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Introduction







‘It would not be amiss if you now and then employ’d a leisure hour in reading over my letters. … I design’d them to be instructions for life.’1





The difficulties posed to historians of Ireland by the partial survival of its archives has been compared to peering through a keyhole at a ballroom and watching a group of dancers. Occasionally a couple moves into focus. But for all one knew, just out of sight, there could be a group of naked men and women, dancing the Lancers.2 The gaps in our knowledge and our understanding of how society worked – the loss of assize records, visitations, the records of the operation of local justice – are enormous. Their loss is why the two hundred letters written by Edward Synge to his daughter Alicia are so valuable. Covering five years from 1747 to 1752 and written in the summer months when Synge was in his diocese, they are the letters of a rich man, a widower, to his only surviving child. Like Jonathan Swift’s letters to Stella, they are one-sided; like Swift to Stella, they are critical, humorous and lively. We know something of one segment of Synge’s society from the letters of Emily, duchess of Leinster3 and the ubiquitous Mary Delany,4 and from travellers like chief baron Edward Willes.5 But Synge’s preoccupations were not those of Emily Fitzgerald, and his social round was more varied than that of Mrs Delany. Emily Kildare’s circle was grand; Mary Delany was childless. Both women were English by birth and their letters from Ireland were, in the main, from Dublin to England. Synge’s world is centred on Ireland.


Written from Elphin, Co. Roscommon, to Kevin Street, Dublin, Edward Synge enlarges our knowledge of day to day life in the capital and the provinces. By 1747, Synge had been a bishop for nearly twenty years. He moved easily in high politics, but politics do not occupy him here. He lived with his daughter, his niece Jane and their French governess. Many years later, he referred to the hazards of living in a house with ‘a parcel of romping girls’.6 He writes of gardening and the servant problem, of visits to tailors and dressmakers, manners and books, of ironmongers and wine merchants, of transactions with his banker and lawyer, of formal calls and sending gifts of melons and grapes to prominent acquaintances. His Roscommon news is of the building and furnishing of his new Palace, of visitors, harvests and the weather, of food and drink. Synge’s account of his new house in Roscommon illustrates how dependent the provinces were on Dublin trades and Dublin taste. He writes spontaneously, and he encourages his daughter to write freely in return: ‘Sauve votre modestie I must see you naked’, he urges; ‘Give your thoughts free Scope, and Scrawl away.’7 Synge’s vivid prose, his lack of formality, his intimate portraits of his neighbours, his clergy and his servants open up a view of Irish society that we have only glimpsed elsewhere. When he writes about his servants, their voices too are heard. The words of Jennet, the still-room maid, recounting her problems making barm for bread come straight from Maria Edgeworth:




Indeed, My Lord, says she, I get Barm sometimes as red as a Fox, sometimes black, full of Hop-leaves, Bog-bane, Wormwood, Artichoak leaves … By straining I get rid of all these; and the first Sheering, so she calls pouring, after the liquor has stood about quarter of an hour, frees it from the great dross, which remains in the bottom, red like brick-dust, or darker; the Second, after standing a night, gives me barm as white and as tough as Starch. With this, My Lord, I make all your bread, and Many a hard shift I make to get it.8





But Edward Synge is more than this. His expression of his love and concern for his adolescent daughter, by turns stern, relaxed and teasing, augments our understanding of the relations between parents and children and between men and women. His concern for Alicia’s education and, as she matures, his insistence on her independence give us new insight into women’s place in Irish society.


Edward Synge was a member of a great dynasty of Irish clerics. He was the son of an archbishop, the grandson and great nephew of bishops; the brother of a bishop, the nephew of a dean and the uncle of an archdeacon. (His brother, Nicholas Synge bishop of Killaloe, was the direct ancestor of the playwright J.M. Synge.) The Synge9 family first arrived in Ireland when George Synge, from Bridgnorth, Shropshire, the son of Richard Synge a bailiff, went to Armagh in 1621. George Synge became bishop of Cloyne in 1638, but lost all in the rebellion of 1641.10 By 1652 he had returned to Bridgnorth to die. George Synge’s younger brother, Edward (Edward Synge’s grandfather) was born in Bridgnorth in 1614, but he was educated at Drogheda and entered the ministry of the Church of Ireland. In 1661 he became bishop of Ardfert, and in 1663 was translated to Cork, Cloyne and Ross. He had two sons, Samuel and Edward, and five daughters. Samuel Synge became dean of Kildare, married the daughter of Michael Boyle, archbishop of Armagh and had two children, Michael and Mary. Samuel Synge was wealthy, and his will had important consequences for his nephew, Edward, since the estate of the former eventually passed to the latter.11 Michael Synge did not marry and died young. Edward Synge senior inherited the income from his brother’s estate during his life and this then passed to his elder son. Samuel Synge’s estate helped to make the younger Edward Synge rich, and its existence made Alicia, his only surviving child, a considerable heiress.


Edward Synge the elder, Samuel Synge’s brother, was born at Inishannon, Co. Cork, in 1659. He was a commoner at Christ Church, Oxford, and completed his education at Trinity College, Dublin. He married Jane Proud, the daughter of a Cork clergyman, Nicholas Proud, and was vicar of Christ Church, Cork, when his eldest son, Edward was born on 18 October 1691.


George Synge was the last member of this branch of the family to be born and educated wholly in England and, by the middle of the eighteenth century, the Synge family appears to have lost close touch with England. There is no record in Edward Synge’s father’s will, his own marriage settlement or his own will that he had property in England. He seems not to have visited England, and there are only half a dozen isolated references to English place-names in his letters. On T.C. Barnard’s analysis of Irish Protestant identity, Edward Synge should be classified, not as an Anglo-Irishman, but as an Irish Protestant.12 Educated in Cork by a Mr Mulloy, Synge entered Trinity College, Dublin, in 1706 and took his BA in 1709. In 1710 he became a Fellow of the College and Junior Dean in 1715.13


Successful careers are owed in part to chance. In 1714 the younger Synge was twenty-three and on the threshold of his career. Queen Anne died and the Whigs came in: he was in the right place at the right time. Synge’s father was the first in the family to benefit from the change of government. The writer of numerous popular religious tracts, Edward Synge senior was regarded as ‘learned, prudent, pious and active’. Although ‘it was owned that none was better fitted for a bishop’,14 his politics until now had been a fatal obstacle to his promotion. (His personal wishes too, played a part in the long wait for preferment: he had refused the deanery of Derry in 1699 because his elderly mother did not wish to leave Cork.)15 In 1705, he became Chancellor of St Patrick’s; in November 1714 he was consecrated bishop of Raphoe and in June 1716 translated to the archbishopric of Tuam. This elevation, and his close relationship with William King, archbishop of Dublin, now made the advancement of his son’s interest possible. The new Lord Lieutenant, the duke of Bolton, made the younger Synge his chaplain. It was noted that Bolton was anxious to assist the younger Synge as his father’s son, ‘they seem inclined to oblige a man that is a son to a person they think very rising’.16 In 1719 he obtained the living of St Audoen’s, Dublin, and a prebendal stall in St Patrick’s cathedral. St Audoen’s church was used by the lord mayor and corporation of the city; as incumbent Edward Synge was well placed to be noticed by the city, and he was made a Freeman in 1722. It was not a rich living, however, and in 1720 Synge had married. His father, now aged sixty-one, was anxious that his son should be preferred and that he himself should receive help in Tuam.


Preferment was an elaborate dance, involving many partners. When Archbishop Synge wrote to the archbishop of Canterbury, to suggest that his son should be appointed provost of Tuam, he phrased it in terms of several removals: ‘His present preferment (for which he quitted his Fellowship of the College) is the Parish of St Audoens in this City, worth at utmost, as I compute, 170 pounds per annum, over and above the maintaining Two to assist him in the discharge of the Cure … the Deanery of Lismore, worth near 4001 a year, being now vacant. If my Lord Lieutenant would be pleas’d to remove the Dean of Tuam thither, and give that Deanery (worth between 200 and 300) to my son, both he and I should take it as a very great Favour … it will be a great comfort to me, in my old Age, sometimes to have my son’s company there.’17 But temporarily, the archbishop had fallen out of favour. With King he had spoken strongly against the Toleration Act of 1719 on the ground that it would endanger the state by allowing dangerous sects to flourish,18 and his suggestion was disregarded. Synge acknowledged the possible consequences of his actions on his son, hoping that ‘the suppos’d Mistakes of the Father, will not fall heavy upon the Son, who had no hand in them’.19 The younger Synge had to wait until 1726 for his provostship.20 In 1727 he was appointed to be Chancellor of St Patrick’s, like his father before him.21 At the beginning of 1729, his name was mentioned for the diocese of Clonfert,22 and on 7 June 1730 Edward Synge was consecrated by his father in St Werburgh’s, Dublin, his brother Nicholas preaching the sermon.23 A year later, he was translated from Clonfert to Cloyne. This was partly because no-one else on the bishop’s bench wanted the diocese, but partly because it would be agreeable ‘as he has some estate in the neighbourhood of Cloyn, [he] will be obliged by being sent thither …’.24 Synge no longer suffered from any taint of disloyalty; he was described as one of a number ‘zealously affected to his Majesty and family’.25 Two years later, in February 1733, he was sent to Ferns and Leighlin where he stayed for six years. In May 1740 he was translated to the diocese of Elphin and he remained there until his death in 1762.


Synge’s personal characteristics were marked. Physically large, a doggerel poem described him as ‘a priest of six foot and more’. Mrs Delany told her sister, ‘On Saturday I was reading in the portico at the farthest end of our garden … I saw stalking up the walk a huge man. Upon nearer approach I saw it was the bishop of Elphin.’26 Like his father he had an independent mind which he asserted when, as a young College Fellow, he declined to conform to the orders of the Vice-Provost and be dragooned into assembling with other College office holders to go to the Tholsel and vote for the Recorder and Alderman Burton, the Whig candidates in the parliamentary election of 1713. He voted for them the following day.27 Despite their different politics, Synge partly owed his promotion to Jonathan Swift, who recommended him as one of a number of Dublin clergymen ‘the most distinguished for their learning and piety’, adding that this recommendation was made ‘without any regard for friendship’. Letitia Pilkington reported that Swift told her he had recommended Synge because he wanted a living for Dr Patrick Delany, ‘and Pox take me if I ever thought him worth my Contempt, till I had made a Bishop of him’.28 Chesterfield, Lord Lieutenant from 1745 to 1746, said that the younger Synge was ‘without dispute equal, if not superior, in abilities to any on the Bench; and who is also the Speaker and the efficient man in the House of Lords’.29 Although known in Dublin as ‘Proud Ned’,30 he disliked honours. Mrs Pilkington, who claimed kinship with the Synge family, said that Synge told her that ‘his Honours did not sit easy on him, and that he would willingly dispence with his Friends not saluting him with his Title of Lord, as it always made him uneasy’.31 He disliked promotion just for the sake of honour, and claimed to have retracted a request he had made to the Lords Justices, saying ‘He who has views of ambition, can never act freely, seldom virtuously.’32 In his will, he asked that his sermons be burnt and his body put in a plain oak or deal coffin with a black cloth covering it and no ornament except his name and age.33


Wealth made pious and disinterested actions possible; both Synges used their income to improve the ministry. Archbishop Synge had gained great respect in Tuam for giving a quarter of his tithes, the quarta pars episcopalis, to his clergy to make up the incumbent’s stipend in return for resignations from plural livings.34 His son confronted the resistant owners of land increasingly set to grazing, and tackled the problem of tithe agistment (the collection of tithes on dry and barren cattle) by taking them to court.35 He pointed out that his insistence on its collection was not for personal gain but rather to improve the ministry in his diocese of Ferns. ‘I freely own, that my Revenues in the Church are very considerable; and I hope I know how to make a proper, and a Christian use of them.’36


Church of Ireland preachers during the years after 1661 annually emphasized the horrors faced by the country during and after the Rebellion, and on the need for vigilance against the possibility that these dangers should recur.37 Edward Synge the younger is best known for a sermon which, as the Lord Lieutenant’s chaplain, he preached to members of the House of Commons on 23 October 1725 to commemorate the 1641 rebellion.38 Using a text from Luke’s Gospel, ‘Compel them to come in’,39 Synge was critical of those parts of the penal laws which had been passed to preserve the security of the state, but whose effect had been to invade Roman Catholics’ liberty of conscience. Referring to the ‘late times of confusion’, he believed that the present cause of ‘the enmity’ between Protestants and Roman Catholics had ‘always been due to a furious and blind zeal for Religion’. However expedient these laws might have been, they were unjust and should not be continued.40 Making a clear distinction between legislation to ensure public order, and the regulation of private affairs, he pointed out the uncomfortable fact that, by enforcing obedience in religious worship, Protestants had themselves fallen into ‘Romish practices’.41 Conversion through education was, he believed, the best way and he pressed for the education of Roman Catholic children in Protestant charity schools.42


He shared his abhorrence of religious persecution with his father. In 1721 the elder Synge had told his congregation that men who were told they were eternally damned for practising their beliefs would ‘run hazard to do it; [if you] drive them from cities and places of resort, they’ll meet in fields or in the desert’.43 They both concluded that those who live peaceably in society had a right to worship God according to their consciences. At the same time, they did not approve limitless toleration. The younger Synge did not advocate the repeal of the penal laws, and nowhere suggests that they should be amended to allow Roman Catholics to own property. Underpinning this stance was the fear that the land that had been so hard won by 1690 might yet be reclaimed. In 1740 Synge was the writer of a report by a Lords Committee set up to examine the state of the public records. Here, he expressed anxiety about the safety of archives in the King’s Bench Office. Stored in a building considered insecure, the records contained ‘several Outlawries and attainders; those particularly of Papists, on Account of the Rebellions in 1641 and 1688’. Synge feared that, if these were destroyed, Protestants’ possession of land would be at risk and they would be open to ‘vexatious Lawsuits to Defend and Establish their Titles to many forfeited Estates’.44


Synge’s interest in toleration was reinforced by his close friendship with Francis Hutcheson, the Presbyterian philosopher, Hutcheson had come from Armagh to Dublin at the invitation of a number of dissenters anxious to start an academy in the city.45 Hutcheson’s arrival in Dublin in about 1720 may have been one of the reasons for Synge’s reluctance to leave the city in 1719. No correspondence between Synge and Hutcheson has survived, but Hutcheson acknowledged his debt to Synge, and their friendship, in the Preface to his Inquiry into Beauty and Virtue.46 They were both members of the group which gravitated towards the nominally Anglican Irish peer, Robert Molesworth. George Berkeley, another of Edward Synge’s close friends, was on the edge of this group.47 Hutcheson shared some of Edward Synge’s qualities; he was said to have been ‘utterly free of all stateliness or affectation’.48 Hutcheson’s doctrine was far from Presbyterianism’s emphasis on sin and reprobation. God was benevolent, and the object of all law was human happiness through virtue. He believed, with Synge, that it was hypocritical to coerce men’s religious beliefs, and unjust for them to be punished for doctrines which did not threaten the state. ‘Such persecution is the most horrid iniquity and cruelty.’49 Although Synge’s letters never refer directly to Hutcheson’s ideas, it is possible, without forcing the text, to perceive points on which both men agreed. Hutcheson stresses the importance of instruction for young minds on the existence and providence of God; and to his daughter Synge reiterates God’s providence. Hutcheson and Synge are at one on the duty of children to their parents. Hutcheson says, of parents’ duty to their children, ‘Generation no more makes them a piece of property to their parents, than Sucking makes them the property of their nurses … the child is a rational agent, with rights valid against their parents.’50 Of an arranged marriage, Synge tells Alicia, ‘Parents may, they ought indeed to, controule their children’s imprudent inclinations. But to abuse or force them to compliance, against so setled an aversion is cruel, is Wicked. …’51 Synge’s emphasis on the education of children echoes that of Hutcheson who said that married couples should ‘consult the prosperity of their family, and chiefly the right education of their common children’.52 Regretting the marriage of a flighty young woman, Synge reminded his daughter that the girl probably knew no better: ‘perhaps she is not so much to blame as her Education. Few young persons have the advantage which you, My dearest, have had of an early opening of their minds. …’53 Hutcheson stresses the importance of children ‘obtaining their liberty as soon as they can safely enjoy it; since without it they cannot be happy. …’;54 Synge urges his daughter not to consult him; to be independent and take decisions for herself.55 Hutcheson left Ireland in 1730 and did not return. His System of Moral Philosophy was posthumously published in 1755, and Synge bought ten sets.56


When both Synges defended the right to liberty of conscience, they were undoubtedly influenced by their close relationship with members of the Huguenot refugee community. In 1692, after the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes, an act of parliament provided for a charter of refuge to encourage foreign Protestants to settle in Ireland. Uniquely, this guaranteed their freedom of worship,57 and in the last decade of the seventeenth century, a large group of Protestant refugees arrived in Dublin.58 Many French families settled in the parishes of St Peter’s and St Kevin’s, on the Synges’ doorstop.59 The Synges’ reiteration of the horrors of religious persecution and its consequences should be read in the light of their own family association with the Huguenot community in Dublin. The word ‘desert’ used by Archbishop Synge in his sermon of 1721 has Huguenot resonances. ‘Le désert’ can mean a refuge, and ‘La periode du Désert’ was the time spent by Huguenots in hiding after the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes.60 The Synges knew Elie Bouhéreau, the first Keeper of Marsh’s Library, and their close neighbour in Kevin Street. Bouhéreau’s daughter married a fellow Huguenot, Jean Jourdan, who subsequently became the Church of Ireland rector of Dunshaughlin, Co. Meath. Their daughter Blandine was Alicia Synge’s governess and companion Mrs Jourdan.61 French influence in the Synge household is apparent. French was used in day-to-day correspondence,62 French books were read,63 and French food was eaten.64


Synge was a member of the political circle65 around the Speaker, Henry Boyle, which included the earl of Kildare, the Gores and Thomas Pakenham, who figure on the margins of the letters.66 These men were in opposition to the group around Primate Stone, the Lord Lieutenant, the Duke of Bedford, and his son and private secretary, Lord George Sackville. Synge was active during the dispute on the Money Bill, which legislated to apply the surplus Irish revenue to reduce the national debt, and was defeated by the Irish House of Commons in December 1753. He reacted sharply to the measures taken after the rejection of the bill by Holderness, the southern secretary, who on behalf of the king prorogued the Irish parliament and removed a number of advisors. The tone of Holderness’s letter written after the vote, shocked Synge. ‘I own the style choked me. Except for four years, it has not been much in use since the Revolution.’67  To Lord Limerick he tellingly quoted ‘a French Apothegm’, Il faut se defendre du prejugé de confonder l’esclavage avec la fidelité – One must guard against confusing slavery with loyalty.68 But Synge sat easy under Ireland’s constitutional arrangements, and wrote of the mob celebrating the defeat of the bill that ‘Angry Patriotism was not for the Meridian of Ireland’. The best policy was to ‘leave to time and future dutifull and loyal Conduct to shew that the discipline was undeservedly apply’d’.69 He was no radical, and was himself adept in using the system to his own advantage.70





Edward Synge married Jane Curtis, daughter of Robert and Sarah Curtis of Roscrea, Co. Tipperary, in 1720. Robert Curtis, MP for Duleek, Co. Meath, was a rich man who had bought leases from the Ormonde estate. In 1703 he bought 2867 acres in Roscrea for £3399, which he sold in 1722 for £22,000.71 Synge’s marriage settlement was advantageous,72 and from it he could now expect an annual income of about £800. When his father died in 1741, he inherited the income from Samuel Synge’s estate, the product of a hundred years of investment in good quality land in Cork, improved by the judicious setting of leases. Fate played its part. His mother was dead,73 and with the death of his wife and all his children save Alicia, he had no need to provide jointures for a widow, pin money or to provide and supplement marriage settlements for numerous children.74 With his personal income and his episcopal income from successive dioceses over thirty years, Edward Synge became rich. He was said to have recommended his daughter Alicia and her husband, Joshua Cooper, to follow his own policy and ‘buy up always all the land that they could’.75 In 1762 Edward Willes said that the net episcopal income of Elphin was £3500 a year and that Synge was worth £100,000, this was ‘all of the acquisition of the church’.76


Edward’s and Jane Synge’s married life was visited by repeated sorrows. Often, in his early letters, Edward Synge refers to them. Reflecting on his parting with Alicia in 1747, he thought back to an earlier parting: ‘You were then an infant, and could give me pleasure only by looking at you. … But I had then other objects of my tenderest affection. You only now remain.’77 The Synges had six children; Edward was born in 1722 and died in 1739. Sarah was born in 1722/23 and died two years later. Jane also died in 1724. It is not known when Catherine and Mary were born; they both died in 1733/34. Robert was born in about 1725; he was admitted to TCD in 1742/3, but was dying when the letters open in July 1746. Alicia was born on 12 December 1733 and she alone survived. When her mother died in December 1737, Alicia was just four years old.78


All but a handful of Edward Synge’s letters were written from Elphin to Dublin. Despite that, his house in Dublin is almost as vivid as that in Elphin. The Kevin Street house and land had been bought by Archbishop Edward Synge, his son and Michael Synge from the Rev. Philip Ferneley in 1726. In 1667 lieutenant colonel Philip Ferneley had leased land from the dean and chapter of St Patrick’s for sixty-one years. Part of this land, later known as ‘the Cabbage Garden’, was appropriated by the dean and chapter to create a new burying ground for the parishioners of St Patrick’s. The remainder was divided between Swift, who there created his ‘Naboth’s Vineyard’, and the Synge family. The house was of rendered brick and built around a courtyard,79 with large doors facing on to the south side of Kevin Street.80 There were stables, a coach house, brew house and wash house, and it was later described as ‘a very airy, large handsome and spacious house’.81 Edward Synge writes of a great parlour, a blue parlour, an outer study and his inner study. In 1812 there was a large dining parlour and two other parlours on the ground floor. Panelled and papered, and decorated by the master carver, John Houghton,82 the interior was clearly well-appointed. The rooms on the ground and the upper floors had views of the Dublin mountains.83 Two Irish acres of grounds were bounded by a high wall running along Liberty Lane and St Kevin’s churchyard on the east, Long Lane on the south and land belonging to St Anne’s Guild on the west.84 A door in the garden wall led on to Long Lane at the rear. At the end of the gardens, fields stretched away towards the mountains.85 The plot was divided into two gardens,86 with flower borders, a vegetable garden and an orchard. It is clear from Synge’s frequent references to melons and grapes that he must have had hot beds and a glass house. In the 1720s society had moved away from the old city, crowded around the castle and the two cathedrals. Fashionable Dublin was now centred on St Stephen’s Green and the surrounding streets to the north developed by Joshua Dawson and by Edward Synge’s friend, Edward Nicholson.87 On the edge of the Liberties, the Synges and their neighbours, the archbishop of Dublin at the Palace of St Sepulchre and the Deanery of St Patrick’s, were surrounded by the weavers, dyers, clothiers, and brewers on the Meath estate.88 Sectarian and recreational faction fighting frequently broke out on their doorstep.89 To his daughter, Synge referred to local inhabitants as ‘your low neighbours … the rabble among whom you do, and I must live’.90


When Edward Synge’s letters open in 1747, he is building a new house at Elphin. The cult of improvement which informed eighteenth-century Ireland – the building and decoration of houses, the purchase of furniture, china and garden plants, the acquisition of paintings – has been extensively explored through letters, inventories, account books, diaries and travel writing.91 Clergymen responded to the impulse to build because of the pressure on them to live in their parishes; bishops had to make a substantial presence in the diocese.92 If bishops were the active part of the House of Lords, they were also the active men in the country.93 An observer wrote that the ‘the Diminution of the Power of the Nobility has made the Lay-Lords here careless of Improvement, and of preparing themselves to support with Dignity that which remains to them’.94 Primate Boulter said that the prevalence of absentee landlords meant that ‘in many places one fourth or one fifth of the resident justices are clergymen for want of resident gentlemen’.95 A bishop, residing in his diocese during the summer months, in a substantial house with a good table, entertaining visiting clergy, officers, judges on assize and carrying out his annual Visitation, made up for deficiencies in the local gentry. In the first half of the century see houses were non-existent or grossly inadequate. Archbishop Synge lamented the absence of a proper house at Tuam: ‘If I had but any Sort of Habitation at Tuam, it would not only be great Satisfaction to me, but enable me with much less trouble than now to discharge my Duty; but until I build a House for the Archbishop (which I resolve as soon as may be to do) I must be forc’d to take up with a Lodging in a thatch’d cabin. …’96 Of Elphin, the archbishop told Wake that Bishop Hodson had begun to build a ‘very good Episcopal house’ in Elphin in the 1680s, but by the 1720s it had become derelict.97 Robert Howard, Edward Synge’s predecessor, who had succeeded to Elphin in 1730, told his brother that he had found there ‘a very bad, ill-contrived house, for some of my predecessors were very indifferent architects’.98 Edward Synge himself wrote of floods and damp in the old house; by 1747 he had started to build.99


There are no contemporary pictures of Edward Synge’s new Palace. The house itself has gone and only the ruined offices remain. Described by Edward Willes as ‘an extreme[ly] good gentlemen’s house of six rooms on a floor’,100 it was built on high ground on the road to Boyle near the cathedral, now in ruins.101 It had a three-storey central block linked by sweeps to two-storey offices on either side, making a hollow square. Its design was similar to many other eighteenth-century Irish houses, such as Sherwood Park, Ballon, Co. Carlow, and grander examples at neighbouring Strokestown Park and Frenchpark.102 Its exterior was faced with plaster, with a round-headed door with side-lights at the top of a shallow flight of steps and with a ‘Venetian window’ above.


The name of the architect is not definitely known, but there is a strong case for believing that it was Michael Wills, and that he is the Dublin ‘Mr Wills’ to whom Synge frequently refers in his letters of 1747. Michael Wills was a son of Isaac Wills, a carpenter who had worked on the building of St Werburgh’s church, Dublin.103 The younger Wills was clerk of works during the building of Dr Steevens’ Hospital between 1721 and 1723 and he competed unsuccessfully for St Patrick’s Hospital in 1749. In 1754 he was employed by the Committee for repairing St Werburgh’s after a disastrous fire, and he supervised the rebuilding of St Peter’s between 1750 and 1752.104 Michael Wills carried out a survey of the Palace for probate after Edward Synge’s death in 1762.105 There are two reasons for assigning the design to Michael Wills. In 1745 he submitted an album of ‘Designs for Private Buildings of Two, three, four, five and six Rooms on a Floor And one of Eight rooms. Dublin 9th May 1745’ to a competition, describing them as ‘Vitruvian Designs in the Oeconomique Style’.106 A set of plans made in 1873 show the ground plans of the Palace and proposals for their alteration.107 Here, the ground plans of the house follow the ground plans of ‘House No.2’ in the drawings of 1745. The elevation of the house is, with one exception, very close to the elevation of the Palace as shown in a drawing of the exterior, dated about 1813.108 The exception to Michael Wills’s 1745 drawings is the insertion of a rather awkward third storey. This may be the ‘attic storey’ to which Synge refers in 1747.109


The western dioceses of the Church of Ireland were unpopular with the clergy. The distance from Dublin and the small numbers of Protestant gentry meant few congenial neighbours, and non-residence was frequent.110 Even the eastern half of Roscommon was two days or more travel from the capital, and temporal pleasures foregone were compounded by pastoral difficulties. An absence of bookshops and printers meant a lack of bibles and prayer books, and the lack of tailors led to shabby dress.111 The diocese of Elphin exhibited the want of Protestants and want of churches which were one of the many problems faced by the Church.112 The diocese covered most of Co. Roscommon, a large part of Sligo and Galway and a small part of Co. Mayo. There were seventy-five parishes of which the bishop presented to seventy-two; the parishes were large, and the churches were often absent or ruinous.113 The population was overwhelmingly Roman Catholic; in 1732 in Co. Roscommon alone there were 790 Protestant families to 7312 Catholic families.114 Synge used a Catholic apothecary, and refers to a few Catholic doctors, but Alicia had to remain in Dublin during the summer in order to be close to a Protestant physician. There was a sprinkling of Catholic gentry, like the antiquarian Charles O’Conor of Belanagare, who had managed to hang on after the confiscations of the seventeenth century. But even poor Protestants were still economically and socially the superiors of the growing Catholic tenant-farmer class.115 In 1720 Synge’s father said that it needed ‘an active Bishop’ and required ‘some time to bring it into that tolerable order of which it is capable’.116


Elphin117 may have been a rich bishopric, but the town itself was poor. Synge’s predecessor, Robert Howard, wrote that it was in ‘a very rich deep country, the roads bad, the country pleasant enough, a good demesne, but a bad dirty Irish town’.118 Away from the Palace, the schoolhouse and the deanery, the poor of Elphin lived in cabins, ‘built of sods and covered with rushes, flax-shoves, or the like, not sufficient to keep out a shower of rain … inhabited by eight or ten men, women and children half-naked’.119 The land surrounding Elphin was of rich, loamy soil overlying a stratum of limestone which was dug out and laid as a top dressing to counteract the soil’s peaty acidity. In the 1740s it let for about 25 shillings an Irish acre.120


Synge’s life in Elphin was not just devoted to pastoral duties and hospitality. In 1731 Robert Howard had an income of £1433.13s.3d from leases and rentals on the demesne land.121 Synge was an improving farmer and would have considerably increased his income with monies from the sale of stock, crops and linen. He was influenced by the agricultural reformer, Charles Varley, whom he had met about 1746. Varley (c.1725-96) had come to Ireland from Yorkshire to seek his fortune. Edward Synge introduced him to ‘the heads of the Kingdom’ and was instrumental in arranging for him to lease land in Co. Leitrim and receive premiums from the Linen Board. Varley wrote of Synge that he was his ‘benefactor, tutor and father … his house and stables were open to me … his library for my education and his advice for my guide’. Varley’s description of a day spent with Synge riding around his demesne echoes closely a similar description recounted by Synge to Alicia in 1747.122 For a brief while, Varley took the place of Synge’s lost sons.123


Varley thought that the quality of the land in Ireland made the landlords idle; with a few exceptions, they were ‘great slovens in husbandry … turn it up in any fashion, and corn must grow’.124 Roscommon’s economy was held back by the domination of the graziers over tillage and in the production of linen by the large numbers of spinners and the small number of weavers. Varley shared Synge’s concern about the imbalance between grazing and tillage, and he attributed Ireland’s prevalent evils of poverty and begging to the ‘great graziers … the chief and real bars to the riches, prosperity, improvement, industry, good morals, regularity, cloathing and feeding of the poor in Ireland’.125


When Varley arrived in Ireland, Edward Synge was a Trustee of the Linen Board. Varley, who came from Rotherham where flax was grown widely, noticed that the combination of the land and the climate in Ireland, together with the premiums offered by the Board, made the growing of flax potentially lucrative. Irish flax was thought to be far superior to foreign flax and, unlike imports from Germany and the Low Countries, imports of linen into England were free of duty.126 The Roscommon soil was particularly good for flax growing, and the Board made grants to local contractors to buy looms. Synge makes clear his dependence on Varley’s advice when it comes to growing flax,127 and his letters have many orders for hatchels, scutching boards and parts of looms to be sent from Dublin. However, reports to the Linen Board on the state of the industry in the late 1750s, said that in Roscommon particularly, the easy production of flax was countered by difficulties in its processing into cloth. In Roscommon the poor were thought to benefit little from the high quality of the yarn produced by local spinners. There were too many spinners, an unskilled trade generally carried out by women, and not enough weavers, a skilled job carried out by men. This imbalance impoverished whole families.128


Our knowledge of the social structure of the diocese of Elphin owes much to Edward Synge himself.129 In 1749 he ordered a census of the diocese which greatly extended the counts of papists and mass houses made by earlier incumbents of Elphin.130 Each of Synge’s clergy was commissioned to list everyone in their parish including not just Roman Catholics but also Protestants, Presbyterians and Quakers. The survey listed by parish, place of abode, head of household, religion, their profession or trade, children over or under fourteen, and servants, male or female, Catholic or Protestant. The extent and completeness of Synge’s census may have been the result of discussions with Charles Varley, who later wrote a pamphlet recommending a census with similar headings.131


The 1749 census says that Synge had seventeen servants in his household, twelve men and five women. They were all, at least nominally, Protestant.132 He can be irritated by their performance: he curses Tom for shaving him badly, Shannon for breaking all his water glasses ‘at one slap’ and the grooms for taking out his horses and getting fuddled in his neighbours’ kitchens, but still to him they are ‘My Family’. He chooses his upper servants with care – the interviewing of a potential steward and his wife takes up a dozen letters – but once hired, they are cared for, educated and sent to the Mercer’s Hospital in Dublin for treatment. Many of his comments on his servants’ performance and about household disasters, such as lost keys, broken bottles and ‘the new House all going to Ruin before it is finished’, are identical to those of Swift.133 In 1750 Synge says he is determined to get rid of his house steward Shannon, but despite his determined resolution Shannon is still there in 1752. Some of his comments on his servants and the peasantry are brutal. He himself recognizes this when he says to Alicia, ‘You know me to be strict and severe with regard to the conduct of servants. This is not the effect of temper but prudence. Harshness, irksome to myself, I find necessary to keep them in order.’134 He may be harsh too when he says of their grief at a death that the peasantry are ‘not agitated with so strong passions as We are’ but, he continues compassionately, ‘it is owing to their Condition, in which their is no variety, little highly pleasing, and of consequence less distress. … All is soon over, and they return to their usual Employment. Their necessitys oblige them to it; and as they have not leisure to grieve, the impression soon goes off.’135 Persuading Alicia not to criticise the appearance and manners of her new maid, sent from Elphin to Dublin, he writes, ‘Reflect, My Dear as often as you see her, that had you been neglected as she has been, you might have been as she is: Bless God for the advantages you have had and have, and make a right use and improvement of them.’136 Irish, to Synge, denotes a lack of manners or ignorance; Dr Dignan, a local man without the qualifications of a Dublin doctor, is characterized as ‘Irish’ for presuming on hospitality, and Alicia’s errors in spelling are sharply corrected with the words ‘’Tis brogue’.137


Synge took book catalogues and read booksellers’ advertisements in the Dublin papers. Synge was sarcastic about the books in his predecessor’s library. He marked Robert Howard’s inventory, commenting on copies of Euripedes Tragedies, ‘mighty bad’, Straboni’s Geographica ‘1 vol. a very old Bad edition’ and Pearson’s Exposition of the Creed ‘miserably abused’.138 His English books, although naturally dominated by theology, included Aubrey, Berkeley, Milton, Prior, Shakespeare, Swift and Wycherley. He was fascinated by Roman Catholic doctrine and the Catholic apologetics. Using the Catholic apothecary as an intermediary, he borrowed books critical of Protestant historians of the rebellion of 1641 from his neighbour Charles O’Conor.139


Synge played the harpsichord and took a close interest in the music in his church.140 As Chancellor of St Patrick’s, he was ‘minister in musicis’ at the cathedral, where he was a good judge of singing. At the same time, as rector of St Werburgh’s, he suspended the organist ‘for many irregularities and for prevaricating with the Minister’.141 Synge’s musical ability made a strong impression on Handel when the composer was in Dublin. To his librettist Charles Jennens, Handel wrote of Synge as ‘a Nobleman very learned in Musick’.142 With his letter, Handel enclosed Synge’s impressions of the first performance of The Messiah in the New Musick-Hall in Fishamble Street on 13 April 1742. Synge wrote that it was ‘A Species of Musick different from any other – the composer is very Masterly and artificial, yet the Harmony is So great and open, as to please all who have Ears and will hear, learned and unlearn’d.’ He was impressed by the attention of the audience, and remarked that ‘to their great honour, tho’ the young and gay of both Sexes were present in great numbers their behaviour was uniformly grave and decent’.143 The moral dimension of Handel’s music and the object of its performance would have appealed to Synge. Unlike London, where music was performed commercially, Dublin had a tradition of performances for charity, and proceeds from The Messiah were to be shared ‘by the Society of relieving Prisoners, the Charitable Infirmary and Mercer’s Hospital’.144 Synge suggested that Handel might write a sequel, called ‘The Penitent’, but Handel never took up his proposal.


Synge can unquestionably be tiresome and pedantic in his letters to Alicia, returning frequently to her writing, her grammar, her spelling and her pen nibs. After the first few references, our eyes may glaze over his comments, but his purpose was clear. She had to take her place in society as his daughter, and he confesses, ‘I love to teach you in trifles with Exactness which may be of real use in affairs of more importance.’145 He despises children who care only for dress and diversions, and blames their parents, ‘If their chief point all their lives has been to please, no wonder … they resolve at once to make the most of it.’146


Alicia remains a shadowy figure, and no known portrait of her survives. We know that like her father she was tall,147 but of her character and temperament we know nothing. She was certainly encouraged to be independent. After a mob attempted to storm Kevin Street and a man was shot dead, Edward Synge told of a girl, ‘One of the finest young Women of her time … when about your Age, a Maiden, defended her Father’s Castel … against robberys, and not only plaid the Gentleman well, but her self fir’d the great Guns and beat them off. I would have you like her in Courage, tho’ I don’t wish it may ever be so try’d.’148


Mrs Delany met Alicia at a dinner given by her father in Dublin in early 1752, and wrote that she ‘will be a vast fortune and is brought up like a princess; she is a fine young woman about nineteen, all the young men have already proposed’.149 There is no evidence in her father’s letters of Alicia’s many suitors, but Synge is clearly careful (which he could well afford to be) that she should not marry for the sake of money. Of a young woman whose parents forced her to marry, he said, ‘I can’t find terms strong enough to express my detestation of the behaviour of the parents to sacrifice a Child to Convenience and County interests.’150 He said that he would not listen to any proposal of marriage until Alicia was twenty-one years old, and she was twenty-five when she married Joshua Cooper of Mercury (now Markree Castle) Co. Sligo in June 1758.151


With one exception, a single stray letter from 1746, Edward Synge’s letters to Alicia run from May to October for each year from 1747 to 1752. Those written in 1748 are missing, although we know that he was in Roscommon that summer.152 The remains of stitching on the fold of the paper is evidence that they were bound by an amateur at some time in their early life. The letters have been in the Cooper family since 1758, and form part of a corpus of papers which included deeds and leases for Synge lands in Tipperary and which were inherited by Alicia’s great grandson, Richard Cooper. In 1866 he married his first cousin, Alicia’s great granddaughter, Cicely Cooper, and they lived in England. The letters have been in England since then and are now in Trinity College, Dublin.


Edward Synge died on 27 January 1762, aged seventy-one, and was buried in the Synge vault in the old churchyard of St Patrick’s, just under the wall of Marsh’s Library.153 Alicia and Joshua Cooper’s marriage lasted for over forty years, but it was accompanied by sorrow. They had three sons and a daughter, but two of their children died in infancy. Joshua Cooper died in 1800, and in 1804 his heir, Joshua Edward, was declared mentally deranged and the Cooper estates put into the hands of the Masters in Lunacy. As her father told her, ‘The happiest marriage brings cares &c. It was a saying of your Grandmother’s when a young Damsel was gay and cheerfull. The Black Ox has not yet trod on her foot. An homely image of Matrimony, but too too often a just one.’154 Alicia died at Kevin Street in 1807, it was said of a broken heart.155 She was buried near her father.156
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Editorial Principles





The main object in editing this text has been to ensure that Edward Synge’s letters are easy to read. In preparing the text for publication, the conventional abbreviations yt, yr, dr, & have been silently expanded. Because of Synge’s continual emphasis on Alicia’s spelling, punctuation and grammar, his own spelling and punctuation and his somewhat erratic use of capital letters have all been left as they appear in the manuscript. The use of [sic] has been kept to a minimum. Synge’s handwriting is clear, but if the text is obscure it is where sentences have been left incomplete or where the manuscript has been damaged, either where the wax seal has torn the paper or over time.


The footnotes attempt to provide information about the people to whom Synge refers, the authors and full titles of books, the location of places and details of houses. Passages in French and Latin have been translated. An attempt has been made to amplify references to food and drink, medicine, plants and agriculture. The Dublin press supplied full details of events of the period.


The identification of the people mentioned in the letters has been the most time-consuming task. They come from five distinct groups. First, the aristocracy and gentry; second, Synge’s circle of fellow clerics; third, professional and mercantile groups: lawyers, academics, doctors, surgeons and the tradesmen of Dublin; fourth, Synge’s households and last, the peasantry of Elphin. The identification of people within the first three groups has been relatively simple. The pedigrees of the aristocracy and gentry are available in editions of Burke’s Peerage and Landed Gentry and in privately printed pedigrees, although their emphasis tends to be on the male line. Published abstracts of Irish wills have identified the many missing women. Genealogical reference books are only as good as the information provided by the families they contain, and members of different generations can be difficult to disentangle. Wherever possible, each person has been verified from different sources. The published admission books of the King’s Inns, the English Inns of Court and the alumni of Trinity College, Dublin, together with the archives of the Royal College of Physicians of Ireland (formerly the King’s and Queen’s Colleges), all provided the professional classes. Canon Leslie’s lists of the clergy of the Church of Ireland, published and unpublished, provided the careers of the clergy. Watson’s Dublin directories provided the names and addresses of the official classes and Dublin traders. The Synge pedigree and Synge’s own letters both here and elsewhere give the members of his family and the names and status of servants in his households.


What is unusual in a correspondence of this kind is that we can identify the peasantry of Elphin. Synge’s 1749 census in the National Archives of Ireland provides information about many men and women and their families who would otherwise just be names.


Edward Synge’s letters are written in the main on double-foolscap paper, folded lengthwise. The paper is then folded across twice for postage and the address written across the centre. The name of the post town is embossed near the address. When privileged post was allowed, Synge wrote ‘Free Edw:Elphin’ below the address, and the word FREE stamped and embossed. These ‘Free’ letters have been identified between square brackets [], together with any marginalia not part of the text. The date of each letter, provided in the manuscript at the end near his signature, is here printed at the beginning. Most of the letters were written from Elphin and any exceptions are printed with the date. Most of the letters were written ‘To Miss Synge/at the Bishop of Elphin’s/Kevin-street/Dublin’. Again, any exceptions are printed within square brackets at the end of the letter.


In order to help the reader, the names and biographies of the people most frequently referred to by Edward Synge are printed in a Biographical Register.



















Acknowledgments





I am grateful, above all, to Toby Barnard. Roy Foster suggested in 1990 that Toby Barnard should read Edward Synge’s letters because of his particular knowledge both of Synge’s period and his world. I am indebted to him for his assessment of Edward Synge’s letters as a major source for the social history of eighteenth-century Ireland; for his continued belief in and pressure for their publication; and for ensuring that I met historians of the period, both in Ireland and Oxford, whose contribution is noted elsewhere. Last, I am grateful to him for allowing me to tap his unrivalled knowledge and understanding of Irish seventeenth- and eighteenth-century life, from the taste and substance of Kinnegad cheese to the architecture, decoration and furnishing of the houses of the gentry.


The British Academy gave me a small research grant which made early research on Synge’s 1749 census possible. I am indebted to David Dickson, for initial guidance on research into eighteenth-century Dublin and Roscommon, and for successive discussions and encouragement. Allen Synge, a descendant of Edward Synge’s brother Nicholas, gave me particular help in lending me his copy of the Synge pedigree and allowing me to read letters from Edward Synge to his niece, Jane.


There are over 650 people mentioned in Synge’s letters, and their identification has been my first task. I am particularly grateful to Paul Pollard, for information on Irish eighteenth-century books, booksellers and bookbinders; to David Griffin of the Irish Architectural Archive for his help in research on Edward Synge’s Palace at Elphin; to Muriel McCarthy at Marsh’s Library for assistance with maps and archives of the Kevin Street area. Ray Refaussé, librarian and archivist of the Representative Church Body of the Church of Ireland drew my attention to Edward Synge’s papers in the archive, and Canon Leslie’s records there made possible the identification of the Elphin clergy. Robert Mills, librarian of the Royal College of Physicians of Ireland was extremely kind in making the Kirkpatrick archive of Irish physicians available. Richard Luckett, Pepys Librarian at Magdalene College, Cambridge, discussed Handel in Dublin. Susan Hood’s work on the development of Stroke stown widened my understanding of the economy of Roscommon and I am indebted to her for providing the map of Co. Roscommon and its parishes. Arch J. Elias Jnr was generous with his information on the Synge family and on Synge’s library, and with information from his forthcoming edition of the Memoirs of Letitia Pilkington. Patrick Kelly, for unravelling members of the Don nellan family. Sir Derek Oulton, for help with the Oulton family. Dr Rachel Bromwich, Sean Connolly, Gerard McCoy, Ian McBride, Edward McParland, Patrick Fagan, Andrew Forrest, Ray Gillespie, the Knight of Glin, the Rev. Geoffrey Lang and David Hayton have drawn my attention to particular sources and have discussed the period with me. I am also indebted to Michael Hunter, Emma Dench, and Dorothy Porter at Birkbeck College for their help with specific points. Robin Hillyard at the Ceramics Department of the Victoria and Albert Museum, London, discussed references to china. To the staff of the Oxford English Dictionary in helping define obscure words, and to Juliet Field, who talked to me about the early use of the phrase ‘spend a penny’. Tom Jago helped me with the history of wine, bottles, barrels, corks and casks, and Penelope Jago with recipes and the identification of quotations.


Dr Catherine Fahy and the staff of the National Library of Ireland have been unfailingly patient and helpful. I am also most grateful to Bernard Meehan, Keeper of Manuscripts, and his staff in the Manuscripts Department of Trinity College, Dublin; to the staff of the National Archives of Ireland, the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland, and the Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland. I am grateful to Alan Tadiello and the Master and Fellows of Balliol College, Oxford, for assistance with the Conroy Papers; the staff of the London Library; the Library of the University of London at Senate House; the Society of Genealogists, London; the Drawings Collection of the Royal Institute of British Architects. Library staff at Birkbeck College, the Wellcome Institute for the History of Medicine, the Lindley Library of the Royal Horticultural Society, the Library of the Herbarium at the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, and the library of the London Borough of Richmond-upon-Thames have been unfailingly helpful. I owe special thanks to Edward McParland, Antony Farrell, Vivienne Guinness, Paul Pollard and John and Ann Boland for their hospitality in Dublin, and Roy Foster and Toby Barnard in Oxford.


Roy Foster argued for the publication of the letters over many months, and Antony Farrell and David Dickson recognized their importance and have made their publication possible. Judy Collingwood, Fiona MacDonald and Alison Slienger typed the text, and Judy Collingwood’s assistance was invaluable in checking Edward Synge’s manuscript against the typescript and in preparing the final text for publication. Martin Rowson generously offered to draw the maps.


I look back with pleasure to a journey around Co. Roscommon with Toby Barnard and Anthony O’Connor which made me begin to understand Synge’s world. Last, I thank my husband, Tom Legg, for talking about Synge over the past five years, for his help too in checking the manuscript, and for his calm support in the face of a singular obsession.





MARIE-LOUISE LEGG


Birkbeck College, London, November 1995



















Biographical Register







NATHANIEL BARTON (c.1710-71) was born in Co. Meath, son of John Barton, dean of Ardaugh. He was admitted to TCD in 1726/7; was Scholar in 1729. Prebendary of Ballintubber, diocese of Elphin, 1741-61 and Tibohine 1761-70. He witnessed Edward Synge’s will in 1761.1


JAMES BLAIR (1706-77) was born in Sligo and educated by his father. He was admitted to TCD in 1723 and took BA in 1727. He became vicar of Abbytown and prebendary of Kilgoghlin 1752-77 and vicar of Roscommon, Kilbride and Kilteevan 1742-77. James Blair was one of the witnesses of Edward Synge’s will in 1761. The census has a Hatton Blair, who may be his mother, as a member of his household. His household had two Protestant servants and three Catholic servants.2


OLIVER CARY (1705-c.77), son of Charles Cary, was born in Carrick on Shannon. Admitted to TCD in 1720, he took BA in 1724. He was prebendary of Kilcoole, diocese of Elphin 1743-67. In 1759 he was presented to Enniscorthy, and in 1767 he resigned Kilcoole and was made precentor of Ferns. The name of Oliver Cary’s first wife is not known, but in 1749 he had two children over fourteen, and four Protestant and two Catholic servants. In February 1749 he married Frances Southwell. His will was proved in 1777.3


LUCY CAULFIELD (?-1752) was a daughter of Frederick Trench I of Garbally, Ballinasloe and Elizabeth Warburton and sister of Frederick Trench II. In 1720 she married Tobias Caulfield of Clone, Co. Kilkenny, second son of the 1st Viscount Charlemont, and they had three daughters. She died in June 1752 (see Letter 192); he died in February 1758.4


CHARLES COBBE (1686-1765), archbishop of Dublin. Charles Cobbe was instituted to Killala on 20 May 1720; translated to Dromore 16 February 1727; translated to Kildare 16 March 1732 and translated to Dublin 4 March 1743, where he remained until his death on 14 April 1765.5


JOHN CONROY (1704-69), collector of Cork. Sole legitimate son of Farfeasa Conry, he married Elizabeth Fowke, daughter and heiress of Robert Fowke of Mallow, Co. Cork. Edward Synge took pity on the Conroys and through him Josiah Hort, archbishop of Tuam, granted John Conroy a ‘bishop’s lease’ (a lease renewable on a fine for ever) to build a house. Their grandson John Conroy was equerry to the duke of Kent and head of the household of the duchess of Kent, Queen Victoria’s mother. In 1749, John and Elizabeth Conroy’s household had two Catholic and four Protestant servants.6


JOSHUA COOPER (1730-1800) was the eldest son of Joshua Cooper and Mary Bingham of Mercury (now Markree Castle), Co. Sligo. He was admitted to TCD in 1748 and took BA in 1752. He married Alicia Synge in May 1758. He was MP for Castlebar 1761 and Co. Sligo 1769. He became a Privy Councillor. Joshua Cooper was one of the members of the Irish Parliament who voted against Union.7


EDWARD CURTIS (1705-c.76) was almost certainly a relation of Edward Synge through Jane Curtis, his wife. He was a Dublin apothecary, and Synge used him to deal with his affairs in Dublin. In his will, Synge called him ‘my old and useful friend’, and left him £50. Curtis’s own will was proved in 1776.8


GEORGE DAUNT (1712-86) was the second son of Henry Daunt of Knocknamana, Co. Cork. Surgeon to the Mercer’s Hospital. He married his cousin Hannah Daunt. His portrait is in the Royal College of Physicians of Ireland.9


RICHARD DOHERTY (c.1710-60), son of captain Latham Dogherty of Co. Cork and Jane Richardson. He was distantly related to Edward Synge through his grandfather, John O’Doherty (d. 1679) who married Bridget, daughter of William Lathum and sister-in-law of Edward Synge, bishop of Cork, Cloyne and Ross. His uncle, the Rev. John Doherty, left Edward Synge senior a mourning ring in his will. Richard Doherty was admitted to TCD in 1724 aged fourteen and took BA in 1729. He was collated prebendary of Kilmacullen and vicar of Drumcliffe in 1755.10


CATHERINE DONNELLAN (?-1756) was a daughter of Sir John Meade who married, first Thomas Jones of Osbertstown, and second Nehemiah Donnellan II.


NEHEMIAH DONNELLAN II (c.l695-c.l771) of Artane Castle, Co. Kildare. Son of chief baron Nehemiah Donnellan I by his second wife, Martha Ussher. (She later married Philip Percival and died in August 1751, see Letter 157.) Nehemiah Donnellan II was admitted to TCD and took BA in 1718. He married Catherine Jones. They had three children: Nehemiah III, who married Catherine Nixon of Ravensdale, Co. Kildare; Catherine, ‘Kitty’, who married Lewis Ormsby; and Elizabeth. Nehemiah Donnellan II’s will was proved in 1772. The executors of Edward Synge’s will paid £20.0s.0d to Nehemiah Donnelan III.11


JEFFRY FRENCH (?-l754) was a son of Arthur French of Cloonyquin, Co. Roscommon and Sarah Farrell. He married Catherine Lloyd of Cloghan, Co. Roscommon. He was a barrister and member of the Middle Temple and was called to the Irish Bar in 1731. He became MP for Milborne Port 1741-47 and Tavistock 1754. Resident in England, he owned an estate in Roscommon.12


ROBERT FRENCH (1692-1772) was born in Liverpool, a brother of Arthur and William French. He matriculated at TCD in 1708 and took BA in 1715. He was called to Irish Bar in 1717, and became Justice of the Common Pleas in 1745. Robert French married Frances Hull of Leimcon, Co. Cork. He lived in Smithfield, Dublin and was buried in St Michans.13


WILLIAM FRENCH (1704-?) was born at Frenchpark in 1704. He was prebendary of Kilgoghlin, diocese of Elphin from 1731 to 1752, and precentor of Elphin 1752. He married Arabella Frances Marsh. He was one of the witnesses of Edward Synge’s will in 1761.14


ALEXANDER GUNNING was born in Dublin and admitted to TCD in 1729 where he gained BA in 1734, MA 1739. He was collated vicar of Kilgeffin 1740. In 1749 Mr and Mrs Gunning had one child under fourteen and four Catholic servants.15


MRS HAMILTON Anne Hamilton (?-1770) was a sister of Arthur Dawson, baron of the Exchequer. She married the Hon. Henry Hamilton, brother of Lord Boyne. She lived in Anne Street and was a close friend of Mrs Delany.


BLANCHE OR BLANDINE JOURDAN (1705-c.80), French governess and companion to Alicia in Dublin. ‘Mrs’ is a courtesy title. She was a daughter of the Rev. John Jourdan of Dunshaughlin and Blandine daughter of Elie Bouhéreau, the first librarian of Archbishop Marsh’s Library. Elie Bouhéreau wrote that she was baptized Blanche, ‘le même nom que Blandine, celuy de la mère’.16


CHARLOTTE JOURDAN (1707-?) was a daughter of John and Blandine Jourdan and was born 14 August 1707. It is not clear whether she was married.17


JOHN JOURDAN (?-1758). The Rev. John Jourdan, was rector of Dunshaughlin, Co. Meath from 1699 to his death, and prebendary and vicar of Castleknock, Co. Dublin 1751-8. Jean Jourdan had been chaplain to Lord Galway on his mission to Portugal in 1704. In 1699 he married Blandine, daughter of Elie Bouhéreau, the first librarian of Marsh’s Library. They had a large family, and five of his children are mentioned in Edward Synge’s letters. The most important is Blandine Jourdan, Alicia Synge’s governess. Jourdan’s parish at Dunshaughlin adjoined Rathbeggan, one of Swift’s parishes, and he made a claim on Swift for tithes. Swift also employed Jourdan as a curate in May 1734, paying him £8.18


JOHN LAWSON (1712-59), Alicia Synge’s tutor, was born in Magherafelt, Co. Derry. He was admitted to TCD in 1720 and became a Fellow in 1735. He was Archbishop King’s Lecturer in 1746 and Professor of Divinity in 1753. He was said to have had a wide acquaintance with European languages and excelled as a preacher. Author of Lectures concerning Oratory (1758) and Occasional Sermons … (1764).19


WILLIAM LENNOX of Lennox and French, bankers, Lower Ormond Street. He was married to Godfrey Wills’s sister, Sarah. Lennox and French’s Bank collapsed in March 1755, leaving Edward and Nicholas Synge considerably embarrassed.20


JANE LUSHINGTON was a sister of Frances Cary and Rachel Sandford.


WILLIAM LUSHINGTON married Jane Southwell in June 1748. He was a witness of Edward Nicholson’s will. His own will was proved in 1786.21


JANE MAHON (?-1783), daughter of Sir Maurice Crosbie of Ardfert, Co. Kerry, married Thomas Mahon in 1735.22


THOMAS MAHON (1701-82) of Strokestown Park, Co. Roscommon. The eldest son of John Mahon and Eleanor Butler. He was MP for Roscommon Borough 1739-63, for Roscommon County, 1763-82. In 1749 they had five children under fourteen. They lived at Strokestown with ten Protestant and ten Catholic servants.23


JOHN MILLER was the steward at Kevin Street. It is likely that he was a long-standing servant in the Synge family; in 1710 Margaret, widow of Samuel Synge, dean of Kildare, left a John Miller £20. He may also have been the John Miller, a liveried servant in the household of Archbishop Edward Synge, to whom he left £10.24


ROBERT JOCELYN, LORD NEWPORT (1688-1756), Lord Chancellor of Ireland. He was born in Hertfordshire and became MP for Granard in 1725. He was appointed Attorney General of Ireland in 1730 and Lord Chancellor in 1739. He was one of the Lords Justice in 1746 and Speaker of the House of Lords in 1747-8. Created Viscount Jocelyn in December 1755. Newport encouraged the study of Irish history and antiquities.25


EDWARD NICHOLSON and HARRIET NICHOLSON of Primrose Grange, Co. Sligo, and Leinster Street. Edward Nicholson had a company office on Ormond Quay. His wife was Harriet, a daughter of Robert Sandford of Castlerea, Co. Roscommon, whose aunt was the dowager Lady Kildare. He wrote a large number of pamphlets attacking the belief in salvation through works and refuting the arguments of the Roman Catholic Church. He ran a charity school on his estate, and wrote A method of charity-schools recommended, for giving both a religious education, and a way of livelihood to the poor children in Ireland (Dublin 1712).26


LEWIS ORMSBY (1716-?) of Tubbervaddy, parish of Fuerty was a son of George Ormsby and Jane Wynne. He was admitted to TCD in 1733.27


THOMAS PALMER (1706-74) was born in Killcommock, Co. Longford, the son of Col Patrick Palmer. He was admitted to TCD in 1724/5 and took BA in 1729, MA 1732. He became prebendary of Termonbarry, diocese of Elphin, in 1743. A trustee of Edward Synge’s estate.28


RICHARD ROBINSON, bishop of Killala. He was nominated bishop of Killala on 31 October 1751 and translated to Ferns on 19 April 1759; translated from Ferns to Kildare 26 March 1761. He was translated from Kildare to Armagh on 8 February 1765 and was archbishop of Armagh until his death on 10 October 1794. He was created Baron Rokeby on 26 February 1777.29


MRS SILVER of Dublin figures frequently in Edward Synge’s letters as an adviser and model for Alicia. Unfortunately, she is not in any of the usual reference books. The will of a Joan Silver of Dublin was proved in 1760.30


HENRY SINGLETON (1682-1759), the Lord Chief Justice of Common Pleas. He was educated in Drogheda and matriculated from TCE in 1698. He was called to Irish Bar in 1707 and served as Chief Justice of Common Pleas 1740-53. He became Master of the Rolls in 1754. He lived in Jervis Street and at Drumcondra.31


HUGH STAFFORD, an apothecary. A Catholic, he lived in Elphin with his brother and mother and four Catholic servants. He was a friend of both Edward Synge and the Catholic antiquary, Charles O ‘Conor of Belanagare. He frequently acted as a go-between the two neighbours.32


ALICIA SYNGE (1733-1807), the recipient of the letters. Alicia was born on 12 December 1733. In 1758 she married Joshua Cooper of Markree, Co. Sligo, in Elphin. She died in Kevin Street, and was buried in the Vicar’s Bawn, St Patrick’s Cathedral, on 16 October 1807. Alicia Synge and Joshua Cooper had at least four sons and one daughter. The eldest was Joshua Edward (1762-1837) TCD BA 1782. He married Elizabeth Lindesay and was MP for Co. Sligo from 1790 to 1806, but was certified a lunatic and dsp. Richard was born in 1763 and took BA at TCD in 1784, but died without issue. (He may be ‘Squire Cooper’s son’ who was buried 12 August 1787 in the Synge vault in the Vicar’s Bawn.) Edward (1763-1830), who may have been Richard’s twin brother, took BA at TCD in 1783 and married Ann, daughter of Harry Vereist, governor of Bengal. Jane Mary died a spinster. A Robert Cooper was interred in ‘the Rt. Rev. Dr Edward Synge’s vault in the old churchyard, 8 March 1769’.33


EDWARD SYNGE (1659-1741), ‘your grandfather’. Edward Synge was nominated bishop of Raphoe on 7 October 1714, translated to Tuam on 8 June 1716 and was archbishop of Tuam from 19 May 1716 until his death on 23 July 1741. He married Jane, daughter of Rev. Nicholas Proud of Cork and they had nine children. She died in 1723, and was buried in the Synge vault in the Vicar’s Bawn on 24 August 1723. After her death he lived in St Stephen’s Green, on the corner of Dawson Street. He died on 23 July 1741 and was buried in Tuam.34


EDWARD SYNGE (1691-1762), bishop of Elphin. The eldest son of Edward Synge, archbishop of Tuam, and Jane Proud. He was born in Cork and educated there by Mr Mulloy, a Scot. He entered TCD in 1706 and took BA in 1709. He became Fellow in 1710 and Junior Dean 1715 and became DD in March 1727. He married Jane Curtis of Roscrea in 1720. Edward Synge was minister of St Audeons, Dublin, and prebendary of St Patrick’s and in 1727 he was minister at St Werburgh’s, Dublin. Freeman of City of Dublin 1722. Provost of Tuam 1726-30; chancellor of St Patrick’s 1726-30. His first promotion was when he was nominated bishop of Clonfert on 14 May 1730. He was translated to Cloyne on 22 March 1732 where he was instituted by his father, the archbishop of Tuam, on 18 February 1732. He moved to Ferns in February 1734 where he was bishop until his translation to Elphin in 1740. He was bishop of Elphin from 30 April 1740 until his death on 27 January 1762. He served on numerous Dublin bodies: as commissioner of the Tillage Act or Inland Navigation; governor of the Workhouse; governor of Dr Steevens Hospital; governor of the Blue Coat Hospital and treasurer of Erasmus Smith’s Schools. He was a trustee of the Linen Manufacture. Synge was buried on 1 February 1762 in the Synge vault in the old churchyard, St Patrick’s Cathedral.35


EDWARD SYNGE (c.l725-92), Edward Synge’s nephew, was the only son of Nicholas Synge. He was christened on 13 September 1725 at St Kevin’s Church, Dublin. Admitted to TCD 1742. He later became archdeacon of Killala. Bishop Edward Synge officiated at his marriage to Sophia Hutchinson on 15 February 1752. He was a major beneficiary of Edward Synge’s estate, inheriting all the land entailed on the male line under the will of Samuel Synge, dean of Kildare.36


ELIZABETH SYNGE (?-1750), ‘your aunt’, wife of Nicholas Synge, bishop of Killaloe and daughter of Frederick Trench II of Garbally, Ballinasloe, Co. Galway. She married Nicholas Synge on 27 October 1724. She died in November 1750 and was buried 9 November 1750 in the archbishop of Tuam’s vault in the churchyard of St Patrick’s Cathedral.37


JANE SYNGE (?-1737), ‘your mother’. Edward Synge’s wife was a daughter of Sarah and Robert Curtis of Roscrea, Co. Tipperary. She married Edward Synge in 1720 and they had six children. She died in 1737, and was buried on 1 January 1738 in the Synge vault in the old churchyard, St Patrick’s Cathedral. ‘On Sat last Died after two days illness, the Lady of the Rt. Revd the Lord Bishop of Ferns and Laughlin at his House in Kevan’s Street. She was a Lady of great Charity, Piety and Humanity which makes her death greatly lamented.’38


JANE SYNGE (c.1730-63), ‘your cousin’. A daughter of Nicholas and Elizabeth Synge, she lived with Alicia at Kevin Street. She died in November 1763 and was buried in the archbishop of Tuam’s vault, St Patrick’s Cathedral. Edward Synge left her £1000 in his will, but she only survived him by nine months.39


NICHOLAS SYNGE (1693-1771), ‘your uncle’. Bishop of Killaloe, Edward Synge’s younger brother. Born in Cork, he was admitted to TCD in 1708; gained BA in 1712; MA 1715; DD 1734. His brother installed him as precentor of Elphin in 1742 and he became archdeacon of Dublin in 1743. He was instituted as bishop of Killaloe on 23 December 1745 and remained there until his death on 19 January 1771.40


FREDERICK TRENCH II (1688-1752) was the son of Frederick Trench I (1633-1704) and Elizabeth Warburton. He was MP for Co. Galway and colonel commanding the County Militia. He married Elizabeth Eyre of Eyrecourt, Co. Galway. Their children appearing in the letters were Richard, Eyre, Elizabeth, who married Nicholas Synge, and Emily, who married Richard Eyre in 1752.41


LUKE VIPOND, son and heir of William Vipond of Dublin, gentleman. He was admitted to the Middle Temple in 1715 and to the King’s Inns c.1734 and became attorney in the Court of Exchequer, practising in Montrath Street. He wrote an introduction to Edward Synge, Two Affadavits in Relation to the Demands of Tythe Agistment in the Dioces of Leighlin with an Introduction (Dublin 1736). His will was proved in 1775.42


JOHN WHITCOMBE (1694-1753), bishop of Clonfert. He was born in Cork and, like Edward Synge, was educated by Mr Mulloy. He took BA at TCD in 1716, became a Fellow in 1720 and DD in 1731. He was nominated bishop of Clonfert in November 1735 and was translated to Down in March 1752. He became bishop of Down in December 1752; and was translated to Cashel in September 1752. He was bishop of Cashel until his death on 22 September 1753. In 1735 Whitcombe attracted adverse comment when he asked for a dispensation to hold a fellowship at the same time as holding a living in Co. Louth. He was thought to have used his position as tutor to the Lord Lieutenant’s son to his own advantage, and was criticised for becoming a non-resident cleric in a parish which, according to Swift, ‘abounds with Papists’.43


GODFREY WILLS (d. 1778) of Willsgrove, Ballintubber, Co. Roscommon, was a son of James Wills (d. 1731) and Martha Curtis. He was admitted to the Middle Temple in 1715. He was lieutenant colonel of the Roscommon Militia and high sheriff of Roscommon in 1755. Godfrey Wills married Sarah Montgomery; they had two sons and two daughters. Their household had four Protestant and six Catholic servants. Godfrey Wills’s relationship with Edward Synge was not just as a Roscommon neighbour; he advised Synge in 1760 on the repair of the cathedral at Elphin, and was executor and trustee of Edward Synge’s will.44


MICHAEL WILLS (fl. 1721-52), architect. Michael Wills is almost certainly the ‘Mr Wills’ referred to in Edward Synge’s letters during 1747, when the new Palace was under construction. He was a son of Isaac Wills a carpenter who worked on the building of St Werburgh’s church, Dublin, completed in 1719. Michael Wills was clerk of works during the building of Steeven’s Hospital 1721-23 and competed unsuccessfully for St Patrick’s Hospital in 1749. He was employed by the Committee for repairing St Werburgh’s in 1754 after a disastrous fire and supervised the rebuilding of St Peter’s (1750-52). In 1762 he was paid ‘for his attendance and travelling charges &c. at the Commission held at Elphin. Paid in August last £28. 8s. 9d’. He submitted an album of ‘Designs for Private Buildings of Two, three, four, five and six Rooms on a Floor And one of Eight rooms Dublin 9th May 1745’ to a competition, describing them as ‘Vitruvian Designs in the oeconomique Style’. Wills also wrote A scheme for enlarging Essex-Bridge: whereby, not only three-fourths of the expence of a new bridge will be saved: but the publick shall enjoy the benefit in six months. (Dublin 1752).45
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[July 1746]


My Dear Girl.


I send Billy1 agen with your and Mrs Jourdan’s2 letters. Your’s I see is from Miss Corbet.3 I hope there may be something in it to amuse you. I did not open Mrs Jourdan’s. It came as you see it.


Before this you have seen Mr Mahon,4 who to be sure told you that your Brother5 after his very bad night was better. So indeed He was, and, for any thing I know to the contrary since, is. For I will not suffer one of them to speak a word to me about him. On Friday night I gave him up; and the first and only question I ask’d about him on Saturday morning, was whether He was alive. Some time after there were appearances of a change for the better, and they rather improv’d than otherwise, till Evening. This set me up. I gave a loose to pleasing thoughts, and was by this means so unhinged, that when towards night, I saw cause to be alarm’d; being off my guard, I was more distress’d, than I had been since his ilness. But I bless God, I in some time recover’d my self, and was tolerably well compos’d before bed time. This day I am perfectly so. Ask Mr Mahon. And upon my word, Ally, I had as good a night as I told you. And now I’ll tell you what I am fix’d in on this trying occasion. In the first place I have resign’d my Boy absolutely, and quitted all thoughts of his recovery; whatever hopes there may be of it. In the next place, As even in case He should recover, there must from the nature of his distemper and the delicacy of his constitution be perhaps twenty of these turns before such an happy event; I am resolv’d not to ask a single question about him, but, whether alive; nor to suffer any person to tell me even what they think good news about him. Were I to be toss’d to and fro between hopes and fears as I was yesterday and the day before, for a Week to come, I might be destroy’d, tho’ your Brother should be well at the conclusion. The most prudent way is, while doubt remains, to suppose the worst. Thus only I can be prepar’d for it, if it comes. You may depend upon it, that I do and will take all possible care of my self as to diet, sleep and exercise; and I have no doubt but that, by the blessing of God I shall get the better of this severe affliction, in case it does come, with infinitely more ease, than I did of the death of your Brother Ned.6 Always provided my Dear Ally helps me. If you suffer your self to be toss’d by hopes and fears, and by indulging your great tenderness for your Brother and me, alarm me about your health, I should then be sunk indeed. To prevent this, I have given you this particular account of mine own purposes and resolutions, and recommend it to you most strongly to copy them. Be no longer eager or inquisitive, impatient for the morning to have tidings, and, for the Evening, to have fresh ones. From me you shall hence-forth have none, except of my self, unless it pleases God sometime hence, to put it in my power to send you certain or very probable good ones of your Brother. Compose your self, My Dear, and learn thus early that Resignation to the Will of God, which is the best, indeed only support and stay of the mind and body under afflictions. Turn your thoughts upon me, and Remember that upon your welfare, mine depends. Don’t however constrain your self. Nor do I forbid crying. I rather recommend it. I believe you’ve already found that it gives ease, and It will always do so. But divert grief, rather than indulge it. Amuse your self with your good friends, who have taken you under their care, and I am sure will do every thing to please and serve you. I here do the same. I was yesterday at Church morning and afternoon. I dine and sup as usual. Lord Strangford7 is still here, and so far from being a Constraint, that He really is of use to me. I use him with little form. But that little amuses. Poor Lawson,8 however inwardly struck is, as always proper. Cary9 takes care of every thing. His wife too does well.10 Poor Bob King11 is the only stupid one amongst us. Depend upon it, My Dear Ally, Fall what can fall, I shall be well if you be.


This, Hussy, is a very odd letter for me to write to a Girl of thirteen. But I flatter my self that you are your good Mother’s daughter in understanding, as well as in feature. I pray God you may be like her in every thing, but her bad health. I can’t wish you any thing more for your advantage. I am My dearest Dear child


your most affectionate Father


Edw: Elphin


Be under no concern about the visitation. Will: French12 can do the business at Church if I don’t chuse to go; and the Clergy will dine at Cary’s, where I will not go. I shall be quite out of the hurry –





[To Miss Synge at Stroaks-town13]




1. Billy Smith or Billy Beaty: a servant.


2. Blanche or Blandine Jourdan (1705-c.80; see Biographical Register): French governess and companion to Alicia in Dublin.


3. The sister of the Rev. Francis Corbet, dean of St Patrick’s.


4. Thomas Mahon (1701-82; see Biographical Register) of Strokestown Park, Co. Roscommon. Alicia was staying with the Mahon family.


5. Robert Synge (1725-46) was born in Dublin, the youngest son of Edward Synge and Jane Curtis. He was admitted to Trinity College Dublin on 21 January 1742/3. He died in 1746, and was buried on 7 November 1746 in the Synge vault in St Patrick’s churchyard. Alumni, p.798; St Patrick’s, p.49.


6. Edward Synge (1722-40). The eldest son of Edward Synge and Jane Curtis, he was born in Dublin. He was admitted to TCD on 8 May 1739 and died later that year. He was buried on 27 December 1739/40 in the Synge vault in St Patrick’s churchyard. Alumni, p.798; St Patrick’s, p.41.


7. Philip Smythe, 4th viscount Strangford (1715-75). He was admitted to TCD in 1733 and took LLD in 1731. He was installed as precentor of Elphin on 26 July 1746, which dates this letter more exactly. He was dean of Deny 1752-69, rector of Maghera 1769-87, archdeacon of Deny 1769-74 and rector of Langfield in 1775. In 1741 he married Mary Jephson, a daughter of Anthony Jephson of Mallow, Co. Cork, and a cousin of Edward Synge. Alumni, p.767; J.B. Leslie, ‘Biographical succession list of clergy for the diocese of Elphin’ (1934), Representative Church Body, RCB 61.2.5, p.26; Burke, Peerage and Baronetage of Great Britain and Ireland (1871), p.1076; will of Margaret Synge, 1710, Welply, Vol. 7, p.10.


8. The Rev. John Lawson (1712-59; see Biographical Register): Alicia Synge’s tutor.


9. The Rev. Oliver Cary (1705-c.77; see Biographical Register): Edward Synge’s land agent. He would have been responsible for setting the tithes annually and for paying ecclesiastical charges. After the tithes were set, farmers lodged bonds with the landlord or his receiver, and the agent collected the tithes when they were due, both in cash and in kind. For this work he was paid a fee; Jonathan Swift paid his land agent 12d in the £. On Edward Synge’s estate, Oliver Cary would have contracted labour and, in Edward Synge’s absence, would have supervised work on the church, the house and the garden. Thompson, Account Books, p.cxv.


10. The maiden name of Lucy, Oliver Cary’s first wife, is not known.


11. Bob King: not known.


12. The Rev. William French (1704–?; see Biographical Register).


13. Strokestown Park, Co. Roscommon. The original seventeenth-century house was altered and refaced in the nineteenth century. It has a central block which is joined by sweeps to two wings, thought to have been added in the 1730s. Until recently, these alterations were thought to have been designed by Richard Castle, but they are now believed to have been carried out by a local architect, perhaps Michael Wills. Bence-Jones p.267; Giles Worsley, ‘Strokestown Park’, Country Life, 1 April 1993.
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Glanmore1, May 6, 1747


It will please you, my Dear Girl, to know, that I am thus far safe and well on my journey; and have had no accident on the road. The Days were hot, and part of the road a little dusty. But neither heat nor dust incommoded me in the Chariot. I had company both at dinner, and at night, and, by good luck, agreable; Dr Disney,2 and Eyre Trench3 at Kilcock,4 and young Mr Echlin5 at Kinnegad.6 But you know this already, if they took care to do what I desir’d. To morrow early, God willing, I propose to go off to Elphin; but hope, before I set out, to have the letter you promis’d, and an account that you are quite well. Nothing now can be so great a Cordial to your most affectionate Father.




 





[To Miss Synge/at the Lord Bp of Elphin’s/in Kevin-Street/Dublin. Stamped ‘Ballymahon’]




1. Glanmore, between Ballymahon and Keenagh, Co. Longford, was about fifty-five miles from Dublin. The home of Thomas Palmer and his family.


2. Dr Brabazon Disney. DD. (1711-90) became professor of laws at Trinity College, Dublin in 1747 and Archbishop King’s lecturer in 1754. He was professor of divinity in 1759 and chancellor of Armagh. Alumni, p.231.


3. Eyre Trench (?-c.1776; see Biographical Register).


4. Kilcock, Co. Kildare, sixteen miles from Dublin.


5. Mr Echlin: not known.


6. Kinnegad, Co. Westmeath, thirty-nine miles from Dublin.
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Elphin May 9, 1747


Here I am, My Dear, very well, I bless God, tho’ somewhat solitary: so I must ever be when you are not with me. But I can bear that, or any thing else, for your good.


Our parting brought to my mind a former one, when I left your good Mother1 and my Family to go to Cloyn.2 You were then an infant, and could give me pleasure only by looking at you – yet I was sorry to part with you. But I had then other objects of my tenderest affection. You only now remain.3 God of his mercy spare you to me, to be the comfort and support of my decline.


Next to the discharge of my Duty, Nothing in this World is of so much consequence to me as your Welfare, not meerly because you are my Child, mine only Child; but because I hope and believe you’ll be worthy of your Mother. May you be like her in everything, but her ill health. The Establishment of yours is my most important concern. Right sorry I am that it is so delicate – But I have good hope it will improve, and in time be confirm’d. In this hope, I denied my self the pleasure of bringing you down. My business call’d me hither, and I judg’d it too early to venture my whole treasure with me. I did not indeed expect so very warm Weather. But that brought to my mind your first journey to Elphin, and the effects of it. The night you came here, I would have given half I was worth, that I had not brought you from town. I should now on a like occasion give all – But I thought it best not to run the risque. In a little time Riding and the German Spa4 will, by God’s blessing make you stout, and fit for any undertaking. In the use of these Dr Anderson5 and your trusty old Adviser Ned Curtis6 will direct you. Amusements too will be of use. In these Let Mrs Jourdan be your guide. She knows that I desire you should take all that are innocent and prudent. But don’t mind Lawson nor any such idle fellows who never allow an objection to what they have a mind to. Tell Mrs Jourdan she must not mind them either. Once at Strokes’town she own’d her self, tho’ by another hand, to be ore-perswaded. Assoon as your Doctors agree to it, I would have you wait on Mrs Palliser.7 You may introduce your selves, or take Ned, if in town, to do it. Excuse my not seeing her. You know the hurry I was in. But I had another reason for declining the interview – you’ll too easily guess it. A visit to Artaign8 on a fine day, will be pleasant. Nor am I against your taking a Walk or two in the Green9 on a very fine Evening. Let it not be too late. You’ll probably have many invitations abroad. Do not decline any, which are proper – In this point Mrs Jourdan’s prudence will aid yours – But I shall go on pratling and advising, till I have room for nothing else.


Cary met me at Glanmore, and brought rather a Command than an invitation from our friends at Strokes’town, to dine with them next day – I comply’d, but with reluctance. I was impatient to be at home. I found no one there, but the good Woman, her husband, the Children, the Major10 and Garret.11 The Solitude appear’d very strange.


Cary heard there, that Mrs Mahon12 was to go to Dublin, for a very short time, next Monday. Learn from the Ladys, when she gets thither. I believe I need not prompt you to pay her all the civilitys you can.


As soon as I got hither, I run to my building, and had the pleasure to find every thing very well.13 But I came just time enough to prevent mis chief. The Plaisterer was doing things in a way I did not like. He is himself honest, and I believe, skilfull. But His Workmen are Rogues and idlers; and He has the Spirit of Government no more than poor Shannon,14 or Mrs Hunter.15 But All will now be right. The Scaffolding is all down, and the House almost pointed, and It’s figure is vastly more beautifull than I expected it would be. Conceited people may censure it’s plainess. But I don’t wish it any further ornament than it has. As far as I can yet judge, the inside will be very commodious, and comfortable. Were it finish’d and season’d, I could wish you here this minute. But I hope we may yet pass some pleasant days together in it.


I have seen your Peacocks.16 They are very well. You have now three hens and two cocks. I hope this Season will produce many more. Mrs Cary has promis’d to take great care of them. Your Stock too is well, all but the Mother Cow, who, I fear is declining, and your little Garden is prettily adorn’d. But not quite so prettily as the flower garden in Kevin-Street.


Young Nicholson is here. He came to see me with his Nurse Mrs Cary, who has indeed been an excellent one. He is as stout a fine boy as I ever saw. He was very angry that Miss Synge was not come with her Babies.17 I saw little Jeny18 at Strokes’town; She is a very fine Girl, but has been out of order with teeth. Your little Girl,19 and all the rest at Glanmore are very well. But I believe you have before this seen Mrs Palmer.20


Between Shannon and me, some Maps were forgot. They lye in the lower drawer of the old Scriptoire in the Study. Roll or fold up all the Parchment ones, and get Palmer,21 when he returns with his Wife, to put them up in his Cloak-bag. He can easily send them from Glanmore hither. Or perhaps you may get Mrs Mahon to bring them down. You may just hint it. But take care of incommoding her; and Try, if you can, to send them by him or her who leaves town first. You may in the same way send down the History of Patriotism,22 the Case of the Genoese,23 which lyes with it on my Table, and any other Pamphlets which come out, and Lawson tells you are worth reading. I see one Advertis’d of the Adventures of the Young Pretender.24 But possibly it is Grub street. He’ll tell you.


I am glad your Mare is so well. In a little time I hope to hear that you’ve agen rode her. My little horse fell lame much in the same way on the road. But He is almost well. I ride the chesnut, who goes [as – damaged ms] quietly as I could wish. I was on his back yesterday at six, and view’d every inch of the Demesne. All things are in a fine way. But my wheat the most surprizing sight of the kind I ever saw. A fine season will make the Crop glorious. A Wet one ruins it.


I must now conclude, my Dear, for the same reason that you do, because I have no more room. But I don’t fear your being displeas’d at my very long letter: Nor need you have made any Apology for yours. Your prattle either with tongue or pen, will always be pleasing to me. But I would not have you distress your Self for my entertainment. Write just as time, and other Engagements allow. But whatever you write, let it be all your own. Your letters to others, you are very right to submit to Mrs Jourdan’s corrections, or to form from her hints. But, Sauve vôtre modestie, I must see you naked. Don’t be quite careless, nor labour too much about your writing. Time and practice, with a little care, will bring you to write well and quick. It pleases me much, that tho’ part of your letter was wrote in a hurry, yet there is not a word mispelt but Dada, and Jeny. Thus they ought to be. My proper Compliments at Stephen’s-green25 and York-street,26 and to Madam Flirt27 and Mrs Jourdan. I long for Monday as much as you do; and hope for as comfortable tidings as I send. I am My Dear Girl


Your most affect Edw. Elphin


Since I wrote this I have learn’d that Mrs Mahon leaves home to morrow. She’ll be in town on Monday night.


Tell Mrs Jourdan that between her and Wilkinson,28 I have the poorest pimping Soop-dish, that I ever saw. It is less than the one I complain’d of. Will French is here. He gives his service to you all.


Carlboe29 has measur’d the new Soup dish, and the old one of which I complain’d last year, which, it seems, is still here – I have order’d him therefore to lay the new one by, in order to return it. Once using I suppose will not hinder Wilkinson from taking it. Desire Mrs Jourdan to send for him immediatly, and order him to make one out of hand, that will hold a Pottle more. He must not make it broader, but deeper, and the Rim broader. He’ll say perhaps He has no mold. But He must find one or Some one else must be apply’d to. I must have this as I direct, if Dublin will give it me
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Elphin. May 13, 1747


My Dear Girl’s long letters are very pleasing; and if you manage so as not to distress or embarrass your self with writing them, I care not how long they are – you may do as I do, Take a whole sheet, and fill it with Girl’s prattle as I do mine with Old Dad’s. I am pleas’d to see, that your last is much better wrote, than the former, and in the whole, I see but two false spellings; siting. It should be sitting, droped. It should be dropped. But you quite neglect stopping your letters. This, My Dear, you must take care of.


I did believe your hoarseness would end in a Cough. I had a letter from the Doctor which gave me great comfort about it. I hope by this time it is gone – I bless God I am very well; and if I have the joyfull tidings that you are so, I shall be easy and happy, even at this distance from you – You must be so too, Huzzy – I would not for the World, but you lov’d me. But you must love with discretion, and suffer not your fondness to be, or grow such as to make you uneasy, for what can’t be avoided. After a short absence We shall see each other with more pleasure.


I am glad the Post-chaise is come. As you had the notice of it, from Mr Letablaire,1 I suppose Lady Kildare2 is arriv’d, and Mr and Mrs Nicholson3 with her. Pray send to him, if you have not your heels at liberty to go to her, and tell him, with my service, that I beg the favour of him to see it put together and to order Jones4 to make proper harness for it, and a Box for the Seat, which is not yet made. Desire him in short to order every thing that may put it into complete traveling order. Mrs Mahon is in town. So you must get the Dimensions of the Plate-basket from her there.


Bid John Miller5 pay Mr Ross.6 What I objected to was the Price of your Saddle. But I must yield, since he will not, and if the Saddle be good in proportion, shall not grudge the Expense. I shall think nothing too dear, that is of use to you. I am rejoic’d that your Mare is well – Sympson7 advises right, that one of the Girls should ride her, before you do. But don’t let that be, till you are ready, to ride her your Self. The longer time She is allow’d, to recover perfectly of her strain, the greater security against a return. My black horse is quite well. But I don’t yet ride him. The Chesnut is very quiet. Send to Jac. Curtiss8 for the Bill of your Gold lace, and let it be paid.


I thank you for Ascanius. You have spelt that wrong, putting an o before the u. But that I don’t charge to your Account. ‘Tis a Latin-word.9 However if you observe a little, you’ll learn how to Spell such words when they come in your Way. By dipping a little into it, I fancy, it is a Romance. But it will divert in a rainy day. The Advertisement10 I had seen before. But I am mighty glad you sent it. It will afford some diversion with Mrs Cary. Since you make so good use of your franks as to save me a great deal of postage, Send Will11 to Mr Wild, Lord C[hancello]r’s Gent,12 with your Service, and desire him to get you some more. Lord C[hancello]r13 told me, He would give them from time to time. They serve for any weight.14


I am sorry, Charlotte15 did not come to town, with Miss Vignoles,16 but more for the reason of her not coming. It will please me much to know that Mr Jourdan17 is recover’d. I wish him very well for his own, and his family’s sake; but particularly for Mrs Jourdan’s whose affection to him, I cannot but approve of, at the same time, that I wish it were, as I wish yours to me, less passionate. ’Tis quite disinterested. For she, I hope, believes that I think her, more my charge than his. So must you. Between us She must be made easy for life. I hope it will fall to your share to make her so, as a friend and companion, when her Care of you, as a Governess, is no longer necessary.18


I don’t know, whether Mr Palmer entertain’d you, with the Adventure of Cary’s, or rather my Bullock, which Cary very cunningly sent to Dublin, by a fellow who lam’d him on the road. It paid me in laughing, what I’ve lost in his price – and I shall besides win half a Crown from Sage No1.


I am glad Bob Curtis19 got a Praemium. His Father20 gave me an account of it, and at the same time an indifferent one of his own health. I am in pain for him, and his family. For I really have no great opinion of his long life.


By the time you get this, Lyons the Carr-man will be in town. We are in great want of an Iron-Coal-Box. That We had, has holes, and they use a wooden one, which may be dangerous. Desire Mrs Jourdan, to send John Miller if in town, or Will Conry, to Turner’s21 for a good one, not quite so clumsy as the last, and let Lyons bring it down. Mr Cary desires that He may also bring down some bundle, I know not what, that is left for him in Kevin-street.


You must also order Jac. Davies22 to send down by him six of the Watering Bridles, carefully made up so as not to be injur’d by the Carriage. Let him count them before Lyons and then make them up. I am in very great distress for want of them, and must therefore have them be my stay here ever so short. They ride the Horses to air and to water in their Collars, and on Sunday evening I saw three of them galloping about the fields. They had broke from their leaders. I believe this has happen’d oft’ner, but then it could not be conceal’d. This is a piece of poor John’s23 Wisdom. He told me He wanted bridles to carry down, hoping, I suppose, to have a new set. I bid him take down those He had. He said He would, but did not. His pretence is He had not room.


It just comes into my mind to give you a little bit of advice about your Diet. I have hinted it formerly, but think it of use to speak more plainly. You appear fonder of broil’d meats, and meats roasted high and brown, than of any other. I apprehend that both are bad for your little scurvy,24 which may grow worse, and invade your face. Think of that and Guard in time against what you’ll be sorry for, if it comes. But consult the Doctor and Ned Curtis, and follow their Advice.


Direct John Miller to go to Mr Nelson,25 and give him my Service, and desire him to chuse for him any where, that He pleases8. Beams, each 16f:6 inches long and a foot Square; and as soon as He can get Carriage convenient, let him send them down. If Mr Nelson be not well, let him get Mr Eaton26 to assist him. Direct him also to wait on Mr Wills27 on Saturday morning, to whom I write about some things, which are to be order’d, or not, as He approves, or disapproves. John must follow his directions, taking Nelson, or Eaton to his assistance. Get a note of £10 from Ned Curtis or Mr Lennox,28 and give it to Sympson, when your Mare is quite well, not before. But let him know that you have such a note for him. This may make him more carefull and exact, about what is of the greatest importance to me, because it affects you. I hope by the time you are remounted, ‘Spark’, and ‘Cream’ will be ready to receive their riders. I long to have an Account of all my Damsels being on horse-back. Direct John Miller to have ‘Nancy’ shoed up, and trial made whether she goes firm. If she won’t do for either Jeny, or Mrs Jourdan, or they do not want her, I’ll order her down here.


And now that I have wrote every thing like business, that has come to my mind, I’ll tell you my way of life, which I believe you’ll be pleas’d to know. I rise early and get upon my Horse, and visit every Corner of my Land, where any thing is doing, or is done so as to please. Cary has done a great deal; but He is not so pushing, as I wish he were. I have set many hands to work, where He had few or none, so as to push with great vigour, what He was loitering about. Among other things I have set fifty fellows and some horses and Tumbrils about levelling and dressing a field which is much more crooked than that I was managing last year, which is now so pretty that it encourages me to go on with the other. This is at present my Hobby-horse. I visit it three or four times before I return, giving orders which do, at least I fancy they do, help the Work. I carry out bread in my pocket. About 10 – I return and with the remainder of my bread, take a Draught of Sweet-Whey, which pleases me much. They make it very good. Soon after this, when Shannon has brought me the Bill of Fare, and Carleboe is chid or commended, I walk out to my building where I have employment for an hour. Everything there is very well. But As I told you in my last, I came just in time to prevent mischief. The Plaisterer was going on in a way not to be approv’d. But luckily His fine Work was but a very little way advanced. I have turn’d off one of his Botches. I hope never a one remains; and He has [sent damaged ms] for two good hands from Dublin. Till they come, His fine work must stop. My Masons give me no trouble. There are but three at work, and they go on very well, tho’ Byrne29 was drunk yesterday, and as great as a Prince. They have almost finish’d the pointing the house, which indeed makes a beautifull figure. As soon as that is done, I must set about digging the Area round it. This will be a new Work, and a troublesome one. Having view’d and directed every thing, I return between eleven and twelve and till I am quite cool or longer amuse my Self with a Book. Then dress, and perhaps walk out agen before dinner. At dinner I have not yet wanted Company: Nor am I likely to want, and then only I much like it, such at least as is at present in my power. Meat and Wine being over, I pack them off, and retire to a Walk or a Book, or thinking of you, and so pass my time very agreably till the day closes. At supper Cary and I, except one night that Will. French made a third, sit down to some little thing, and one bottle, of which Cary takes his share more kindly than Mrs Jourdan does hers – and so to bed, where I have slept very well every night since I came hither. This is my Course; and if I have the comfort of knowing twice a Week that you, My Dear, are well, I shall pass my time as agreably as I can without you; and, by God’s blessing, return to you in better health, and more cheerfull than I left you. But how goes the family? I know but little of it. At my first coming I spoke to Mrs Heap30 in general, and she engag’d for every thing, even Washing, which was what I fear’d most being at a loss about. Jennet31 drudges and scolds as usual. They have got a red-hair’d Wench, and Paddy Lough32 in the Kitchen and Carlboe makes no complaints; and there is a little Stump of a Chamber-maid, who with Jennet’s or Mrs Heap’s help, Shannon standing by, makes my Bed very well, and keeps the rooms as they should be. Thus you’ve a full and true account of my living at Elphin. In return, you may, when you’ve nothing else to write, tell me of yours in Dublin, particularly how Mr Robinson,33 the old Scotch-man and the rest of the men behave themselves. The Women I don’t doubt about, nor have I any thing to say to them.


Gunning34 went off yesterday morning to conclude his match. I know not but He may be marry’d before his return. I try’d once or twice, with Mrs Cary’s assistance too, to get a little mirth out of him upon the occasion. But He is so completely insipid, that It was to no purpose. Temper in him supplies the place of skill. He feels nothing, and will I believe meet his Bride with as solemn an Air, as He may have, if he burys her. Perhaps more so. By all I can learn He marrys very prudently. The young Woman by his own account is 25. or 26. neither ugly nor handsome, tall, nor low, fair rather than brown and has £300. They who know her and her family speak very well of them, and say she’ll make a very fit Wife, for him and his school.35


And now, My Dear, I must stop. My paper is more than full. But writing to you is as agreable an amusement at least, as any I have. God of his mercy bless you and preserve you to –


your most affectionate Father


Edw: Elphin


My service and blessing at the Green. You do not mention them. They tell me this minute that they want in the Kitchen 3 Hair Sieves for Carleboe, and a Jack-line.36 The Sieves Mrs Jourdan will order. I wish they could be got to come down by Lyons. Bid John Miller get the Jack-line, of the strongest kind. The last was bad. Let him tell Bagshaw37 this, and order him to make one on purpose. We can wait a while for a good one. Desire Ned Curtis to send me down, some powder and shot, the usual quantity, and tell him I expect now and then a letter from him.


Never send me two covers of the Chancellor by the same post.38


The Weather has been various since I came here. Have a care of cold which quickly succeeds to heat, and in Cold or doubtfull days chuse the four Wheel’d Chair rather than riding. Be bold, but not too bold.


Cary is come in with his Commission. John Miller must get half a dozen Collars and Haims40 of the best kind to be sent down by Lyons, who I now find does not go to town quite so soon as I thought, so that Every thing else I have wrote for as well as these Collars may be got ready for him to bring down. Tell John We want no straddles.




1. The Rev. Daniel Letablère (1709-75) was a son of René de la Douespe Letablère, an ensign in du Cambon’s regiment which fought at the battle of the Boyne. Admitted to TCD 1725, he took BA 1731; MA 1734, DD 1748. He became vicar of Larabryan 1742, rector of Rathangan; prebendary of St Patrick’s and dean of Tuam 1750; prebendary of Yagoe 1759; prebendary of Maynooth 1763. Lord Kildare was Daniel Letablère’s patron; he presented him to the benefices of Larabryan and Rathnagan, and to Yagoe. Letablère married first in 1749, Madeleine Vareilles and second in 1760 Blandine Jourdan. He is buried in St Patrick’s Cathedral. T.P.Le Fanu, ‘The Huguenot Churches of Dublin and their Ministers’, Proceedings of the Huguenot Society of London, Vol. 8 (1905-8) p.133; Alumni, p.498; Lawlor, Fasti, pp.186, 131; Correspondence of Emily Duchess of Leinster, Vol. 1, pp.83, 91, 98, 129, 149; Gentleman’s Magazine (1775), p.454.


2. Mary, dowager Lady Kildare (1692-1780). She was born Mary O’Brien, daughter of the 3rd earl of Inchiquin and married the 19th earl of Kildare in 1708-9. Burke, (1916), p.1242.


3. Edward and Harriet Nicholson (see Biographical Register).


4. Jones: coachbuilder.


5. John Miller: the steward at Kevin Street (see Biographical Register).


6. Andrew Ross: saddler, Dame Street. Watson (1760), p.37.


7. Sympson: a horse-dealer.


8. John Curtis, laceman, Fishamble Street. Watson (1752), p.9.


9. The title of the book parallels Charles Edward Stuart’s journey to Italy with that of Ascanius, the son of Aeneas, whose travels with his father are narrated in Virgil’s Aeneid.


10. The Advertisement: not known.


11. William Conry: Alicia Synge’s manservant. A William Conry, servant, witnessed a lease for Edward Synge, bishop of Elphin to John Egan, 12 May 1749, Registry of Deeds, 135 232 91190.


12. Lord Chancellor’s Gentlemen were members of his official household.


13. Robert Jocelyn, Lord Newport (1688-1756; see Biographical Register): Lord Chancellor of Ireland.


14. Members of Parliament could frank letters for friends to allow them free postage. A stamp marking letters ‘Free’ had been introduced in 1706. Mairead Reynolds, A History of the Irish Post Office (Dublin 1983), p.39.


15. Charlotte Jourdan (1707-?; see Biographical Register).


16. Miss Vignoles may be Isabel Vignoles of Dunshauglin, Co. Meath, whose will was proved in 1758. It was a common name in the Dublin Huguenot community; Elie Bouhéreau, who paid monies on Lord Galway’s account to French people living in Dublin, made quarterly payments to a Made, de Vignoles. A Mr Vignolles was a cleric at St Anne’s Dublin in 1749. Vicars, 468; Bouhéreau, accounts 11 December 1706; 30 January 1708/9; St Andrew, St Anne, St Audoen and St Bride, p. 15.


17. The Rev. John Jourdan (?-1758; see Biographical Register).


18. Blandine Jourdan married Daniel Letablère at St Kevin’s Church on 9 April 1760, and the ceremony was performed by Edward Synge. A week before, Edward and Alicia Synge settled an annuity on her for £100 a year. St Peter and St Kevin, p.334; Synge to Jourdan, 1 April 1760, RD 204 252 135223.


19. Robert Curtis was a son of Rev. Robert Curtis, Edward Synge’s brother-in-law. He was born in Co. Tipperary. Admitted to TCD in 1746 aged seventeen, he gained BA 1750; MA 1753. He became prebendary of Tomgraney. Edward Synge left him some books in his will. He is probably the Rev. Robert Curtis who married Nicholas Synge’s daughter, Margery, and whose own will was proved in 1799. Alumni, p.204; Leslie, Elphin, p.69; will, f.2545; Vicars, p.188.


20. Robert Curtis (?-1765): Alicia’s uncle. Born in Dublin, he was a son of Robert Curtis MP for Duleek. He was educated at Eton and entered TCD in 1709, aged seventeen and took BA 1714; MA 1719. Alumni, p.204; J.B. Leslie, Biographical succession list of clergy for the diocese of Killaloe (1946) p.67; Eustace, Vol. 2, pp.182-3.


21. Timothy Turner, ironmonger, College Green, or Richard Turner, ironmonger, Dame Street. Watson (1752), p.25.


22. John Davies: a groom at Kevin Street.


23. John Aske: groom at Elphin.


24. Scurvy is caused by a lack of vitamin C in the diet. The symptoms are swollen and bleeding gums and lethargy. In the eighteenth century scurvy was attributed to an excess of undesirable elements in the diet, rather than a lack of nutrition. Roger K. French, ‘Scurvy’ Kenneth Kiple (ed.), Cambridge World History of Human Disease (Cambridge 1993), pp.1000-1, 1004.


25. Mr Nelson: not known.


26. Richard Eaton: glazier, York Street. Watson p. 15.


27. Michael Wills (fl. 1721-1752), architect (see Biographical Register).


28. William Lennox: Edward Synge’s banker (see Biographical Register).


29. Byrne: a workman.


30. Mrs Heap: the housekeeper at Elphin.


31. Jennet: the still-room maid at Elphin.


32. Paddy Lough: kitchen hand.


33. Mr Robinson: in 1747 an apprentice cook at Kevin Street.


34. The Rev. Alexander Gunning (see Biographical Register).


35. Alexander Gunning was the master of Bishop Hodson’s Grammar School, Elphin, founded in 1685. Michael Quane, ‘Bishop Hodson’s Grammar School, Elphin’, Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland, 96 (1966), pp. 157-77.


36. Jack-line: part of the mechanism of a spit to turn and roast meat.


37. Bagshaw: not known.


38. The franking system was much abused; in 1764 an act of parliament was passed to prevent fraud. Reynolds, p.39.


40. Haims: curved pieces of wood forming the collar for a draught horse.
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Elphin May 16, 1747


Last post I wrote you a very long letter, Huzzy. You must not expect the same always. I shall not have leisure or materials for them. I have not very much to say, this time – yet I take a sheet – Possibly something may start up, that I don’t now think of, to fill it.


I bless God I am very well, and much rejoic’d at the good account you give of your Self, and the Doctor of you. Pray give him my service, and Tell him I hope he’ll favour me often with letters. But he will, I also hope, excuse me from returns when I have nothing to say, but what He knows already, That I wish you confirm’d health, and hope by God’s blessing on his and trusty Ned’s endeavours you’ll soon have it.


Even this slight disorder occasions me to reflect on the greater anxiety I should have, if you were here, where you could not have either of their advice, nor more than a chance for Dr Mulloy’s.1 I have not seen him, but hear He is much impair’d in his health. His old fate attends him. He is now engag’d in a quarrel with his Father and Mother in Law, the beginnings of which set them at variance for a time with each other. The story is on his side ridiculous enough – I can’t write the particulars. What pity it is, that A Man so valuable as a Physician, should be of so perverse and crooked a temper, as everywhere to give offence, or to take it. Your friend Diganan2 was here on Thursday. He is much mended in his looks, and the same Man in every thing else. Barton3 was with me when He came hither. He found us at breakfast; and gave us a very good laugh. Little Hugh4 is very well. So is his old Mother. There’s an account full and true of your Medical people at once.


Every thing in relation to you has been order’d, just as I wish’d. I thought the Weather too cold for you to go out with the remains of your little cough on you. It is yet unsetled. But I hope it will soon be such as will encourage the Doctor and Ned to give you full liberty of ranging, with discretion. That I am sure you’ll always do, while Mrs Jourdan has the credit with you that I hope she will always have. Give her my service, and Tell her I have no doubt of her Exact and tender care of you, and am very easy, tho’ absent from you, when I reflect that you are in her hands. In my last I express’d the gratefull sense I have of her whole Conduct. I trust in God you will, I hope too that I shall live, to shew it by effects.


I am pleas’d that you’ve so much company, if they be agreable. Encourage those that are so, to go frequently to you, and make them as welcome, as you please. Tell Miss Vignoles she may have as much Vin Episcopal5 (you spell it Episcopale. Let Mrs Jourdan or Her say, which is right) as she pleases, provided she do not get drunk. Mr Wills, I find, has been very good. I am sure He is always agreable.


I have a letter from him, by which I have reason to fear that our intended Expedition to Killaloe6 will be somewhat embarrass’d. He can’t go early, and I can’t with convenience go late. I have indeed a great mind to go, and see your Uncle’s7 situation there, and I know he reckons upon it. Mr Wills proposes to me, to go at mine own time, that He’ll meet me there, if He can: If He cannot, He says he’ll take a trip by himself, to see and advise my Brother as to his building. How this may be I can’t tell. But upon the whole It will be much more convenient to me, to make this Excursion soon now, tho’ alone; than to wait, till the latter end of Summer to do it, even in his Company. I think it too, much better to do it, while you are in Dublin, than to leave you here. I should be as much absent, and at as great a distance from you as now, and We could not hear from each other, in less than a fortnight, which I know would be very disagreable and painfull to both. I should also be cramp’ d as to the time of my visitation, and perhaps cramp your Uncle, in his Excursions to several parts of his Dioces, or keep him there longer than He chuses. For these reasons I resolve, God willing, if your Uncle leaves town as He propos’d, to set out towards him the Monday before Whitsun-tide. One day will carry me to Garbally,8 and one I’ll stay there, so as to be at Killaloe the latter end of the Week. Perhaps Ned9 may go with me from thence, if your Aunt,10 He &c. leave town as they intend. Or if He does not, Traveling alone is not a jot disagreable. Pray tell your Uncle, that I resolve thus. This will just come time enough to you, to do it. I don’t write to him, partly out of laziness, and partly because I pacqueted him last post.


It pleases me much, My Dear, to see your letters so writ. I see they are not writ with the exactness of a Copy, and yet they are well. In time you may come to write as well and quick as I do. This will be one advantage of your writing so much to me, tho’ I would not, either for that, or the great pleasure your prattle gives me, have you distress your Self, or be over eager in writing. Eagerness, my Dear, is one of your little failings. It is a Constitutional one, and therefore more to be excus’d. But guard against it, now you are young. It will be for your health, as well as advantageous in every other respect. Be eager in nothing, but doing good. Even in that you may avoid it, and the more calm, a good temper, or Action are, the more Virtuous. I have examin’d your long letter with great exactness to find out false spellings, and have the satisfaction to find them very few. One I’ve mention’d, if it be one. There are but four more, imediatly, there ought to be two m’s. seting, there should be two t’s. ofered should be with two f’s and ’Tis not infermary but infirmary. But these are very few trips, in so long an Epistle, and you’ll soon come to Spell, as well as any one. As a means to this, when your letters are wrote, Go them over with Mrs Jourdan, and get her to point out to you, any Corrections of this sort, that may be wanting. That I allow. But if I catch her tripping, Let her look to it. She’ll deserve no quarter.


One of your little trips, brings your Nurse11 to my mind. Write to Dr Lehunt12 about her. He promis’d me, He would keep her in the Hospital13 the 6 Months, which are not yet near Expir’d, and I am sure He will overrule the Chirurgeon (I see with pleasure that you have spelt that Word the right way, tho’ Custom has almost establish’d a wrong one). If you don’t chuse to write to the Doctor, Get Ned Curtis, who is Hack-General, to go to him, and Let him also endeavour, to get the poor Woman into the Incurables.14 Till that can be done, Do you support her as you please. All things consider’d, this should be your Act not mine; and if your Privy-purse15 wants supplys, Take any you’ve a mind to. I care not what expenses you make, that are charitable and prudent, nor would I have you balk your inclination in innocent trifles.


My little black horse is, as Daniel16 tells me, quite well; tho’ I have not yet rode him. I have besides, two young ones, one of Mr Palmer’s, the other of Mr Cary’s providing, which promise very well; So that I have a prospect of being completely mounted I’ll get you a second pad, if it be to be had above ground. I am very glad, that the only one, on which I care at present to venture you, is well. I long till you are on her back agen. But such Weather as we now have, will not allow this.


It would have made you laugh heartily to see poor Cary’s long face, and hear his groans, when I told him the fate of his Bullock. He is more griev’d much than I, who am a great looser, by his greediness. For that Bullock, and another that was left lame on the road, and probably did not sell for a Moydore, He refus’d £14 at my Door. Such is often the Fate of those who grasp at too much.


Ascanius diverted me much. ‘Tis, as I said, a Romance, form’d out of News-papers and rumours. But many of the Facts We know to be true.17 Perhaps the rest are in substance so. But the writer is conceited. I see another Pamph[l]et advertised, called the Wanderer,18 which promises a better account and a critick on this. Lawson will tell you whether it be good for anything, and if it be, send it down by Mrs Mahon. It was very kind and good natur’d in her and her Sister19 to make you so early a visit. But It is like their whole Conduct. Their husbands were here on Tuesday, but went off in the Evening, tho’ I desir’d them to relieve their own and my solitude by giving me, as much of their Company, as they could, in the absence of their Wives. Assoon as I received yours, I sent a letter to Mr Mahon, challenging your performance, of what it gave me reason to expect. He has excus’d himself till Monday. Then I expect him. His company is agreable. But I am in no distress. On Thursday Blair20 came. He and Barton go off to day. Will French was here yesterday; and some others. But I won’t waste paper with names, any more than you do.


I am glad Mrs Silver21 was to see you. She has a multitude of good Qualities with all her Wildness; and you may profit much by conversing with her. She may probably introduce you to some new acquaintance, who may help to supply the place of those you are near loosing for a time. I am sure she’ll introduce you to none but good ones. As you grow up, an acquaintance a little more general will be right for you. You may treat them with different degrees of confidence. Of those now going to the Country, I regret Miss Corbet most. But I believe her stay will not be long.


I don’t remember, that I mention’d Billy Smith to you, tho’ I intended it. He is grown [fatter? damaged ms], and more unlucky. On Wedensday I confin’d him three hours to the remains of the Iron Coal Box. It was a Mansion for him two years ago; but now will scarce [hold? damaged ms] him. His crime was misbehaviour at Church.22 But He repeated it yesterday,  and has been [damaged ms] whipp’d. He is a fine boy, but I fear he’ll be spoil’d.


Carleboe confesses what Mrs Jourdan lays to his charge, looks silly and says He thought &c. Assoon as the new Dish is made, Let it be sent down the first opportunity. The other is laid up after being once us’d. I suppose Wilkinson will take it agen.


I write this day to Mr Sullivane23 my Wine merchant to send me down two hogsheads of wine. It will travel better now, than in hotter Weather; and tho’ I am in no hazard of wanting, my stock is lower than I computed it. If Lyons be in town when you get this, Let John Miller, or Will, get him to bring them down. If He can, let Will, go to Sullivane, and tell him that a carrier is ready and the time. He will be punctual. He lives in Michael’s lane. His name is Tim.


I think, considering how I set out, that I have fill’d my paper pretty well. But you must not expect this always. ’Tis a wrong thing to give a good Child a bad Custom. Sometimes you must take up with three lines, so will I; and sometimes you must go without a letter at all. I am determin’d to serve you thus, lest a letter should miscarry, as mine from hence sometimes do, and then you’ll be frighten’d. But I won’t give you the same liberty. You, Mrs Jourdan, or Some one must write every post; if it be only to say, that, Thank God, you are well. God send those joyfull tidings always to


your most affectionate Father


Edw: Elphin


Depend on it, My Dear, I take all possible care of my self, and am as well as you’ve seen me this twelve-month; and Pitts24 lyes every night where you desir’d he should, and meerly because you desir’d it.


I intend, God willing, to consecrate the Church of French park on Ascension Day.25


Barton does not own the charge of being a good nurse. But His looks confess it.


Shannon has brought me down a parcel of Handkerchiefs which are Raggs; and has lock’ d up most of my new ones. He says that five are out – I suppose they were in the Wash. You may get Mrs Mahon to bring them down to me. I must not appear ragged in a strange Country. Killaloe is so.




1. Dr Edward Molloy TCD MA; member of the Dublin Society, Alumni, p.772.


2. David Digenan of Cloghr Begg, parish of Elphin: a doctor. He was Catholic with four Catholic servants. Census f.8.


3. The Rev. Nathaniel Barton (c. 1710-71; see Biographical Register).


4. Dr Hugh Stafford (see Biographical Register): an apothecary.


5. Vin episcopal: probably a play upon words, but the drink may have been Bishop, port heated with an orange stuck with cloves and roasted and spiced with cinnamon, cloves, mace, allspice and nutmeg. Dorothy Hartley, Food in England (London 1954), p.556.


6. Killaloe, Co. Clare. Michael Wills was probably planning to visit Nicholas Synge to advise on the building of a new Palace. Like Edward Synge at Elphin, Nicholas Synge had problems with his house at Killaloe on his institution in 1745. In his will he said that he had found the See house at Killaloe ‘in a ruinous condition’, and had proposed to spent £250 on it. He lodged this money in Lennox’s bank, but the repair was ‘by all Persons deemed impracticable’, and his £250 was later lost by the ‘shutting up’ of the bank. The present house, Clarisford, was built by Robert Fowler, bishop of Killaloe in 1774-8. Probate of Nicholas Synge’s will, 22 April 1768. NLI, Synge Papers PC 344 (8); Bence-Jones p.84.


7. Nicholas Synge (1693-1771; see Biographical Register): Edward Synge’s younger brother.


8. Garbally, Ballinasloe, Co. Galway.


9. Edward Synge (c. 1725-92; see Biographical Register): Edward Synge’s nephew, the only son of Nicholas Synge.


10. Elizabeth Synge (?-1750; see Biographical Register): wife of Nicholas Synge.


11. Alicia’s nurse: not known.


12. Francis Le Hunte (?-1750) of Brenanstown, Co. Dublin. Son of George and Alice Le Hunte. He took BA at TCD in 1708, MB and MD 1719. He became a fellow of King’s and Queen’s College of Physicians in 1726, was president in 1729 and 1741. Elected governor of Dr Steevens’ Hospital in 1738. Physician to the hospital 1741/2. Kirkpatrick.


13. Dr Steevens’ Hospital, founded 1733. Edward Synge was a trustee.


14. The Hospital for Incurables was founded by members of the Charitable Music Society who gave concerts in Crow Steet for the relief of poor insolvent debtors held in various Dublin prisons. The committee became concerned about the welfare of patients suffering from incurable diseases and resolved to spend their surplus funds on founding a hospital. The first hospital was opened on Blind Quay (now Lower Exchange Street) in 1744 and it was moved to Lazar’s Hill (now Townsend Street) in 1753. Irish Builder, 39 (1897), p.29.


15. Under her parents’ marriage settlement, Alicia received £100 a year until she either married or reached the age of twenty-one. Marriage articles of the Rev. Edward Synge, son and heir of Edward Synge, archbishop of Tuam, and Jane, daughter of Robert Curtis of Roscrea, Co. Tipperary. Articles of agreement between Edward Synge, archbishop of Tuam and Robert Curtis of Roscrea 26 November 1720. Synge Papers NLI PCC 344, folder 7.


16. Daniel: a groom at Elphin.


17. The author of Ascanius may have been Dr John Burton, portrayed by Laurence Sterne as Dr Slop in Tristram Shandy. The writer protests that he is not writing fiction and uses what appears to be original material in what is essentially an historical romance. The book plays upon the reader’s anti-Jacobite prejudices, portraying Charles Edward Stuart as an ‘archetypal villain of almost mythical proportions’. Jerry C. Beasley, Novels of the 1740s (Athens, Georgia 1982), p.71.
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