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Initial information about Mary Anne Kelly 

 
Initial information on the Kelly family was supplied by Brid Higgins (nee Conway) second 
youngest child of Biddy Kelly and John Conway. 

 
Brid recalled that her mother Biddy (Bridget) was the eldest of twelve children born to 
John and Biddy Kelly (nee Maguire), the others being Peter, Johnny, James, Margaret, 
Ceclia, Elizabeth, Katie and Teresa (Brid did not recall the names of the three others).  
Brid’s grandfather ‘Jack Kelly’ was from ‘Minerstown’, Co. Meath while her grandmother 
‘Mary Anne Maguire’ was from Foxford, Co. Sligo; Jack’s trade was a ‘butcher’ and after 
he met and married Mary Anne Maguire, he worked on the railways.    
 
Brid recalled that her grandmother had lived in ‘Kiladoon’, Shra, Co. Sligo where the 
family had a long association with the railways, and it was through the Maguire’s that 
the family connection with the railways was formed.  When Brid’s mother Mary Anne 
Kelly married John Conway in 1917, Mary Anne had been living in ‘Kiladoon’ with her 
parents.  Once married however, she moved to ‘Carrownloughan’ Co. Sligo where she 
raised her eight children; Bernard (b. abt. 1918, deceased); Patrick Gerard (b. abt. 1919); 
John (b. abt. 1920/21, deceased); Mary Kate (b. abt. 1922); Peter James (b. abt. 1923/4); 
Bridget Veronica (b. abt. 1925); Margaret Mary i.e. Brid (b. 27 Nov. 1929) and 
Bernadette (born 1932 or after).     

 
Objectives of the research 

 
Whilst Brid had some knowledge about her parents, she knew little of her grandparents, 
especially on her mother’s (maternal) side, i.e. Mary Anne Kelly.  For this reason, the 
main objective was to carry out a general search of the Kelly’s and trace the family back 
as far as possible.  
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Mary Anne Kelly: Family history 

 
The 1901 census shows ‘Anne Kelly’ (age 7) living with her parents John and Mary Kelly 
(age 29 and 28 respectively) in the townland of ‘Balinlag’, civil parish of Killa, County 
Sligo1.  Also resident in the house on census night were Mary’s siblings, Bridget (age 6), 
Kate (age 4), Ellen (age 3) and James (aged 9 months).   
 
John Kelly’s occupations is ‘Mils man on railway’, while Mary ’s occupation is ‘House 
Keeper’2.  Both John and Mary could speak English and Irish and all seven were Roman 
Catholic (RC).  Significantly, all seven were recorded as born in ‘Co. Mayo’ which is 
interesting, as Brid had recalled that her grandfather ‘Jack’ had been born in ‘Co. 
Meath’. A summary of the return is shown below while an extract is attached in 
Appendix 11: 
 
John Kelly  Head of family  RC  29  Mils man on Railway. Co. Mayo 
Mary Kelly  Wife   RC  28  House Keeper   Co. Mayo 
Anne Kelly  Daughter  RC  7 Scholar   Co. Mayo 
Bridget Kely Daughter   RC  6 Scholar   Co. Mayo 
Kate Kelly Daughter   RC  4     Co. Mayo 
Ellen Kelly  Daughter   RC  3    Co. Mayo 
James Kelly Son   RC  9 mths    Co. Mayo   
 
 
In 1901, the family lived in house no. 10, Ballinlag.  Ballinlag townland, situated 
approximately mid-way between the towns of ‘Trawns’ and ‘Fenagha’ (see location 
map, Appendix 111) was of moderate size (338 acres) and accommodated a total 
number of 27 families or households.   
 
It seems that in 1901 the Kelly household was one of the better off households in 
‘Ballinlag’.  The family lived in a house with walls of ‘stone, brick or concrete’ (as 
opposed to ‘mud, wood or other perishable material’) and the house was one of only 
three houses within the townland where the roof was of ‘slate, iron or tiles’ the majority 
(i.e. 24 out of 27) were of ‘thatch, wood or other perishable material’).   

                                                 

 
1
 Ballinlag townland lies within the PLU of ‘Linford’, DED of ‘Meelick’, Barony of ‘Fallen’, Civil and 

Roman Catholic (RC) parish of ‘Kilhola’, Diocese of ‘Achonry’ County Mayo.  See Glossary in Appendix 

1 for explanation of administrative areas.  
2
 This would suggest that in addition to raising her own family Mary Kelly worked outside the home as a 

‘House keeper’.  
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The Kelly household had ‘5 or 6 rooms’ and three windows to the front making it larger 
than most of the other houses in the townland.  Overall, the house was categorised as a 
‘2nd’ class house of which there were just five in ‘Ballinlag’ at the time; the others were 
categorised as 3rd class houses, bar one which was a 4th class house.  Significantly, John 
Kelly was the recorded landholder on whose holding the house was situated, meaning 
that John Kelly owned the family home.   
 
The census return had been filled by the enumerator ‘Constable John Rush’ who in 6 of 
7 instances spelt the family surnames as Kelly.  The fourth entry on the list of family 
members however recorded the surname as ‘Kely’.  Also of interest at the bottom right 
hand side of the return, the head of the household was required to sign his name and he 
did so as ‘John Kely’. This would suggest that the family surname was spelt ‘’ and ‘Kely’ 
with little distinction made between the spellings.   
 
Ten years later the family had moved to Co. Sligo, and all were recorded with their 
surname spelt ‘Kely’.  They lived in house no. 3 in the townland of ‘Carrowwilkin’, parish 
of Achonry3, located approximately mid-way between ‘Tobercurry’ and ‘Charlestown’, 
(see location map, Appendix 111).  Carrowwilkin townland consisted of 481 acres and 15 
families lived within its extent.   
 
John and Mary now aged 41 and 39 respectively were living with their nine children, 
Marianne (age 18), Bridget (age 17), Katie (age 15), Ellie (age 13), James (age 11), Peter 
(age 9), John (age 5), Maggie (age 3) and Lizzie (age 11 months).  John’s occupation is 
‘Ganger railway’4 while Mary is still working as a ‘House keeper’.  The two eldest 
children ‘Marianne’ and ‘Bridget’ have no occupation, while the five younger children 
are in school. A copy of the 1911 census is attached in Appendix 1V.  
 
A new question contained within the 1911 census concerned the completed years the 
present marriage has lasted.  In response to this question, it appeared that at the time 
(i.e. April 1911), John and Mary had been married 20 years, which would place the date 
of their marriage to around 1891/1892.  This is a useful date to remember when 
searching for their marriage record, a record that will hopefully provide both parties’ 
father’s names (i.e. Brid’s great-grandparents) and thus allow one to search back to an 
earlier generation.   
 
Another new question contained within the 1911 census concerned the number of 
children born alive and the number of children still living.   In response to this question 

                                                 
3
 Carrowwilkin townland is located in the civil parish of Achonry, Barony of Leyny, DED Achonry, PLU 

of Tubbercurry and RC parish of ‘Tobercurry (Cloonacool) and Curry’.   
4
 A ‘ganger’ would describe an ‘overseer or foreman’.  
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‘Mary Kely’ had answered ‘10’ to the number of children born alive, and ‘9’ to the 
number of children still living5.   
 
In response to the question about where the individuals in the family had been born, 
‘John Kely’ was recorded as born in ‘Co. Meath’, an entry which conflicts with his census 
return of 10 years earlier which recorded that he had been born in ‘Co. Sligo’.  Also of 
significance was the fact that the four younger children had been born in Co. Sligo, 
suggesting that the family moved from Co. Sligo to Co. Sligo around 1902/3.  
 
In 1911 the family were apparently still doing quite well.   They lived in a house with 
walls of ‘stone, brick or concrete’ with a roof of ‘slate, iron or tiles’ and only three of the 
15 other families in the townland lived in such a solid and durable house.  The house 
comprised of 4 rooms, all of which were occupied by the family; it had 3 windows to the 
front and was classified as a ‘2nd class’ house.  Significantly ‘John Kely’ did not own the 
house, it was instead owned by the ‘G. S. & W Railway’6.  Only one other of the 15 
families in ‘Carrownwilin’, lived in a house owned by the G. S. & W. Railway.  
 
Thus far, the ‘Kelly/Kely’ family appear to have benefited significantly from their 
association with the railways.  It had provided employment to the young John Kelly/Kely 
as well as a good quality house where he could bring up his family.  It is likely that John 
and family moved from ‘Carrowwilkin’ to ‘Carniara’ some time after 1911, as this is the 
where Brid recalled her grandmother had lived (see The family link to the Railways, p. 
13).  
 
Returning to Mary Anne’s earlier life, she was born 3rd July 1893, in Foxford, Co. Sligo to 
John , ‘labourer’ and Mary Maguire (see copy of civil birth record, Appendix V).   Twelve 
days later, ‘Catherine Maguire’ who had been present at the birth, registered the event.  
Although it is as yet unclear what relation ‘Catherine Maguire’ was to ‘Mary Maguire’, it 
is likely she was her mother, sister or other female relative.  Interestingly, Catherine 
made ‘her mark’ on the register, suggesting that at the time she was unable to read or 
write.    
 
Mary Anne was John and Mary ’s eldest child born just over a year and a half after the 
couple had married on the 17th January 1892, in the RC Chapel of Lifford7.    The (civil) 
marriage record showed that ‘John Kely’, ‘bachelor’ aged 21, married ‘Mary Maguire’, 
‘spinster’ aged 19.  Prior to the marriage, both John and Mary had been living in 

                                                 
5
 Brid had recalled there had been 12 children in the family, most probably the nine listed in the 1911 

census, plus Cecelia, Teresa and the child referred to in the 1911 census that died.  A four year gap between 

Peter and John suggests the latter child may have been born in this period, possibly around 1904/1905.   
6
 Great Southern and Western Railway, one of the largest railway companies in the country at the time.   

 

 

      5  
7
 The RC parish of Foxford was also known as ‘Toomore’.  
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‘Foxford’ and John’s occupation was ‘Railway Porter’, suggesting that he had already 
gained employment with the railway before he married.   
 
John’s father was ‘James Kely’ while Mary’s father was ‘Thomas Maguire’; both were 
‘farmers’.  The marriage was preformed by ‘Father Michael O Donnell’ and witnessed by 
‘Thomas McDonnell’ and ‘Maria McCann’; a copy of the marriage record is attached in 
Appendix V1.     
 
The information on the marriage record was significant as it provided John ’s fathers 
name making it possible to trace the family back to an earlier generation.  In 1892 ‘John 
Kely’ was aged 21 which would suggest that he had been born in or around 1870-1871.   
 
Family lore had always been that John  (i.e. Brid’s grandfather and know to her as ‘Jack ’) 
had been born in ‘Co. Meath’.  However, information on the 1901 and 1911 censuses 
conflicted with this as the 1901 census recorded that he had been born in ‘Co. Sligo’, 
while the 1911 census recorded that he had been born in ‘Co. Meath’.   Consequently, a 
search of the records of both Co. Sligo and Co. Meath was made for all children baptised 
John, born 1870 ± 3 years to a father ‘James Kely’, mother ‘unknown’.  
 
The search resulted in the identification of a church baptism record for ‘John ’, born 26 
April, 1870 to James  and Maria McConn8 of ‘Mylerstown’, Killen, Co. Meath.   About 
two weeks later, on 8 May, 1870, John was baptised, and his sponsors or godparents 
were ‘John McConn’ and ‘Maria ’.  A copy of the church record is attached in Appendix 
V11.  
 
It seems that John  (Brid’s grandfather) was the eldest of at least 6 children all born in 
Co. Meath, John (b. 26 April, 1870), Mary, (b. 25 December 1872), Catherine (b. 13 July 
1874), twins (Bridget and Margaret b. 13 Jan 1878) and Michael b. (1 August 1879).  In 
the hope of finding more information on John’s parents, particularly his father James , 
John’s civil birth record9 was purchased.    
 
The only additional information provided on the civil birth record about ‘James Kely’ was 
that he was a ‘small farmer’ and his address was as previously recorded, i.e. 
‘Mylerstown’, Co. Meath, (see copy of John’s civil birth record, Appendix V111).    
 

                                                 
8
 The surname Mcconn (also spelt MacConn) was distinct from the more prolific McCann.  In mid 19

th
 

Ireland 12 instances of the surname are recorded (6 in Co. Down, 3 in Co. Armagh and 1 each in Counties 

Derry, Donegal and Roscommon.  According to John Grenham, MacConn is quite numerous in the 

midlands, Galway – Roscommon, Down.  The name translates in Irish as Mac Mhíolchon (hunting dog).  

Historically of Co. Fermanagh.  Significantly, a Maria McCann was witness to John’s marriage 22 years 

later, see Appendix V1. 
9
 John Kely b. 26 April 1870, Naas, Co. Meath, 7/974.  The birth was registered in the SRD of Naas, RD 

Kilmeague.  
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However, other information of interest on John’s civil birth record was that his birth had 
been registered by a ‘Catherine McConn’ of ‘Coolaght’.  Catherine had been ‘present at 
birth’ (perhaps she was Maria’s mother or sister) and instead of writing her name, she 
made ‘her mark’, suggesting that at the time she was unable to read or write.    
 
One other significant piece of information on the birth record concerned the spelling of 
the family surname.  John’s surname was spelt ‘Kely’ on his civil birth record, as opposed 
to ‘’ on his church baptism record.  Although both entries would have been written by 
the respective registrar’s, it suggests that in late 19th century Ireland little attention was 
paid to the exact spelling of a personal surname.  
 
Since John was the eldest child, or seemed to be so from the records searched, it was 
probable that his parents had married in the years preceding his birth.  With this date in 
mind, a search was made for a marriage between ‘James /Kely’ and ‘Maria McConn’ 
from 1865-1870.   
 
The search resulted in the identification of a church marriage record which showed that 
on 14 June 1868 ‘James ’ of ‘Coolaght’, Co. Meath, married ‘Maria McConn’ also of 
‘Coolaght’, Co. Meath. The marriage took place in the RC parish of ‘Allen’.  Witnesses to 
the marriage were ‘Peter ’ and ‘Margaret ’, unfortunately however, neither James’s nor 
Maria’s parents’ names were recorded; a copy of the church marriage record is attached 
in Appendix 1X.   
 
In the hope of locating some details about James’s and Maria’s parents, a search was 
made for the civil marriage record.  Civil registration for RC’s was introduced in Ireland 
in 1864 so it was probable that the marriage would have been registered as it took place 
in 1868.    
 
A search of the records showed that on 14 June, 1868, ‘James ’, full age (over 21), 
bachelor of ‘Mylerstown’ married ‘Maria McConn’, full age, spinster, of ‘Coolaght’.  
James’s father was ‘John’ and his occupation was ‘farmer’. Maria’s father was ‘James 
McConn’ and his occupation was ‘Stewart’10.  At the time, James was a ‘Landholder’ 
while Maria was a ‘stewarts daughter’.   The marriage was witnessed by ‘Peter ’ and 
‘Margaret ’, and although James and Maria were required to sign the register, only 
Maria signed her name, James instead made ‘his mark’ suggesting he was unable to 
read or write.  A copy of the civil marriage record is attached in Appendix X. 
 
The civil marriage record was interesting, as not only did it provide James’s and Maria’s 
parents’ names, but it also gave details of James’s occupation, i.e. ‘Landholder’.  This 

                                                 
10

 A ‘Stewart’ would mean a manager of property or purveyor of supplies. It can also mean someone who 

attended passengers on a boat but in this instance this is unlikely to have been the case.  
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entry was slightly different to his recorded occupation on his son’s birth record just two 
years later i.e. ‘small farmer’.  The difference was notable, and taken at face value, 
suggests that initially James may have held land (perhaps sub-let to others) but did not 
actually work it himself.  It may only have been after he had married and his first child 
on the way, that James began to farm for a living.  
 
In the absence of 19th century census records for Ireland, a property survey known as 
Griffith’s Primary Valuation has taken on a significance it might otherwise not have had. 
Griffith’s Valuation originally entitled ‘General Valuation of Rateable Property in Ireland’ 
was the last of three valuations attempting to establish an equitable system of land and 
building taxation throughout the country.  Undertaken by Richard Griffith it was carried 
out under the auspices of ‘The Tenement Valuation Act of 1852’ and remained in effect 
in the Republic of Ireland for 130 years, until July 1982.   
 
Carried out in the aftermath of the famine, it took over 15 years to complete (1848-
1864) and was used as a basis for levying a local system of taxation under the Irish Poor 
Law Act of 1838.  It replaced two earlier taxes known as the ‘cess tax’ and the ‘tithe tax’. 
It is commonly referred to as ‘Griffith’s Primary Valuation’ or just simply as ‘Griffith’s 
Valuation’.  
 
The importance of Griffith’s Valuation for the purposes of family history lies not only in 
the information gathered in the course of the original survey, but also in the fact that 
this information was revised and updated every year until the late 1970’s when rates on 
domestic property were abolished in the Republic of Ireland.  As part of the revisions, 
every farm and occupied premises in the country was visited annually by surveyors from 
the Valuation Office.  The revisions were noted and kept in books known as ‘Revision 
Books’ or ‘Cancelled Books’.  
 
The ‘Revision’ or ‘Cancelled book’s are currently stored in the Valuation Office in Dublin 
and on payment of a search fee it is possible to trace the occupancy of premises and 
land plots listed in Griffith’s Valuation forward in time up until the late 1970’s.  It is 
therefore possible to use the original valuation, in tandem with the ‘revision/cancelled 
books’, to track families and deduce family relationships. Due to the lack of 19th century 
census records in Ireland as a result of their destruction in 1922 during the civil war, 
Griffith’s Valuation has become one of the most useful sources of genealogical 
information for this period.   
 
It should be noted however, that the valuation did not record ‘every’ head of the family 
in the country.  The survey overlooked any person or persons dwelling in a property 
recorded as occupied by their employer.  Thus, in rural areas especially, many ‘landless 
labourers’ and ‘estate workers’ do not feature in the survey.  
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The valuation for Co. Meath was published in 1853, so it is James’s father ‘John /Kely’ 
who would most likely have been recorded.  Searching ‘Griffith’s Valuation’ several 
entries were identified for Kelly/Kely, Co. Meath.   
 
A search of ‘, Co. Meath’, produced 25 results of which 4 were in the parish and 
townland of ‘Mylsterstown’11, Daniel, Thomas, William and Patrick but no John.  
Significantly, there are four townlands in Co. Meath called ‘Mylerstown’, (each one in a 
different parish) so it was possible that a John Kely (as opposed to John ) may have been 
recorded in one of the other parishes.   
 
A search of ‘Kely, Co. Meath’ produced 44 results, 4 of which were in the parish of 
‘Rathcarin’, townland of ‘Mylerstown’12, Michael, Mary, Peter and John.   The most likely 
candidate to be Brid’s great-great-grandfather was therefore ‘John Kely’ of 
‘Mylerstown/Rathcairn’. 
 
‘Mylerstown/Rathcairn’ is situated a few hundred yards south-east of the village of 
‘Robertstown’ and is partially bordered to the north by the Royal Canal.   
‘Mylerstown/Rathcairn’ is located approx. 22 kms southeast of 
‘Mylerstown/Mylerstown’, see map of the Civil parishes of Co. Meath ‘Mylerstown’ (no. 
83) and ‘Rathcairn’ (no. 92), Appendix X1).   
 
The following information was recorded for John Kely:  
 
Griffiths Primary Valuation for ‘Mylerstown’  townland, ‘Rathernan’ parish; 
Robertstown DED, Co. Meath, 1853.   
              
     Lessor             Description   A. R. P.    
John Kely Plot 47A Rev. Tho. Smyth Ho. off. & land  3   2  39  
         Plot 47B     Rev. Tho. Smyth      Land    3   2  27  
        Plot 48    Rev. Tho. Smyth      Land   5   2  15 
 
 
In 1853, when Griffith’s Primary Valuation for Co. Meath was published, John Kely paid 
rates on three plots (Plot 47A, Plot 47B13 and Plot 48), all leased from the Rev. Thomas 
Smyth, one of the biggest land holders in the townland at the time.  Plot 47A comprised 

                                                 
11

 There are four townlands by the name of ‘Mylerstown’ in Co. Meath.  ‘Mylerstown’ townland, in 

Mylerstown parish extends to 499 acres and is located in the Barony of Carbury, PLU/SRD of Edenderry 

and DED of ‘Drehid’.  

13 Mylerstown townland, Rathcairn parish extends to 792 acres and is located in the Barony of Connell, 

PLU/SRD of Naas, and DED of ‘Folerstown’.   

 

   
13

 The prefix A, B etc, indicates that the plot was divided into two (or more) lots.  
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of a ‘house, offices14 and land’ extending to 3 acres, 2 roods and 39 perches (see 
Glossary in Appendix 1 for explanation of land measurements).  The plot was valued at 
£2. 10. 0 with the buildings, i.e. most probably the house where he lived with his family, 
at just £0.5.0 (see Appendix X11, Map of Co. Meath, showing house and plots leased by 
John Kely in 1853).  
 
This was indeed a very small holding and one which would place John Kely in the 
‘cottier’ or labourer’ class.  Most ‘cottiers’ or labourers’ rented their land and small 
holdings ‘from year to year’15 and sometimes paid their rent by working on the 
landlords land for a few pence a day rather than paying with cash.  The value of the 
house at just 5 shillings would suggest that John and his family lived in a mud walled 
thatch cottage, typical of many post famine labourers’ dwellings of the time. 
 
However, John Kely supplanted his primary holding by renting two other plots, Plots 47B 
(just over 3 acres) and Plot 48 (just over 5 acres), respectively.  Combined, John Kely 
occupied just over 11 acres which, at a time when a persons status would have been 
judged by the amount of land they held, would place him at the lower end of the ‘small 
farmer’ category.  
 
Now that John Kely had been identified in Griffith’s Valuation, it was possible to 
examine the Revised Valuation Books and track what happened this land, and into 
whose name it passed, over the next hundred years or more. 
 
 
Revised Valuation books for ‘Mylerstown’ townland, ‘Rathcarin’ parish;  
Folertstown DED, Co. Meath 1859-1932; 1932-1967 
 
John Kely   Plot 47A/47B/48  As per Griffiths  1859 
      To ‘James Kely’  1870 
      In Fee ‘LAP’   1920 
      Last book cancelled   1967 
 
The revised valuation books showed that in 1870 rates on all three plots were paid by 
‘James Kely’.  This is significant as we know that Brid’s great-great-grandfather ‘John 
Kely’ had a son called ‘James’, so it is highly probably that this is indeed the correct 
entry.  If this is the case, the small house valued at just 5 shillings in 1853 is most 

                                                 
14

 The term ‘offices’ usually indicates ‘out-houses’ and ‘farm sheds’. 
15

 Contrary to common belief, a yearly tenant could not be thrown off his or her holding, nor could the rent 

be raised at the whim of the landlord. Once a yearly tenancy was established, it could only be changed by 

mutual consent or litigation (Reilly 2000, 51-52).   
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probably the ancestral home of Brid’s branch of the ‘Kely/’ family in Co. Meath (see map 
in Appendix X11).  
 
The year 1870 held some significance for ‘James Kely’ as this was the year when his first 
child ‘John’ born (26 April), just two years after he had married in 1868.  On John’s civil 
birth record (see Appendix V111) his father James’s occupation was recorded as ’small 
farmer’, an exact reflection of the information described above16.   
 
The revised valuation books also showed that in 1920, ‘James Kely’ purchased the three 
holdings from the landlord under the Land Purchase Act, (LAP).  This meant that from 
this date on, James Kely was no longer a tenant as he now held the property as an 
independent landholder.  
 
Significantly, for the next hundred years or more James Kely’s is the recorded occupier 
of these plots as his name continues to be associated with them until the late 1970’s 
(when rates on domestic buildings were abolished). Clearly, James Kely must have died 
in the intervening period, but for whatever reason (poor record keeping, inadequate 
revision surveys) his name continued to be associated with these properties until well 
past his death.  This is significant, as Brid recalls relatives visiting ‘Mylerstown’, in Co. 
Meath suggesting that the ‘Kely/Kelly’ link with this area survived well past the time of 
her great-grandfather’s demise. 
 
In 1853, three other Kely’s were recorded with John in ‘Mylerstown/Rathernan’, Peter 
(in Plot 25a), Mary (in Plot 23a) and Michael (in Plot 8a).   We do not know what 
relation, if any, these Kely’s were to John Kely, but it is possible that they were related.   
 
Peter occupied the largest of the three holdings a ‘ho, off. & land’ extending to over 17 
acres leased from a Peter Farrell, and later in the 1860’s from the Rev. Thomas Smyth, 
the same landlord from whom John leased his holdings.  In 1882 Peter’s holding was 
occupied by ‘Patrick Kely’ (his son?) who continued to occupy the land until 1916 when 
the word ‘Reps’ was written beside his name (this would suggest ‘Patrick Kely’ died 
around this time).  The land continued in the name of another ‘Patrick Kely’ who like 
John, purchased the land in 1920 under the Land Purchase Act.  The plot continued in 
Patrick Kely’s name until rates were abolished in the 1970’s.   
 
Mary Kely leased Plot 23a comprising of ‘ho, off. and land’ extending to just over 5 
acres.  Like the other Kely’s in the townland, the holding was leased from the Rev. 
Thomas Smyth. In 1886, the plot was passed to ‘John Kely’ and in 1902 to ‘Patrick Kely’.  

                                                 
16

 An attempt was made to locate a birth record for James Kely.  From 1830-1850 three children baptised 

James were born in Co. Meath to a father called John Kely (mother unknown); James Keily 1832, James 

Cain 1834 and James Kiely 1839.  It may be possible to identify the correct James if the three records were 

purchased and found to contain identifying geographical information. 

        



This is a SAMPLE REPORT for REFERENCE ONLY; all names, places and identifying 
features have been altered for reasons of privacy. www.irishgenealogyservices.com 
 

In 1916 the word ‘Reps’ written beside Patrick’s name suggests that this was the same 
Patrick that had occupied Plot 25a.   Under the Land Purchase Act, Plot 23a was also 
purchased in 1920 and from this date on, no other changes were noted.  
 
Michael Kely leased the smallest plot (no. 8a), a ‘ho. off. & land’ extending to just 1 acre, 
3 roods and 22 perches.  Like the others, Michael Kely leased the holding from the Rev. 
Thomas Smyth.  In 1900, the holding passed to Ellen Scully and from this date onwards 
no further association with the Kely family was recorded. 
 
As previously mentioned, Griffiths Valuation also recorded ‘’Kellys’ (Daniel, William and 
Patrick) in ‘Mylerstown/Mylerstown’.   This ‘Mylerstown’ is located between Edenderry 
and Enfield approximately 22 miles north-west of ‘Mylerstown/Rathcarin’ where we find 
John Kely, i.e. Brid great-great-grandfather (see location map, Appendix X1). Despite the 
fact that Griffith’s Valuation did not record any ‘John Kelly/Kely’ in this parish, it was felt 
that due to it bearing the same townland name, a search of the Kelly holdings in this 
location in the Revised Valuation Books could prove worthwhile.   
 
The search showed that ‘Daniel Kelly’ was by far the largest of the three Kelly occupiers, 
holding 37 acres of land. Not only was Daniel the largest occupier, but he was also one 
of the largest landholders in the townland apparently supplemented his income by sub-
letting small plots to William (1 acre and 7 roods), Patrick (2 roods) and other small 
‘occupiers’. Whilst nothing contained within the search revealed a clear connection to 
Brid’s branch of the ‘Kelly/Kely’ family, it was significant that in two instances the name 
‘Kelly’ had been amended to ‘Kely’. Until some other evidence comes to light, no direct 
connection between the ‘Kelly/Kely’s’ of ‘Mylerstown/Mylerstown’ can be made with 
Brid’s branch of the ‘Kely/Kelly’s’ of ‘Mylerstown/Rathcairn’.   
 
The general research on the Kelly/Kely family is now complete. Due to the fact that the 
family were primarily ‘cottier’s’ and ‘small farmers’, it would be difficult to extend the 
search back much further. Despite this, the search has been successful as 
notwithstanding the limited information known at the outset, quite a significant amount 
of light has been shed on Brid’s grandmother Mary Anne Kelly and earlier generations of 
her family.  
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The family link to the Railways. 
 
Our research has shown that by 18XX John Kely, just 21 years of age had left his family 
and county of birth (i.e. Co. Meath) and was living in ‘Lifford’, Co. Sligo where he was 
employed as a ‘Railway Porter’.   In the same year, he married Mary Ann Maguire whose 
family originated from Co. Sligo.  Family lore had always been that the ‘’ and later the 
‘Conway’ link with the railways derived from their association with the Maguire’s, and 
so far this appears to be the case (see below).     
 
From 1892 onward, John worked on the railways, first in Co. Sligo where in 1901 he was 
employed as a ‘mils man’, and later, after he had moved to Co. Mayo sometime around 
1902, he was engaged as a ‘ganger’ (1911 census).  In 1911, John was raising his family 
in a house owned by the G. S. and W. railway suggesting that his twenty or more years 
of service with the railways had afforded him some benefits.   
 
Sometime after 1911, John moved to ‘Kiladoon, Srah’, Co. Sligo where Brid recalled her 
grandmother had lived.  The link with the railways continued to the next generation 
with John Conway, (Brid’s father) also an employee of the railways.  John Conway, like 
his in-laws before him, raised his family in a house given him as benefit-in-kind in 
exchange for a life time’s work on the railways, in this case the family home at 
‘Carrownloughan’, Collaney, Co. Sligo, where Brid had been raised. 
 
Given the long association of the ‘Kelly/Kely’ family with the railways, it was hoped that 
some records would survive in the archives of the Railway Record Society in Dublin.  A 
visit to the archives provided a most interesting and revealing account of John 
Kelly/Kely’s involvement with the railways.   
 
In 18XX, John Kely was recommended for a job on the railways by a J.P. (Justice of the 
Peace) from Co. Meath17. Most probably as a result of this recommendation, on 15 Jan. 
18XX John Kely was engaged by the ‘Midland Great Western Railway’ and dispatched to 
‘Lifford’, Co. Sligo where he worked as a ‘Railway Porter’.  However, on 15 Feb. within 
weeks of his appointment there was an incident concerning a 'broken door' and he was 
'cautioned'.   A year to the day after his appointment, a note (dated 15 Jan. 18XX) on his 
employment card read 'not doing well', and as a result he was transferred to Caracastle, 
also in Co. Sligo. 
 
Caracastle was a big station run by a strict station master and it is likely he was sent 
here so the station master could keep 'an eye on him'.  A few weeks later however, on 3 
March, 18XX John Kely presented himself 'Drunk on duty', and within a week (10 March) 
he was ‘discharged’.  
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 J.P.’s were usually men of ‘standing’ who had excelled in their career in business or public service.  A 

recommendation by a J.P. would be a significant aid to obtaining a job.     
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This new information sheds some considerable light on the details already known about 
John Kely.  John had married on 17 Jan 18XX in Lifford, Co. Sligo, within what we now 
know was days of his transfer from Lifford to Caracastle.  When he married, his 
occupation was recorded as 'Railway porter' but a year later in 18XX, when his first 
daughter Mary Anne was born (and when we now know he had lost his job the previous 
March), his occupation was recorded as 'Labourer'.   The above information now 
explains the reasons behind the two different entries within such a short time span i.e. 
‘Railway Porter’ and ‘labourer’. 
  
Once discharged from the Midland Great Western Railway it would have been unheard 
of for John to have been re engaged, so it was important to try and find out what 
circumstances could explain his occupation as recorded on the 1901 census ’Mils man 
on railway’ and in 1911 ‘Ganger railway’, both of which were highly responsible jobs. 
 
What appears to have happened and fortuitously for John, is that he was in the right 
place at the right time to gain employment with a competing railway company.  Turn of 
the century Ireland was a period of huge expansion of the railways with a total Irish rail 
mileage of 3, 412 controlled by 29 railway companies18.  Luckily for John, many of these 
companies were at logger heads with one another to the extent that a discussion about 
the employment record of a past employee would just never have arisen.   
 
In October 18XX age 25, John 19 was engaged by the ‘Waterford and Limerick Railway 
Company’.  This was a new company forging through the centre of the country to 
Caracastle and upwards to Sligo, Enniskillen and eventually to Belfast.  The idea behind 
such an extensive railroad was that once complete, they would have a monopoly on the 
potentially lucrative Cattle transport market from the west of Ireland to the port city of 
Belfast.  
 
John worked for the Waterford and Limerick Railway company (later taken over by the 
Great Southern and Western Railway Company) from 18XX until his retirement on 11 
Nov. 19XX (age X9).  He worked first as a ‘mils man’, also known as a ‘plate layer’ and 
later as a ‘ganger’, when he would have had a team of men under his charge.  
 
Both ‘plate layer’ and ‘ganger’ were responsible jobs.  A ‘plate layer’s’ job was to walk a 
designated section of the track each day, clear it of weeds and stones, check fencing to 
make sure no cattle could stray onto the track and generally make sure it was in good 
working order and if not, inform the ganger who would arrange for it to be so.   
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 Industrial Ireland 1750-1930: An Archaeology, Colin Rynne (2006), p. 362.  
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 When John joined the ‘Waterford and Limerick Railway’ his employment card recorded his name as 

‘John ’.  Whether this was deliberate or coincidence is unknown, but in his previous employment with the 

‘Midland Great Western Railway’, he was known as ‘John Kely’.  
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Initially, John  was allocated the ‘11-15 mile’ route meaning that each day, he walked 
the 4 mile section of the track located 11-15 miles north of the station at Caracastle.  On 
13 June 19XX, after an incident concerning the ‘irregular working of a trolley’ he was 
suspended for a week and moved to the 26 1/2-30 ¼  mile section.   
 
For the next 28 years, until his retirement in 19X9 John ’s worked on this section of the 
railway.  He lived in ‘House No. 1011 ‘Lissnagunagh’, X3 miles north from Caracastle.  
The townland of ‘Lissnagunagh’ is located close to ’Kiladoon’, Co. Sligo where Brid 
recalled her grandmother had lived. This now explains why the 1911 census (taken in 
April of that year and before his transfer) records John in a house owned by the G. S. & 
W. Railway, in ‘Carrowfenagh’, Co. Sligo, some 1X kms further north.   
 
In 19XX and for reasons of ‘old age’ John  was ‘pensioned-off’ on 12 shillings a week (his 
wage before retirement was 39 shillings and 9 pence).  Unfortunately, he did not live 
long into old age, and he died 7 Jan. 19X2.   
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Online sources 

www.askaboutireland.ie 
www.ancestry.co.uk  
 Civil Registration Indexes (births/marriages/deaths) 1864-1958 
 Births and Baptisms 1620-1911 
www.census.nationalarchives.ie 
 1901 Census 
 1911 Census 
www.familysearch.org 
 Civil Registration Indexes 1964-1958 
www.google.ie/maps 
www.irrs.ie 
www.osi.ie   
www.rootsireland.ie 
www.seanruad.ie 
 

Repositories visited 
General Register Office (GRO), Irish Life Centre, Lower Abbey Street, Dublin 1. 
Irish Railway Record Society, Heuston Station, Dublin.  
Valuation Office, Irish Life Centre, Lower Abbey Street, Dublin 1. 
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