’Sullivan Mór during the Desmond Rebellions and was rewarded with a piece of land on the Beare Peninsula in County Kerry, which is still called Ballygriffin (“Griffin-home”). The Desmond Rebellions ended with the death of the Earl of Desmond in 1583, but the Gallowglass warriors in County Kerry had no need to fear unemployment, thanks to Hugh O’Neill of County Tyrone. The Nine Years War that he unleashed in 1593 soon spread to Munster.
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Gallowglass warriors, portrayed by Albrecht Dürer in 1521





Owen O’Sullivan Mór, Lord of Dunkerron and the northeastern part of the Beare Peninsula, stood clear of this latest conflict and, while his kinsman the O’Sullivan Beare continued to resist the Crown forces, negotiated a pardon, which was duly issued by Queen Elizabeth I in the form of a “fiant”. Fiants were named after the first words of the Order in Chancery “fiant litterae patentes...”, or “Let letters patent be made...” and this particular fiant, issued in the year 1601, is a long one, beginning as follows:


“Pardon to Owen O’Sullivan, alias O’Sullivan More, Seely Cartie his wife...”


… and continues with the names of some hundreds of his followers, among which are five “Griffens”, namely Donell, son of Donogh, Dermond, son of Maurice, Donogh, son of Giollo, Maurice, son of Shane and Shean [sic], son of Teig. This last-named Teig (or Tadgh – an Irish name which is sometimes translated as Timothy or Thaddeus) seems to have been the patriarch of the family.


The fiant also tells us where these Griffins lived in 1601 – Castledrum, the stronghold of Owen O’Sullivan’s allies the Moriartys, near the root of the Dingle Peninsula. To comply with the fiant, the Griffins were required to put aside their claymores and battle axes, which they must have done, because they quickly settled down as farmers and fishermen, and spread their seed to populate the Dingle peninsula and all the surrounding area, until Griffin became one of the most common names in northern Kerry.


Whether I am descended from Dermond or Donell or some other of that small clan from Ballygriffin, it is not possible to say, but there was a Lawrence Griffin, who signed a lease contract in 1679 for the townland Clogheenafishogue in Tubbrid Parish, who could have been the first of my ancestors to set foot in County Tipperary. He could, theoretically, have been a grandson of Dermond or Donell. This Lawrence was dispossessed during the Williamite Confiscations (1690-1700) and may have removed to the nearby townland Kilcoran, where one of his descendants was a leaseholder in the later 18th century. Kilcoran is significant, because of the strong links that developed to the Keatings of the neighbouring townland, Knockane, who are the subject of the appendix to this narrative.


Some of this is conjecture, of course, and long gaps still remain in my knowledge of Griffin history, one of them stretching from 1601 until 1679 and encompassing the horrors of the Cromwellian War (1649-1653), when the Catholic Irish were yet again subjected to brutal repression and dispossession of their lands. It is a reasonable assumption that it was this conflict, or the resulting upheavals, that induced my Griffin ancestor (whatever his name) to put Kerry behind him and move East.


The forefathers of my closest Y-DNA match of all (and therefore the cousin with the most recent common ancestor, according to this type of test) came, not from County Kerry, but from Knockmourne in County Cork, which is only about thirty miles from Cranna, mid-way between the towns of Fermoy and Lismore. That must have been either a way-station on the route the Griffins took from Kerry to Tipperary, or the destination of a branch of the family which separated from my own line in the 18th century.


This Griffith family of Knockmourne (yes, they used this spelling) converted to the Protestant faith, while my own Irish family remained staunchly Roman Catholic. Conversion, which involved swearing an oath to abjure the Pope in front of the local magistrate, was not unusual among families with property to protect, since the Penal Laws, which had been enacted around the year 1700 and were not repealed until 1778, prohibited Catholics from owning land or holding leases of more than thirty-one years duration. In many cases, no doubt, the oath was sworn as a matter of convenience and attendance at Church of Ireland services was grudging and insincere.









Griffins and Griffiths


Before coming to Cranna, I feel I have to add something about the origin of the surname Griffin/Griffith, because it is definitely not native to Scotland. Surnames came into use gradually in the Scottish Highlands, around the 13th and 14th centuries, and my Griffin ancestors arrived in County Kerry no later than the mid-16th century, so it is quite possible that my ancestor arrived in Ireland without a fixed surname and received it there, possibly as an epithet for a particularly strong or brave warrior, or simply as a description of his occupation.


An Irish poet who died in 1420 wrote: “A beauteous tribe, in fight like griffins, the majestic MacGillemichils”, which just goes to prove that griffins were viewed in the Middle Ages as warlike beasts, worthy of emulation. Gribhean and its stem gribh are the Scots Gaelic words for the mythical griffin (or “gryphon”), which is usually depicted as half eagle and half lion. The epithet gribhean would have been understood by English speakers, as well as both Scottish and Irish Gaelic speakers, to mean a griffin – a fierce warrior – and his descendants would have been known as Ó Griphean (O’Griffin). The pronunciation of the Irish equivalent Ó Gríobhtha would sound more like O’Griffith.


The Y-DNA evidence also rules out any genetic connection between the Irish Griffins and the Welsh Griffith/Gryffyd/Gruffudd kindreds.


So far, I have seen evidence of three distinct groups of Irish Griffins and Griffiths, with unique genetic signatures; my own Kerry Griffins with Highland Scots ancestry are one of these1. The O’Griffy clan of the ancient kingdom of Thomond (County Clare), who were a fighting sept of the O’Dea tribe, is another. The third is a small group, whose living members are clustered around the Severn Estuary, and this family may be descended from another Gallowglass warrior from the Lowlands of Scotland.


Surveys carried out in the 17th and 18th centuries tend to confirm that the Griffin or Griffith name was not native to South Tipperary, either. Pender’s Census of 1659 counted ten occurrences of the name Dwyre and no fewer than forty-eight Keatings – two families that intermarried with the Griffith family later – but no “Griffin” or anything like it. Neither did the Hearth Money Rolls of 1662-1667, nor the Religious Census of 1766, report any Griffins or Griffiths in the same area.


I did find one very early reference to a Griffith family in the Cahir region. This comes from a gravestone in old St Mary’s churchyard, which carries the following inscription:


THOMAS GRIFFITH, Caher, aged 79, Husband of ALICE, died 1st March 1741 ALLICE [sic] GRIFFITH, Caher, aged 84, wife of THOMAS, died 17th March 1770.


It is interesting to note that the first name to appear in Cahir is a Thomas Griffith, when this name occurs so frequently in my family, but I have not yet been able to link this Thomas (born about the year 1662) with the earliest known ancestors of our branch.


The earliest family member known to live in Cranna was another Thomas, who may have been born around 1770 and was in residence there in 1826.
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Griffy, the mascot of the Kerry Griffins








1 More about the Kerry Griffins will be found at https://www.griffinofcountykerry.com
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