
1 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

The End of the Line 

 

For almost 600 years the Fitzwilliam Family was 

among the foremost Catholic families in Ireland. 

Political ambition put an end to all that. 
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                               The FITZWILLIAMS 

 

                                                                                        Figure 1:  Merrion Castle/ Archiseek.com 

For more than five hundred years the Fitzwilliams had consolidated their position and 

reputation as one of the foremost catholic families in Ireland. Through many generations 

members of the clan had directly served reigning English Monarchs. They had held 

important Royal Household positions in both England and Ireland, commanded English Army 

Regiments, qualified as Lawyers in the London Kings Inn, married into prominent English 

Families and in Ireland they were honoured to hold the Highest Offices available to them. In 

Ireland down through the centuries they owned Castles in Wicklow, Swords, Dundrum, 

Simmonscourt, Baggotrath, Thorncastle and Merrion. 

In the seventeenth Century their unswerving allegiance to the Monarchy and to their 

Catholic religion resulted in them having all their possessions confiscated on two separate 

occasions in less than fifty years. They were outlawed for similar reasons by both Oliver 

Cromwell and by William of Orange but in each case they were subsequently exonerated 

and had their lands and all assets restored. Through it all they remained loyal to the Crown 

and to their Catholic faith. This was notwithstanding that each of the early Viscounts had 

been refused a seat in the Irish House of Lords because of their refusal to take the oath of 

allegiance to the Monarch as Head of the Church. 

A very good example was Thomas the Fourth Viscount Fitzwilliam. He was appointed a Privy 

Councillor and a commissioner of the Treasury by King James the second. After the Battle of 

the Boyne he was outlawed but later exonerated and had his assets returned intact. Despite 

being invited he was refused a seat in the House of Lords due to his religion1. 

But all that was about to change and that change led to the end of the Fitzwilliam Dynasty in 

Ireland. 

 

 
                                                           
1
 A genealogical history of the dormant, forfeited and extinct Peerages by Sir Bernard Burke London 1866.  
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            Richard 5th Viscount Fitzwilliam of Merrion 

                                                   (The one that broke the mould) 

When Thomas the Fourth Viscount died in 1704 he was succeeded by his eldest son Richard 
who automatically became Richard 5th Viscount Fitzwilliam of Merrion. Richard was a very 
ambitious young man who found himself marginalised by history and particularly on 
account of his religion. He wanted dearly to be more politically involved. His family had 
always been exceptionally loyal to the Crown and this was recognised and accepted but it 
did not mean a seat in the House of Lords and therefore no say in how the Country was 
governed. 

                                     

              Figure 2: Richard the 5th Viscount Fitzwilliam                           Figure3: Mary Shelley/Fitzwilliam 

The primary Family residence, Merrion Castle, was in a dreadfully dilapidated state having 
been badly damaged by age and occupation by various regiments of soldiers, both friend 
and foe, during the past 50 years.  

As he was about to get married to Miss Frances Shelley the eldest daughter of Sir John 
Shelley from Mitchelgrove in Sussex in 1705 he set about looking for a site for a new home. 
This he found in Mount Merrion on a hillside overlooking Dublin Bay, Blackrock and Howth 
Head on the north side of Dublin Bay2.  

                                                           
2
 Francis Elrington Ball, History of Dublin Vol2,Dublin 1902-1920 PP21 
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.           
      Figure 2:  View from Mount Merrion (William Ashford 1804, Fitzwilliam Museum) 

 

In 1710 he took the major decision to relinquish his membership of the Catholic Church and 

join the Established Church of Ireland in order to take a seat in the Irish House of Lords, 

which he did on May 25th 1710.3 

 

                                                                    Figure 3:  The Convert Rolls, edited by Eileen O'Byrne 

He quickly became one of the most highly regarded members of the House4.  

The selection of a Hanoverian Prince to be King of England was to have very lasting effect on 

the Monarchy in Britain and indeed on the role of the Fitzwilliams in Ireland. On the death 

of Queen Anne in England the Throne was inherited by the closest Protestant relative. She 

had more than 50 closer Blood relatives but since the Act of Settlement was passed in 1701 

ƴƻ ŎŀǘƘƻƭƛŎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘ ǘƘŜ ¢ƘǊƻƴŜΦ DŜƻǊƎŜΩǎ protestant mother Sophie was a 

granddaughter of King James 1st of England and so he was selected to be crowned King of 

England.5 

 

                                                           
3
 Lords Journal. 

4
 5 Ω!ƭǘƻƴΩǎ History of the County Dublin p 701. 

5
 Britsroyal.com 2012 
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Figure 4:  King George 1st of England/Royal Portraits 

In Dublin Richard chaired a committee set up in 1715 to congratulate King George the First 

on his accession to the English Throne6. Later that year King George appointed him an Irish 

Privy Councillor7, possibly thanks to a glowing reference from his friend Archbishop of 

Dublin William King, a frequent guest in Mount Merrion.   

wƛŎƘŀǊŘΩǎ relationship with the King and with his son George the Prince of Wales developed 

over the years as his children were born and grew up in Mount Merrion. As time went on his 

family became great favourites at court in London. 

Dublin was becoming very claustrophobic for Richard and he happily accepted an invitation 

from the Prince of Wales to represent him as a Westminster Member of Parliament for the 

Rotten Borough of Fowey in the Duchy of Cornwall in 17278. Fowey was a feudal tenure of 

ǘƘŜ tǊƛƴŎŜ ƻŦ ²ŀƭŜǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǾƻǘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴŦƛƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǘŜƴŀƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ǇŀƛŘ ά{Ŏƻǘ ŀƴŘ [ƻǘέ 

(taxation), they numbered about 300. He quietly served the people of Fowey for seven 

years. IŜ ƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊŜŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƻƴŜ άǎǘǳŘƛŜŘ ōǳǘ ƭŀōƻǳǊŜŘέ ǎǇŜŜŎƘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

House9. 

Richard and Frances had five children - Mary (1707), Frances (1709), Richard (1711), William 

(1712), and John (1714). It is interesting to note that the male children were baptised in 

Established Churches whilst their daughters were baptised as Catholics. This is presumably 

was at the request of Lady Frances who was a devout Catholic. 

                                         The Daughters of Richard and Frances 

Mary, the eldest daughter was 20 when the Family moved to Thorpe in Surrey, England. She 
immediately became a Maid of Honour to Caroline the Princess of Wales and very shortly 
afterwards to Caroline as Queen10. It is reported that she had many suitors before she 
                                                           
6
 John Lodge IRISH PEERAGE Volume IV pp319/320 

7
 aŀƴǘΩǎ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƘǳǊŎƘ ƻŦ LǊŜƭŀƴŘ ǾƻƭΦ ƛƛΣ ǇǇ нтмΤнттΤ 

8
 Francis Nichols / The British Compendium, London 1735 

9
 ILCHESTER Lord Hervey and his friends 44. 

10
 Arthur Collins and Sir Egerton Brydges. Collins Peerage of England Vol 3, London 1812 
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married 40 year old Henry Herbert the 9th Earl of Pembroke and 6th Earl Montgomery in 
1732. This marriage eventually proved to be the most important event in the history of the 
Fitzwilliam family. 

   

                 Figures 5 & 5a: Henry Herbert, 9th. Earl of Pembroke, and Mary Fitzwilliam/Herbert. (Both by Wm. Hoare) 

Henry was known as the Architect Earl. He designed and oversaw the building of Herbert 
House in Whitehall in the City and he made many alterations to the family seat in Wilton in 
²ƛƭǘǎƘƛǊŜΦ !ŦǘŜǊ IŜƴǊȅΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƛƴ мтпф aŀǊȅ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ŀ ст ȅŜŀǊ ƻƭŘ ŎƻƳƳƻƴŜǊ aŀƧƻǊ bƻǊǘƘ 
Ludlow Bernard11, much to the amusement of the chattering classes who obviously did not 
approve. Mary died in 1769 and is buried with the Herbert family in Wilton. 

wƛŎƘŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ CǊŀƴŎŜǎΩ second daughter Frances also married in 1732. Her husband was 

George Evans the Second Baron Carbery.  George was MP for the constituency of Westbury 

from 1734 until 1747. He inherited the Laxton Estates in Nottinghamshire which generated 

an income of £1100 PA and he also received £1400 each year from his County Limerick Irish 

Estates. Yet in 1743 and in subsequent years he is reported to be in severe financial 

difficulties12. 

He later took his seat in the Irish House of Lords and died in 1759. They had three children 

and Frances lived until 1789. 

Lady Frances Fitzwilliam 

!ŦǘŜǊ ƘŜǊ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊǎ Ǝƻǘ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƛƴ мтон wƛŎƘŀǊŘΩǎ ǿƛŦŜ CǊŀƴŎŜǎ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ since their 

marriage was not working and as a staunch Catholic she could not, or would not, 

countenance divorce  she took herself off to a convent on the continent. There she 

remained until Richard died in 1743. She then returned to England and lived to the ripe old 

age of 86. She dieŘ ƛƴ мттм ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ōǳǊƛŜŘ ƛƴ {ǘ WŀƳŜǎΩ ƛƴ tƛŎŎŀŘƛƭƭȅ [ƻƴŘƻƴΦ 

                                                           
11

 Lewis Saul Benjamin, Lady Suffolk and her Circle, London 1924  PP47 
12

 The History of Parliament Trust 1964-2014 
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                                           The Sons of Richard and Frances 

Their ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǎƻƴ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ ǿŀǎ ōƻǊƴ ƛƴ aƻǳƴǘ aŜǊǊƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ .ŀǇǘƛǎŜŘ ƛƴ {ǘ tŜǘŜǊΩǎ /ƘǳǊŎƘ ƛƴ 

Aungier St on July 11th 1712. In 1747 William returned to Dublin to take up an appointment 

of Usher of the Black Rod in Ireland13. His brother Richard also requested him to assist the 

appointed agent Bryan Fagan ƛƴ ƳŀƴŀƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ŀŦŦŀƛǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘƛŜǎΦ Lǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ 

appear from copious correspondence between the brothers that he was not enamoured with 

Dublin but due to his lack of means he had no option but to stay. He and his wife had one child who 

died during their time in Dublin14. 

The youngest son John was also born in Dublin and was bŀǇǘƛǎŜŘ ƛƴ {ǘ tŜǘŜǊΩǎ /ƘǳǊŎƘ ƻƴ 

March 28th 171415. He followed a path taken by many junior members of the clan over the 

ages. The eldest son was always going to inherit the land and the properties so the other 

male descendants had to undertake different professions or occupations. Most became 

soldiers although some became lawyers, priests, fŀǊƳŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ άDŜƴǘƭŜƳŜƴέΦ !ǘ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ȅƻǳƴƎ 

age John was appointed a Page of Honour to his Highness the Prince of Wales16 and one of 

the Equerries to Prince William (3rd son of King George 2nd)17. In 1731 he was appointed a 

coronet in the Horse Guards and later a Groom of Bedchamber of His Royal Highness Prince 

William the Duke of Cumberland. He also served on his staff at the battle of Val in 1747. In 

Oct 1751 he married Barbara the daughter of the Bishop of Durham. 

 John Fitzwilliam was elected Member of Parliament for the constituency of New Windsor in 

1754Σ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ /ǳƳōŜǊƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎΦ Like his father he is reported to have spoken 

only once in Parliament in fourteen years18. He retired from the Army with the rank of 

Lieutenant General of the 2nd Foot19. John died in Windsor in 1789.   

 

               Richard 6th Viscount Fitzwilliam of Merrion 

                                    (Soldier, Landscaper and Property Developer) 

The eldest son of Richard and Frances and heir to the title was also called Richard. He was 
born in Dublin in 1711 and was the first Fitzwilliam to be baptised in a Protestant Church, St 
Andrews in Suffolk St. Dublin.  

 

                                                           
13

 John Lodge. Peerage of Ireland Vol. 4. 
14

 Pembroke Papers in the National Archives of Ireland. 
15

 {ǘ tŜǘŜǊΩǎ /hL /ƘǳǊŎƘ tŀǊƛǎƘ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎΦ 
16

 Edward Kimber and John Almon, / Peerage of Ireland Vol 2. London 1768 
17

 /ǊŀŎǊƻŦǘΩǎ tŜŜǊŀƎŜ όнлмнύ 
18

 Walpole memoirs. Geo II P347. 
19

 Richard Cannon; Historical record of the second regiment of the foot(1839)pp92/93 



8 
 

 

                                                      Figure 7:  St Andrews church from 1776 (Roe Map of Dublin) 

He spent his early years in Mount Merrion and there are references to him spending at least 
some of his teenage years at the University of Lorraine in Nancy France. He moved with his 
family to their new home in Thorpe in Surrey in 1727. 

Following the marriage of his sister Mary to Henry the Earl of Pembroke Richard was 

appointed coronet in the Royal Regiment of Horse Guards commanded by his brother in Law 

the Earl of Pembroke20. In 1743 King George 2nd had sent an English force, including the 

Horse Guards led by the Earl of Pembroke, to join with his Hanoverian cousins in a 

successful battle with the French in Dettingen, Germany. It was during this expedition that 

his father Richard 5th Viscount died in Surrey. 

In May 1744 Richard was elected Knight Companion of the Order of Bath, a very 

distinguished honour which was bestowed on a small number of Military Leaders by the 

reigning Monarch. Two years later in April 1746 the King appointed him Vice Admiral of the 

Province of Leinster. Later that year he was appointed a Fellow of the Royal Society, a 

Society, founded in 1660, dedicated to the promotion of science. In 1751 he took his seat in 

the Irish House of Lords, a seat once held by his father until his emigration to England. In 

1766 The King appointed him a Privy Councillor in Ireland. 

In the meantime, May 1744, Richard the 6th Viscount married Catherine Decker the eldest 
Daughter and heiress of Sir Matthew Decker from Richmond in Surrey. 

 

                                                           
20

 Edward Kimber & John Almon, Peerage of Ireland London 1768 PP40. 
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             Figure 8: Catherine Decker (Fitzwilliam Museum)                   Figure 9: Richard 6
th

 Viscount (Fitzwilliam Museum) 

Decker was a very successful, wealthy and entrepreneurial Dutch born businessman who     

 

Figure 6:  The Richmond Home of Matthew Decker and later the Fitzwilliam family (William Ashford 1804) 

owned a thriving import and export business trading with the Far East and a director of the 

East Indies Company. He was a renowned collector of European Fine Art with a particular 

fondness for Dutch mŀǎǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ŀ Ǿŀǎǘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΦ hƴ ŀ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ǘƻ 5ŜŎƪŜǊΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ 

for dinner in 1716 King George 1st was famously presented with a very rare home grown 

pineapple for desert. Later, in 1720, Decker commissioned Theodorus Netscher to paint a 

pineapple grown in his greenhouses in Richmond. 

 

                                                             Figure 7:  The Decker Pineapple (Fitzwilliam Museum). 
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Richard was contacted in 1745 by Thomas Fitzgerald the Earl of Kildare requesting him to 
lease some Fitzwilliam owned ƭŀƴŘ Ŝŀǎǘ ƻŦ {ǘ {ǘŜǇƘŜƴΩǎ DǊŜŜƴΦ YƛƭŘŀǊŜ ǿƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ŀ 
beautiful cƛǘȅ ŘǿŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜΦ CƛǘȊǿƛƭƭƛŀƳΩǎ ŀƎŜƴǘ .Ǌȅŀƴ CŀƎŀƴ ǉǳŜǊƛŜŘ ǿƘȅ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ 
build on that soft south city site when all the Gentry, Professional Classes and Politicians 
ǿŜǊŜ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƴƻǊǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wƛǾŜǊ [ƛŦŦŜȅΦ YƛƭŘŀǊŜ ƛǎ ǊŜǇǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜŘ ά²ƘŜǊŜ L Ǝƻ ǘƘŜ 
ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǿƛƭƭ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿέ ƻǊ ǿƻǊŘǎ to that effect. Richard Cassel was commissioned to design and 
oversea the building of the magnificent Kildare House, later to be called Leinster House, the 
building of which was completed in 174821. 

.  

                                                                    Figure 8:  Kildare/Leinster House in 1911. 

The building of Kildare House was a huge success, had the desired effect and interest in the 

area grew. Fitzwilliam himself  

retained John Ensor, Richard /ŀǎǎŜƭΩǎ assistant architect, to design the outline of Merrion 

Square and the streets immediately adjoining it. Ensor later designed a number of the 

houses built on the site. Since the whole area was so low lying the land nearer the river had 

to be drained before building could commence.  

Fitzwilliam, his Architect John Ensor and Agent Bryan Fagan drew up very comprehensive 
plans for the new development. There would be a sense of uniformity in the style of houses. 
Each would be 3.5 stories over basement. The sash windows were to be the same size as 
were the doors. The Bricks used in the frontage were produced in the Fitzwilliam owned 
brickworks in Merrion. The Granite to be used in the Pillars, Window surrounds and sills, 
Door frames and steps was all to be procured from the Fitzwilliam owned Granite quarries 
in Ticknock. All the buildings were to be used for residential purposes. No Shops or 
Alehouses were allowed. Sites were sold in lots to facilitate the building of two or three 
houses22. 

 

                                                           
21

 Irish Architectural Website ARCHITECT 2009. 
22

 Francis Elrington Ball. The History of the County of Dublin Vol. II 
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                    Figure 9:  Jonathan Barker Map of Merrion Sq. 1764 (National Archives of Ireland/Pembroke Papers) 

 

Once the design was agreed and he was ready to proceed they cleared and laid out the 

complete area. The Park was the first to be designed and it was surrounded with two rows 

of trees and planted with some exotic shrubs. 

The first leases were sold and building commenced in 1762. It would appear that Fitzwilliam 

had agreed with Fitzgerald not to build any houses directly opposite the lawns of Kildare 

House. Soon after building commenced Lord Louth contacted Fitzwilliam through his Agent 

requesting that he sell a site on the West side of the Square fronting Kildare House. He 

offered to pay £6000 for the site, a huge sum. Fitzwilliam told his Agent to thank Lord Louth 

for his generous offer but regretted that the site was not for sale23. 

 

In fact that site remained vacant until 1790 when his successor acceded to a request to build 
a fountain in memory of Charles Manners the 4th Duke of Rutland who had been Lord 
Lieutenant of Ireland from 1784 until his untimely death in 1787. The Fountain, completed 
in 1792, was both decorative and useful in that the water used in the fountain was fresh and 
clean and was greatly in demand by local residents who did not have such a luxury in their 
homes. 

                                                           
23

 Pembroke papers in National Archives 
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                                               Figure 10: Rutland Fountain in Merrion Sq. (Francis Sandys---Archiseek) 

 

The Merrion Square project was not without its difficulties but The Fitzwilliam Agent Bryan 

Fagan, who died suddenly in 1761, and his successor his wife Elizabeth proved to be very 

determined and astute manager and oversaw a very successful completion of the project. 

Although building in the area which included Denzil St, Clare St and Holles St (all called after 

Denzil Holles the Earl of Clare, a distant cousin of Fitzwilliam) continued into the early 

nineteenth century. The era of Classicism and Grandeur really ended with the passing of the 

Act of Union in 1801. 

Viscount Fitzwilliam in the meantime, in order to optimise the value of his extensive 
holdings in Blackrock and Booterstown built two very beautiful and important Avenues 
namely Mount Merrion Avenue and Blackrock Avenue which is now called Cross Avenue, on 
his estates. Mount Merrion Avenue was designed to give access to the Sea at Blackrock for 
residents of the Lodge at Mount Merrion. It was exactly a mile in length and was lined by a 
double row of trees. Likewise the construction of Cross Avenue which connected Blackrock 
with Booterstown made available numerous very valuable sites for development. These two 
Avenues were completed in the late 1750s and appear in the Jonathan Barker 1762 map of 
the area. 
 

 

                                                                      Figure 11:  Rocque Map 1757 --Blackrock. 


