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Dedication 
This work only happened through my better half Diane Leclercqôs lifelong patience with my quaint 
interests, my own family and connected last names. Other relevant influences include the luck of earlier 

having as my first mentor the late and pragmatic Librarian Jimmy Vitty, and then coming up to date the 

development of the internetôs online free research websites. Here the Ros Davies website stands out. {I 
wait for the day when the freedom of County Down is conferred upon her.} Right now I am indebted to 

Gavin Wasson who has encouraged me to finish it and share it with you on comberonline.org.  While I 

have been struggling to close it off, the local historian Desmond Rainey volunteered to help me and did so 

greatly in the short time given him so I am indebted to him too. But deep down I really want to dedicate 
this study to you, the Comber community.   

I hope you enjoy it and extend it.  I hope the future is bright for ALL  of you. 

 

Introduction  
I am connected to the Comber area through the Gracey family of Stoney Brae, Glen Road, 

Ballyaltikilligan, a farming family who had been there from shortly after 1690 and for over two 

hundred years until 1907. {I donôt have contact with the present Gracey living in Comber yet !}  

My grandfather James Gracey 1852-1931, was born in Ballyaltikilligan, Comber. Even 
though, or because he was the eldest son, he soon left the farm, choosing to work in bank branches 

elsewhere. James first married Annie Smith and after she died, he married my grandmother Elizabeth 

Whitla from Monaghan, who brought up the two children from the first marriage and four of her own 

with James Gracey.  I am the youngest son of her second son Robert Victor Gracey in James 2
nd

 
marriage.  I was born James Whitla Gracey in Belfast in 1935, and was so named in honour of my 

uncle Commander James Whitla Gracey, who was known as Pat and very proud of being a retired 

sailor. It was he who first researched the family history in the 200 year span in Ballyaltikilligan. 
The last Gracey to live out his days at Stoney Brae was my great grandfather William Gracey 

1819-1901, [father of Grandfather James] who is buried in St Maryôs Church of Ireland, Comber. The 

tombstone has been salvaged and rests beside the entrance gates in Comberôs Square. 
                             Unbelievably I was in my seventieth year, when I first visited Comber, in 2005.   

 
 

I went through the entrance gates of  St Maryôs Church of Ireland, and on turning around, found myself beside a large salvaged tombstone 

referring to my Great Grandfather. That was exciting, and as my fingertips explored this tombstone quizzing my own origins for  the first 

time, I felt tingling and  immense surprise as some form of immediate bonding seemed to join me with these previous generations 

commemorated here, and the joining changed to becoming affection;  and that was followed by a rush of pride; humility; and some sadness. 

Thank you, Ros Davies, for sending me a photo of the tombstone which helped lure me back. The tombstone also records the death of his 

four year old granddaughter Mary Whitla, and this year Desmond Rainey has given me a copy of his newspaper cutting about the tragic 

accident. 
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The last known Gracey of my family line to leave Stoney Brae was Williamôs daughter, Jane 
Gilliland Whitla nee Gracey, who inherited Stoney Brae farm after Wm Graceyôs death in 1901. 

Earlier Jane married local John Whitla [ This Whitla line is yet not connected to my Monaghan line], 

and had children. They sold the farm off in 1907 to Richard Stewart and emigrated settling in 
Edmonton, Alberta, Canada.  Sometime after they left óStoney Braeô the name was changed by the 

Stewarts to Grove Farm, 116 Glen Road.  

During the early 1960s, as I was working at the Linen Hall Library I became fairly expert at 
local history, family history and eventually political ephemera. After learning of two leaseholdersô 

documents showing Stoney Brae in the Public Record Office, I sent a summary to my uncle. 

However I got no reply so I assumed he wasnôt interested and I too became sidetracked with earning 

a living. I married Diane in 1968. In the early 1970s I left the library and with Diane my wife started 
Blackstaff Press. We struggled financially from the start and just managed to sell Blackstaff Press as 

a going concern in 1980, and then just managed to sell our home in 1981. During all this time 

Blackstaff moved 6 or 7 times often involuntary. Towards the end of such moves, a most interesting 
generous offer asked us to consider renting Scrabo Tower [The tea rooms had long since closed]. We 

declined this sadly, we would never have done any work with those views and humping books up and 

down the tower, even though it would have had castle like security!  Anyway we left for an unknown 

future in Cambridge, England.  This worked out well enough. After retirement at age 65 in 2000, I 
dabbled with my roots. As soon as I began to research Ballyaltikilligan, I became re-aware of the 

importance of the civil parish, and how my research would be really confined to the internet as I was 

living in England.  
My uncle óPatô the late Commander James Whitla Gracey, had made a family archive, but 

this disappeared in the late 1950ôs according to his daughters, and was presumed to be destroyed. 

Then because I had done Whitla research in 2004 for a Canadian cousin, I was introduced to Tim, his 
grandson and a large tatty old shoe box holding 300 family history items. I re-housed the lot, making 

a calendar entry, index entry, and then returned all to the safe-keeper, Tim.  So now further scanty but 

very well researched evidence exists about the Graceys & their life in Ballyaltikilligan. 

Next year we were away for a few months, and  I had time to think about one place studies 
and Ballyaltikilligan Townland, so I looked at the townland óDrumnaconnorô by Ros Davies.  It was 

three pages long. I thought that was too small a project! The next land unit up was the civil parish and 

I went for Comber! I first focused on Ros Daviesô website, which enabled me to form a core 
foundation for Comber civil parish. My efforts froze in Sept 2005 as we returned home, facing new 

domestic circumstances, and the main work syated unedited until this year. I also regret, having 

known Bill Crawford years ago I didnôt buy and study that work- Crawford, W.H. & Foy, R.H., 
Townlands in Ulster: local history studies (Belfast 1998). If I had then, I might have started my 

research the right way rather than with a scattergun approach.  

 Leaving the seriousness of that remark carefully to one side, I turn to the humour that carries 

you on, eg finding Mr Emmanuel Stocious of Comber, who signed the Ulster Covenant in 1912.   
Recently I become half certain that the Callagos, Comber, is not an exotic residence but simply the 

Cottages, Comber, but in the last month Desmond Rainey explained gently to me it was Cattogs the 

townland.  I didnôt find a reference to the location of the two Salt Marsh islands ie Townland No 41 
until this year when I referred to p110, the hand drawn map in Ball & Raineyôs óA taste of 

Comber....ô  This year also introduced the thinking that Comber Parish as such is an inconvenient 

geographical area, for example I was deleting many references to people in Kilmood and Tullynakill 

parishes and a few in the south east townlands of Dundonald parish.  Who mentioned  the people who 
live on the sunniest side of Scrabo!  Watch this space perhaps. 

The present state of the study 
Earlier this year in 2008, the editor of ComberOnline invited me to make a CD for evaluation. I have 

edited it ever since. That editing arose because I had downloaded data to spreadsheets, sorting them 
there and then, and switching them back to a text program to obtain an alphabetised surname entry 

and a location entry. Converting from spreadsheets and tables sometimes required me to insert a 

comma, dash etc, however that sometimes meant the text information filled in unwanted symbols 

between information, and then months later I realised I couldnôt quickly correct and standardise each 
entry.  Similarly I corrected some capitals, and didnôt realise I had capitalised the entire study text! 

Then I forgot I had done so, and after a couple of years, realised I couldnôt correct my errors with one 
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keystroke. The same applies to trying to correct links in Office 2007 and capitalisation in lists. I have 
done my best, now no more delays.   

Outstanding unused sources and the future of this study 
As I hand over the study, the specific maps I wished to include are eluding me. Griffiths 

Valuation information became unified by cross referencing the occupier identified in their published 
lists with specially marked-up sets of the available six inch to the mile Ordnance Survey maps. This 

was the first version, but as time went on these maps was annotated with further occupier changes 

until they become unreadable in black and white photocopy format. It was that first version without 

the further annotations that I had hoped to extract and reproduce beside the townland entry in the 
work below. Even now I havenôt located the correct original for sheet 10. As a temporary measure for 

you, I am producing very rough working copies of parts of the 1858/1863 OS map. On the bigger 

townlands some boundaries have been cut off in the process, but my intent is to encourage your 
interest onwards and to give a taste of what is available in better quality maps elsewhere. If my 

attempt at copying is too poor, donôt give up, see the original, or if you wish volunteer to make first 

class JPEGs of each townland for PDF from the paper edition.  
I also acquired copies of Griffithô s printed list this month, both from the Education and 

Library Service of the South Eastern Education and Library Board, and reproduce that under each 

townland. The good news is Griffiths is becoming available on line see the test website 
http://staging.askaboutireland.ie/gv4/gv_start.php    

It may be possible to purchase Griffiths maps online see Irish Origins [www.irishorigins .com].  

Free maps exist on the internet: - Yahoo is available to you on this website, and of course Google 

and Multimap elsewhere.  All have magnifications down to include almost every Street, which are 

usually labelled. Then there are aerial images from satellite with quite good magnifications etc. 
Searching for óimagesô produces other results. In case itôs not obvious, some roads and streets will  

have changed their name or have been demolished.  

Free historical maps of parts of Ireland online are very scarce unlike England. Nowadays one 
needs to regularly explore the internet for Images and Maps sections  

Maps for purchase are available, eg the local produced April Sky design and OSNI Discoverer 

sheet 21.  A Purchaseable historical map is available; Alan Godfreyôs Comber map reduces the 

original 1904 from 60 inches to the mile down to 18 inches to the mile. 

Moving away from maps to other outstanding resources, letôs start with the Census. The 

Comber Census 1901 is available on microfilm see PRONI and Church of Latter Day Saints and 
might be available in Comber library. The 1901 census for all of Ireland is currently being 

comprehensively indexed and digitised as part of a joint project involving the National Archives of 

Ireland and Library and Archives Canada .  This should become online soon. The 1911 is also 

being indexed.  
Ros Davies has listed the available church records, only some [C of I] are being indexed at last 

for free use. No doubt the Andrews archives and other MSS in PRONI will produce more 

information.   
Major works that need to be used are the Hayes Indexes, Andrews resources, Nevin Pt 2, and  

 Ball, Len & Desmond Rainey. A Taste of Old Comber: The Town & Its History  

 Published Belfast [Dundonald?]: White Row Press, 2002 .Collation 125 P., Ill us. 

(Some Col.), Maps, Ports. 20x24 cm.. Notes, Bibliographical References,  Index . (Part 

of Norman Nevinôs writings are now on line at ComberOnline.Org).  I have 2 copies of A Taste of Old 

Comber, need I say more!   It is essential for the Comber student. I have not used the 

information in it except for Salt Islands.   The authors generously authorised me to 

use their bibliography. 

 Clarke R[ichard] S[amuel] J[essop] compiler. Gravestone inscriptions.  Various 

years published by Ulster-Scot Historical Foundation/ Ulster Historical Foundation 

 Vol. 1, including, Gransha Presbyterian, .. Moneyrea Presbyterian & Tullynakill. 

Vol. 2, including, Comber (Corrigenda),{suggests Comber already done?} 

 Vol.5, including, Ballygowan Presbyterian Graveyard, Comber Graveyard, Comber 

Cemetery, Comber Non-Subscribing Presbyterian Graveyard, Comber Roman 

Catholic Graveyard, and index to volumes 1-5 There is a 2nd edition.   

http://staging.askaboutireland.ie/gv4/gv_start.php
http://www.nationalarchives.ie/
http://www.nationalarchives.ie/
http://www.nationalarchives.ie/
http://www.collectionscanada.ca/
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 Vol. 13, including,  Comber Graveyard, (Corrigendum), 

Notes :-These inscriptions are available on the UHFôs sister website Tombstones 

from Ulster, where they are searchable by surname and then they charge payable fees 

to view the detail. In the future, permission should be sought to scan this series for 

Comber parish and at worst settling for just the use of their index entries for Comber.  

 

Useful Family history resources 
Family history in the area has many sources. See the entry under family history with 

acknowledgment to The Education and Library Service of the South Eastern 

Education and Library Board . 

 

My favourites on the internet are:- 

freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~rosdavies  Ros Daviesôs free Co Down 

website.  

www.ancestryireland.co.uk. [ie the Ulster Historical Foundation] has some free indexes, 

with pay to view charges for further detail eg Births and Marriages, and paid up members 

have further searchable databases, Some publications are available. A sister website looks 

after tombstone inscriptions, with a free surname search, listed by graveyards.  

www.ballygowan.org.uk/ A free website. Raymond Patterson describes the location, 

history, churches and buildings, and the main family names amongst other headings.  

www.caora.net.   Brian Killenôs free website. Message boards, in particular for Co Down. 

My favourite message board, sadly suspended until autumn 08.  I trust the website will 

return.  

www.familysearch.com  Search for a surname in Ireland, if over 200 it will allow searching 

by County, and then most of the entries are alpha by area, so you may find many of your 

parish or place together or in say 2 or 3 other groups. 

www.ifhf.brsgenealogy.com/index  Coming soon is BMDs for Co Down   

www.nifhs.org/ NIFHS  North of Ireland Family History Society. Time is well spent on their 

websites. I use their special genealogical database amongst the many databases. A Comber 

branch has not yet materialised. 

www.proni.gov.uk  This website is The Public Record office for Northern Ireland and its 

several free databases. Try them all. Do not underestimate what they have. 

www.rootschat.com/    Messages boards include a lively Co Down one. 

 

Suggestions for best family history use, always seek out the variant last name or surname, I 

have a short list of 20 Gracey variant spellings. Try spelling by sound the further you go 

back in time.  I have listed names as found.  

Editorial Notes 

In trying to make the information available as easy to use as possible, the opportunity arose of using a 
dictionary type index A-Z.  The main content of the study so far is individuals, each filed with its 

own reference, and where possible repeated under the townland or other location name elsewhere. 

Where the individual lived in Comber itself, the Comber Directory Street name is where to seek the 

neighbours out.. This thinking also was intended for institutions eg Churches, where each past and 
present have a main entry under Comber but not necessarily under its own name St Marys church of 

Ireland will be found under St Marys and under  Square (The) with a reference under its location.  On 

other area locations, methodical two place entries donôt always work as some available records donôt 
use the townland or a Street location.  I have reduced, from multiple entries for the same named 

person and the same reference numbers, to just one single entry wherever possible, eg the same 

named leaseholder may produce as many as 5 further references ie different leases over many years 
to the same or same named householder using the same reference number.  

http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.com/~rosdavies/
http://www.ancestryireland.co.uk/
http://www.ballygowan.org.uk/
http://www.caora.net/
http://www.familysearch.com/
http://www.ifhf.brsgenealogy.com/index
http://www.nifhs.org/
http://www.proni.gov.uk/
http://www.rootschat.com/


[8] 

 

Notes from PRONI ñThe boundaries of present day civil parishes were not finally demarcated until 
the mid 19th century - until then, it was not uncommon to find parishes being subdivided to form new 

parishes, or townlands being moved from one parish to another.ò and  ñUp until the early 19th 

century townland boundaries altered considerably following subdivisions.  While townlands are 
almost all compact units, it is possible to find parts of a townland in different civil parishes.ò see 

Griffithôs introduction. 

When confronted with an area or location that is not a Townland, and the entries for people as 
inhabitants have formed a list of inhabitants , then I have tried to keep the results together. 

 

In many cases the Townland name has been spelt differently by the different authorities. I donôt 
have access to the place name books. I lost out trying to keep a uniform approach. The overall result 

suggests that the spelling used by the local people  eg signatories of the Ulster Covenant in 1912 kept 

the same spelling. The diverse range is well recorded by some of Ros Daviesôs research results and 

the spellings used by different departments at the PRONI.  So finally I attempted to standardise the 
townland name as found in the 45 Townlands list to at PRONI in 2008.  
However Desmond Raineyôs {DR} current viewpoint brings in current  use, his note  reads óyou have taken the PRONI spelling, and this 

ties in with the spelling in Griffiths Valuation. The ones I am unsure of are (1) Ballycreelly, which is more normal as Ballycreely; (2) 

Ballymalady is often seen as Ballymaleddy (3) Carnasure or Carnesure ï I have seen both; (4) Castleaverry, which is more normal as 

Castleavery. The others seem normal enough, although Moneyreagh is now usually seen as Moneyrea. 

 

My apologies for known current omissions ie 

Place name academic study results exist, eg the QUB series 

OS sheet 9, covering the western sides of  Ballykeel, Clontonakelly, Crossnacreevy 

OS sheet 15, covering part or all of Ballygowan, Edenslate, Magherascouce, Monlough, 

Tullygarvan. 

Ogilby Island is without a map or chart 

Some links for 1912 in bright blue are not working, those in light blue are working  

and finally the quality of the maps could be improved in a revision. 

 

The spelling of names, last names, surnames, place names etc have been deliberately 

generally left as found by me.  I leave other wiser folk to dare standardise such social 

history. 

 

What you read is frozen in time until revised, ie it really is out of date!  Its purpose 

remains as trying to saving you hours of work initially before you do your own further 

research. ie at some stage you should be checking all the websites used eg Ros Davies 

website is growing and probably has 3 years of extra Comber information!  

 

I have had during the last two months, many and most helpful corrections from the busy 

Desmond Rainey [of the Comber Historical Society].  That was most generous of your 

precious time, thank you Desmond. I am sorry that time caught up on us, and trust that any 

of your uncompleted existing and further corrections may get incorporated in due time.  

 

My best regards to you all and good luck in your family and Comber history quests, and may 

some of you take over this work and continue to extend it.  If you are a blow-in, and get 

curious about who you think you are and where you are living, lets hope the sources I have 

used will get you started too. I wonder though what that phrase blow-in makes me!  

 

Cheerio Comber 

Jim Gracey 
August  2008 



 

 

 

The Setting within County Down ; The Barony of  Lower Castlereagh. 

 
This map extracted from Ros Davies website http//http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~rosdavies  

Comber Civil Parish in its civil parish surrounds  

 
this map is based on Ros Davies numbered parishes map for County Down. http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~rosdavies  

Comber Civil parish in its administration setting 

Poor Law Unions - County Districts; Rural &Urban - District Electoral Divisions 

 

PRONI 1901 ócensus?ô map Unable to check source as PRONI websiteôs geographical images under construction 06/08 
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The  Forty Five  Townlands [List] of  the civil parish of Comber, Co Down    PRONI 2008 

PRONI  2008  spelling. The 2nd column is/was the supervising electoral  district. JG notes [1]Ballyhenry Major  is apparently missing 
[2] 45 Townlands in one civil parish is way above the average of  between 5 and 30 Townlands. Why has Comber so many Townlands? 

1 - Ballyalloly - Moneyreagh -10 

2 - Ballyaltikilligan -        Moneyreagh -10  

3 - Ballyalton - Newtownards S. -5  

4 - Ballybeen -   Moneyreagh -10  

5 - Ballycreelly - Moneyreagh-10 &16  

6 - Ballygowan - Ballygowan -10 & 16  

7 - Ballyhanwood -  Ballymaglaff -5 & 10  

8 ïBallyhenry Minor   Ballymaglaff -10 

9 - Ballykeel -   Moneyreagh -9 & 10  

10-Ballyloughan -  Ballymaglaff -10  

11-Ballymagaughey -      Moneyreagh -10  

12-Ballymaglaff -   Ballymaglaff -5 & 10  

13-Ballymalady - Moneyreagh -10  

14-Ballynichol - Moneyreagh -10  

15-Ballyrickard -   Ballymaglaff -10 & 11  

16-Ballyrush - Moneyreagh -10 & 16  

17-Ballyrussell - Ballymaglaff -5 & 10  

18-Ballystockart -   Ballymaglaff -5 & 10  

19-Ballywilliam - Moneyreagh -10  

20-Black Island -    Ballymaglaff -11  

21-Carnasure - Moneyreagh -10  

22-Castleaverry -   Newtownards S  -5,  6 , 10  

23-Cattogs -   Moneyreagh -10 

24-Cherryvalley -  Ballymaglaff -10  

25-Clontonakelly -  Carryduff -9,10,15 & 16  

26-Crossnacreevy - Moneyreagh -9&10  

27-Cullintraw -                Moneyreagh -10 & 11  

28-Edenslate -                  Moneyreagh -10 & 16  

29-Glass Moss -   Ballymaglaff -10  

30-Gransha -    Ballymaglaff -10  

31-Killynether -    Newtownards S. -5 & 10  

32-Lisleen -    Ballymaglaff -10  

33-Longlands -    Ballymaglaff -10 & 11  

34-Magherascouse - Ballygowan -10 & 16  

35-Moneyreagh -   Moneyreagh -10  

36-Monlough -                  Moneyreagh -9,10,15 & 16  

37-Mount Alexander  Ballymaglaff -10  

38-Ogilby Island - Ballymaglaff -11  

39-Ringcreevy -    Ballymaglaff -10 & 11  

40-Rough Island -   Ballymaglaff -11  

41-Salt Marsh Islands (2)  Ballymaglaff -11  

42-Town Parks -   Comber -10  

43-Trooperfield -  Moneyreagh -10  

44-Tullygarvan -   Moneyreagh -lO & l6  

45-Tullyhubbert -   Moneyreagh-lO &l6  

 
Poor Law Unions - County Districts; Rural &Urban - District Electoral Divisions 

Apart from Townlands, government administration turned towards larger units, that werenôt exactly parishes or based 

on exact Townlands, and used more convenient developing units the smallest of which was the District Electoral 

Divisions [DEDs], which in turn were part of County districts both Rural and Urban, and in turn all part of the County .  

 Newtownards Poor Law Union consisted of 
NEWTOWNARDS RURAL ; with DEDs of Ballygowan; Ballyhalbert; Ballymaglaff; Ballywalter; Bangor Rural; 

Carrowdore; Comber; Donaghadee Rural; Grey Abbey; Kilmood; Kircubbin; Moneyreagh; Mount Stewart; 

Newtownards North; Newtownards South; Tullynakill.   

BANGOR URBAN ; Bangor Urban.  

DONAGHADEE URBAN ; Donaghadee Urban.   

NEWTOWNARDS URBAN ;Newtownards Urban.  

Those highlighted in yellow are 5 DEDs and cover almost most of Comber civil parish.  
Tip of this study:- As a lesson learnt very late, when hunting records, the electoral divisions below 
    are the priority term when seeking Townland information, particularly in Griffiths valuation 

PRONI defines Comber civil parish as within six DEDs. The Division is in bold, followed by Townland(s) in blue 
Ballygowan  ééé.Ballygowan, Magherascouse  
Ballymaglaff é é...Ballyhanwood, Ballyhenry Minor, Ballyloughan,  Ballymaglaff, Ballyrickard,  Ballyrussell. 

Ballystockart, Black Island, Cherryvalley, Glass Moss, Gransha,  Lisleen, Longlands,           
Mount Alexander, Ogilby Island,  Ringcreevy,  Rough Island, Salt Marsh Islands(2) . 

Carryduff  ééééClontonakelly  Note, Carryduff is Drumbo parish and so within Lisburn Poor Law Union 

Comber éééééTown Parks  

Moneyreagh éééBallyalloly, Ballyaltikilligan,  Ballybeen, Ballycreelly, Ballykeel, Ballymagaughey,                                                                           

Ballymalady.Ballynichol, Ballyrush, Ballywilliam, Carnasure, Cattogs, Crossnacreevy, Cullintraw,  Edenslate ,  
Moneyreagh, Monlough , Trooperfield, Tullygarvan, Tullyhubbert  . 
Newtownards S. é..Killynether,  Ballyalton,  Castleaverry 

 
This little exercise identified that one of the split townlands of Comber civil parish is Clontonakelly with records in Comber Parish and 

Drumbo parish ie Hillsborough rural, part of Lisburn Poor Law Union ,  other boundary [split ?]townlands in Comber parish  are now 

surfacing for me  see p11, eg Ballyalton, just as I have to close off this work . 
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The Townlands of the civil parish of Comber : based on a map hand drawn by Ros Davies the original  is on  

freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~rosdavies.      Added in are two parts of Ballyalton Townland, showing the Comber parish  

part, and the highlighted Newtownards Parish part, ie different administrative records exist for each part. I have also emphasised Comber 

Town within Town Parks Townland to enable me using this map elsewhere in a reduced size in this work.   

 

 

 

 
 
 

   Ros Davies says please note that the townlands in Civil parishes aren't necessarily the same as those in Church of Ireland parishes or 

Catholic parishes.

Comber 
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PRONI an introduction to the Freeholders' Records [Wording taken from the PRONI website with 

acknowledgment to The Deputy Keeper of  the Records,  Public Record Office of Northern Ireland ]  
ñFreeholders' records are lists of people entitled to vote, or of people who voted, at elections. A 

freeholder was a man who owned his land outright (in fee) or who held it by lease which could be for one or 

more lives (for example, his own life or for the lives of other people named in the lease). From 1727 to 1793 

only Protestants with a freehold worth at least 40 shillings a year were legally permitted to vote. Between 1793 

and 1829 both Protestants and Catholics with 40 shilling freeholds could vote, but in 1829 the franchise level 

was increased to 10 pounds, so 40 shilling freeholders were no longer allowed to vote. This last measure 

increased the influence of landlords by effectively confining membership of Parliament to the propertied or 

monied classes. 

Before the 1872 Ballot Act introduced the secret ballot, voters were required to stand up and declare 

publicly their electoral allegiance. Their fear of going against the landlords' wishes resulted in a substantial 
number of candidates returned being either landlords or their relations or supporters. 

PRONI's freeholderôs project entailed the digitisation of c.5, 500 sheets from pre-1840 Registers and 

Poll Books, and the provision of an index of names linked to the high-quality digitised images. This allows for 

more flexible navigation and readier access to a unique resource for family and local history. It is hoped that 

on-line access will encourage a wider and more inclusive audience, especially those who are unable to visit 

PRONI in person. 

The scarcity of documentary sources for the 18th and early 19th centuries, partly because of the non-

existence of census material and partly due to the destruction in 1922 of most of the public records of Ireland, 

made it necessary to seek substitutes for the destroyed records and to make them accessible for research. 

Freeholders' Registers and Poll Books are one such substitute resource and are, therefore, of particular value to 

historians, perhaps for analysing voting patterns or the strength of the tenant electorate on estates. 

PRONI's freeholders records come from a variety of sources and are arranged on a county basis. They 
comprise two main types: [1] Registers - details of those who had registered to vote [2] Poll Books - lists of 

voters and the candidates for whom they voted 

Freeholdersô records provide a range of information about land ownership and may contain all or some of 

the following: 

Name of freeholder, Address of freeholder, Location of freehold, Description of freehold, Name of 

landlord, Address of landlord, Value of freehold, Names of other lives, Date and place of freeholderôs 

registration, Occupation of freeholder, Religion of freeholder. 
Some of the records survive in their original form, while some are transcripts. Some are in manuscript 

while others are printed or typed. 

PRONIôs digitisation of the Freeholdersô Records aims to improve access to this valuable archival 

resource, made all the more important by the lack of census returns for the period. The paper records were 
scattered throughout various archives and were tedious to use without an index. On-line access to the material 

should greatly facilitate genealogical and historical research into the pre-1840 periodò.  

 

For example: - If you investigate the surname Todd of Ballyaltikilligan, you get four results. Each 

carries further detail as shown below. That extra detail varies enormously, in this case it isnôt much, but it is a 

great step backward to 1823/4. It also has led you to investigate what further information exists in the 

Landlords papers if they exist eg an actual lease including a map etc., or sadly nothing.  The study also contains 

elsewhere in the parish is a John Todd registering in 1815 for Ballywilliam with landlord  the Right Honourable 

Robert Stewart, and a William Todd in 1789 for Ballywilliam with probable Landlord Lord Londonderry. 

Could these Toddôs connect?  Itôs a great resource for Comber Civil Parish 
 

Result 1  Todd  James  Ballyaltikilligan  D/654/A3/1Q   

Detail Todd James Ballyaltikilligan: Name of landlord: the Right Honourable Robert Stewart: Date of registry: 1823 

Result 2 Todd John  Ballyaltikilligan   D/654/A3/1Q     

Detail Todd: John: Ballyaltikilligan Name of landlord: Henry Todd: Date of registry: 1823   

If one then looks up Henry Todd on the website, there is a namesake is a freeholder in Dromatee Co Armagh and his freehold is 

also for the lives of a James and John Todd among others.  Could they be connected? 

Result 3 Todd John Ballyaltikilligan   D/654/A3/1S     

Detail Todd John Ballyaltikilligan Name of landlord: the Marquis Vane Londonderry . Date of registry: 1824 

Result 4 Todd Charles Ballyaltikilligan  D/654/A3/1S   

Detail Todd Charles Ballyaltikilligan   Name of landlord: Marquis Vane Londonderry   Date of registry: 1824 

 

Itôs a great resource for any Parish 
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The Ulster Covenant Resource of 1912.  An Ulster Unionist Party archive - Source 

http://www.proni.gov.uk   with my direct thanks to the Ulster Unionist Council for permissions to use.   
Because the Irish census for 1901 and 1911 were not available on line, and the Ulster Covenant Resource of 1912 

was, this resource has been greatly used by local historians. óThe archive of the Ulster Unionist Council, held by the 
Public Record Office of Northern Ireland (PRONI), contains just under half a million original signatures and addresses 
of the men who, on 28 September 1912, signed the Ulster Covenant, and of the women who signed the parallel 
Declaration. In total, the Covenant was signed by 237,368 men, and the Declaration by 234,046 women.ô   

So should one of your relatives signed the Ulster Covenant you should have an example of how they signed 
themselves in 1912.  However a few of the signatures are difficult to transcribe, fortunately the Ulster Covenant 
website enables one to see a reproduction of the actual page of signatures.  I spotted three Comber parish queries. 

Desmond Rainey has checked many signatures, discovering the transcription is not always reliable. His interpretations 
are included in this work. My three queries were:- 

Bell?  Comber Down: North Comber The Square. Note from DR suggests this could be Robert Galbraith, Mill Street, 

grocer, listed in the 1916 Directory. He does not appear elsewhere on the Covenant. 
 Graham? L L D T S The Manse Comber Co Down.  DR agreed with my suggestion, and offered more as this is the Rev 

Dr T S Graham LLD 

Melne ?.  I assume that the reference is to the first signature as reproduced below. The signature is very unusual 
spread across two lines; to me it shows the initials of a person DH or HM óofô a shop, business or land.  Could it be 
DM of R McBryce? Or Mclrie..  

Here is that particular page óMenô for Comber, The Square from PRONI image M0023350004. A good example 
of the archive. Itôs the first entry 

 

 

 
In the meantime itôs more waiting for the 1901 and 1911 census to help identify a few signatories 


