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THE JOHNSTON FAMILY OF AGHAGASKIN AND ALLIED FAMILIES 
 
The difficulties of Irish research are well documented. The explosion at the Four Courts 
complex at the beginning of the Irish Civil War in 1922 destroyed much of the archival 
heritage of the island, thus making Irish research particularly difficult. The most 
significant loss was the destruction of the census returns for the period 1821-1851. 1  The 
1821 census was one of the earliest carried out in Europe and had it survived intact would 
have been of enormous help to make a link right back into the eighteenth century.2 The 
practical limits of research in Ireland are determined almost entirely by the survival of 
local church registers. Although much work has been done to repair the archival heritage 
of the island the loss of census and testamentary returns in particular make the task of 
family research a real challenge for the genealogist in Ireland. Thus, when contacted by 
Denise Quay whose forbears emigrated to Australia, to research her ancestry in the period 
before civil registration, I was prepared for the challenges that lay ahead. Denise had some 
information that her ancestors were from County Londonderry.3 
 

Death certificate of Benjamin Johnstone, Australia 

 
 
Victorian vital records are much more detailed than their Irish counterparts: the death 
certificate (Death Registration: Victorian Government. Registry of Births, Deaths and 
Marriages, Death Registration Number 549 / 1895, Benjamin Johnstone death 1929 in 
Bendigo Victoria Australia, son of Benjamin and Betsey) revealed that Benjamin 
Johnstone died 11 Jan 1895 aged 65 (giving him a birth date of c. 1829) son of Benjamin 
Johnstone and Betsy McCull of Londonderry, Ireland. Benjamin junior was married to Jane 
McNease in an unknown location.4 Armed with this information we were soon able to 
locate the marriage of Benjamin Johnstone to Jane McNiece in Castledawson Presbyterian 
church, providing us with a place of origin in Ireland.  

Marriage Castledawson Presbyterian Church,1854 5 

 

 
1 The returns for the period 1861-1891 were pulped during the Great War much to the chagrin of 
genealogists and archivists alike.  
2 The recent discovery of the 1821 census for the parish of Forkhill, County Armagh in the vaults of the local 
Church of Ireland parish church gave great impetus and encouragement of local historians in the area. 
3 Denise has an avid interest in family history and made great strides in uncovering source material in 

Australia that provided vital clues that supported the search in Ireland [vital records of births, marriages 
and deaths in Australia generally contain more information than the Irish equivalent]. 
4 The children are also listed including those deceased. 
5 MIC 1P/90/1 Castledawson Presbyterian Church registers 
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Married Castledawson Presbyterian 24 February 1854 Benjamin Johnston aged 25 
years bachelor, labourer of Killineese son of Benjamin Johnston, farmer to Jane McNeice 
aged 21 years, spinster of Toberhead, daughter of John McNiece, farmer: x both made 
mark: Witnesses ɀ Robert Carr & James(?). 

 
Documentary evidence of births, marriages, deaths are the pivotal records that provide 
the building blocks for family research. The marriage corroborated the evidence from the 
death certificate confirming that Benjamin Johnston was born c. 1829 and Jane McNiece 
his wife c. 1833. In addition we now had that vital clue necessary for progressing in Irish 
genealogy ɀ townland of origin.  The key to unlocking family history in Ireland is to locate 
the townland of origin of the family and locate the sources for the area that reveals the 
surnames of the locality. I have found this to be the most effective methodology for 
unlocking family history.6 Place is central to making progress since the land records are 
an effective means of uncovering additional vital information, especially in the period 
before civil registration. Landless relations are much more difficult to trace. Those who 
were cottiers, labourers even weavers can really only be traced in the period before civil 
registration if church records are extant for they are unlikely to be found in estate rentals 
and other land records.  
 
Many hours were spent digging in the archives pouring over church registers, gravestone 
inscriptions, registry of deeds, extant wills, O.A.P returns, tithes books, estate records 
ɉ3ÁÌÔÅÒÓȭ ÁÎÄ 6ÉÎÔÎÅÒÓȭ ÅÓÔÁÔÅÓɊȟ ρψσρ ÃÅÎÓÕÓ ÒÅÔÕÒÎÓȟ 'ÒÉÆÆÉÔÈȭÓ ÐÒÉÎÔÅÄ ÖÁÌÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ 
revision books. The research was centred on several townlands in the south Derry area 
within the confines of Maghera and Magherafelt civil parishes.7  
 
The search had uncovered that Benjamin Johnston had been born in the townland of 
Aghagaskin in the parish of Magherafelt and that his mother was Jane Weir of Ballynogher 
and not Betsy McCull as recorded on the death certificate. It was later discovered that 
Besty McCull or McCool8 was the mother of Jane McNeice so there was some confusion in 
the oral history amongst descendants in Australia.9 
 
Benjamin Johnston was born around 1828 ɀ paternal Johnston of Aghagaskin; maternal 
Weir of Ballynogher. His wife was Jane McNeice: her paternal line McNeice, and maternal 
line ɀ McCool, Backhouse, Morton all of Toberhead. These townlands are close to 
Castledawson. 
 
Aghagaskin ɀ ÐÁÒÉÓÈ ÏÆ -ÁÇÈÅÒÁÆÅÌÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 0,5 ÏÆ -ÁÇÈÅÒÁÆÅÌÔ ɉ3ÁÌÔÅÒÓȭ ÅÓÔÁÔÅɊ.10 
Ballynocker ɀ ÐÁÒÉÓÈ ÏÆ -ÁÇÈÅÒÁÆÅÌÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 0,5 ÏÆ -ÁÇÈÅÒÁÆÅÌÔ ɉ3ÁÌÔÅÒÓȭ ÅÓÔÁÔÅɊ. 
Toberhead ɀ ÐÁÒÉÓÈ ÏÆ -ÁÇÈÅÒÁ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 0,5 ÏÆ -ÁÇÈÅÒÁÆÅÌÔ ɉ6ÉÎÔÎÅÒÓȭ ÅÓÔÁÔÅɊ. 
Castledawson ɀ parish of Magherafelt in the PLU of Magherafelt. 

 
6 Especially if a perpetuity lease was taken out on the land. 
7 The vast majority of research was conducted in PRONI, now a world-class facility. I also spent a day in 
GRONI, and travelled to Dublin to Registry of Deeds in Henrietta Street where I uncovered several family 
deeds. 
8 %ÌÉÚÁÂÅÔÈ Ȭ"ÅÔÓÙȭ -Ã#ÏÏÌ ×ÁÓ ÍÁÒÒÉÅÄ Ô×ÉÃÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÔÏ *ÏÈÎ -Ã.ÉÅÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÃÏÎÄÌÙ ÔÏ 7ÉÌÌÉÁÍ -ÏÒÔÏÎȢ -ÏÒÔÏÎ 
was a litigious character and as a result records have survived throwing additional light on the families of 
McNeice; Backhouse and Morton. The Morton Papers in PRONI D4480 opened a window of light into these 
families in the early decades of the nineteenth century. In addition a Morton pedigree in Ballyknocker back 
to seventeenth century. 
9 The accuracy of the information provided on parents was dependent on knowledge of the informant.   
10 PLU: Poor Law Union a land subdivision created in nineteenth century that provided a 
workhouse for the regional poor. 
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Standardisation of surnames  
The spelling of surnames provide an added difficulty to Irish research. In the period 
before civil registration, many names were spelt phonetically and there was no set 
methodology. The genealogist and local historian needs to take this into consideration 
when conducting research. Government surveys such as Griffiths Valuation and the 
onset of civil registration provided the impetus which had the consequence of 
standardising the spelling of surnames. 
 
7ÉÌÌÉÁÍ -Ã!ÆÅÅ ÉÎ ÈÉÓ ÅØÃÅÌÌÅÎÔ #$ 2ÏÍ Ȭ2ÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÉÎÇ $ÅÒÒÙȾ,ÏÎÄÏÎÄÅÒÒÙ !ÎÃÅÓÔÏÒÓȭ 
makes the following illuminative and informed statements based upon his experience of 
data-basing thousands of surnames: 

óNot surprisingly, the spelling of surnames in the original sources varied a great deal both 

within and between documents over the centuries. The names in these documents were 

entered by various officials and there is some evidence to suggest that this led to regional 

spelling of surnames, particularly in the earlier sources. Certainly, the spelling of surnames 

had become more standardised by the time of the Griffith's Printed Valuation of 1858/59. 

Remember too, that the originals of the seventeenth-century Hearth Money Rolls and the 

eighteenth-century Religious Returns were destroyed in the 1922 Four Courts fire. The only 

sources we now have are transcripts of those originals and many of these are typed, 

suggesting that they are probably a transcript of a transcript. Let's not forget that the 

databases are further transcripts! In transcription it is relatively easy to mistake an "e" for an 

"a" or an "r" for an "n" and so on.ô 

óSurnames in seventeenth-century sources were written down by officials who, if they were 

not familiar with the spelling of a surname, spelt it phonetically in a way that made sense to 

them.  For example, McGoldrick can be spelt as Megolrake, McCandless as Micandlass, 

Ewing as Youing, Brewster as Broster and so on.  However, the greatest problem with names 

in early sources is the fact that the spellings of some surnames in these documents are 

completely different from their modern equivalents e.g. in earlier documents Alexander often 

appears as McCalsenor or McElsinor.ô 

 
In addition those with Gaelic Irish surnames there was often a process of anglicanisation 
which sometimes rendered a complete change to the name (examples McGowan to 
Smith; McCrory to Rogers, McGalisher to Green are just some examples).  
 
Johnston: Jonston, Johnson, Johnston, Johnstone. 
Weir: Wier, Weer. 
McCool: Macool, McCowl. McHowl, McCoul, McCoole. 
McNeice: McNice, McNiece, Maneese, Maniece, McNeece, McNease. 
Backhouse: Bachouse, Baccus, Bacchus. 
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THE ARCHIVES 
 
PRONI is the leading archive for records for Ulster counties and now a world-class facility 
located in the Titanic quarter in Belfast. The great variety of records held in PRONI is its 
strength. The key to Irish research is the location of townland and place. Much of the 
research effort consisted in locating source material pertaining to the townland rather 
than the surname. The land records often reveal the surnames under investigation.  
 
THE REGISTRY OF DEEDS ARCHIVE 
I have found the Registry of Deeds to be a particularly rich resource for those families 
that held land but not everyone used the facility since it was not compulsory to register 
land transactions. Nevertheless, once registered, a deed provided a degree of legal 
protection that was attractive to even people of fairly modest means. 
 
A lease of perpetual renewal guaranteed occupation of the farm. The renewable three-
life lease was in reality a grant in perpetuity so long as the tenant wished to renew it. 
Initially when a lease was taken out three lives were inserted [often the children of 
some of the lessees are named]. A fine usually equal to half of the annual rent was paid 
on each life. Thereafter new lives could be inserted forever to replace each life as it 
expired. Again, a fine of half the rent had to be paid for each new life. In effect this 
provided a degree of real security for the tenant. Perpetuity leaseholders were free to 
sublet the property, or part of it, to a third party; this was known as a sub-lease. The 
third party became an under-tenant, paying rent to the leaseholder, who continued to 
pay rent to the landlord.  
 
I began a systematic search of the Registry of Deeds using both the names index and the 
land index for the townland of Aghagaskin, Toberhead, Ballynogher.  
 
William Conolly, the original landlord of the Bellaghy estate granted several perpetuity 
leases on the estate in 1734 and as a result these farmers received large tracts of land; 
some gained whole townlands. More perpetuity-leases were granted on the estate in 1784 
and 1803. The Conolly family was an emerging political dynasty and perpetuity 
leaseholders were guaranteed the vote and therefore expected to support the landlord at 
election time. Thomas Conolly, the great nephew of speaker Conolly was encumbered by 
debt, hence the granting of perpetuities in 1784 and 1803; these leases could generate a 
lot of capital up-front but rents tended to be fixed, which was a disadvantage fro the 
ÌÁÎÄÌÏÒÄȢ 3ÐÏÔÓ×ÏÏÄ ×ÒÏÔÅ ÔÏ 4ÈÏÍÁÓ #ÏÎÏÌÌÙ ρω -ÁÙ ρψπρ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÓÉÒÅ ÏÆ Ȭmaking leases 
in perpetuity to that part of your estate not let in perpetuity by the late Mr Conolly.ȭ 11 Hence, 
the Backhouse, McCool and allied families were able to avail of valuable perpetuity leases 
ÏÎ ÔÈÅ 6ÉÎÔÎÅÒÓȭ )ÒÉÓÈ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ ÁÔ "ÅÌÌÁÇÈÙȢ 
 
4ÈÅ 7ÅÉÒ ÌÅÁÓÅ ×ÁÓ ȬÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÁÂÌÅȭ ÔÈÁÔ is for a fixed term and this lease was less 
valuable because it was not necessarily renewed by the landlord so there was less 
security with this kind of lease. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
11 TCD 3980/1396 
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Denise had made it clear during the course of our correspondence that she was interested 
in developing a family pedigree of her Irish ancestry. The given task was to uncover the 
history of Johnstones of Aghagaskin;12 Weirs of Ballynocker; McNieces and McCools of 
Toberhead. The latter was a most interesting line and we were able to trace the McCool 
family back to the seventeenth century in the townland of Toberhead.13 The maternal line 
of Elizabeth McCool was a Quaker family by the name of Backhouse. In addition we 
discovered that the McCools were early Quakers in the area and indeed the original family 
home in Toberhead was used as a Quaker meeting-house as early as 1695. 14 Quaker 
records are generally well kept and allowed us to trace both the McCool and Backhouse 

 
12 4ÈÉÓ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÇÁÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÍÅ ÔÏ *ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎÅȭÓ ÈÉÌÌ ÉÎ !ÇÈÁÇÁÓËÉÎȢ 
13 4ÈÅÙ ÔÏÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÌÅÆÔ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÉÍÐÁÃÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÔÏÐÏÇÒÁÐÈÙȟ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ Á -Ã#ÏÏÌȭÓ ÑÕÁÒÔÅÒ ÉÎ 
4ÏÂÅÒÈÅÁÄ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ ÁÌÓÏ -Ã#ÏÏÌÅȭÓ ÒÏÁÄ ÎÁÍÅÄ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÆÁÍÉÌÙȢ 
14 7ÉÌÌÉÁÍ %ÄÍÕÎÄÓÏÎȟ Ȭ! *ÏÕÒÎÁÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ,ÉÆÅȟ 4ÒÁÖÅÌÓȟ 3ÕÆÆÅÒÉÎÇÓ ÁÎÄ ,ÁÂÏÕÒ ÏÆ ,ÏÖÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒË 
of that Worthy Elder, and faithful Servant of Jesus Christ, William Edmunson, Dublin, 1715, p. 
154. Known as the Irish Hammer, William Edmundson (1627-1712) is considered to be the 
founding father of Quakerism in Ireland. 
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families into the seventeenth century. That they were early Quaker families does indicate 
roots in the north of England where Quakerism was strongest and had its origins. I have 
uncovered no direct evidence that the Johnston, Weir or McNeice families were Quakers.15 
Rather they appear to have been Presbyterian (and occasionally Episcopalian) and have 
their origins in Scotland and came as part of that flow of emigrants during the plantation 
of Ulster in the seventeenth century.  
 
The joy of discovery was shared across the globe by regular correspondence by email. We 
also shared a memorable meal in Belfast when Denise stopped off in the city during a 
cruise. Encouraged by our successes and in the breaking open of new ground it was 
envisaged that some form of family history could be written up and perhaps published for 
posterity. Irish genealogy is difficult but not impossible. It is, however, a labour intensive 
project and requires a skilful methodology to unlock family origins, especially in the 
period before civil registration.  
 
This family history report will follow the chronological order in which I carried out the 
research:  
Johnston 
Weir 
McNiece16 
McCool 
McCool 
Morton 
 
The families all resided in the civil parishes of Maghera or Magherafelt in the barony of 
Loughinsholin, County Derry on the contiguous townlands of Aghagaskin, Ballyknocker 
and Toberhead. All lie on the boundary between the two parishes in question with 
Toberhead as the most southerly townland in Maghera parish thus bordering 
Magherafelt. These are rural locations situated between several small urban centres;17 
Magherafelt to the south; Castledawson to the east; Desertmartin to the west and also 
Tobermore and Maghera to the north-west. Maghera lies furthest from this rural 
landscape therefore Magherafelt would be the largest urban centre and market town in 
the vicinity in the early nineteenth century. Since the primary activity of rural Ireland 
was farming any trade or market activity would most likely have taken place in the 
nearest market town.  
 
In addition precise location is important to Irish genealogy in terms of identifying local 
churches (and graveyards) where the families may have worshipped and conducted the 
Christian rites of baptisms, marriages and burials. In terms of post civil registration 
Magherafelt was the primary registration district where the civil events of births, 
marriages and deaths were registered for our families in question. Civil registration of 
all births, marriages and deaths in Ireland began 1864.18 In the period before 
compulsory civil registration then one has to rely on extant church registers as the 
primary source of family material and again this is subject to great variability depending 
on parish history. 

 
15 One prominent Quaker in the Toberhead meeting was Gervais or Jervais Johnston but I have 
found no evidence linking him to the Johnnston family of Aghagaskin.  
16 This surname was problematic as so many surname variants and spellings (Manice; McNice; 
McNise; McNeece; McNeese; Maniece; McNeice and so on) 
17 These were either villages or small towns in the early nineteenth century. Ireland was largely a 
rural and agricultural society at this time and the market town was important centre for local 
farmers. 
18 Protestant marriages were registered from 1845. 
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MAP OF BARONIES AND CIVIL PARISHES IN COUNTY DERRY 

 
 

As you can see both Maghera and Magherafelt are in the barony of Loughinsholin. This 
barony came into existence upon the creation of the new county of Londonderry in the 
ÅÁÒÌÙ ÓÅÖÅÎÔÅÅÎÔÈ ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙ ÁÎÄ ×ÁÓ ÁÐÐÅÎÄÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ /ȭ.ÅÉÌÌ ÌÁÎÄ ÉÎ 4ÙÒÏÎÅ ÁÎÄ ÁÄÄÅÄ 
to what was formerly county Coleraine to create the new county. 
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THE LOCATION  

 

The Barony of Loughinsholin  
 

The South-Eastern part of Derry or the barony of Loughinsholin forms a distinct 
geographical region of some two-hundred square miles of varied and broken topography. 
Isolation is and always has been one of the main characteristics of this area. In the early 
seventeenth century, Loughinsholin was described by Sir ThomÁÓ 0ÈÉÌÌÉÐÓ ÁÓ ȬÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ 
ÄÁÎÇÅÒÏÕÓ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÉÎ )ÒÅÌÁÎÄȭ19 ɀ it was the last Gaelic stronghold and thus a real threat to 
the Plantation of Ulster. Much of the barony had been covered in scrubby woodland or 
forest in the pre-plantation period and its destruction throughout the seventeenth 
century opened new agricultural vistas for settlement for the new immigrant class. 
 
7ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅ ,ÏÎÄÏÎ #ÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÏÆÆÅÒÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÙ ÏÆ #ÏÌÅÒÁÉÎÅ ɉ/ȭ#ÁÈÁÎȭÓ ÌÁÎÄÓɊ ÆÏÒ 
plantation, they insisted on having the barony of Loughinsholin appended as well (then 
part of Tir-/×ÅÎɊȟ ÎÏ ÄÏÕÂÔ ÔÅÍÐÔÅÄ ÂÙ 4ÈÏÍÁÓ 0ÈÉÌÌÉÐÓȭ ÇÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÏÆ ÉÔÓ ×ÅÁÌÔÈȟ 
especially in the great woods of Glenconkeyne and Killetra. Thus emerged the new county 
of Londonderry.  By the early decades of the eighteenth century most of the woodland 
was gone (timber from Glenconkeyne was shipped across Lough Neagh to Belfast) and 
this early clearance of woodland was the most significant single factor in the evolution of 
the south South Derry landscape because it was in these clearings that agriculture took 
root and settlements expanded. 
 
In terms of human settlement the different terrains played a part in segregating the native 
Irish from the new settlers. The former were to be found in the foothills and light gravel 
soils in spots around the wide boglands.  

 
By the end of the seventeenth century an influx of Scottish settlers had saturated the 
townlands in the middle Moyola valley northwards to the Claudy river but their numbers 
dropped sharply towards the bog strewn areas of Drumard, Rocktown, and Moyagall in 
ÔÈÅ ÃÅÎÔÒÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 6ÉÎÔÎÅÒÓȭ ÅÓÔÁÔÅȢ "Ù ρχτπ "ÒÉÔÉÓÈ ÓÅÔÔÌÅÍÅÎÔ ÈÁÄ ÓÐÒÅÁÄ ÔÏ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÐÁÒÉÓÈ 
in Loughinsholin with about one-third of it concentrated in the parishes of Magherafelt, 
!ÒÔÅÁȟ -ÁÇÈÅÒÁ ÁÎÄ 4ÁÍÌÁÇÈÔ /ȭ#ÒÉÌÌÙȢ .ÅÖÅÒÔÈÅÌÅÓÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÎÅ× ÐÌÁÎÔÅÒ ÃÌÁÓÓ ×ÅÒÅ Á 
minority in the barony of Loughinisland overall but they did occupy the better land. 
Overall, south Derry had a scrubby boggy and watery appearance in the early eighteenth 
century. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
19 4ÈÏÍÁÓ 0ÈÉÌÌÉÐÓȭ -ÓÓ  
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THE JOHNSTONE FAMILY OF AGHAGASKIN & WEIR FAMILY OF BALLYNOCKER 
 
Johnston was the most common surname in the parish of Magherafelt at the time of 
'ÒÉÆÆÉÔÈÓȭ ÖÁÌÕÁÔÉÏÎȢ20 The occurrence of a common surname in the local records makes it 
difficult to untangle the web of family ties in the period before civil registration. It did help 
however, that we were dealing with a Johnston with a distinctive Christian name in 
Benjamin.21  This proved to be a useful marker in tracking down the family in the local 
church records. 
 
A systematic search of the relevant church records in the Magherafelt area was made22 
and uncovered four children baptised with a father named Benjamin Johnston all occurring 

within the period 1828 to 1842 and therefore most likely the same family. 
 
Magherafelt Church of Ireland registers:23 

 
1828 
April 2 Benjamin of Benjamin Johnston, Aghagaskin, weaver 
 
1834 
Dec 10 Jas of Benj & Jane Johnston, Aghagaskin, farmer 
 

Castledawson Presbyterian Church registers.24 

 
1839 
Born 22 March baptised May 14 Henry of Benjamin Johnston & Jane Weir, Aghagaskin 
 
1842 
Aug 24 Mary daughter of Benjamin Johnston & Jane Weir of Glenmaquill was received 
into the church by baptism, born March 23rd 1842 

 
Christchurch Church of Ireland, Castledawson graveyard 

 

 
20 Billy Macafeeȟ #$ȟ Ȭ4ÒÁÃÉÎÇ $ÅÒÒÙȾ,ÏÎÄÏÎÄÅÒÒÙ !ÎÃÅÓÔÏÒÓȭ - based on an analysis of Griffiths valuation 
which was carried out 1858 to 1859. 
21 The Redferns were a prominent local family and used the Christian name Benjamin with frequency. 
22 See Appendix One for copy of these records. 
23 MIC1/1A 
24 MIC 1P/190 
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Two headstones are contained within one enclosure in Castledawson Church of 
Ireland graveyard. 
 
LEFT SIDE HEADSTONE:  
JOHNSTON/WEIR  
Erected by John Johnston in memory of John Weir who departed this life 6th March 
1870 aged 85 years. Also William Weir died 1809, Ballynougher. 
The above John Johnston, Tamnadace died 16th December 1905. 
Also John Johnston, Killyneese died 9th December 1988 and his brother William James 
died 19th January 1989. 
Also their sisters Lillian Leota (Lily) died 23rd September 2010. 
Anna Mary McDowell nee Johnston died 20th August 2011. 
 
RIGHT SIDE HEADSTONE:  
JOHNSTON: Erected in memory of Jane Johnston who departed this life 14th January 
1874 aged 76 years and her husband Ben Johnston died January 1879 and their son 
William died January 1908. In loving memory of Annie Johnston died 20th April 1963 
and her husband John Johnston son of William Johnston died 4th December 1972 
 
Gravestone inscriptions can often provide one of the building blocks for family trees but 
the some of the relationships on these two headstones were difficult to untangle. Those 
who erected the headstones took for granted the relationships of those whose names 
are inscribed but the intricacies of the relationships can often be lost through the mists 
of time. Genealogy, as a discipline does require a lot of lateral thinking and I have spent a 
considerable time trying to discern the various relationships therein. 
 
The headstone to our right in the picture is self explanatory, as the relationships are 
explained. It is the Weir/Johnston headstone that has led to some confusion as inscribed 
thereon we have Weir of Ballynogher25, Johnston of Tamnadace and Johnston of 
Killyneece. John Johnston of Killyneese died 1988 was the son of the John Johnston 
named on the other headstone died 1972. An obvious lack of room on the second 
tombstone provided an opportunity to use the space left on the Weir headstone.26  
 
It was soon clear that the information provided on the Australian death certificate for 
Benjamin Johnston was incorrect on the maternal line. Given location and naming 
pattern I was sure we had uncovered the correct baptismal record in Magherafelt 
Church of Ireland and that the emigrant ancestor Benjamin Johnston was baptised there 
2nd April 1828 son of Benjamin Johnston, a weaver from the townland of Aghagaskin. 
 
The challenge now for the Johnston tree was to attempt to take the tree back one further 
generation and identify other children of Benjamin Johnston by his wife Jane Weir. 
 
Aghagaskin, occasionally recorded as Aughagaskin formed part of the manor of Sal on 
ÔÈÅ 3ÁÌÔÅÒÓȭ )ÒÉÓÈ ÅÓÔÁÔÅȢ 
 
 

 
 
 

 
25 /ÎÅ ÅØÐÌÁÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 7ÅÉÒ ÈÅÁÄÓÔÏÎÅ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ "ÅÎ *ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎȭÓ ×ÉÆÅ ×ÁÓ *ÁÎÅ 7ÅÉÒ ÈÅÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÃÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ 
two headstones within one plot. 
26 That leaves us to explain the William Weir of Ballynocher and John Johnstone of Tamnadase on the first 
headstone, which was a real conundrum, one which I will examine later with the Weir family tree. 
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THE 3!,4%23ȭ )2)3( %34!4% 

 
 

"ÒÉÅÆ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 3ÁÌÔÅÒÓȭ )ÒÉÓÈ ÅÓÔÁÔÅȡ 
The Whistler family remained took control of the estate in 1627. Gabriel Whistler  was 
granted a lease in 1699 for 99 years with no fine and an annual rent of £100. 27 This 
lease was acquired by Sir Robert Bateson who in 1753 was given a lease for 53 years 
[the remainder of the original 99 year lease] at an annual rent of £500. In 1798 the 
company re-let to the Batesons for a further term to expire in 1853. The Batesons went 
into partnership with the Londonderrys of Ards who also had lands in other parts of the 
county, including the nearby estate of the Mercers. Bateson and Londonderry wished to 
renew their lease [due to expire in 1853] but the Company refused. Instead they decided 
to manage the estate themselves and appointed Andrew Spotswood as their agent at 
£500 per annum. Spotswood had been agent for Bateson and Londonderry. The 
Company undertook a substantial building programme both in the town of Magherafelt 
and the surrounding area. As well as providing public and commercial buildings, the 
company made generous donations to the building of new churches on the estate. By the 
end of the century the estate went the way of other estates in the county as the tenants 
bought out their farms under the Land Purchase Acts. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
27 He was the ancestor of James McNeill Whistler, the American painter. 
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LOCATION OF AGHAGASKIN AND BALLYNOGHER 

 
Aghagsakin and Ballynocher both lie to the south of the Moyola river. This area was 
woodland in the pre-plantation period ɀ the old forest of Killetra. In the survey of 1591 
this barony is written as Lochynisholin and described as containing Glenconkeyne and 
Killytragh ɀ clothed in dense woods. Tradition has it that one could walk from Magherafelt 
to Coleraine on tree-tops and from Tobermore to Lough Neagh. The forest had well nigh 
disappeared by the middle of the eighteenth century28.  
 
*ÏÈÎ ,ÅÉÇÈȟ 3ÈÅÒÉÆÆ ÏÆ 4ÙÒÏÎÅ ρφπψ ȬÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÒÏÎÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 'ÌÙÎÎÅÓ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ,ÏÕÇÈÉÎÓÏÌÙÎ ÔÈÅ 
inhabitants consist chiefly of Neales, the Hagans, the Mulhollands with the McCahirs and 
the Quinns are wholly those which had their absolute dependence upon Tyrone and his 

 
28 Hill page 167 
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ÓÅÐÔȢ 4ÙÒÏÎÅȭÓ ÐÁÒÔÙ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÄÒÁ× ςππ ÁÂÌÅ ÍÅÎ ÆÒÏÍ +ÉÌÌÙÔÒÁÇÈ ÁÎÄ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÒÍÅÄ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ςτ 
hours. 
 
4ÈÅ 3ÁÌÔÅÒÓȭ ÐÏÒÔÉÏÎ ÌÁÙ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ +ÉÌÌÅÔÒÁ, a densely forested region, so Phillips suggested that 
large passes needed to be cut through the woods for highways to improve 
ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÁÆÅÔÙȢ 2ÁÌÐÈ 7ÈÉÓÔÌÅÒȟ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÒÍÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 3ÁÌÔÅÒÓȭ 0ÒÏÐÏÒÔÉÏÎȟ ρφςχ-
1635 was noted for his making and exporting pipe-staves in direct contravention of the 
Articles. The planter population were a minority in this region in the seventeenth century 
and vulnerable to attack from the Irish woodkerne. Both Magherafelt and Salterstown 
were burnt and plundered during the 1641 rebellion and many of the inhabitants killed. 
Mr Birket, the rector and the keeper of the castle at Salterstown escaped across the lake 
in 1641 but they and their families subsequently died of starvation at Carrickfergus.29  
 
Many settlers claimed compensation for losses as a consequence of the 1641 rebellion 
including: Thomas Bacon, Gent of Dublin previously of Magherafelt, losses included 
house and cattle 12 May 1642; Christopher Moore of Ballylenan, £116; James Smith of 
Moneymore, Gent in County Derry and Dublin, £276 and Ann Smith, his wife, Ann 
Waltan, her servant and Susanna Wright, daughter-in-law to said James, who were all 
robbed and stripped; Robert Waring of Magherafelt, Gent, £658; Mr Edward Brere of 
Aghlaghglaskin .30 Robert Redfern of Magherafelt, Tanner, £20, John Redferne, the elder 
of Magherafelt, Gent, £833 and James Redferne of Cushony, his second son, £314 and 
said James claimed for the loss of his brother; Charles Anthony of Bellaghy (cleric), £130 
and £50 per annum; and the wife of William Camell of Bellaghy, husbandman, lost one 
child and £150; Richard Whiteside of Desertmartin, Tanner, £80; Mary, widow of 
William Chesman, pastor of Desertlyn, the loss £800; Anne Beeres of Drumrany.31 
 
By the mid-eighteenth century the old landscape was unrecognisable. The oak and ash 
would no ÌÏÎÇÅÒ ÄÏÍÉÎÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÎÄÓÃÁÐÅȢ 4ÈÅ 3ÁÌÔÅÒÓȭ ÔÅÒÒÉÅÒ ÏÆ ρχυς ÒÅÖÅÁÌÓ that farms 
had been carved out of the cleared areas. The population was more mixed and the 1766 
religious returns for the parish of Magherafelt reveals 628 families; 148 Established 
Church; 274 Dissenter; 206 RC. 32 Housing was of a poor standard in general. Of the forty-
eight townlands surveyed only forty -nine houses were described as in a tolerable state. 
In the town of Magherafelt there were thirty -two houses, twelve of which were cabins. 
The area was primarily a rural society and most people were dependent on agriculture 
for subsistence. Thirty-six townlands were described as consisting of scrubby brushwood 
so there was still room for agricultural  improvement in the area. 
 
By this stage our Johnston family were well established in Aghagaskin 
 

Survey of early Johnstons in Loughinsholin Barony: 
The muster roll for 3ÁÌÔÅÒÓȭ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ ÉÎ ρφσπ has not survived.33 An examination of the 
seventeenth century summonister court rolls for county Londonderry34 reveals a cluster 
of Johnston families in the parish of Desertlyn including: Andrew Johnston 1656; Robert 
Johnston 1657; Edward Johnston 1657; Wm Johnston 1659. In addition Walter Johnston 

 
29 Maitland, W. H 1916, History of Magherafelt, p7 
30 This is the earliest reference to a settler in Aghagaskin that I have uncovered. Mr Edward Bryars was 
seneschal of Magherafelt in 1658/9 reference: T 808/15130 Summonister court rolls, Co. Londonderry. 
31 T716/10  
32 *ÏÕÒÎÁÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 3ÏÕÔÈ $ÅÒÒÙ (ÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌ 3ÏÃÉÅÔÙȟ Ȭ3ÏÍÅ ρχth and 18th Century Aspects of Local 
Landscapes, Colum Barton p. 13. 
33 $ÁÎÉÅÌ *ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎ ÌÉÓÔÅÄ ÏÎ ÎÅÁÒÂÙ $ÒÁÐÅÒÓȭ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙ ÍÕÓÔÅÒ ÒÏÌÌȟ ρφσπȢ 
34 T808/15130  
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resided in Bellaghy ÉÎ ρφυχ ÁÎÄ *ÏÈÎ *ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎ ×ÁÓ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÁÓ ȬÏÆ 4ÁÍÌÁÇÈÔ /ȭ#ÒÉlly 
ÐÁÒÉÓÈȭ ÉÎ ρφφρȢ 
 

The summonister records clearly indicate that the hearth money rolls under represent 
the numbers of people resident in the area in 1663 as we find only four Johnston families 
listed in the whole of the barony of Loughinsholin. 35 
 
Andrew Johnston, Brackagh, Lissan 
*ÏÈÎ *ÏÈÎÓÔÏÕÎÅȟ $ÒÕÍÇÁÒÎÅÒȟ 4ÁÍÌÁÇÈÔ /ȭ#ÒÉÌÌÙ 
James Johnstowne, Carmean, Desertlyn 
James Johnstoun, Mullagh, Termoneeny 

 
4ÈÅ ρχτπ 0ÒÏÔÅÓÔÁÎÔ ÈÏÕÓÅÈÏÌÄÅÒÓȭ ÒÅÔÕÒÎÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÓ ÔÏ ÂÅ Á ÍÕÃÈ ÍÏÒÅ ÁÃÃÕÒÁÔÅ 
survey gives forty-four heads of households named Johnston in the early eighteenth 
century in the same area. The following is a breakdown of parish and numbers of 
households headed by a Johnston in 1740.  
Maghera 9; Lissan 9; Magherafelt 6; Desertlyn 3; Ballyscullion 4; Tamlaght 3; 
$ÅÓÅÒÔÍÁÒÔÉÎ υȠ 4ÁÍÌÁÇÈÔ /ȭ#ÒÉÌÌÙ ςȠ +ÉÌÃÒÏÎÁÇÈÁÎ ρȠ 4ÅÒÍÏÎÅÅÎÙ ρȠ  "ÁÌÌÉÎÄÅÒÒÙ ρ 

 
The 1766 religious returns are extant for only a few parishes in the barony of 
Loughinsholin and there are twenty-four Johnston heads of household as follows: 
 
Ballynascreen 1; Desertmartin 7; Artrea 4; Desertlyn 1; Magherafelt 12. 

 
The Johnston family under investigation resided in Aghagaskin in the parish of 
Magherafelt. The chart below lists all of the Johnston families in the parish from 
eighteenth century surveys.36 
  

Parish of Magherafelt 
1740 protestant 
householders 

1766 religious returns 1796 flax returns 

Alexander Johnston  
Andrew Johnston; 
Alexander Johnston; 
William Johnston;  
John Johnston 
Martha Johnston 

John Johnston 
Thomas Johnston 
Matthw Johnston 
Thomas Johnston 
James Johnston 
John Johnston 
John Johnston Elder 
John Johnston youngr 
Matthw Johnston 
John Johnston 
Elisabeth Johnston widow 
Mary Johnston widow 

Thomas Johnston 
Matthew Johnston 
John Johnston 

 
The most accurate survey the 1766 religious returns indicates that there were at least 
twelve independent families in the parish of Magherafelt in the mid eighteenth century. 
This gives us a framework by which we can contextualise the family history. 
 

 
35 The hearth rolls are not a complete census of heads of households. Many areas in the barony were still 
remote and inaccessible and of course tax avoidance was also a factor. 
36 These surveys are often referred to as census substitutes but they name only head of household. 
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We have established that Benjamin Johnston senior and junior were born in the townland 
of Aghagaskin in the parish of Magherafelt:  
 

The emigrant ancestor Benjamin Johnston married Jane McNeice 

 
 
$ÅÎÉÓÅ 1ÕÁÙȭÓ ÅÍÉÇÒÁÎÔ ÁÎÃÅÓÔÏr Benjamin Johnston, junior emigrated to Bendigo, 
Victoria, Australia in 1857. Benjamin Johnston aged 38 years and his wife Jane aged 24 
emigrated on board Star of the South as part of an Assisted Emigration scheme from 
Liverpool 24 April 1857 arrived Melbourne 5 August 1857.37 Two daughters, Jane and 
Eliza had been born in Ireland but no baptismal record is extant. Additional children were 
born in Australia. 
 
The death of Jane Johnston (nee McNiece) occurred on Christmas day 1895: 
According to the death record she died in East Melbourne Hospital aged 60 years. 
Father unknown and Mother unknown. It appears that the family did not give the 
information about her death. This often happened if someone died in hospital a distance 
from home so someone in the hospital probably gave information for the death 
certificate. Jane was held in great affection by her family as her children paid to have a 
memorial inserted in the local newspaper: 
 

The Bendigo Advertiser Monday 2 January 1893 page 2  
 

In Memoriam  
Johnston ɀ In affectionate remembrance of Jane, the beloved wife of Benjamin Johnston 
who departed this life on 24th December 1892, aged 59 years. 

She was so long with pain oppressed; 
It wore her strength away; 

It made her long for endless rest, 
Which never can decay. 

Weary days and nights were appointed unto me. 
I cried unto the Lord, and He heard me. 

Inserted by her loving children. 
 
 
Benjamin Johnston died just over two years later on 11 January 1895. His death certificate 
names children: Jane dead; Elizabeth dead; John dead; Elizabeth 32; Mary Ann 30; 
Benjamin 28; John 26; James 24.  
 
Connecting the family back a further generation was an achievable objective as church 
records for the area were reasonably good. I had managed to locate the baptism of 
Benjamin Johnston junior in the records of Magherafelt Church of Ireland as follows:  
 

 
37 Book 11 p 446 

Descendants of Benjamin Johnston

Benjamin
Johnston
1828 - 1895

Jane
McNeice

1831 - 1892

Jane

Johnston
1855 -

Eliza

Johnston
1856 -

John

Johnston
1860 -

Elizabeth

Johnston
1861 -

Mary Ann

Johnston
1864 -

Benjamin

Johnston
1866 -

Henry John

Johnston
1869 -

James

Johnston
1871 -
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1828 April 2 Benjamin of Benjamin Johnston, Aghagaskin, weaver 

 

Benjamin Johnston, senior of Aghagaskin by his wife Jane Weir had at least seven children. I 

was able to positively identify four children who were baptised in local churches; (Benjamin, 

James, Mary and Henry); in addition the gravestone inscription and marriage certificates 

identified a further three siblings (John, William and Nancy). 

 

The tree is outlined below: 

 
 
I had successfully located the family in Aghagaskin. Given that Johnston was a common 
name in the area I was less than hopeful of taking the tree back a further generation. 
Nevertheless, having identified the townland of origin this provided a platform for further 
research and I was determined to unlock the history of the Johnstons of Aghagaskin. 

Descendants of Benjamin Johnston

Benjamin

Johnston
1802 - 1879

Jane

Weir
1796 - 1871

Benjamin

Johnston
1828 - 1895

Jane

McNeice
1831 - 1892

John

Johnston
1829 - 1905

Nancy

Johnston
1831 - 1879

Daniel

Kerr
1820 -

William

Johnston
1833 - 1908

Matilda

McKnight
1850 -

James

Johnston
1834 - 1898

Henry

Johnston
1839 -

Mary

Johnston
1842 -
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At the time of the 1831 census there were six Johnston households in Aghagaskin, all 
probably related, with three of the families headed by john Johnston.  
 
1831 census Aghagaskin, Magherafelt  
 
No. 25: Jno Johnson 1 family 7males/2females 9 Presbyterians 
 
No 47: Jno Johnson 1 family 5male/2female 8 Presbyterian [as in original] 
 
No 48: And: Johnson 1 family 1 male/2females 3 Presbyterian 
 
No 63: Ben Johnson 1 family 3males/2females 5 Established Church 
 
No 68: Jon Johnson 1 family 2 males 2 Established Church 
 
No 69 Ibid Jon Johnson ----- Blank ---- 
 
No 109: Thos Johnson 1 family 1male/2females 3 Roman Catholic 
 
Undoubtedly, many of these families were related but making connections between the 
different branches of the family would be impossible using the census material in 
isolation. Clearly, household number 68 in Aghagaskin is our Benjamin Johnston, senior 
with a family of five present; three males and two females belonging at that time to the 
Established Church of Ireland. 
 
!Ó ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÅÄ ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓÌÙȟ !ÇÈÁÇÁÓËÉÎ ÆÏÒÍÅÄ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 3ÁÌÔÅÒÓȭ )ÒÉÓÈ ÅÓÔÁÔÅȢ Thankfully, 
ÔÈÅ 3ÁÌÔÅÒÓȭ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙ ËÅÐÔ a fairly good series of rental books on their estate from 1752 to 
1830 and this with the tithe book for Magherafelt shed additional light on the Johnston 
family. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



McCool, McNiece, Johnston, Weir, Backhouse, Morton families 

 18 

3ÕÍÍÁÒÙ ÏÆ 3ÁÌÔÅÒÓȭ ÒÅÎÔÁÌÓ ÆÏÒ !ÇÈÁÇÁÓËÉÎȟρχυς-1830 taken from my notebook.38 

 
 
A careful analysis of the rentals provides some vital clues about the Johnston family of 
Aghagaskin. Thomas Johnston first appears in the rental of 1790 and appeared to have 
replaced George Stewart.39 The annual rent for the farm of land was £8:9:7.40 It seemed 
probable that Thomas Johnston was the progenitor of the family but this assumption 
would need additional verification. It seemed likely that the cluster of Johnston families 
recorded in the rentals would be closely related, especially if there was a perpetuity lease 
for the land.  
 
One advantage of the four rentals detailed between 1814 and 1828 is that the farms are 
numbered helping us to compare the different rentals. The original Thomas Johnston 
appears to have held farms numbered 1 and 39 in the Aghagaskin rental. He may have 
died between 1814 and 1818 as in the lÁÔÔÅÒ ÒÅÎÔÁÌ ÉÓ ×ÒÉÔÔÅÎ Ȭheirs of Thomas Johnstonȭ. 
In 1824, his small farm of five acres had been held in trust perhaps awaiting the probation 
of his will .41  
James Johnston held a farm numbered 26 in the period 1814-1828 and may well be a son 
of the original Thomas Johnston. He appears in the tithe book of 1829 numbered 28 but 
is not recorded in the 1831 census so it is possible that he may have died before that time. 

 
38 &ÏÒ ÒÅÆÅÒÅÎÃÅ ÆÏÒ 3ÁÌÔÅÒÓȭ ÒÅÎÔÁÌ ÓÅÅ !ÐÐÅÎÄÉØ 
39 I remained open to the possibility that there was a familial connection between the Johnston 
and Stewart families of Aghagaskin. 
40 D4018/1/17B  
41 This farm was subsequently taken over by Patrick McAleer in the 1828 rental.   
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We also have the appearance in 1824 of John Johnston senior in farm number 6 (possibly 
another son of Thomas Johnston) and John Johnston junior appeared in the rental for 
1828 on farm numbered seven. In the tithe book of 1829 it looks like John Johnston senior 
held a farm of some 14 acres and John Johnston junior one of 19 acres.42 
 
In addition Benjamin Johnston appears in the tithe book of 1829 with a small farm of 3 
acres. This is Benjamin Johnston senior ɀ his occupation at this time was given as weaver 
in the church registers but he also held a small farm. The 1831 census reveals that he was 
the head of a family of 3 males and 2 females.43 
 
The sequencing of the various Johnstons in the rentals may be significant and allows us 
to begin to make tentative connections. The records seemed to indicate that Thomas 
Johnston of the 1790 rental may have been the common ancestor of both James and John 
Johnston who appear in the later rentals.  It seemed more likely that Benjamin Johnston 
listed in the 1831 census was more likely be the son of the James or John Johnston. This 
became a working assumption or hypothesis to be verified or corrected upon discovery 
of other primary source material.   
 
Given that several Johnstons appeared in the tithe book and rentals in Aghagaskin, 
Magherafelt, indicating that they may have had strong leases I undertook a systematic 
search of the Registry of Deeds in Dublin for the townland of Aghagaskin: 
 
The registry of deeds archive survives intact from 1704 and is a most useful repository 
for those ancestors who held strong leases for farms. A registered deed or document 
provided a degree of legal security in matters of land transfer. A systematic search in the 
land index from 1704 to 1878 produced only five registered transactions for the townland 
of Aghagaskin. Two of these deeds mentioned the surname Johnston but other surnames 
included Palmer, Warburton, Stewart and Fearson.44 There was an explosion of entries 
for Aghagaskin from 1879 onwards as under the Land Acts tenants were encouraged to 
buy their farms and register the deeds for insurance.  
 
The two Johnston deeds recorded in the Registry of Deeds index for Aghagaskin:45 
Volume 44 (1739-ρψρπɊ !ÇÈÁÇÁÓËÉÎȟ 3ÁÌÔÅÒÓȭ ÐÏÒÔÉÏÎȡ *ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎ Ǫ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÔÏ 3ÔÅ×ÁÒÔ Ǫ 
another: Book 247; page 419; memorial number 162706 
Volume 47 (1811-1820) Aghagaskin: Johnston to Johnston: Book 673; page 346; 
memorial number 464205 

 
Deeds from 1708 have been transcribed into huge volumes that can be found on the 
shelves of the Registry of Deeds in Henrietta Street, Dublin. I was not to be disappointed. 
In Volume 44 page 419, the registered memorial 162706 recited a marriage settlement 
for the year 1765 concerning nuptial arrangements between the families of Stewart and 
Johnston both from the townland of Aghagaskin. I have reproduced the memorial here for 
posterity as it contains valuable family history. 
 
  

 
42 Usually, the title senior and junior refers to father and son. 
43 I suggest the make-up of the family was father, mother, two sons and a daughter. 
44 See Appendix for Registry of Deeds references and transcripts. 
45 When using microfilm in PRONI of the Registry of Deeds volumes one cannot see page 
numbers so the most useful reference is the memorial number. 
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No: 162706ȡ *ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎ ÔÏ 3ÔÅ×ÁÒÔ Ǫ ÁÎȭÒ ÒÅÇÉÓÔÅÒÅÄ ρσ .ÏÖÒ ρχφφ ÁÔ ρς ÁÔ ÎÏÏÎȡ 
A memorial of a deed poll or instrument in writing bearing date the eleventh day of March 
1765 and made between Mathew Johnston of Aghagaskin in the county of Londonderry, 
mason on the one part and George Stewart and John Stewart his son both of Aghagaskin 
aforesaid, farmer on the other part whereby after reciting that a marriage was intended 
to be had between Thomas Johnston son of the said Mathew Johnston and Mary Stewart 
daughter of the said George Stewart; they the said George Stewart and John Stewart agree 
to give as and for a marriage portion to the said Mary Stewart that part or parcel of land 
in the town land of Aghagaskin, then in occupation of John Dobbin containing by 
estimation eight or nine acres be the same more or less to have and to hold to the said 
4ÈÏÍÁÓ *ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎȟ ÈÉÓ ÅØÏÒÓȟ ÁÄÍÏÎÓ Ǫ ÁÓÓÉÇÎÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÄ ÁÎÄ ÄÅÔÅÒÍȭÔ (?) of said John 
$ÏÂÂÉÎȭÓ ÌÅÁÓÅȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÓ ÈÅÌÄ ÁÎÄ ÅÎÊÏÙÅÄ ÕÎÄÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÉÄ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ 3ÔÅ×ÁÒÔ ÏÒ *ÏÈÎ 3ÔÅ×ÁÒÔȟ 
he the said Thomas Johnston from thenceforth yielding and paying to the said George 
Stewart or John Stewart etc yearly rent of five shillings and six pence sterling an acre ɀ 
ÁÎÄ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÅØÐÉÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÉÄ 'ÅÏÒÇÅ 3ÔÅ×ÁÒÔȭÓ ÌÅÁÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÅÍÉÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÉÄ 4ÈÏÍÁÓ 
Johnston to have the full tenant right and benefit of renewal and the said writing is 
executed by the said George Stewart, John Stewart and Mathew Johnston and witnesses 
by Ezekiel Richardson, scrivener, William Berfoot, Innkeeper and James Redfern, saddler, 
all of Magherafelt: 
Mem witnesses by said James Redfern & Richardson Williams of the City of Dublin, Gent. 
Mathew Johnston seal; signed, seales and executed in the presence of James Redfern & 
Rich Williamson 
James Redfern sworn before me at Castledawson 24 July 1766, Thomas Graves ɀ and I 
know the deponent ɀ present Sam Richardson JP & John Downing JP. 
 
This is a very interesting family document. From the early rentals ÏÎ ÔÈÅ 3ÁÌÔÅÒÓȭ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ 
we know that George Stewart was in possession of a farm of some eight acres in 
Aghagaskin from 1772-1776.46 George Stewart was a farmer in Aghagaskin and had at 
least two children John and Mary. In 1765 a marriage was to be arranged between Mary 
Stewart, daughter of George Stewart and Thomas Johnston son of Mathew Johnston of 
Aghagaskin, mason.  
 
The deed was witnessed by Ezekiel Richardson, scrivener, William Berfoot, Innkeeper 
and James Redfern, saddler, all of Magherafelt indicating that Mathew Johnston knew 
these people. It seems likely that much of MattÈÅ× *ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎȭÓ building work woul d have 
been carried out in local villages (Tobermore and Castledawson) and towns (Maghera and 
Magherafelt). Around 1766, Thomas Johnston, his son, was endowed with a farm of land 
that could be passed down through the family.  
 
Thomas Johnston was listed in the 1790 rental as occupier of the Stewart farm and James 
Johnston was in occupation of the same land in the tithe book of 1829.47 In addition James 
Johnston appears in the 1814 rental with Thomas Johnston. Hence, I suggest the line of 
descent for the Johnston family of Aghagaskin runs from Matthew Johnston to his son 
Thomas and grandson James.  
 
Thomas Johnston appears to have died sometime before 1818 as the rental for that year 
indicates that he was deceased as the farm was listed in trust for his heirs. This was 
confirmed also in the 1824 rental, which also indicates his estate was still held in trust  
possibly due to a delay in his will being probated. I therefore assume Thomas Johnston 

 
46 D4108/1/15F 3ÁÌÔÅÒÓȭ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ ÖÏÌÕÍÅ ÏÆ ρχυς ÎÁÍÅÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ Ô×ÅÎÔÙ ÉÎÈÁÂÉÔÁÎÔÓ ÉÎ !ÇÈÁÇÁÓËÉÎ 
including a George Stewart (but no one by the name of Johnston). 
47 Note - different measurements are used for acreage hence the differences in size. 
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died sometime between the rentals of 1814 and 1818. I have estimated his birth as c. 1740 
since he was married c. 1766 and died in the period 1814-1818. 
 
The date of the marriage 1765 between Thomas Johnston and Mary Stewart allows us to 
make a reasoned guess at the approximate birth date for children within the range 1766-
1780. Since James Johnston appears to have been the eldest son I have given him an 
estimated birth date of 1766.48  
 
The second Johnston deed: 
The second deed was of indi fferent quality as the handwriting was poor and the ink 
somewhat faded so I had real difficulty deciphering the deed, however, I was able to 
transcribe a portion of the document.  
 
No: 464205:  Deed dated the 6th day September 1807 made between Thomas Johnston, of 
Aghagaskin and James Johnston the son of the said Thomas --- and unto said John Johnston 
the field(?) in the townland of Fallygloon ɀ (rest illegible). 
 
My reading of this document is that in 1807, Thomas Johnston was conveying property 
(probably his farm in Aghagaskin) to his son James Johnston before his death (which 
appears to have occurred sometime between 1814 and 1818) and in addition a field of 
land to John Johnston in Fallygloon (Fallagloon, Maghera parish).  
 
Magherafelt Church of Ireland registers are extant for most of eighteenth century and 
there are Johnston entries recorded but none in the townland of Aghagaskin.49  This may 
well indicate that the Johnstons of Aghagaskin were Presbyterian. It is always necessary 
to check local Church of Ireland burial registers as they also may contain burials of other 
Protestant denominations. One interesting entry in the Magherafelt burial register (1822-
1830) caught my attention.50 
 
James Johnston, Aghagaskin Dec 8 1827 aged 62  

 
I am fairly certain that this entry refers to James Johnston, son of Thomas Johnston by his 
wife Mary Stewart, since the location and dates match very well. The above James 
*ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎȭÓ ÖÉÔÁÌ ÒÅÃÏÒÄÓ ÃȢρχφυ-1827 fits as a likely son of Thomas Johnston by Mary 
Stewart. One slight doubt is that a James Johnston appears in the tithe book and rental of 
1829 but often there was a delay in transferring details to the estate books. The tithes 
book would have taken time to prepare and would be a reflection of landholding a year 
or two before its publication. That James Johnston is not listed in the 1831 census might 
also indicate that he was deceased by that date. Given the weight of evidence it seems 
likely  that James Johnston (son of Thomas) was buried 8 December 1827.  
 

 
48 As already mentioned the rental for 1824 lists John Johnston who appears to have been a 
sibling of James Johnston. 
49 Families listed in Aghagaskin included old established names in the area ɀ Lennox; Redfern, 
Morgan and Semple. For Johnston entries see index on Church records. 
50 MIC/1/1A/1  



McCool, McNiece, Johnston, Weir, Backhouse, Morton families 

 22 

 
 
The registered deeds together with the land records and 1831 census have helped us 
create an early tree for the Johnstons of Aghagaskin. The earliest progenitor in the line 
Matthew Johnston I estimate was born c.1710 and in him we have reached the limits of 
our search. 
 
It is likely that he is one of the two Matthew Johnstons listed in the 1766 religious returns 
for the parish of Magherafelt (and a Thomas Johnston is also listed) but unfortunately no 
townland address is give in this source, which would have added greatly to its value.51 In 
the 1796 flax lists Matthew and Thomas Johnston are listed as claiming one spinning 
wheel in the parish of Magherafelt but again no townland address is forthcoming, One is 
mindful that Johnston is a common name in the area (nevertheless Matthew is a useful 
marker for a Christian name). 
 
The local parish registers did throw light on a family in Glenmaquill townland that may 
well be related to the Aghagaskin Johnstons therefore I include it here for the record: 
 
Magherafelt Church of Ireland christenings: 
1762 ɀ (Jo)hn, son of Matthew Johnston of Glenmaquil was bapt. 
1765 ɀ Mary, daughter of John Johnston of Glenmaquil was bapt 4th May. 
1767 ɀ -ÁÔÈÅ×ȟ ÓÏÎ ÏÆ *ÏÈÎ *ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎ ÏÆ *ÏÈÎ *ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎȟ 'ÌÅÎÍÁÑÕÉÌÌ ×ÁÓ ÂÁÐÔ $ÅÃȭÒ 
1769 ɀ Margaret, daughter of John Johnston, Glenmaquil was bapt 5th July 
1792 ɀ Matthew son of Andw Johnston of Glen(?) was baptised 24th July 
 
In addition First Magherafelt Presbyterian registers: 
Married 14 April 1776 Matthew Johnston to Ann Cowan both of Magherafetl 
congregation. 
 

 
51 )Î ÔÈÅ ρχτπ 0ÒÏÔÅÓÔÁÎÔ ÈÏÕÓÅÈÏÌÄÅÒÓȭ ÓÕÒÖÅÙ ÆÏÒ -ÁÇÈÅÒÁÆÅÌÔ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ *ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎÓ ÁÒÅ also 
listed: Alex Johnston (x2) Andrew Johnston; William Johnston; John Johnston and Martha Johnston. 
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What looks like their first child was baptised just over one year later: 
Baptised John son to Matthew Johnston 27 April 1777 
 
No firm conclusions can be taken from these entries and I have included them only 
because Glenmaquil townland is contiguous with Aghagaskin and the use of the Christian 
name Matthew may be significant. In addition Benjamin Johnston the weaver of 
Aghagaskin would later move to become a farmer in Glenmaquill in the 1840s.52  Two 
Johnston households were recorded in the 1831 census in Glenmaquill.53  Although 
Benjamin Johnston resided in Glenmaquill in the 1840s by the time of Griffiths valuation 
he had moved to Killyneese. 54  This movement between townlands indicates that 
Benjamin Johnston held terminable leases that is a lease with fixed number of years. 
 
The mention of the townland of Fallagloon in the 1807 registered deed also stoked my 
interest concerning that townland. 
 
!Î ÅØÁÍÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 6ÉÎÔÎÅÒÓȭ ÒÅÎÔÁÌ ÆÏÒ ρχωρ-179355 shows a Matthew Johnston paying 
rent of £27, 8, 1 in FallagloonȢ 4ÈÅ 6ÉÎÔÎÅÒÓȭ ÌÅÁÓÅ ÂÏÏË ÈÁÓ ÆÏÕÒ *ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎ ÌÅÁÓÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÌÉÖÅÓ 
named for 1799 as follows: 
 
Fallagloon leases D1062/1 

Page  Lease & date Lives 
404 Jas Johnston & co 38a, 1r, 35p from 

1 Nov 1799 
For lives renewable forever ɀ lives of Robert 
& Samuel Johnston lesees and Wm Johnston 

405 Thomas Johnston 28a, 1 Nov 1799 For lives renewable forever ɀ lives of Thos 
Johnston, John Johnston & Jas Gregg 

406 James Johnston 27a, 25p 1 Nov 1799 For lives Matthew Johnston, Wm Johnston & 
James McGaw 

407 Robert Johnston 11 acres 1 Nov 
1799 

Lives of Matthew Johnston, Andrew Johnston 
& James McGaw 

The evidence does suggest that there may well have been a link between the Aghagaskin 
and Fallagloon Johnstons but the exact nature of that relationship has been lost over time.  
That the Aghagaskin/Glenmaquill and Fallagloon Johnstons share the Christian name 
Matthew is interesting.56 
 
LINKING BENJAMIN JOHNSTON SENIOR TO THE KNOWN TREE. 
Having identified the early family tree in Aghagaskin Johnston to this tree ɀ it seemed 
likely he was the son of the John or James Johnston listed in the rentals of the early 
nineteenth century. He was married by 1831 and appears to have had a family of two boys 
and a girl indicating that he might have married c. 1826.57 The census also indicates that 
at that time the family identified themselves as members of the established Church of 
Ireland. 
 

 
52 The Bellaghy lease book for Glenmaquill D1061/1 has no Johnston listed; leases were given 
1733 to John Marlin; 1779 to Jas Clarke and 1818 to Henry Sheil. 
53 No 19: Andrew Johnston 2m/2f - 4 P: No 21 Margaret Johnston 2f ɀ 2P. 
54 No Johnston is recorded in Glenmaquill in the Griffiths valuation of 1858. 
55 D2094/78 . 
56 Perhaps a systematic search of the registry of deeds for Fallagloon could shed additional light 
on any putative links. 
57 But no marriage record is extant in the local registers. 
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A search of the confirmation lists in the parish church of Magherafelt Church of Ireland 
produced a positive result as a Ben Johnson of Aghagaskin was listed in the year 1824.58 
 
Magherafelt Church of Ireland 
Confirmations 1824  
No 53 ɀ Jas Johnson, Aghagaskin 
No 54 ɀ [Blank] Johnson, ibid 
No 92 ɀ Ben Johnson, Aghagaskin 
 
This is our first direct reference to Ben Johnston in Aghagaskin townland. He must have 
married within a year or two of his confirmation as in the 1831 census he appears to be 
married with family.  
 
1831 census 
No 63: Ben Johnson 1 family 3males/2females 5 Established Church 
 
From church registers and other genealogical sources we can positively identify those 
present on census night in Aghagaskin household 63. 
Benjamin Johnston, senior father 
Jane Johnston his wife nee Weir 
Benjamin, junior (born 1828),  
John Johnston (born 1829)  
Jane Johnston (born 1831) 
 
Baptismal records for four of the seven known children are extant: 
 
1828 
April 2 Benjamin of Benjamin Johnston, Aghagaskin, weaver 
 
1834 
Dec 10 Jas of Benj & Jane Johnston, Aghagaskin, farmer 
 
1839 
Born 22 March baptised May 14 Henry of Benjamin Johnston & Jane Weir, Aghagaskin 
 
1842 
Aug 24 Mary daughter of Benjamin Johnston & Jane Weir of Glenmaquill was received 
into the church by baptism, born March 23rd 1842 
 
In addition another daughter Jane Johnston married Curran Presbyterian Church.59  
Married 25 March 1848: Daniel Kerr aged 28 Widower & farmer son of Andrew Kerr 
farmer to Nancy Johnston aged 17 spinster of Glenmaquill dau of Ben Johnston, Farmer: 
Witnesses - William Moor or Doore & Nancy Stewart. 
 
The family gravestone identified John Johnston as another son of Benjamin Johnston. 
 
)Ô ×ÁÓ Á ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅ ÔÏ ×ÏÒË ÏÕÔ ×ÈÏ "ÅÎÊÁÍÉÎ *ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎȭÓ ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ×ÁÓȢ #ÉÖÉÌ ÒÅÇÉÓÔÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 
protestant marriages began in 1845 and gives the name of the father but our Benjamin 

 
58 Confirmation in the Established Church varied usually mid to late teens. Ben Johnston appears 
to have been around 21 years old when he was confirmed. 
59 MIC1P/338/B1 -3 
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Johnston was married in the 1820s.60  The key to unlocking the name of his father came 
with the discovery of the will of Henry Johnston (c1807-1887) of Aghagaskin probated 
Londonderry in 1887 and it is reproduced here for posterity: 
 
Will of Henry Johnston died 16 Dec 1887  
Effects £85 
Aughagaskin, Magherafelt  
 
To James Johnston son of my brother Benjamin £20 
 
To James Johnston Aghagaskin son of my brother John £5 & half crop in the garden; 
half the turf; half furnishing and a futher £12  
 
To Peggy Johnston wife of my nephew William Johnston of Aughagaskin £5 
 
Foreign missions of the Church of Ireland £10 
 
Exors - Richard Dalrimple, Magherafelt & James Weir of Ballynogher  
 
Henry Johnston revealed in his will that he had two brothers alive in 1887 namely 
Benjamin Johnston and John Johnston. Henry Johnston appears to have had no issue 
even though he had been married. 
 
Death entry for Henry Johnston Aghagaskin 1887: informant Mary Milliken. 

 
I had now identified Henry Johnston as another sibling of Benjamin Johnston. In addition, 
Henry Johnston was the informant on the death certificate for Richard Johnston of 
Aghagaskin dated 1881 and this revealed he was another brother. 
 
Registered death at Aghagaskin 9 July 1881 
Richard Johnston male married aged 70 years, Carpenter, Old Age no medical attendant 
not certified: Informant - Henry Johnston, brother present at death, Aghagaskin 14 July 
1881. 
 
Pursuing these new leads was fruitful. Further research on this Richard Johnston revealed 
that he was married in the year 1846, much later than his brothers Benjamin and John. 
The significance of this was that this was a year after the introduction of civil registration 
of Protestant marriages, and his certificate would give the name of the father. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
60 It seemed unlikely to me that any of his siblings would be married after 1845 providing that 
vital clue about the identity of the father but I was to be proved wrong in this regard. 
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Marriage register 1st P Magherafelt61  
No 11 
6 Feb 1846 Richard Johnston, 34, Bachelor, carpenter of Aghagaskin son of James 
Johnston, Land Surveyor to Hanna Weir aged 28 spinster, Ballynocher dau of William 
Weir, farmer by licence (both signed names).62  Witnesses - John Weir & William 
Hastings 

 
The marriage confirmed that the father of Richard, and hence Benjamin, John and Henry 
Johnston of Aghagaskin was James Johnston described on the certificate as a land 
surveyor.63 I take this to be the James Johnston who died 1827 aged 62. In addition the 
records indicated that three Johnston brothers had married three Weir sisters.64 The 
descendants of James Johnston of Aghagaskin are outlined in the tree below.  
 

 
 

 
61 CR13/B/1  
62 I usually take this as a sign of literacy.  
63 )Ô ÓÅÅÍÓ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÔÈÁÔ *ÁÍÅÓ *ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎ ×ÁÓ ÐÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÅÍÐÌÏÙÅÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ 3ÁÌÔÅÒÓȭ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ ÉÎ ÓÏÍÅ 
capacity as well as being a farmer. 
64 See Weir family history for additional information. 
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Johnstons in Aghagaskin Griffiths Valuation 1858 

 
The Griffiths Valuation of 1858 for Aghagaskin lists three Johnston brothers living on one 
farm that has been subdivided into three lots of approximately 5 acres each (this can be 
seen on the map below number 18). 
 
GV Aghagaskin 1858/59 
No 18  
a John Johnston 5 acres, 1 rood 
b Henry Johnston 5 acres, 1 rood 
c Richard Johnston 5 acres, 2 rood 
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The local topography indicates the prevalence of the surname Johnston in the area and 
we can clearly see the outline of the family farm numbered 18 on the Griffiths valuation 
map. We can actually identify each of the three dwelling houses in the map above. John 
and Henry Johnston lived close by in 18a and 18b with Richard residing in 18c.  The map 
shows field patterns and divisions but shows the Johnston farm as one holding.  The 
*ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎ ȬÆÁÒÍȭ ×ÁÓ ÄÉÓÓÅÃÔÅÄ ÂÙ Á ÒÏÁÄ ÒÕÎÎÉÎÇ ÕÐ ÁÎÄ ÏÖÅÒ *ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎȭÓ (ÉÌÌ ÉÎ !ÇÈÁÇÁÓËÉÎ 
townland. 
 
Neighbours to the Johnstons included ɀ to the north (no19) Eliza Kikly (Knightly); to the 
West (no15) James Kikly sen & jun; to the east (no 22) David & Andrew Lennox and also 
the Stewarts in 24 & 21 respectively. 
 
All of these familes were connected through marriage ɀ ÔÈÅ ÔÈÒÅÅ *ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎ ÂÒÏÔÈÅÒÓȭ 
grandmother was a Stewart and that is how the Johnstons came to hold the farm - through 
marriage.65 Likewise the Lennox and Stewart families were related. The name Kikly is also 
rendered as Knightly or McKnight (McNight) even Keatly. John Johnston of Aghagaskin 
number 18a in the above map of 1858 was married to Margaret Knightly. In addition John 
Johnston held an additional farm of land numbered 17 on the map beside ElizaÂÅÔÈ +ÉËÌÙȭÓ 
farm (perhaps endowed to him through marriage). The map shows the close connection 
in kinship ties between neighbours in a farming area, a common feature of life in rural 
Ireland in the pastȢ /ÆÔÅÎ ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓȭ ÓÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÄÁÕÇÈÔÅÒÓ ÍÁÒÒÉÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÎÅÉÇÈÂÏÕÒÉÎÇ ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓȭ 
sons and daughters. The tight interconnectedness of kinship ties was necessary in an age 
before mechanization when neighbour relied upon neighbour to help in the busy times 
such as harvest. 
 

 
65 See registered deed dated 1766 (No: 162706) 
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In 1858 Benjamin Johnstone senior resided in Killyneese. Having ascertained that his 
father was James Johnston I have reproduced his ancestral line below taking it back three 
generations.66 
 

 
 
The search of the registry of Deeds uncovered one recorded memorial concerning 
Benjamin Johnston senior. 
 
Registry of Deeds: Volume 5 memorial number 205 
Johnston to Bates registered 27 day March 1847 
Memorial of an Indented Deed of Conveyance 5 March 1847 
Between Benjamin Johnston of Glenmaquil, Londonderry, farmer of the one part & John 
Bates of Belfast, Antrim of the second part ɀ confirm unto said John Bates said deed, the 
house formerly occupied by William Lawson together southern portion of the lands 
situate in Glenmacquill nearly 3 acres plantation Irish as lately occupied by John Johnston 
& William Lawson together with two fields of land in Toberhead aforesaid of the premises 
then or lately held by Benj Boon & then in occupation of Edward Marlin & Michael Wallace 
containing 2 acres of late Irish acres & also two other parcels of Bog in Toberhead 
aforesaid and also two parcels of bog in Curran in the barony of Loughinsholin, from the 
first day November then last: 
Memorial witnessed by William Henderson, Drumlamph, Land Surveyor & George Young 
of Cabragh, Termoneeny, farmer both in said county Londonderry: 
Ben Johnson <seal> 
 
Benjamin Johnston senior resided in Aghagaskin until at least 1839 but by 1842 was 
resident in Glenmaquill.67  By a registered deed 1847 he offset property and land in 
Glenmaquill to John Bates. The small farm of 3 acres Irish was in previous occupation of 

 
66 7Å ÄÏ ÎÏÔ ËÎÏ× ÔÈÅ ÎÁÍÅ ÏÆ *ÁÍÅÓ *ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎȭÓ ×ÉÆÅ ɉÔÈÅ ÍÏÔÈÅÒ ÏÆ "ÅÎÊÁÍÉÎ *ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎÅɊȢ 
67 Based on church records of baptismal addresses for his children. 
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William Lawson and John Johnston.68 He also offset two acres in Toberhead and two 
parcels of bog in Curran. We have no way of knowing how Benjamin Johnston came to 
have rights in Toberhead and Curran but this possibly came into the family as dowries 
from marriages and rights passed on. It is probable that after offsetting his property in 
Glenmaquil that Benjamin Johnston moved to Killyneese where we find him resident at 
ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÅ ÏÆ 'ÒÉÆÆÉÔÈÓȭ ÖÁÌÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ρψυψȢ 
 
In the previous year his son Benjamin Johnston junior, emigrated with his young family 
on board Star of the South Assisted Emigration scheme from Liverpool 24 April 1857 
arrived Melbourne 5 August 1857.69  
 
Killyneese Griffiths Valuation: 
 
.Ï ωȡ "ÅÎÊÁÍÉÎ *ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎ ÆÒÏÍ 3ÁÌÔÅÒÓȭ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙ farm of 15 acres, 1 rood, 10 perches. 
 
"ÅÎÊÁÍÉÎ *ÏÈÎÔÏÎȭÓ +ÉÌÌÙÎÅÅÓÅ ÆÁÒÍ ÃÌÅÁÒÌÙ ÍÁÒËÅÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ 'ÒÉÆÆÉÔÈÓȭ ÍÁÐ ɉÎÏ ωɊȢ 

 
 
Registered death Benjamin Johnston senior 1879 Killyneese: 
23 Jan 1879, Killyniece: Benjamin Johnston male married aged 77 years, farmer; died 
of Bronchitis, uncertified, no medical attendant; Informant William Johnston x his 
mark, Killyneece. 

 
William Johnston was his son and he inherited the farm. He married Matilda McKnight in 
1884 and his descendants are charted below.  
 

 
68 John Johnston in Glenmaquill may have been a relation - it is possible that Benjamin Johnston 
inherited this property due to a family connection. 
69 Book 11 page 446 
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William Johnston died on 1st January1908 in Killyneese leaving a will to be probated:  
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Probate of the Will of William Johnston late of Killyneece, County Londonderry Farmer 
who died 1 January 1908 granted at Londonderry to William John Duncan and William 
Davison Farmers. Probate granted 22 Feb 1909: 
 
Will of James Johnston died 1 Jan 1908, Killyneece 
I leave & bequeath to my son John all I possess with the proviso that he pay £100 to my 
daughter Jane & is to support my wife as long as she lives. 10sh per year to the 
Presbyterian Church at Castledawson. 
Exors - William John Duncan, Killiniece & William Davison 
17 April 1907 
x mark of Wm Johnston 
 
Effects £309: 5sh 
Household £5 
Stock £46 
Freehold £256-5sh 

Sketch map of William *ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎȭÓ ÆÁÒÍ ρωπψ 

 
The above sketch is based on the farm ÍÁÐ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÁÍÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ 7ÉÌÌÉÁÍ *ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎȭÓ ×ÉÌÌ ÁÎÄ 
corresponds very well with the Griffiths valuation map. 
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Benjamin Johnston the emigrant ancestor probably spent his last few days with family in 
Killyneese before departing for Australia in 1857. We have established that he was, in fact, 
born in the townland of Aghagaskin circa 1828 son of Benjamin Johnston by Jane Weir. 
His grandfather was James Johnston who in turn was a son of Thomas Johnston by Mary 
Stewart. Thomas Johnston had inherited the Stewart farm in 1766 as part of a marriage 
dowry and thus he became a farmer in Aghagaskin ɀ his father Matthew Johnston was a 
skilled craftsman, a mason residing in Aghagaskin at the time of the marriage. In Matthew 
Johnston, we reached the limits of research. The Johnston surname still resonates around 
!ÇÈÁÇÁÓËÉÎ ÁÎÄ *ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎȭÓ (ÉÌÌ ×ÉÌÌ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÂÅ Á ÐÅÒÍÁÎÅÎÔ ÍÁÒËÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÍÉÎÄÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 
presence of the family in the townland of Aghagaskin. 
 
As mentioned the wife of Benjamin Johnston senior (and mother of the emigrant ancestor 
Benjamin Johnston junior) was Jane Weir. The Weir family were from the townland of 
Ballynockerȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÌÓÏ ÆÏÒÍÅÄ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 3ÁÌÔÅÒÓȭ )ÒÉÓÈ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ ÁÎÄ ÌÉÅÓ ÃÏÎÔÉÇÕÏÕÓ ÔÏ 
Aghagaskin. The next line of research was into the family of Jane Weir. 
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THE WEIR FAMILY OF BALLYKNOCKER 

It was known that the Weir family came from Ballynocker and this was contiguous with 
the townland of Aghagaskin both in the parish of Magherafelt and both lay in the northern 
ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 3ÁÌÔÅÒÓȭ )ÒÉÓÈ ÅÓÔÁÔÅȢ Ballynocker townland itself presents the researcher 
with problems because of the variety of different spellings of the place name.70 This made 
the search process a little more difficult since my primary  research strategy is centred on 
placename rather than surname. 
 
I had already identified from the Johnston family search that three Johnston brothers had 
married three Weir sisters. It was fortunate that the marriage of Richard Johnston to 
Hanna Weir occurred on 6 February 1846 less than one year after the compulsory civil 
registration of protestant marriages in Ireland. The marriage certificate indicated that 
Hannah Weir was the daughter of William Weir, farmer and since she resided in 
Ballyncoher and this was again confirmation that the family was from that townland.71   

 
The Weir family were members of Castledawson Presbyterian Church so it was possible 
to use the registers of births and marriages to develop a descendant tree from the 
primogenitor of the family William Weir.72 

 
70 Ballynocher; Ballynogher; Ballyknocker; Ballynocker are just some examples. 
71 Marriage register of First Presbyterian Magherafelt [CR13/B/1]. The witnesses to the marriage were 
*ÏÈÎ 7ÅÉÒ ɉ(ÁÎÎÁȭÓ ÂÒÏÔÈÅÒɊ ÁÎÄ 7ÉÌÌÉÁÍ (ÁÓÔÉÎÇÓ ɉ(ÁÎÎÁȭÓ brother in law).  It is important to record 
witnesses to the vital records of births, marriages and deaths as they often relations and so provide 
additional clues regarding kinship ties. 
72 MIC 1P/90: Castledawson Presbyterian registers of baptisms 1809 and marriages from 1805 
and also a membership list of 1848. 
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Johnston
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The Johnston family headstone in Castledawson Presbtyerian Church also provided a 
tantalizing conundrum about the relationship between the Johnston and Weir families.  
 
Erected by John Johnston in memory of John Weir who departed this life 6 March 
1870 aged 85 years 
Also William Weir died 1809 Ballynougher  
The above John Johnston, Tamnadace died 16 December 1905 

 
Analysis of the headstone: 
Many hours were initially spent trying to work out the relationship between the people 
mentioned in this headstone. The relationship of those engraved on the stone was obvious 
to those who had the headstone erected but with the passage of time was lost to 
subsequent generations. I am fairly certain now of the relationships involved but only 
after a significant amount of research into these families (and with new additional family 
information provided through Janet Lennox, a Johnston and Weir descendant). 
 
William Weir of Ballynogher who was recorded having died 1809 appears to have been 
the progenitor of the Weir family as already mentioned. It would also seem that he died 
as a relatively young man. He was the maternal grandfather of John Johnston mentioned 
in the headstone. Although John Johnston (1829-1905) was recorded as a resident of 
Tamnadace he as in fact born in Aghagaskin son of Benjamin Johnston senior by Jane Weir. 
 
John Johnston had inherited  a farm in Tamnadace from his relation John Weir.73 So it 
seemed clear that the Tamnadace Weirs and the Ballynocker Weirs must have been 
related. 
 
William Weir  of Ballynocher (died 1809) appears to have been the uncle of John Weir of 
Tamnadace74 (1785-1870). John Weir was unmarried and left no issue so transferred the 
family farm to John Johnston. If my calculations are correct John Weir was first cousin 
(once removed) of John Johnston (who also died without giving issue).75  
 
The 1831 census for Tamnadace revealed a household (number 5) headed by a Jno Wier 
with 4 males/1 female and I female servant present on census night.76 Since John Weir 
(1785-1870) had not been married and had no issue it seemed probable that the John 
Wier of the 1831 census was his father (and hence brother of William Weir of 
Ballynocker).  
 
My initial conclusions were confirmed by a pedigree of the Weir family provided by 
Janet Lennox, a descendant, and appears to have been drawn up from oral tradition 
within the family. I was delighted that the pedigree had vindicated much of my research 
and proved that research methodologies were sound. Since I had carried out a lot of 
field work I am able to confirm that the pedigree provides a very useful and sound 
template and so it is recorded here for posterity. 
 

 
 

 
73 This was confirmed in the Griffiths revision books. 
74 $ÅÁÔÈ ÃÅÒÔÉÆÉÃÁÔÅ ÃÏÎÆÉÒÍÅÄ *ÏÈÎ 7ÅÉÒȭÓ ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓ ÁÓ 4ÁÍÎÁÄÁÃÅ and informant was John 
Johnston. 
75 The Tamnadeese farm came into possession of George Watterson 1904 and John Kane 1907 (Griffiths 
revision books) 
76 This was the only Weir family in Tamnadace in the 1831 census. 
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WEIR PEDIGREE 

 
Analysis of the pedigree: 
The above family tree has John Weir (died aged 95 but no date of death forthcoming) as 
brother of William Weir of Ballynocher. His son John Weir died c.1863 without issue and 
the farm passed to John Johnston (son of Benjamin Johnston by Jane Weir). The 
documentary trail proves this land transaction to be a fact but the evidence shows that 
John Weir died in 1870 and not 1863. 
 
John Weir of Tamnadase 
4ÈÅÒÅ ÅØÉÓÔÓ Á ÇÏÏÄ ÒÕÎ ÏÆ ÒÅÎÔÁÌÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 3ÁÌÔÅÒÓȭÓ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÃÈÉÖÅÓ ÏÆ 02/.)Ȣ77 John 
Weir is not listed in the 1778 rental by name but may be part of the partnership group 
listed under Robert Love. In subsequent rentals John Weir is listed with Love and Thomas 
Rogers in Tamnadase. It is possible that John Weir moved into Tamnadace as a 
consequence of marrying someone from that townland.78 
 
1778 rental Salters79  
No 7. Robert Love & partners 44a, 3 r, 37p rent £16-4-1 expiration 1779 
 
1779-1783 rental80  
Robert Love 
Thos Rogers 
John Weir 
Partners sharing 13a-8r-2p 
 
 

 
77 Primarily D4108 and D654 
78 Perhaps to a Love or a Rogers but this is only speculation as I have no proof. 
79 D654/R/4/2A  
80 D654/R/4/2B  
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1795 rental81  
No2. John Weir 13-1-8 rent £6-4-0 
 
1796 rental82 ibid 
1797 rental83 ibid 
 
1800 rental84  
No 6. John Weir & James Rogers rent £6-13-5 
 
1812 rental85  
John Weir 17a, 2r, 25 p rent £13-4-0 lease 13 years 
 
1814 rental86  
No 6. John Weir 17 a, 2r, 25 p rent £13:4:10 
 
John Weir is first recorded in the 1779 rental, which is useful in terms of trying to estimate 
his date of birth which (which may have been c.1750-60). Again this would fit with 
Alexander Weir in the 1766 religious returns being his father (and John Wier of the 1740 
0ÒÏÔÅÓÔÁÎÔ ÈÏÕÓÅÈÏÌÄÅÒÓȭ ÒÅÔÕÒÎÓ ÍÁÙ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÈÉÓ ÇÒÁÎÄÆÁÔÈÅÒ ×ÈÏÍ ÈÅ ×ÁÓ ÎÁÍÅÄ 
for).87  
 
The 1766 religious returns, which generally I have found to be a reliable source indicates 
that there was only one Weir family in the parish of Magherafelt in the middle of the 
eighteenth century. It is probable that we are dealing with one family descending from 
John Weir of the 1740 returns and it seems most likely that he is the progenitor of the 
Weir family of Ballynogher.88 
 
4ÈÅ ρψρς 3ÁÌÔÅÒÓȭ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙ ÒÅÎÔÁÌ ÓÈÏ×Ó ÔÈÁÔ *ÏÈÎ 7ÅÉÒȭÓ ÌÅÁÓÅ ×ÁÓ Á ÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÌÅÁÓÅ 
for a fixed period of 13 years. This type of lease was much less valuable than a perpetuity 
lease and the tenant was more financially vulnerable since the landlord could increase the 
rent each time upon the expiration of the lease. As the lease was less valuable it is highly 
unlikely that the transaction involved would have been recorded in the Registry of Deeds. 
 
We know that John Weir junior of Tamnadase was born c. 1784 and died 1870 so it is 
most likely it is his father John Weir senior who is recorded in the 1796 Flax returns for 
Magherafelt parish with a premium of two spinning wheels.89 It seems probable that it is 
John Weir junior who is recorded as head of household in the 1831 census and subsequent 
'ÒÉÆÆÉÔÈÓȭ ÖÁÌÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÌÁÎÄ ÒÅÃÏÒÄÓȢ 
 

 
81 D654/R4/3A  
82 D654/R4/3B  
83 D654/R4/4  
84 D654/R/4/5  
85 D654/R/4/8  
86 D4108/4/3/1  
87 %ÉÇÈÔÅÅÎÔÈ ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙ ÃÅÎÓÕÓ ÓÕÂÓÔÉÔÕÔÅÓ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ ÔÈÅ ρχτπ 0ÒÏÔÅÓÔÁÎÔ ÈÏÕÓÅÈÏÌÄÅÒÓȭ ÓÕÒÖÅÙȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÁÓ 
survived for all parishes in the county; the 1766 returns, which has survived for a limited number of 
parishes including Magherafelt. In addition there are the 1796 Flax returns, essentially a list of farmers who 
claimed for a premium for growing an agreed amount of flax on their farms. 
88 The 1831 census shows four Weir households in the parish of Magherafelt again indicating that they 
were a small clan in the area. 
89 In addition a James Wier in Magherafelt parish received four wheels (possibly another brother). 
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1831 census  
John Wier 4 males/1female 1 female servant (5 Presbyterian 1 RC). 
 
There were four males recorded in the Weir property on census night, which includes the 
head of household John Weir. Castledawson Presbyterian registers do not record any 
Weirs from Tamnadase using the church for marriages or baptisms.90 John Weir junior 
was unmarried and had no issue so his farm passed to his cousin John Johnston of 
Aghagaskin, (this may indicate no male descendants in the Tamnadase line due to a lack 
of issue or perhaps emigration). I have uncovered several source of material evidence to 
prove the oral tradition that the Tamnadase farm passed from John Weir to John Johnston. 
 
In the 1858 Griffiths valuation for Tamnadeese John Weir is recorded as a substantial 
ÆÁÒÍÅÒ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ 3ÁÌÔÅÒÓȭ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȡ 
No2. John Weir 38 acres, 10p from Worshipful Company of Salters 
 
'ÒÉÆÆÉÔÈÓ ÖÁÌÕÁÔÉÏÎ ÈÁÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÂÅÅÎ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÁÓ Á ȬÕÓÅÆÕÌ ÃÅÎÓÕÓ ÓÕÂÓÔÉÔÕÔÅȭ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÁÔ 
underplays the genealogical significance of this important source to the family historian 
since the books were periodically updated and changes in occupancy recorded.91 As you 
ÃÁÎ ÓÅÅ ÂÅÌÏ× ÔÈÅ ȬÃÁÎÃÅÌÌÅÄȭ ÂÏÏË ÆÏÒ 4ÁÍÎÁÄÁÓÅ shows the name of John Weir being 
replaced by John Johnston. The red ink corresponds to a date, 1876, when the change was 
recorded. This would usually be an indication that the occupier was deceased and 
therefore the farm transferred to another person often a relation. I find these cancelled 
books most useful in terms of helping to narrow down the search for a registered death. 
In this case it seemed likely that John Weir had died sometime between 1864 (when this 
cancelled book was started) and 1876. A search in the archive of GRONI in Belfast proved 
this to be the case and the registered death of John Weir (recorded below) occurred in 
1870.92 
 
Griffiths revision books for Tamnadase93 (1864-1878) 

 
The name of John Weir was stroked out in 1876 and replaced by John Johnston. 
 
 
 
 
  

 
90 May have used another local Church but the Weir family appear to have been attached to Castledawson 
congregation so this perhaps indicates a lack of issue in the Tamnadase line. 
91 I am certain that even if the census returns for the nineteenth century had survived for Ireland that the 
genealogist would still be using Griffiths valuation and the updated books since they contain a wealth of 
genealogical material. In addition there are maps that baccompany the valuation that show both property 
and land occupancy so it is possible to trace exact residency and farms of ancestors from mid nineteenth 
century. 
92 This search of the registered births, marriages and deaths in N Ireland can now be carried out online 
since the GRONI platform came live in 2014. 
93 VAL12/B/34/18B  
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Registered death  
6 March 1870 Tamnadace John Weir male bachelor aged 85 years Homoplegia 17 years 
right side uncertified no medical attendant - Informant - John Johnston present at death 
Tamnadace 24 March 1870 

 
In addition the manor of Sal rental also records the change in occupancy: 
Manor of Sal rental 1869-1871 D4108/4/4/1  
PLU rates94 
Tamnadeece No16 - John Weir stroked out replaced by John Johnston, Cartright's return 
(March 1871). 
 
Family tradition also maintained that John Johnston of Tamnadase died unmarried and 
without issue and the registered death entry proved that this was indeed the case. 
 
Registered death  
16 Dec 1905 Tamnadace John Johnston male bachelor aged 80 years farmer of 
Bronchitis & Cardiac disease 21 days certified: Informant George Watterson present at 
death Tamnadace: 20 Dec 1905. 

 
With the death of John Johnston the Tamnadase farm passed out of the family and it was 
in possession of George Watterson95 ɉÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÎÔ ÏÆ *ÏÈÎ *ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎȭÓ ÄÅÁÔÈɊ ÁÂÏÕÔ ρωπτ ÁÎÄ 
subsequently John Kane c.1907.  
 
The Weir family of Ballynogher: 
With regard to the Weir family in Ballynogher, the family pedigree has Hanna as wife of 
William Weir (1764-1809). I have found no evidence to substantiate the name of William 
7ÅÉÒȭÓ ×ÉÆÅ ÂÕÔ ÏÎÅ ÄÁÕÇÈÔÅÒ ×ÁÓ ÎÁÍÅÄ (ÁÎÎÁ 7ÅÉÒ ɉρψρπ-1895) so I have no reason to 
doubt the oral history of the family.96 With regard to their children I am in agreement with 
the outlined pedigree but have added a William Weir (junior) to the tree since he appears 
in the 1831 census in Ballynogher and the following year a William Weir acted as a 
witness to the marriage of Bess Weir to Henry Johnston.  
 
It seems probable that William and Alexander Weir recorded in the 1831 census for 
Ballynogher were brothers. 
 
1831 census Ballynogher 
No 34: Wm Wier 2m/4f [6] 
.Ï τχȡ !ÌÅØȭÒ 7ÉÅÒ ςÍȾρÆ ɍσ0ɎȢ 
 
The pedigree takes the family tree back one further generation indicating that Alexander 
Weir was the father of William and John Weir. The date indicated (1766) refers to the 
religious returns. In March and April 1766 Church of Ireland rectors were instructed by 
the government to make a return of all householders in their parishes showing their 
religion. Unfortunately the original returns were lost in the 1922 fire in the Four Courts, 
Dublin. We therefore have to rely on the transcripts of Tenison Groves. 
 
4ÈÅ ÒÅÔÕÒÎÓ ÆÏÒ -ÁÇÈÅÒÁÆÅÌÔ ÌÉÓÔÓ !ÌÅØȭÒ 7ÉÅÒȟ $ÉÓÓÅÎÔÅÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÉÓÈ ρχφφȢ )Ô ÓÅÅÍÓ 
likely that he was the progenitor of the family. Indeed this is supported by the statistical 

 
94 Poor Law Union 
95 I have found no evidence to suggest the Wattersons were related to the Weirs or the Johnstons. 
96 Only William Weir is listed on the Johnston headstone. 
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evidence as there was only four Weir families in the parish of Magherafelt in the 1831 
census almost certainly all were related.  
 
! ÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÎÔÁÌÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 3ÁÌÔÅÒÓȭ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ ÃÏÎÆÉÒÍÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ !ÌÅØȭÒ 7ÉÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ρχφφ 
religious returns did indeed reside in Ballynougher townland in a joint tenancy with 
Wm Winchaster for a farm of13 acres: 3rood & 38 perches 
 
ρχχψ ÒÅÎÔÁÌ 3ÁÌÔÅÒÓȭ )ÒÉÓÈ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ 97  

 
)Î ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎȟ Á ÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ρχτπ 0ÒÏÔÅÓÔÁÎÔ ÈÏÕÓÅÈÏÌÄÅÒÓȭ ÓÕÒÖÅÙ ÌÉÓÔÓ ÏÎÅ *ÏÈÎ 7ÅÅÒ 
(sic) in Magherafelt parish.  It is probable that he was the father of Alexander Weir of the 
1766 census and 1778 rentals. 
 
1779-1783 rental98 

Appears to show Jno (John) Weir with Wm Winchester paying a rent of £5: 9: 10. It is 
likely that is the John Weir, son of Alexander Weir whom who also held the farm in 
Tamnadase. I suspect that Alexander Weir had died hence the change of name indicating 
perhaps that John Weir was the eldest son. 
 
The next series of rentals shows William Weir as occupying a farm in Ballynogher: 
 
 
 
 
 

 
97 D654/R/4/2A  
98 D654/R/4/2B  



McCool, McNiece, Johnston, Weir, Backhouse, Morton families 

 42 

 
1795 rental Ballynogher99  
No8. William Weir 7a, 2r, 4p rent £5:8:6 value £14. 
 
1796 rental100 ibid 
1797 rental101 ibid 
 
1800 rental Ballynogher102  
No 8. William Wier rent £5-8-6 
 
1812 rental Ballynogher 103  
No 8. William Weir 7a, 3r, 0 p rent £5:8:6104 
 
1814 rental Ballynogher105 
No 8. William Weir 7a, 2r rent £5-8-6.106 
 
The evidence points to Alexander Weir in occupation of Ballynogher and his son John 
Weir moving to Tamnadase and another son William Weir remaining in Ballynogher.   
 
John Johnston had an inscription placed posthumously on the family headstone 
memorialising his maternal grandfather William Weir of Ballynougher died 1809. 

 
 

 
99 D654/R4/3A  
100 D654/R4/3B  
101 D654/R4/4  
102 D654/R/4/5  
103 D654/R/4/8  
104 The difference in size of the farm is probably due to different measurements used. 
105 D4108/4/3/1  
106 Both the 1812 and 1814 rental show that John Weir held in trust the farm of William Winchester 
numbered 7 on the rent schedule. 
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The headstone gives a date of death for John Weir of 1809.  The last child baptised to 
William Weir of Ballynogher in the Castledawson registers occurred on the 21st April 
1810.107 This headstone was erected posthumously so the date of death might not be 
exact. Also we see a 7ÉÌÌÉÁÍ 7ÅÉÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 3ÁÌÔÅÒÓȭ ÒÅÎÔÁÌÓ ÆÏÒ ρψρς ÁÎÄ ρψρτȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÌÓÏ 
challenges the date of death on the headstone.108 I do not have any real answers for this 
discrepancy but it would be my interpretation of the family history that William 
Johnston died quite young around 1809. This date is taken to be an approximation since 
the headstone was probably erected around 1870. Unless, there was a family Bible it is 
hard to determine how the family would have known the date of death, leaving a certain 
margin of error, perhaps.  
 
The documentary evidence uncovered corresponds well with the family pedigree, which 
I have found to be internally consistent. It is probable then that John Weir listed in the 
1740 household returns also resided in Ballynogher so I have included him as the family 
patriarch in the outline tree below.109 
 

 

 
 
Family tradition records that the Weir family had its origins in the area of Dalserf in 
Lanark, Scotland and came to Ireland around the time of the siege of Derry. Whether this 
oral history is accurate cannot at this time be verified but there is no doubt that the 
Weirs were Scottish in origin. 
 
The paternal and maternal line of the emigrant ancestor Benjamin Johnston (1828-
1895) is therefore outlined below for completeness.110 
 

 
107 1810 April 21st Hanna (daughter) of William Weir, Ballynocher 
108 It is also possible that this may have been his son, William Weir junior. 
109 This is a hypothetical tree based on best available evidence but I am confident that the 
records and oral tradition supports this narrative given that there appears to have been only one 
Weir family in the parish of Magherafelt. 
110 Note that some of the dates I have entered in the early family tree are speculative due to a lack of vital 
records but are based on the best available evidence. 
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Having completed the Johnston/Weir line, attention was turned to the paternal and 
maternal line of Jane McNeice (1831-1892) wife of Benjamin Johnston (1802-1879). 
 
It transpired that both the paternal and maternal ancestors of Jane McNeice had their 
origins in the townland of Toberhead, which lies north of and contiguous with both 
Aghagaskin and Ballynocker. Despite the close proximity Toberhead lies in a different 
ÐÁÒÉÓÈ ɉ-ÁÇÈÅÒÁɊ ÁÎÄ ÆÏÒÍÅÄ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙ ÏÆ 6ÉÎÔÎÅÒÓȭ "ÅÌÌÁÇÈÙ ÅÓÔÁÔÅȢ 4ÈÉÓ 
ÌÏÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÐÒÏÖÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÆÏÒÔÕÉÔÏÕÓ ÓÉÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ 6ÉÎÔÎÅÒÓȭ ÒÅÃÏÒÄÓ ÁÒÅ ÑÕÉÔÅ ÓÕÂÓÔÁÎÔÉÁÌ ÁÎÄ Á 
rich source for the family historian. 
 
It will be remembered that the death record of Benjamin Johnston in Australia 1895 
recorded that he was the son of Benjamin Johnstone and Betsy McCull of Londonderry, 
Ireland. The mistake is now clear that the information given by the family recorded the 
ÍÁÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÇÒÁÎÄÍÏÔÈÅÒ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÇÒÁÎÄÍÏÔÈÅÒ ÆÏÒ "ÅÎÊÁÍÉÎȭÓ ÄÅÁÔÈȢ )Ô 
was Jane McNeice Johnston who was the daughter of Elizabeth McCull or McCool. The 
McCools were an early Toberhead family and were originally a Quaker family, which 
opened up the possibility of further research into the Quaker church records, which 
generally are superior to other church records in Ireland. In addition I uncovered in 
PRONI detailed records of a family dispute over land that revealed the maternal 
grandmother of Jane McNeice was a Backhouse, another family with Quaker origins in 
4ÏÂÅÒÈÅÁÄȢ  "ÏÔÈ -Ã#ÏÏÌ ÁÎÄ "ÁÃËÈÏÕÓÅ ÆÁÍÉÌÉÅÓ ÒÅÓÉÄÅÄ ÉÎ 4ÏÂÅÒÈÅÁÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ 6ÉÎÔÎÅÒÓȭ 
Irish estate.  
 
4ÈÅ ÒÅÃÏÒÄÓ ÁÌÓÏ ÒÅÖÅÁÌÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ *ÁÎÅ -Ã.ÅÉÃÅȭÓ ÍÏÔÈÅÒ ɉ%ÌÉÚÁÂÅÔÈ -Ã.ÅÉÃÅ ÎÅÅ -Ã#ÏÏÌɊ 
had remarried after the death of her husband John McNeice to a William Morton 
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(another family with early origins in the area in the townland of Ballynocker). Morton 
appears to have been a fiery character and it is a result of his litigious actions over 
property rights that so much family evidence has come to light (Morton Papers). The 
-ÏÒÔÏÎ ÐÁÐÅÒÓȟ ÉÎ ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 1ÕÁËÅÒ ÁÎÄ 6ÉÎÔÎÅÒȭÓ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ ÒÅÃÏÒÄÓ ÁÌÌÉÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ 
Registry of Deeds opened an archive of material on the family of McCool that has 
allowed me to trace the family back to the seventeenth century with a degree of 
confidence rarely afforded to an Irish researcher (and in addition the Backhouse family 
to the very early eighteenth century).  
 
Irish genealogical research is difficult, time-consuming and often frustrating but 
perseverance is a necessary attribute in order to succeed. It is almost impossible to 
successfully engage in Irish family research in the period before civil registration 
wi thout the support of a competent professional researcher digging into the actual 
records in the various archives.111 Land is key to success. Search place rather than 
surname. The genealogist is not only a family researcher but also a competent local 
historian since knowledge of place and seeking out the sources pertaining to that place 
are the keys to unlocking the past. 
 
Toberhead proved to be a productive location in terms of evidential source material, 
which allowed us to unlock the family history and extend the tree back into the 
seventeenth century.   
 
In order to maximise the utility of the evidence d one needs to understand the historical 
context of the records uncovered. Toberhead formed part of the VintnÅÒÓȭ )ÒÉÓÈ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ 
(often called the Bellaghy estate). The Bellaghy estate was purchased by William 
Conolly, (a man of humble origins from Ballyshannon, county Donegal) who 
subsequently became speaker of the Irish House of Commons and one of the largest 
landlords and wealthiest men in Ireland. Conolly was a progressive landlord in his era 
because he favoured granting perpetuity leases as a means to creating a strong, 
progressive and upwardly mobile tenantry. Effectively perpetuity leases were freeholds 
and entitled the holder of the lease to a vote. This was one of the reasons why Speaker 
Conolly granted freeholds on his estates. 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
111 It is of course possible for the amateur to undertake the search in the archives themselves if they have 
spent time studying and learning the research methodologies that are necessary for Irish research. 
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THE VINTNERôS BELLAGHY ESTATE COUNTY LONDONDERRY 

As you can see from the map below ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 6ÉÎÔÎÅÒÓȭ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ ÔÈÅÒÅ ×ÁÓ Á ÓÃÁÔÔÅÒÅÄ 
distribution of townlands within the estate. They were separated in places by church-land 
or ÌÁÎÄ ÈÅÌÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ -ÅÒÃÅÒÓȭ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙ. The area of particular interest for our study centres 
on townland of Toberhead which lay to the southern portion of the estate. The estate 
covered a wide area and lay within the civil parishes of Killelagh, Maghera, Tamlaght 
/ȭ#ÒÉÌÌÙȟ "ÁÌÌÙÓÃÕÌÌÉÏÎȟ 4ÅÒÍÏÎÅÅÅÎÙȟ +ÉÌÃÒÏÎÁÇÈÁÎ ÁÎÄ $ÅÓÅÒÔÍÁÒÔÉÎ. 

MAP OF VINTNERSô ESTATE112 

Landlords were often absent from their estates yet a knowledge of the history of the 
proprietor of the estates can often provide valuable additional clues with regard to the 
ÔÅÎÁÎÔÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÅÓÔÁÔÅÓȢ 4ÈÅ 6ÉÎÔÎÅÒÓȭ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙ ÌÅÁÓÅÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÌÁÎÄÓ ÔÏ *ÏÈÎ 2Ï×ÌÅÙ ÁÎÄ 
Baptist Jones in 1619 for 57 years. In 1625, the lease was taken over by Henry Conway. 
&ÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ρφτρ ÒÅÂÅÌÌÉÏÎ 3ÉÒ *ÏÈÎ #ÌÏÔ×ÏÒÔÈÙ ÁÃÑÕÉÒÅÄ #ÏÎ×ÁÙȭÓ ÌÅÁÓÅ ×ÉÔÈÏut the 
#ÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ ËÎÏ×ÌÅÄÇÅȢ #ÌÏÔ×ÏÒÔÈÙ ×ÁÓ ÁÃÃÕÓÅÄ ÏÆ ÓÔÒÉÐÐÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÏÄÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ ÁÎÄ 
the Company appointed Lawrence Cox as their agent in 1658. Despite his misdemeanours, 
#ÌÏÔ×ÏÒÔÈÙ ÒÅÍÁÉÎÅÄ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ ÃÈÉÅÆ ÔÅÎÁÎÔȢ )Î ρφφπ #ÌÏÔ×ÏÒÔÈÙ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ 6iscount 
Massereene and by 1669 his son-in-law, the Second Viscount Massereene was in charge. 
In 1673 he obtained a new lease of 61 years [with a fine of £2,000 and an annual rent of 
£200]. It is in this period that the progenitor of the McCool family made his first 
appearance in the local records (Quaker registers 1688/1689). John McCool may have 

 
112 CD: Tracing Derry/Londonderry Ancestrors; Macafee. My thanks to Billy for kind permission to 
reproduce the map. 
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been in possession of a strong lease but the absence of estate records for the Massereene 
Bellaghy estate are prescriptive in this regard. 

William Conyyngham of Moneymore was commissioned by the Company to survey the 
estate in 1697 but Massereene would not co-operate. The company appointed William 
Conolly (later Speaker of the Irish House of Commons) as their agent and he appears to 
have seized the estate because Masserene was in arrears. Conolly took over the estate in 
1714 when Massereene died. We are fortunate that a large collection of material is extant 
ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ ÕÎÄÅÒ #ÏÎÏÌÌÙȭÓ ÔÅÎÕÒÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÅÉÇÈÔÅÅÎÔÈ ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙȢ 

The opening decades of the 18th century were a time of economic depression hence many 
of the inhabitants and tenants emigrated to America leaving their lands.113 The 1718 
ÒÅÎÔÁÌ ÂÅÁÒÓ ÏÕÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÅÓÔÉÍÏÎÙ ÁÎÄ ÓÈÏ×Ó ÔÈÅ 6ÉÎÔÎÅÒÓȭ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ ÌÅÁÓÅÄ ÏÕÔ ÔÏ ÍÉÄÄÌÅÍÅÎ 
in large tracts at low rents ɀ most of these were long established British families ɀ Browne, 
Clark, Rowley, Arrell, Stafford and Downing. This abrogation of duties by the London 
Companies and the subletting to middlemen was considered to be the worst feature of the 
land system in county Derry in the eighteenth century.  

In 1729 Conolly was negotiating to purchase the estate in fee simple for £6,000 and a rent 
ÏÆ Ζςππ ×ÉÔÈ Ô×Ï ÆÁÔ ÂÕÃËÓȢ !ÆÔÅÒ Á ÓÕÒÖÅÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ #ÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ ÓÕÒÖÅÙÏÒ 3ÌÏÁÎȟ 
Conolly increased his offer to £15,000. Conolly died during 1729 and the purchase of the 
estate was completed by his nephew, also a William Conolly and he had obtained the 
deeds by 1737. £10,000 of the purchase money was due by 1734, which helps to explain 
the granting of so many perpetuities on the estate at that time. Because perpetuities 
included initial fines that were reasonably substantial this was a quick way of raising cash 
initially. Also tenants holding perpetuities were regarded as freeholders and freeholders 
could vote. 

!Ó ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÅÄ ÔÈÅ 6ÉÎÔÎÅÒÓȭ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ ×ÁÓ ÌÅÁÓÅÄ ÉÎ ÐÅÒÐÅÔÕÉÔÙ ÔÏ 7ÉÌÌÉÁÍ #ÏÎÏÌÌÙ ÉÎ ρχστ ÁÔ 
ÔÈÅ ÙÅÁÒÌÙ ÒÅÎÔ ÏÆ Ζςππ ÁÎÄ Ȭa brace of good bucks or £12 in lieu thereofȭȢ 114  The estate 
contained 32,600 acres [48-50 square miles]. Whilst researching for this paper I noted in 
the registry of Deeds that Conolly granted several perpetuity leases in 1734 to both native 
Irish and British setters. The McCools were one family that succeeded in obtaining a 

perpetuity lease in 1734 represented by Archibald McCool son of the original John.  

The subsequent history of the estate was somewhat complicated. The nephew, William 
Conolly was succeeded by his son Thomas Conolly and after his death the estate passed 
into the hands of various persons who, through marriages to females within the Conolly 
connection, managed to acquire an interest in the estate. In 1836 the estate was in the 
hands of the Marquis of Lothian, the Earl of Strafford, the Earl of Clancarty and Colonel 
Conolly, who were tenants-in-common. Strafford, for example, acquired his interest 
through the marriage of Anne Conolly [the daughter of the Rt. Hon. William Conolly] to 
George Byng of Wrotham Park. Byng was the family name of the Straffords. Lord Strafford, 
et.al held the estate until the compulsory Land Purchase Act of 1921. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
113 D2094/21  
114 D1062/1/16  
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4/"%2(%!$ !.$ 4(% 6).4%23ȭ %34!4% 
The area of particular interest for our study centres on townland of Toberhead on the 
VintnÅÒÓȭ ÅÓÔÁÔÅȢ Three of the families under investigation were rooted in the townland of 
Toberhead namely - McNeice, McCool and Backhouse. The latter two families were 
originally Quaker in origin but later Presbyterian. The McNeice family were Presbyterian 
but I do not preclude the possibility that they had been a Quaker family at an earlier 
time.115 
 

THE McNEICE FAMILY TREE 
 
Jane Johnston nee McNeice wife of Benjamin Johnston: 
 
Jane Johnston died Sunday 25th December 1892, Bendigo aged 56 years - interred in 
White Hills cemetery: Section C1. 

 
According to her death record Jane Johnston died in East Melbourne Hospital aged 60 
years. Father unknown and Mother unknown. It appears that the family may not have 
been present to give the information about her death. This often happened if someone 
died in hospital a distance from home.116 
 
"ÅÎÊÁÍÉÎ *ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎȭÓ ÄÅÁÔÈ ÃÅÒÔÉÆÉÃÁÔÅ ρψωυ ÇÁÖÅ ÈÉÓ ×ÉÆÅȭÓ ÎÁÍÅ ÁÓ *ÁÎÅ Johnston 
formerly McNease as seen below: 
 

 
 
Armed with this knowledge it was easy to find the marriage of Benjamin Johnston to 
Jane McNeice which occurred in Castledawson Presbyterian Church in 1854.117 

 
According the marriage certificate Jane McNeice was aged 21 in 1854, which gave her a 
birth date of c. 1832/1833.  The McNeice surname is subject to an array of spelling 
variations and it would have been easy to miss the baptismal entry for Jane McNeice in 
the Castledawson Presbyterian church registers since the minister recorded the 
surname as Meniss. This indicated that she was baptised in 1831 and was from the 

 
115 I have not uncovered any direct evidence that the McNiece family of Toberhead were Quaker. 
116 Someone in the hospital probably gave the details for the death. 
117 Castledawson Presbyterian marriages MIC 1P/90 
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townland of Toberhead, the daughter of John McNeice confirming the details on the 
marriage certificate. 
 

20 Aug 1831 Jane             John Meniss             Toberhead              Maghera 

 
Castledawson Presbyterian register of baptisms118 
20 Aug 1831 Jane of John Meniss Toberhead, Maghera. 
 
In addition the registers identified one other McNeice baptism: 
 
10 Aug 1829 Arch'd of John McNiss of Toberhead, Maghera 
 
I took Archibald McNeice to be a sibling to Jane. But the trail ended after the baptism of 
Jane in 1831. No other children were baptised to a John McNeice in the registers. In 
addition the only McNeice household listed in the 1831 census for Toberhead was 
headed by a Thomas McNeice. The absence of John McNeice in the census returns was 
unexpected. 
 
1831 head of household Tubberhead 
No 45 Thos McNeice 2 households 3 males 6 females 9 Presbyterians 
 
Notice that this household had two families present so it was possible that John 
-Ã.ÅÉÃÅȭÓ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ×ÁÓ ÒÅÓÉÄÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎ ɉ4ÈÏÍÁÓ -Ã.ÅÉÃÅ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ 
a brother or father). 
 
!ÄÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÆÒÁÇÍÅÎÔÁÒÙ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÔÈÅȭÓ ÂÏÏË ÆÏÒ -ÁÇÈÅÒÁ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÇÉÓÔÅÒÓ ÏÆ 
Castledawson Presbyterian Church gave indication of another McNeice family in 
Toberhead. 
 
Daniel McNeice senior had a son baptised in Castledawson Presbyterian Church: 
14 July 1806 Daniel of Daniel Menise, Toberhead.119 
 
1827 Tithe book Toberhead, Maghera 
Danl McNeese senior had a farm of 12a, 2roods 
Daniel McNeese junior had a farm of 5a, 2roods 
 
1831 was headed by Daniel McNeiss (probably, senior): 
1831 census Tubberhead 
Daniel McNeiss head 3males/3females 6 Presbyterian 
 
I was less than hopeful in developing the McNeice line any further and believed that I 
had probably reached the limits of my research. 
 
As mentioned previously a key research methodology is centered on locating sources 
pertaining to the placename under consideration. I was mindful that like surnames the 
spelling of placenames was subject to a great variation in the older records. Toberhead 
was also rendered as Tuberhead or Tubberhead. 

 
118 Castledawson Presbyterian baptisms MIC 1P/90 
119 Castledawson Presbyterian births  MIC 1P/90 
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It was this search for sources in the e-CATNI PRONI catalogue that provided the 
breakthrough on the McNeice family and also the allied families of McCool, Bachouse 
and Morton. I outline below how I use the catalogue to find relevant documents 
pertaining to Toberhead pre civil registration (1864). 
 
1. Searching for returns on Toberhead narrowed by year 1600 -1864 . 

 
ςȢ 4ÈÅ ÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÒÅÔÕÒÎÅÄ ψ ȬÈÉÔÓȭȢ 

 
3. The will of Archibald McCool was from a larger collection D4480  so I wanted to 
ËÎÏ× ×ÈÁÔ ÅÌÓÅ ×ÁÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÁÒÃÈÉÖÅȢ )ÎÓÔÅÁÄ ÏÆ ÓÅÁÒÃÈ ) ÕÓÅÄ ÔÈÅ ȬÂÒÏ×ÓÅ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎȭ 
for D4480 as illustrated below.  
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τȢ (ÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÕÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÂÒÏ×ÓÅ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ $ττψπ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ Ȭ-ÏÒÔÏÎ 
&ÁÍÉÌÙ 0ÁÐÅÒÓȭȢ 4ÈÅ ÁÒÃÈÉÖÅ ×ÁÓ ÂÒÏËÅÎ ÄÏ×Î ÉÎÔÏ Ô×Ï ÕÎÉÔÓȢ  

 
5. Having clicked on the D4480/1 (blue above) there is a f urther breakdown of the 
archive as seen below. 

 
The D4480 archive revealed that there were five interesting items concerning a number 
of families in Toberhead but at this stage I had no real idea if I would find anything 
relevant to the McNeice family.120 I ordered the documents in order to have a closer 
look. It transpired that some of the documents from the Morton Family Papers were 
concerned about a legal dispute about land ownership in the townland of Toberhead. In 
addition there was a wonderful outline of the family history of the Mortons of 
Ballynougher back to the seventeenth century but at this stage I was not aware of any 
connection between the McNeices and Mortons. 
 
Some of the documents were penciled notes and the handwriting was difficult to 
decipher. Some of the material was genealogical in nature providing names and dates in 
an effort to clarify legal aspects of the land dispute. I soon realized that the Morton 
papers were significant when I identified the name of John McNeice who was recorded 
as having died 1831 married 1824.  I ordered a photocopy of all five documents in order 
to study them more closely at home. 
 

Top of page D4480/1/5 Morton Family Papers 

 
120 D4480/1/1 through to D4480/1/5  
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It soon became clear that I had uncovered valuable family papers with regard to the 
maternal ancestry of Jane McNeice (wife of Benjamin Johnston). The Morton Papers 
opened up a vista on the family that provided further research opportunities in the 
Registry of Deeds and the local Quaker records for Toberhead. I spent quite a substantial 
amount of time reading through each document and trying to understand the context of 
the Morton Papers to the point that I was able to recognize even the short hand of the 
author. This time was well spent as the papers turned out to be genealogical treasure 
trove and the fulcrum for unlocking the family history of the allied families of McNeice, 
McCool, and Backhouse all from the townland of Toberhead.  
 
McNeice genealogy continued. 
 
The McNeice line still proved to be quite problematic. Both McCool and Backhouse 
families were to be found in the local Quaker records and also held perpetuity leases in 
the VintnÅÒȭÓ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÕÎÃÏÖÅÒÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌ ÍÁÄÅ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÓÅ 
families much easier. I uncovered no evidence of McNeice in the Quaker records nor did 
they hold a strong lease for their farm in Toberhead. Neveretheless, certain details from 
the Morton Papers were fundamental in helping to draw up a somewhat tentative and 
sketchy tree for the McNeice family taking us back into the mid-eighteenth century. 
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Analysis of the Morton Papers with regard to the McNeice family (italics mine). 
 
D4480/1 stated the following:121 
John McNeice died 1831 married 1824 (Elizabeth aka Betty McCool). 
Archibald born 1825; Jane born 1827 
 
Note ɀ the dates for children are slightly out. Castledawson Presbyterian registers reveal 
that Archibald was baptised 1829 and Jane 1831. I suspect then that the date of 
marriage is also slightly out - I would place marriage c. 1826 based on the following 
evidence again from Castledawson Presbyterian register122 -  Miss Betty McCool was a 
witness to the marriage of her sister Jean McCool  to Robert McMaster 20 March 1825 & 
I think this was the future Mrs John McNeice. So the marriage of Betty McCool to John 
McNeice occurred after 20 March 1825. 
 
This document contains many genealogical gems and one single sentence provided quite 
a lot of detail on John McNeice (father of Jane) as highlighted below: 
 
Sarah McCool held possession of the farm & John McNeice lived with her (his mother 
in law) but never got possession & died at his father's. 

 
A vital clue was contained therein ɀ  that is John McNeice died sometime around 1831 at 
ÈÉÓ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÍÏÔÈÅÒ ÉÎ ÌÁ× ×ÈÅÒÅ ÈÅ ÎÏÒÍÁÌÌÙ ÒÅÓÉÄÅÄ 
on the family farm.  From this information we can discern that John McNeice took 
ÕÎ×ÅÌÌ ÁÎÄ ÍÏÖÅÄ ȬÈÏÍÅȭ ÔÏ ÂÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÈÉÓ -Ã.ÅÉÃe family in his final days and died (a 
ÒÅÌÁÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÙÏÕÎÇ ÍÁÎɊ ÁÔ ÈÉÓ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÃÅȢ  
 
Interestingly, a careful analysis of the 1831 census for Tubberhead (sic) reveals that in 
the household headed by Thomas McNeice that there were two adult families present in 
the family home on census night. The 1831 census (extracted 1834 for religious 
analysis) was much less comprehensive than other Irish censuses and survives intact for 
the whole of County Derry. Unlike the 1821 census names of all the inhabitants were not 
required, only those of household heads.123 The 1831 census thus includes the name of 
the head of household; number of adult households; and includes numbers and a 
breakdown of the religious make up of those present on census day.  
 
What is interesting for the household of Thomas McNeice in 1831 is that the enumerator 
recorded two adult households present on the day of the census. The household 
contained nine persons 3 males and 6 females all Presbyterian,  
 
1831 head of household Tubberhead 
No 45 Thos McNeice 2 households 3 males 6 females 9 Presbyterians 
 

 
121 D4480/1/5 was an undated document but careful analysis of the contents and corroboration with other 
source material enabled me to date the document to circa. 1862. Uncovering the date was paramount since 
the paper contained valuable genealogical material. The process of working out the date of this document 
took several working hours but this was essential since this document in particular helped to unlock the 
maternal ancestry of Jane Johnston nee McNeice. 
122 Often the value of documents can be overlooked ɀ witnesses to marriages were often relations; siblings, 

cousins etc so it is important not only to keep a careful record of all material uncovered but scrutinize all 
documentation carefully. Detailed source analysis always adds to the utility of the source material 
uncovered. It is time consuming but also fruitful. 
123 Counting the People: a survey of the Irish Censuses, 1813-1911,  E. Margaret Crawford, Four Courts 
press, 2003 p. 16. 
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According to the Morton archive documentation,124 John McNeice died at his father's 
house in 1831 that is the same year that the census was taken for county Derry. The 
majority of rural households in county Derry are recorded as single households in the 
1831 census. 108 out of the 109 households recorded in the townland of Tuberhead in 
1831 were single households.125 Only the household that of Thomas McNeiece was 
recorded as having two adult families present on the day of the census. This statistic 
confirmed my initial instinct John McNeice and his family were residing with Thomas 
McNeice in 1831 and confirmed for me that Thomas McNeice was most likely the father 
of John McNeice. 
 
In addition, another Thomas McNeice (probably junior) was recorded in Toberhead 
with his wife Susanna Scott baptising children in Castledawson Presbyerian Church 
during the 1830s and early 1840s. With regard to the McNeice family it is most likely 
that the Toberhead family were all related descended from a common ancestor (none 
×ÁÓ ÒÅÃÏÒÄÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ρχτπ 0ÒÏÔÅÓÔÁÎÔ ÈÏÕÓÅÈÏÌÄÅÒÓȭ ÓÕÒÖÅÙ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÉÓÈ ÏÆ -ÁÇÈÅÒÁɊȢ  )Ô 
seemed likely to me that Thomas McNeice was another son of Thomas McNeice and 
therefore a younger brother of John McNeice. 
 
Both John McNeice (married Elizabeth McCool daughter of Archbald McCool) and 
Thomas McNeice (married Susanna Scott) named their first-born sons Archibald. Since 
John McNeice inherited a valuable farm from his marriage to Elizabeth McCool I think he 
named his first born after his father in law Archibald McCool.  
 

So the putative tree looks as follows: 
 

 
 
 
An added problem was to work out the relationship between the Daniel McNeice and 
the Thomas McNeice in Toberhead 1831 census 
 
1831 census Toberhead 
Daniel McNeiss head 3males/3females 6 Presbyterian. 
 
Daniel McNeice senior had a son baptised in Castledawson Presbyterian Church: 
14 July 1806 Daniel of Daniel Menise, Toberhead. 
 
1827 Tithe book Toberhead  

 
124 D4480/1/5  
125 Muliple occupancy of tenements was a common feature especially in the city of Londonderry in 1831 
and also in other urban centres such as Coleraine and Limavady. 

Descendants of Thomas McNeice
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McNeice
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McNeice
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McCool
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Scott
1798 - 1870
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Danl McNeese senior had a farm of 12a, 2roods 
Daniel McNeese junior had a farm of 5a, 2roods 
 
Daniel McNeice senior of Toberhead was a witness to a lease drawn up in 1796 between 
Hugh Beaton, Toberhead, famer of the one part and John Gilmore, Co Tyrone farmer, 
concerning lands in Broagh and that part of Toberhead East quarter and North Division 
of Toberhead.126  
 
Given date and location it seemed likely that Daniel McNeice (senior) and Thomas 
McNeice of the 1831 census were at least cousins but possibly brothers so the quest was 
to find the progenitor of the family.  
 
Here again we have to rely on the Registry of Deeds for additional family information. 
Daniel Backhouse of Toberhead conveyed part of his farm to his son Edward Backhouse 
in 1757. Witnesses to this deed were Morgan Wilson of Lemnaroy, farmer & John 
McNeesh of Toberhead, weaver. 
 
This is the first recorded instance of the surname McNeice in Toberhead and one can 
only conclude that John McNeice was the progenitor of the McNeice family of 
Toberhead. I suspect but cannot prove definitively  that he is the father of Daniel and 
Thomas McNeice of 1831 census but weight of evidence supports this hypothesis.127 
 
With regard to the eighteenth century family tree, we are in the realms of probability, 
since the absence of material evidence in the Irish records is a constant barrier to the 
certainty required of proof in the legal definition 
 
This leaves us with a somewhat speculative tree taking us back into the early eighteenth 
century. I will add here that this is a hypothetical tree based on the available but limited 
evidence. This tree should be considered as hypothetical and not a defined pedigree but 
I include it here as the best working model. 

 

 
126 ROD Vol 503 page 414; memorial number 324609 
127 John McNeice was witness to the lease drawn up by Daniel Backhouse in 1757. Daniel Bachouse's wife 
was Sarah McCool.  The above John McNeice's grandson, also John McNeice was married to Eliza McCool. 
Eliza McCool was great granddaughter of Daniel Backhouse by Sarah McCool. 
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Daniel McNeice junior appears to have had no issue (or emigrated). Archibald McNeice he 
only son of John McNeice by Elizabeth McCool likewise, appears to have had no issue. The 
remaining McNeices in Toberhead descend from Thomas McNeice junior by Susannah 
Scott who had at least two sons and four daughters. 

There is an interesting headstone to be found in Castledawson Church of Ireland 
graveyard of an early McNeiss in the area. 

McNEISS: Here lieth the body of Mary McNeiss aelies Lambard who departed this life Nov 
24th 1804 aged 73years.128 

This gives Mary Lambard McNeiss a vital range of c. 1732-1804. She would fit perfectly as 
the wife of John McNeice, weaver, of Toberhead of the deed 1757, however, this is only 
speculative.129 Lambard is an uncommon surname in the area.130 I only include this as an 
outside possibility that there was somehow that there was a Lambert connection to the 
Toberhead family of McNeice. 

The origins of the McNeice family:  

I have found no evidence that the McNeice family of Toberhead were Quaker in origin, 
however that does not preclude that earlier members of the family were linked with the 
Society of Friends.131 

In the 1740 Protestant Householders survey in the parish of Termoneeny, Daniel McNish 
was a head of household. It is possible given location and naming patterns that this Daniel 
was the father of John McNeice of Toberhead, the weaver. Maghera parish and 
Termoneeny parish are contiguous. There was an early Quaker meeting in Dunglady, 
which was in Termoneeny parish and close connections between the Quakers of Dunglady 
and Toberhead, which could explain why we find John McNeice in Toberhead in 1757.  We 
have now reached the end of the achievable limits to this family search. Since John 
McNeice putative progenitor was a weaver, documentary evidence is harder to uncover. 
Farmers are easier to trace because land and perpetuity leases were valuable and can 
leave a documentary trace. But we do know that McNeices were in Toberhead from at 
least mid-eighteenth century. 

 

 

 

 

128  There is also another headstone in Castledawson graveyard that fits as brother to Mary Lambert: 
LAMBERT: Here lies the body of Edward Lambert who dept this life June 22 1808 aged 83 years [giving a 
lifespan of c. 1725-1808]. 

129 And leaves us questioning why a husband was not also recorded on the headstone? 
130 Ship Westpoint from LD to NY 11 March 1806: Robert Lambert aged 26, farmer, Castledawson. Ship 

Westpoint from LD to NY May 1811 - John Lambert. In addition the 1839 voters' list County Derry lists a 
Joseph Lambert of Drumlamph as a £10 freeholder 
131 See Appendix on McNeice family for early Quaker records from Ulster. 
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McCOOL AND BACKHOUSE FAMILIES OF TOBERHEAD. 

The families of McCool and Backhouse were interconnected from an early period since 
the families were Quaker in origin and attended Toberhead meeting-house. The 
emigrant ancestor Jane Johnston nee McNeice was daughter of John McNeice & Elizabeth 
McCool.132 The Morton papers gave me enough information that I was able to completer 
a descendant tree for the children of Archibald McCool and Sarah Backhouse. 

 

 
132 Elizabeth McCool was daughter of Archibald McCool by Sarah Backhouse. 
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There is a remarkable consistency between the families mentioned in the tree outlined 
above and the returns of householders in Toberhead from Griffiths valuation in 1858 
(number 22, 24 & 26). 

Through careful analysis of the Morton Papers I was able to determine, in fact that, the 
original proprietor of this farm of land was the Backhouse family. Sarah Backhouse was 
the last remaining of the family line hence the land passed to her descendants ɀ McCool, 
McNeice, McMaster & Stone families all gained their farms through the Backhouse line 
and the legacy of Sarah McCool nee Backhouse. Hence, plots 22, 24 & 25 in the Griffiths 
valuation were all occupied by descendants of Archibald McCool and Sarah Backhouse. 

BACKHOUSE FAMILY TREE 

The Backhouse family most likely came from the North West of England were Quakerism 
had its origins. Sarah Backhouse wife of Archibald McCool inherited the legacy of the farm 
from her father Edward Backhouse (c. 1730-1799) and her grandfather Daniel Backhouse 
who was married to Sarah McCool.133 

This was a notable feature of life in rural Toberhead ɀ families intermarrying to local 
families often distantly related. One reason for this was that some local families held 
perpetuity leases and these were valuable leases to keep within the family. 

 

133 From my research into the McCool family I believe Sarah McCool was also the half great-grand-
aunt of Archibald McCool. That would mean that Archibald McCool and his wife Sarah Backhouse 
were related ɀ they were half-second cousins once removed. 



McCool, McNiece, Johnston, Weir, Backhouse, Morton families 

 59 

 

Here I will explain how the Morton papers were of primary help in unlocking the 
Backhouse tree. 

The Morton dispute has left a valuable paper trail of evidence that was very useful to 
working out the complex relationships and descendants of Edward Backhouse, the father 
of Sarah Backhouse and grandfather of Elizabeth McCool. This was the Elizabeth McCool 
who married first John McNeice and secondly William Morton. She was the mother of the 
emigrant ancestor Jane Johnston nee McCool. 

Descendants of Daniel Backhouse
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After careful consideration of all of the evidence in the Morton papers the key documents 
were dated to 1862.134 Below is of a memorandum concerning the effects of the estate of 
Edward Backhouse of Toberhead that explains much of the history of the family. Edward 
Backhouse died around 1799 without a male heir so the property was split between two 
daughters Margaret and Sarah Backhouse. Subsequently, the estate was passed on to their 
heirs. 

Memorandum concerning will of Edward Backhouse135 

 

 
134 D4480/1/  

135 D4480/1/2  
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Memorandum concerning will of Edward Backhouse. 

The property off which [William] Morton claims a living contain 14 English Acres value 
£350 stg - Edward Baccus died in 1799 leaving two daughters Sarah & Margaret. He 
willed his property equally between them and their heirs. If any of the daughters died 
without issue her share was to be divided between the surviving sisters. Margaret 
married Thos McGonigal by whom she had one only daughter who married Patrick 
Mulholland by whom she had one child; that child died also its mother leaving none of 
Margaret's heirs surviving. Thomas McGonigal kept possession till his death at which 
time the heirs of Sarah Baccus claimed possession of Margaret's share, which they got 
and divided it equally between them. Elizabeth and her son Archibald getting full 
possession of one fourth; off this Morton claims a living having been lawfully married 
in the body of the church to the said Elizabeth Macool of which he can show the lines 
(lives?) with every witness - Morton's wife had one son which died when a child - the 
property was inherited only by females and Morton's wife Elizabeth was one of them. 

Willam Morton married the widow of John McNeice (Elizabeth McCool) and believed he 
was entitled to claim a living off the land. The family information provided shows that 
Edward Backhouse in his will of 1799 left legacies to his only surviving issue daughters 
Sarah and Margaret Backhouse. Margaret married Thomas McGonigle but we are told this 
ÌÉÎÅ ÄÉÅÄ ÏÕÔ ÌÅÁÖÉÎÇ ÎÏ ÈÅÉÒÓ ÓÏ ÈÅÉÒÓ ÏÆ 3ÁÒÁÈ "ÁÃËÈÏÕÓÅȭÓ ÌÉÎÅ ÃÌÁÉÍÅÄ ÐÏÓÓÅÓÓÉÏÎȢ  

Sarah Backhouse married Archibald McCool. Her daughter Elizabeth (and her son 
Archibald McNeice) got full possession of one fourth and it is this that Morton claimed a 
ÌÉÖÉÎÇ ÏÆÆ ÁÓ ÈÅ ×ÁÓ ÍÁÒÒÉÅÄ %ÌÉÚÁÂÅÔÈ -Ã.ÅÉÃÅ ÎÅÅ -Ã#ÏÏÌ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ȬÂÏÄÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ #ÈÕÒÃÈȭ. I 
took this to mean the local established parish Church. A search of Maghera Church of 
Ireland marriage registers produced a positive return. 

William Morton to Elizabeth McNeice of this parish Oct 2nd 1834 by licence .136 

In addition to the Backhouse memorandum another valuable document outlined the 
details of the disputed farm and also the legacies of the will of Edward Backhouse, which 
was probated in 1799. 

At the bottom of this page was scribbled - Wm Morton aged 55 his wife 68 or so - near 70. 
This would give William Morton an approximate birth date of c. 1807 and his wife 
Elizabeth c. 1792-1794. This document was most useful in helping us to frame the family 
tree with dates. 

The dispute was primarily between William Morton and Archibald McNeice concerning 
his part of the legacy (through marriage) to the farm of 7 acres arable land, 7 acres bog, 
freehold property.137 William Morewood acted as arbitrator in the dispute and in a letter 

 
136 MIC1/201 Maghera Church of Ireland marriages. Note ɀ I checked baptisms 1836-1840 & burials 1839-
1845 but no returns. Note - microfilm of poor quality. 
137 Estimated value £350 sterling in 1862. 
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ÄÁÔÅÄ ρρ !ÕÇ ρψφς ÃÏÍÐÌÁÉÎÅÄ Ȭfor my part I would like to see peace and comfort among 
them as they are all my friendsȭȢ138 Friends in the context of the time often meant relations. 
McNeice offered rood ground and a house but Morton rejected the deal.  

In addition the document reveals that Sarah Backhouse otherwise McCool died about 
1840. Other disputes broke out after this date as mention is made that (Robert) Stone 
claimed against the two McMasters and William (Morton). 

All of these gentlemen had married daughters of Sarah McCool nee Backhouse and 
therefore had claim via marriage to the Backhouse legacy. Robert Stone married Peggy 
-Ã#ÏÏÌȢ 4ÈÅ ȬÔ×Ï -Ã-ÁÓÔÅÒÓȭ ×ÅÒÅ (ÕÇÈ -Ã-ÁÓÔÅÒ ×ÈÏ ÍÁÒÒÉÅÄ !ÎÎ -Ã#ÏÏÌ ÁÎÄ 2ÏÂÅÒÔ 
McMaster who married Jane McCool. Stone and the two McMasters were therefore the 
brothers in law of Elizabeth McCool whose son Archie McNeice was in dispute with 
William Morton. This document was vital in constructing the outlined tree below. 
Descendants of these families still reside on the Toberhead land that once was possession 
of their Backhouse ancestors. 

 

 
138 D4480/1/4  
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Whilst I was able to trace the descendants of the female line the fate of the two sons 
Samuel McCool and Archibald McCool remains shrouded in mystery. It seems that Samuel 
McCool may have died as a relatively young man as he was to inherit the family farm.  
Archibald McCool styled himself 'senior' in his will of 1827 so one assumes that he had a 
son Archibald McCool junior (but the latter is not mentioned in the will). It is possible he 
emigrated. The direct male line of Archibald McCool (died c.1828) appears to have ended 
but female lines of Stone and McMaster continued in Toberhead.139 

The family tree of Edward Backhouse (died c. 1799) 

Edward Backhouse was born into a Quaker family around 1730 and appears in the 
Quaker records for Toberhead.140 Initially he was a Quaker of good standing as the 
ÍÉÎÕÔÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÎȭÓ ÍÅÅÔÉÎÇ ÈÅÌÄ ÁÔ -ÏÒÇÁÎ 7ÉÌÓÏÎͻÓȟ ÎÅÁÒ 4ÏÂÅÒÈÅÁÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ςρst of 
5th month 1758 includes him as one of the active members alongside John McMunn, 
James McMunn jun,  Archibald McCool, and John Crawford. 

Two years later the Quaker records reveal that he was censured and disciplined since he 
had met and decided to marry in a Presbyterian meeting house and was removed from 
the Quaker meeting. 

Minutes 1760: This meeting being informed that Edward Backhouse, Archd McCool and 
Olive Wilson otherwise McCaghy have joyned in marriage with persons not professing with 
us: John McMunn & Morgan Willson are desired to draw suitable testimonys against their 
transgressions and bring them to the next mens meeting. 

Discipline/Removals (page9)  

Wheras Edward Backhouse was educated in the profession of of the People called Quakers 
& did some time frequent our Meetings for worship but forwant of a faithful adherance to 
the dictates of that devine principle which was sufficient to have preserved him hath been 
prevailed to suffer himself to be called in a Presbyterian meeting house & married by a 
Presbyterian preacher to a woman of a different profession we do hereby disown the said 
Edward Backhouse to be of our society untill he come to witness that Godly sorrow which 
worketh true repentance which that the Lord may mercifully grant him is our sincere desire. 
'ÉÖÅÎ ÁÔ Á ÍÅÎȭÓ ÍÅÅÔÉÎÇ ÈÅÌÄ ÁÔ !ÎÔÒÉÍ ÔÈÅ φϋÔÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÓÅÖÅÎÔÈ ÍÏÎÔÈ υϋϊτȢ 

5ÎÆÏÒÔÕÎÁÔÅÌÙȟ ÔÈÅ ×ÉÆÅȭÓ ÎÁÍÅ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÇÉÖÅÎȢ !ÌÌ ÔÈÁÔ ×Å ËÎÏ× ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÈÅ ×ÁÓ Á 
Presbyterian and they were married in the local Presbyterian meeting-house. From the 
Morton papers we learn that Edward Backhouse had at least two daughters Sarah and 
Margaret Backhouse but no male issue.141  

THE BACKHOUSE TREE ɀ DESCENDANTS OF DANIEL BACKHOUSE, SENIOR 

From the Quaker church records and registry of deeds I was able to establish that the 
father of Edward Backhouse and hence the progenitor of the family was Daniel 
Backhouse who was a witness in 1717 to the marriage of Morgan Wilson of Toberhead. 
Another witness was Archibald McCool of Toberhead, 

 
139 There was ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ -Ã#ÏÏÌ ÌÉÎÅ ÉÎ 4ÏÂÅÒÈÅÁÄ ÄÅÓÃÅÎÄÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ !ÒÃÈÉÂÁÌÄ -Ã#ÏÏÌȭÓ ÂÒÏÔÈÅÒ *ÏÈÎȢ 
140 MIC/16/43 (1758)  
141 )Ô ÔÒÁÎÓÐÉÒÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ %Ä×ÁÒÄ "ÁÃËÈÏÕÓÅȭÓ ÍÏÔÈÅÒ ×ÁÓ 3ÁÒÁÈ ÓÏ ÐÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÈÉÓ ×ÉÆÅ ×ÁÓ -ÁÒÇÁÒÅÔȩ 
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Quaker records: 1717 marriage of Morgan Wilson (of Toberhead meeting) to Hanna 
Gilbert of Aghagallon, Antrim in Lurgan Meeting: Witness - Daniel Backhas , Archibald 
McCoole & Neile O'mony appointed to make enquiry about suitability for marriage.142 

Daniel Backhouse and Archibald McCool came into joint partnership of a perpetuity 
lease for part of Toberhead in 1734. 

Registry of Deeds volume 176 page 49 memorial number 116751 Conolly to Beaton & 
ors Registered 17 day April 1755 

Lease bearing the date 28 March 1734 

Between the Rt Hon Wm Conolly, Dublin of the one part & Samuel Beaton, Hugh Beaton, 
Archibald McCowl 143 & Daniel Backhouse  in the proportion of Vintners - East Quarter 
Division 103 acres; 1r 20p arable & pasture and 51 acres, 2r, 16p  bogg - natural lives 
and lives of Archibald McCowl eldest son of John McCowl of Toberhead; John 
Backhouse, son of said Daniel Backhouse  & John McCracken son of Robert McCracken 
of Grange in said proportion: £14 annual rent; renewal of life £7. Witnesses - Marcus 
McCausland, Deasey [Daisy] Hill, L'Derry & Geo Tiney, Dublin, Gent Signed in presence 
of and sealed - Marcus McCausland & James Marley 7 Sept 1754 

Dan'l Backhouse bought into a joint perpetuity lease with the allied families of Beaton 
and McCool.144 We learn from the deed that his eldest son was John Backhouse a life in 
the lease. Daniel Backhouse was ÒÅÃÏÒÄÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ρχτπ 0ÒÏÔÅÓÔÁÎÔ ÈÏÕÓÅÈÏÌÄÅÒÓȭ ÓÕÒÖÅÙ 
in the parish of Maghera and Edward Backhouse in the same survey in the civil parish of 
Termoneeny. It seems likely that they were brothers one attached to the Toberhead 
Quaker meeting in Maghera parish and the other to the Dunglady meeting in 
Termoneeny parish.  

Given the rarity of the surname and the use of the Christian names Edward and Daniel in 
the records for County Londonderry I was struck by the following entry in the Quaker 
records for Moorhouse in Cumbria, England confirming the birth of a Daniel Backhouse 
on 17th of the third month (June) 1682.145 

 

Longburgh is a hamlet in the parish of Burgh by Sands near the city of Carlisle in 
Cumbria, England. Cumbria was a hotbed of Quaker activity in the late seventeenth 
century. An outflow Quakers migrated to Ireland from Cumbria due to a combination of 

 
142 This is the first reference to Daniel Backhouse in the Irish records 
143 A variant of McCool 
144 His wife was Sarah McCool daughter of John McCool the progenitor of the Toberhead McCool 
family. 
145 RG6/1243: Register of Births belonging to the Monthly Meeting of Moorhouse, Cumberland from 1654 
to 1827, with a Register of Marriages from 1654 to 1827, and a Register of Burials from 1659 to 1828 
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persecution and well-developed trade links between North-west England and Ireland. 
Both Dublin and Lurgan in Armagh were centres of Quaker economic activity.146 

I have no way of confirming if this Daniel Backhouse of Longburgh was the same Daniel 
Backhouse we find in Toberhead in 1740 but the coincidence is striking.147 If it is the 
same person then he was around fifty-eight years old in 1740 

In the year 1757 Daniel Backhouse of Toberhead offset half of his farm to his son 
Edward Backhouse.148 The deed was recorded in the registry of Deeds in Dublin in 1766 
the same year that the will of Daniel Backhouse was probated in Derry diocese.149 

Registry of Deeds: volume 245 page 396 memorial number 162365 
Backhouse to Backhouse 
A memorial of a deed poll bearing date of 1 July 1757 & made between Daniel 
Backhouse of Toberhead in county of Londonderry of the one part & Edward Backhouse 
son of the said Daniel Backhouse of the other part ɀ unto the said Edward Backhouse 
one half of farm in Toberhead: 
Said deed is executed by said Daniel Backhouse & witnessed by Morgan Willson of 
Lemnaroy in county Londonderry, farmer & John McNeesh of Toberhead aforesaid 
weaver: 
Memorial witnessed by said Francis Morton, Theadeus Williams of Bellagherty in said 
county Gent. 
Edward Backhouse <seal> 
Reg 29 Oct 1766 

The will of Daniel Backhouse of Toberhead was probated in 1766 Derry Diocese but the 
date of probate is not the same as the date of death.  There is a reference to a Daniel 
Backhouse in the Quaker book of sufferings in 1759.150 It does seem likely that Daniel 
Backhouse senior died sometime after 1759 and before 1766 when his will was 
probated. This would give him a birth range of c.1680-1690. 

4ÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ȬÈÁÌÆȭ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ "ÁÃËÈÏÕÓÅ ÆÁÒÍ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÓ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÉÎÈÅÒÉÔÅÄ ÂÙ Ô×Ï ÓÏÎÓ ÏÆ 
Daniel Backhouse senior namely Thomas and Daniel Backhouse junior as the following 
advertisement in the Belfast Newsletter alludes to. 

Belfast Newsletter dated 22nd January 1773 page 3 column 4: 

Sold by public auction 13 Feb 1773 at the house of James McWhiney the interest of a lease 
of lives renewable forever held under Thos Conolly Esq containing 12a 2r 36 and 8 acres 
Moss in the townland of Toberhead. The title deed may be seen in the hands of Hugh & 

 
146 Parish Registers: Historical Treasures in Manuscript, Francis X McCorry, p 102 Lurgan 2004. 
147 It is possible that additional information on the Backhouse family of Longburgh might be available in 
the Carlisle Monthly meeting records, which may record removals of Quaker activists to Ireland. 
148 ROD 245: 396: 162365 
149 As mentioned previously the Registry of Deeds provided a degree of legal security for 
recorded transactions. So it appears that Edward Backhouse was ensuring that there would be no 
legal dispute over his entitlement to the one half of the Backhouse farm. 
150 MIC16/6 Book Q/5/5. This probably refers to Daniel Backhouse senior as in the same year 
Daniel Backhouse junior was disciplined for being married to one of another persuasion by a 
priest. 
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Joseph Beaton of Toberhead. For further particulars enquire of Thomas or Daniel 
Backhouse who will show the premises etc. 

Registry of Deeds volume 298 page 29 Memorial number 196332 
"ÁÃËÈÏÕÓÅ Ǫ ÁÎȭ Ò ÔÏ #ÏÕÒÔÎÅÙ 
Deed of lease bearing date 19 & 20 day of April 1773 made between Thomas Backhouse 
& Daniel Backhouse of Toberhead, county Londonderry, farmers of the one part & 
Joseph Courtney of New Ferry, County Londonderry --- sum of £140 stg did grant, 
bargain, convey unto said Courtney said proportion lands in Toberhead aforesaid then 
in possession of the said Thomas Backhouse & Daniel Backhouse containing by 
estimation 12a, 2r, 36 p arable/pasture & 8 acres tubury in Manor of Vintners during 
natural lives of Archibald McCool, Jno Backhouse & Thos McCracken & survivor or 
survivors of them. 
Memorial witnessed by William McNeil Bay of Coolbane, county Londonderry, Gent; 
John Henderson of Bellaghy, Co Londonderry, Innkeeper & Bernard McGuckin city of 
Dublin writing Clerk: 
Registered 4 June 1773 

Daniel Backhouse was the son of Daniel Backhouse senior as he is mentioned in the 
Quaker records as Daniel Backhouse the younger.151 I assume therefore that Thomas 
Backhouse was his brother and both had inherited part of the Toberhead lease as part of 
their father's will of 1766.152  

QUAKER RECORDS ANTRIM (Toberhead, Grange, Ballynachree etc) 

In addition the Quaker records were also helpful in developing the family tree. Daniel 
Backhouse (died c.1766) and his wife Sarah McCool were both practising Quakers.153 
Mention is made of Daniel Backhouse of Toberhead in the Quaker sufferings of 1759. In 
examining the Quaker records for Toberhead it is clear to see why Quakerism declined 
ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÅÁȢ &ÉÖÅ ÏÆ $ÁÎÉÅÌ "ÁÃËÈÏÕÓÅȭÓ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÁÒÅ ÌÉÓÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÓÃÉÐÌÉÎÁÒÙ ÍÉÎÕÔÅÓ ÆÏÒ 
ÍÁÒÒÙÉÎÇ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÓ ÏÆ ȬÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÐÅÒÓÕÁÓÉÏÎȭȢ Having married outside the faith they were 
excluded from the body of Quakers until they came to Godly sorrow and repentance for 
the sin of disunity. Naturally, in an area dominated by Presbyterianism it was much 
easier to find a spouse outside of the Quaker religion. Thus, the descendants of many of 
the early Toberhead Quakers are today Presbyterian families.  

As early as 1742 in the minutes from the meeting held at Grange it was noted that 
ȬToberhead meeting is much lessoned of late by deaths of such friendsȭȢ154 The mainstay of 
the Toberhead meeting was undoubtedly Morgan Wilson. A meeting was held in his 
house near Toberhead in 1758 and the minutesȭ ÒÅÃÏÒÄ John McMunn junior ,155 John 
Crawford, Edward Backhouse and Archibald McCool as being members present from the 
Toberhead meeting.  

In the year 1760 both Edward Backhouse and Archibald McCool were censured and 
disciplined, the former for being married in a Presbyterian Meeting House and the latter 
for being marri ed by a priest. Two important Toberhead members were no longer 

 
151 MIC 16/43 - ÍÉÎÕÔÅÓ ÏÆ ÍÅÎȭÓ ÍÅÅÔÉÎÇ ÈÅÌÄ ÉÎ 'ÒÁÎÇÅ σπ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ρς ÍÏÎÔÈ ρχυω 
152 From the recorded deed it appears that John Backhouse the life in the original lease may have 
still been alive in 1773. 
153 Quaker database Dublin: (unsourced) marriage date of 1718. 
154 MIC 16/43 - ÍÉÎÕÔÅÓ ÏÆ ÍÅÎȭÓ ÍÅÅÔÉÎÇ ÈÅÌÄ ÁÔ 'ÒÁÎÇÅ ÏÎ ρυ ÏÆ σ ÍÏÎÔÈ 1742. 
155 Rendered also as McIlmunn in the local Quaker records. 
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considered to be Quakers and parted company with old friends. In addition Daniel 
Backhouse junior was disciplined in 1759 for marrying another of a different persuasion 
×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÈÉÓ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÃÏÎÓÅÎÔȟ Á Ô×Ï-fold sin, which he acknowledged and further 
declareÄ ÐÕÂÌÉÃÌÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ×ÁÓ Ȭheartily sorry for the same and hope that God will forgive 
ÍÅ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÙÏÕ ×ÉÌÌ ÒÅÃÅÉÖÅ ÍÅ ÉÎÔÏ 5ÎÉÔÙ ×ÉÔÈ ÙÏÕ ÁÇÁÉÎȭ. Whether Daniel Backhouse 
became a practising Quaker again is uncertain for it may be his descendants that we find 
in the records of Castledawson Presbyterian Church in the early nineteenth century.156 

Three Backhouse sisters Elizabeth (1758), Mary (1770) and Sarah junior  (1770) were 
recorded in the disciplinary minutes for having married outside of the Society.157 The 
latter gives confirmation to the fact that her mother was Sarah Backhouse, senior and 
this may indicate that she was still alive in 1770. I suspect that one of the Backhouse 
sisters may have married a local man by the surname of Lennox as there was a Bacchus 
Lennox recorded ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 3ÁÌÔÅÒȭÓ ÃÁÖÁÌÒÙ ÏÆ ρχωφ.158 Another sister Margaret Backhouse 
was recorded in the minutes repenting from her decision to marry contrary to the rules 
of the Society to a man with surname of Steel.159 

In all the records indicate that the children of Daniel Backhouse senior by Sarah McCool 
were: John, Edward, Thomas, Daniel, Mary, Margaret, Elizabeth and Sarah. 

The Backhouse name did persist in the Castledawson area well into the nineteenth 
century therefore there was issue from a male line most probably Daniel Backhouse 
junior.160 

In the mid nineteenth century the Great Famine had a massive impact on the 
management and economic viability of landed estates. Many estates were mortgaged 
and landowners unable to collect rents were forced to sell their estates. By an act of 
parliament in 1849 an Encumbered Estates Court was established with authority to sell 
estates on the application of the owner or encumbrancer (one who had a claim on the 
estate). After the sale the court distributed the money among the creditors and granted 
clear title to the new owners. The functions of the court were assumed by the Landed 
Estates Court in 1858. By 1881 the Landed Estates Court was replaced by the Land 
Commission set up under the 1881 Land Act. 

The Irish Encumbered Estates Rentals, deposited at PRONI, are in bound volumes and 
are available for the whole of Ireland. These printed rentals or particulars of sale were 
issued before the sale of a property and therefore contain very detailed information on 
tenants and holdings on each estate in order to attract potential buyers. They are 
divided into counties, townlands and tenements, the names of the parties involved and 
ÔÈÅ ÄÁÔÅȢ )ÎÃÌÕÄÅÄ ÁÒÅ ÒÅÎÔÁÌÓȟ ÍÁÐÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ ÇÉÖÉÎÇ ÔÅÎÁÎÔÓȭ ÎÁÍÅÓ ÁÎÄȟ ÏÎ ÏÃÃÁÓÉÏÎȟ 
surveys of the estate. Many landlords owned properties in local towns and villages, and 
these too can be found in the Encumbered Estates Rentals. 

 
156 I have no evidence that his brothers Thomas or John were married. We know that his brother 
Edward married Sarah McCool but they had only female issue. 
157 Only Elizabeth Backhouse publicly repented of her indiscretion. 
158 T1021/3 p.7 
159 MIC 16/43 removal book page 11. 
160 MIC 1P/190: Castledawson Presbyterian register had a Sarah Baccus baptised 22 July 1807 
daughter of Daniel Baccus of Toberhead. 
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The descendants of the Backhouse line were to be found in the LEC document McMaster, 
McNiece and McCool as shown below in the LEC document. 

 

 

Conclusion: 

Jane Johnston formerly McNiece, the emigrant ancestor was the granddaughter of Sarah 
McCool formerly Backhouse. Sarah McCool was heir to part of the Backhouse property 
and lease in Toberhead which she inherited from her father Edward Backhouse in his 
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will of 1799. This discovery was only made possible with the discovery of the Morton 
Papers and has taken us on a journey of discovery through the Quaker records of 
Toberhead and even beyond. It seems likely that Daniel Backhouse, the original 
patriarch was a first generation English Quaker immigrant to Ireland most likely from 
Cumbria in the North West of England.  

I suspect that our Daniel Backhouse may well have been born in Longburgh in Cumbria 
in 1682 the son of Edward Backhouse. In the Quaker emigrant flow to Ulster it is 
possible that he made the move to a rural Quaker outpost in the townland of Toberhead, 
county Londonderry. Further research may well prove this to be the case. 

McCOOL FAMILY OF TOBERHEAD 

Toberhead lies to the north west of Castledawson. The main Belfast to Derry road 
ÉÎÔÅÒÓÅÃÔÓ ÔÈÅ ÔÏ×ÎÌÁÎÄ ÂÙÐÁÓÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÌÌÁÇÅ ÏÆ #ÁÓÔÌÅÄÁ×ÓÏÎȢ -Ã#ÏÏÌÅȭÓ 2ÏÁÄ ÉÓ Á 
secondary road that runs off the main road and is clearly signposted and is a permanent 

marker and reminded of the family under investigation in this study. 
 
The attachment to land and to place was a remarkable feature of Irish life up to recent 
times. McCools have a documented record of residing in the townland of Toberhead from 
at least 1688 until 1908 an unbroken presence of 220 years. The McCool family have left 
ÔÈÅÉÒ ÉÍÐÒÉÎÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÐÏÇÒÁÐÈÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÁÒÅÁ ÁÎÄ -Ã#ÏÏÌÅȭÓ ÒÏÁÄ ÉÓ Á ÌÏÃÁÌ ÌÁÎÄÍÁÒË 
easily seen off the main Derry road. Part of Toberhead is also cÁÌÌÅÄ -Ã#ÏÏÌÅȭÓ ÑÕÁÒÔÅÒ 
again referring to the same family that is so clearly identifiable with Toberhead. 
 
The McCool family were initially a Quaker family, which was fortunate for research 
purposes since Quaker Church records are usually superior to other Church records. The 
family also managed to get hold of a valuable perpetuity lease for part of Toberhead, 
×ÈÉÃÈ ÆÏÒÍÅÄ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 6ÉÎÔÎÅÒÓȭ "ÅÌÌÁÇÈÙ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ ÐÕÒÃÈÁÓÅÄ ÂÙ 7ÉÌÌÉÁÍ #ÏÎÏÌÌÙȟ ÓÐÅÁËÅÒ 
ÔÏ ÔÈÅ )ÒÉÓÈ (ÏÕÓÅ ÏÆ #ÏÍÍÏÎÓȢ 4ÈÅ 6ÉÎÔÎÅÒÓȭ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ ÒÅÃÏÒÄÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 2ÅÇÉÓÔÒÙ ÏÆ $ÅÅÄÓ ÉÎ 
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Dublin were searched for this paper and provided valuable additional information on the 
McCool family. In addition the Morton Family Papers, which were in effect, a record of a 
family dispute over land in Toberhead, shone a light into the various family connections 
in the early nineteenth century. This fortuitous combination of records has opened up a 
vista into the origins and development of the family tree and I have been able to trace the 
family back to the late seventeenth century with a degree of confidence rarely accorded 
an Irish genealogist. I propose the following family tree as a best working model or 
hypothesis. But the records do exist that connect the various gerneations of McCools that 
resided in Toberhead for 220 years. 

McCooleôs Road 
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Generations One and Two 
 
John McCoole was a resident of Toberhead at the time of the Williamite Wars (1689-
1691) in Ireland and was one of the early Quakers in the region. He suffered at the 
hands of both the Irish and the British army as the following records confirm: 
 
Sufferings of Quakers at the hands of the Irish Army, 1688/ 9 161 
Londonderry (Toberhead, Dunglady & Coleraine) 
John McCoule good to value of £9-0-0 
 
John McColle himself stript, two horsed take to the value of £16:14:0  
 
Forceably taken by ye British Army 162 
John McCool oats and barley worth 02-10-0 
 
The evidence indicates that John McCool was the patriarch of the Toberhead McCool 
family. It appears that his wife's name was Olivia or Olive. He does not appear in the 
Hearth Money Rolls for Co Derry, 1663, which does not preclude his presence since the 
returns were far from complete. It is in the Quaker records we find John McCool. 
 
Dunglade meeting (Dunglady) 1696  163 
John McCool 
 
Grange meeting 1702  164 
John McCoole & Olive McCool 
 
Quakerism had its origins in the north ɀwest of England in the mid seventeenth century. 
William Edmunson established a meeting in Lurgan as early as 1654. Quaker meeting 
houses in the Bann Valley area that were formed in the late seventeenth century 
included Toberhead, Dunglady and Coleraine in county Derry and Ballynacree (on the 
Vow road near Ballymoney), Lower Grange near Portglenone and Antrim town on the 
east side of the Bann in County Antrim. Ideally weekly meetings were to be held in each 
of these regional locations (often in a local home) and then representatives were to be 
sent to the monthly meeting held in Antrim, which appears to have been the regional 
centre for Quakerism in the area. In reality all of the local Quaker meetings struggled to 
survive in the region because Presbyterianism had become strongly embedded in the 
Bann valley from the Ulster Plantation. Most of these regional outposts struggled on 
throughout the eighteenth century but diminishing numbers caused by an outflow of 
emigrants and local decay saw the closure of most by the year 1800. Antrim alone has 
had a continuous and unbroken Quaker presence in the region. 
 
Early records for the Quakers in the regional outposts of Ballynacree, Coleraine, 
Dunglady and Toberhead are to be found in the monthly minutes of the Antrim meeting. 
In addition the Ulster Quarterly meeting minutes occasionally give additional 
information on the progress of Quakerism in the area. 
 
 
 

 
161 D2224/1   
162 D2224/4  
163 T1062/41/65  
164 T1062/41/65  
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The following is a chronology of the Quaker meetings in Derry & Antrim  
 
The earliest Quaker house was Toberhead, Maghera in the home of Archibald Scott 
1655-60.165 Also a meeting was held at [Lower] Grange near Toomebridge at the same 
time.  
 
A meeting was organised in Antrim town in 1669 and this was followed by Coleraine 
and Ballynacree [Ballymoney] in 1673.  
 
In 1692 a meeting was formed in Dunlady [Dunclaudy & variant spellings] in the home 
of William Henderson near Swatragh in Derry. 
 
In 1738 'Downglady' became part of Toberhead.  
 
By 1796 Toberhead ceased to exist as a meeting place for Quakers. 
 
The Toberhead meeting was held occasionally in the home of the McCools and also the 
Greggs also committed Quakers in the area.  

 
McCool homestead and sometimes Quaker meeting house, Toberhead 

 
 

7ÉÌÌÉÁÍ %ÄÍÕÎÓÔÏÎȟ Á ÆÁÍÏÕÓ 1ÕÁËÅÒȟ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ Ȭ)ÒÉÓÈ (ÁÍÍÅÒȭ ÇÉÖÅÓ Á 
fascinating insight into the structure of Quakerism in Derry and Antrim in his diary 
recording his travels in the years 1698-1700. It is almost certain that he was in contact 
wit h John McCool in Toberhead. 
 
Edmunston Diary 
In the sixth month, 1698, I traveled into the North. Next day to the quarterly meeting 
near Ballinderry, which continued part of three days, for the worship of God and 

 
165 Ȭ&ÒÉÅÎÄÓȭ )ÎÔÅÌÌÉÇÅÎÃÅÒȟ 6ÏÌÕÍÅ ρφȭ 7ÉÌÌÉÁÍ - -ÏÏÒÅȟ ρψφπ ÐȢ ρτω 
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church affairs. When the service of the meeting was over, we went to Lurgan meeting, 
and their to Ballyhagan meeting, and so to the meeting beyond Charlemount, and 
Toberhead  meeting near Salter's Town, where many Friends met us, also many other 
people came, and a heavenly meeting it was. Then we went to Grange; there to 
Colerain, and so to Dunclaudy meeting; in all which meetings with Friends, the mighty 
power of the Lord did accompany us in his word and testimony, to the comfort and 
confirmation of faithful Friends and placing of judgment on the unfaithful. Now 
having so far gone through Friends' meetings we entered on the mountains in the 
county of Londonderry, and had a meeting at Dungivin on a first day, to which came 
many people, several persons of account; and all seemed to be well satisfied with 
what was declared in the authority of the Lord's Spirit and power, which reached his 
witness in their hearts. 
 
27th of the sixth month, 1700. 
After this meeting we rode to John Whiteside's near Charlemount, fifteen miles, and 
the next day had a heavenly meeting with Friends at their meeting-house, and on the 
day following went to Toberhead twenty miles; the next day, being first day of the 
week, we had a meeting with Friends at Thomas Gregg's house, many Friends met us 
there, from Grange and Dunclaudy; then we went to Colerain, and had a meeting 
there, and several Friends came out of the country to it; from there we rode to Grange, 
and had a meeting there with Friends, and another at Antrim. 

 
The McCool family managed to take hold of a valuable perpetuity lease (three lives 
lease) in 1734 for part of the townland of Toberhead ÏÎ ÔÈÅ 6ÉÎÔÎÅÒȭÓ ÅÓÔÁÔÅȢ 4ÈÅ 
landlord William Conolly, Speaker of the Irish House of Commons, was reputedly the 
wealthiest person in Ireland at the time of the lease 1734. With regard to the townland 
of Toberhead I was in a fortunate position to have access to a relative complete archive 
of land records in the form of estate papers and the Registry of Deeds, Dublin in addition 
to the Quaker church records.  The discovery of the Morton Family Papers in PRONI 
added another valuable family archive since there had been intermarriage between the 
Mortons and the McCools of Toberhead.166  The records were revealing and I have been 
able to put together a cohesive tree descending from the progenitor of the family John 
McCool born around the mid-seventeenth century and linking this to Tommy McCool of 
the same family who resides in Coleraine. 167  
 
I propose this tree as the best working hypothesis but having spent countless hours 
putting together the pieces of the jigsaw from the available evidence I am confident that 
the line of descent is as accurate as the records will allow. The majority of the original 
McCool family left for Pennsylvania in the early seventtenth century in a Quaker 
migratory wave to Pennsylvania.  A few family members remained to farm the family 
ÆÁÒÍ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÄÅÓÃÅÎÄÁÎÔÓ ÁÒÅ ÒÅÃÏÒÄÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÔÏ×ÎÌÁÎÄ ÉÎ 'ÒÉÆÆÉÔÈÓȭ ÖÁÌÕÁÔÉÏÎ (1858). 
 
On the 5th March 1908 the widow Mary McCool (nee McCallion) died at Toberhead aged 
90 years thus ending the McCool line in Toberhead. 168 Her husband William McCool had 
encumbered the farm in Toberhead with debt and after his death in 1880 and the farm 
passed out of the family. Thus, we have recorded and documented evidence of the 
McCool surname in Toberhead from the year 1688 until 1908, a continuous presence of 
over 220 years.  There are many McCool descendants in America but the Irish line has 

 
166 D4480/1 -2 Morton Family Papers 
167 Tommy McCool a talented local painter and one of the last links to the Toberhead family. 
168 In the 1901 census Mary McCool resided with her daughter Marianne Kirkwood in 
Toberhead. 
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ÄÉÍÉÎÉÓÈÅÄ ÇÒÅÁÔÌÙ ×ÉÔÈ 4ÏÍÍÙ -Ã#ÏÏÌȭÓ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÓÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÓÔÉÌÌ 
resident in Ulster. 
  
We have established that the first generation began with John McCool who was residing 
as an adult in Toberhead in 1688. I have been unable to garner any additional 
information concerning his origins, whether he was a convert to Quakerism or born into 
the faith.  John McCool died sometime before Eleventh Month (January) 1719/20, when 
/ÌÉÖÉÁ ×ÁÓ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÓ Á ×ÉÄÏ×Ȣ ) ÈÁÖÅ ÅÓÔÉÍÁÔÅÄ *ÏÈÎ -Ã#ÏÏÌȭÓ ÂÉÒÔÈ ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÔÏ ÂÅ 
circa. 1655. 
 
In 1729, his widow Olivia emigrated to Pennsylvania and a descendant kept a copy of 
the original certificate of removal, which is included here too for posterity. 

 
REMOVAL CERTIFICATE OLIVIA MCCOOL RELICT OF JOHN MCCOOL 
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Certificate of Removal from Belnacree MM for Olivia McCool: 
 
From Our Mens Meeting held at Belnacree 
In the Province of Ulster & North of Ireland 
the 5th day of 2nd mo 1729 
 
To Friends in America or Elsewhere 
Dear Friends, Brethren & Sisters: 
 
After the Salutation of Love, We Signifie unto you that our (Dear?) Friend Olivia 
McCool (?), Widow & Relict to John McCool Decd, Intending to Transpoarte herself, In 
Ordr to Settle in America, now she, Pursuant to the Good order Accustomed amongst 
us, laying her said Intention Before us, Upon which having made the Necessary 
Enquirey, find Nothing to Obstruct her Intended leaving And Therfore Doe Certifie 
that the afSaid Olivia McCool hath Beheaved her Self Orderly, liveing In Good Unity & 
Fellowship with us, and doth Leave this In the Same, being also free from Debt, And 
Wee Sincerly Desire her Wellfare & preservation Both Spiritually and Temporally, 
And Recomend her to the Care of Friends Wherever her Dwelling place may be. 
 
Signed In and on Behalf of Said meeting by: Thomas Gregg, Robert Moore, William 
Moore, John Knox, James Moor, James Moore, James Starett, James Henderson, 
William Moore, Lewis Reford, Samuel Wilkinson, Francis Wilkinson, et al 

 
Friends at Belnachree (Ballynacree) meeting in 1729 granted to Olivia McCool, widow 
and relict of John McCool deceased, a certificate of good conduct that she could present 
to Quaker meeting in America. That the certificate of removal was granted at 
Ballynacree is incidental. Olivia McCool could have received the certificate from any of 
the local Quaker meetings since she was a well-known and active Quaker in Toberhead 
where she resided. Olivia had continued to hold the local Friends meeting in her home 
ÁÆÔÅÒ ÈÅÒ ÈÕÓÂÁÎÄȭÓ ÄÅÁÔÈȢ /Î ςnd of the Eleventh Month 1719/20 Widow McCool's 
house in Toberhead, was to be registered as a meeting-house. 169 
 
/ÌÉÖÉÁ -Ã#ÏÏÌ ×ÁÓ *ÏÈÎ -Ã#ÏÏÌȭÓ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ×ÉÆÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÓ ÕÎÃÏÖÅÒÅÄ 
when I was investigating the family of his daughter Jane McCool of Toberhead who had 
married Arthur Willson of Lemnaroy in 1725. 
 
#ÏȢ ,ÏÎÄÏÎÄÅÒÒÙ 1ÕÁËÅÒ -ÁÒȢ .ÏÔÉÃÅ ρχςυ *ÁÎÅ -Ã#ÏÏÌ ȰÔÏ ÍÁÒÒÙ ×ÉÔÈ !ÒÔÈÕÒ 
7ÉÌÌÓÏÎȢȱ170 
 
Jane McCool married into a local Quaker family by the name of Willson. Her husband 
was Arthur Willson who had a brother Morgan Willson who was a prominent member 
of the Toberhead meeting.171  -ÏÒÇÁÎ 7ÉÌÌÓÏÎȭÓ ÓÏÎ ÉÎ ÌÁ× 'ÅÒÖÁÉÓ *ÏÈÎÓÔÏÎ ×ÁÓ ÁÌÓÏ Á 
prominent member of the Toberhead meeting but by the time of his death in 1801 the 
Toberhead meeting had been dissolved.  
 
The family tree of the Willson family is outlined below. 172 

 
169 T1062/41 pp. 17, 95, 147. T1062/46 p. 30 
170 T1026/46 p. 44 
171 There was a William Wilson in Toberhead as early as 4 Aug 1686 who may be the progenitor 
ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÆÁÍÉÌÙȡ Ȭ4ÈÅ "ÉÓÈÏÐÒÉÃ ÏÆ $ÅÒÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ )ÒÉÓÈ 3ÏÃÉÅÔÙ ÏÆ ,ÏÎÄÏÎȟ ρφπς-ρχπυȭ )ÒÉÓÈ 
Manuscript Commission, 1983 p.113. 
172 -ÁÒÇÁÒÅÔ $ÉÃËÓÏÎ &ÁÌÌÅÙ Ȭ3ÃÏÔÃÈ )ÒÉÓÈ Ǫ )ÒÉÓÈ !ÎÃÅÓÔÒÁÌ 2ÅÓÅÁÒÃÈȭ ÐÐȢ ωπ-106. 
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Descendants of Wilson
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Wilson
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Hanna
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Arthur

Wilson
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Jane

McCool

Hannah

Wilson
1728 -

Francis

Dickson
1725 - 1810

Anne
Wilson

1728 -

Jacob
Kirk

John

Trueman
- 1750

Sarah

Wilson
1731 -

Robert

Johnston

Elizabeth

Wilson
1734 -

George
Gregg

Mary
Wilson

1742 -

Gervais

Johnstone
1733 - 1801

Margery

Wilson

Jane

Wilson

Thomas
Wilson

Mary
Wilson

Thomas

Faucet

Olive

Wilson

Charles

McCaghey



McCool, McNiece, Johnston, Weir, Backhouse, Morton families 

 77 

 
Arthur Willson died sometime around 1759.173 His widow, Jane Willson nee McCool 
decided to emigrate to America in 1763 upon receiveing legacies from the will of her 
brother John McCool of Delaware in 1761. I take this John McCool to be the son of John 
McCool senior the patriarch. This will was of great help in sorting out the early tree of 
the emigrant ancestors of John McCool senior. 
 
The Last Will & Testament of John McCool (Jr.), New Castle Co., DE dated 
February 26, 1761 : 
 
Be it Remembred that I John McCoole of New Castle County on Dellaware ---- 
 
I will & ordain that my Sister Jane Willson Wife of Arthur Willson of the County of 
Londonderry in the Kingdom of Ireland, have, possess & Enjoy all the profits priviliege 
use & Benefits of all that Tract or Parcel of Land 
 
I give & bequeath unto my Sister Jane Willson before mentioned the Sum of Fifty 
Pounds of like money to be paid to her or her Lawful Heirs, when Lawfully demanded, 
with Lawful Interest for the same. 

 
In order for her to progress to the New World Jane Willson required a certificate of 
removal from her Irish Quaker friends and it is within this document that shaft of light 
into the early origins of the family. The certificate of removal was approved by the 
Quaker meeting at Grange. 
 
Antrim/Grange with Toberhead Quaker meeting minutes 174 
To friends of Newcastle County Pennsylvania or Elsewhere in America 
Dear Friends, 
Jane Wilson, widow of Arthur Wilson Deceased having acquainted us that she 
puropses going to your land & To take her daughter Jane Wilson with her and desiring 
a certificate. 
We therefore hereby Certify that the said Jane Wilson the Elder both during her 
Husband's life & since his decease has been of a sober, orderly conversation & that 
her daughter Jane Wilson the younger so far as we know hath been of sober 
conversation & Leaves free from Marriage, Ingagement, & as they both these parts in 
unity with we recommend them to your brotherly care & Advices & as we are 
informed said Jane Wilson the elder is going over on account of a Legacy left her 
by her Half Brother  Jno McCool, late of your county, not doubting your friendly 
Assistance in that or other respects we conclude & remain your loveing friends: 
Signed on behalf of our six weeks men & women's meeting held at Grange for Antrim 
Quarter in the Province of Ulster the 26 of the 3rd month 1763 -- 
Hanna Bready, Sarah Bready, Mary Wilson, Jane Clark, Ann Clark: 
Morgan Wilson, Richard Steer, Samson Bready, Samuel Clark, John Dean, William 
English, William Gregg, David Hunter, James Robson, William McMullan, John Clark, 
Thomas Greer. 

 
Fortunately, the Grange-meeting, gave additional and revealing family information that 
John McCool of Delaware was the half-brother of the emigrant Jane McCool. This vital 
piece of information shone a shaft of light into the structure of the first and second 
generations of the McCool family and helped me to make sense of the early tree. Without 

 
173 His will dated 1759 registered in the ROD 
174 MIC 16/43 & AM5/1 
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this detail I may never have been able to make meaningful connections between the 
early generations of the family. What had been previously confusing now made sense in 
light of this family revelation. Other pieces of the jigsaw began to fall into place and the 
documentary evidence uncovered further details about the tree. 
 
John McCool senior was married twice. We do not have the name of his first wife.  
 
I had noticed in the sufferings book for Quakers register that an Archibald McCool 
appeared in the records for Toberhead from 1706 onwards and it seemed most likely 
that he was the eldest son of John McCool by his first wife. 175 
 
1706 sufferings County Londonderry 
Parish of Maghera 
Archibald McCull 
John McCull 
 
1708 sufferings County Londonderry 
John McCull 
Archibald McCull 
 
1709 sufferings County Londonderry 
John McCool 
Archibald McCool 
 
1710 sufferings County Londonderry 
Maghera parish 
John McCooll 
Archibald McCooll 
 
These sufferings are the lists of adults who were punished by the state for refusing to 
pay tithes to the Established Church of Ireland. Archibald McCool first appears in the 
sufferings book of 1706 and we can estimate his birth range as circa 1680 to 1690.  
 
It is through this Archibald McCool that the Toberhead McCools are descended. We find 
him resident in the parish of Maghera in the 1740 Protestant Householders' survey 
listed as Arch. McCoule. It seems likely that Archibald McCool was a son of John McCool 
senior by his first marriage.176 Archibald was probably the eldest son and as a result 
would have inherited the family farm and lease.  It appears that most of his siblings 
migrated to the New World. 
 
A problem remains with the early McCool tree for the first two generations in that I am 
unable to determine which children belong to which marriage. 
 
It seems probable given the evidence that Archibald and John were children of the first 
marriage and Jane of the second marriage.  
 
)Î ÈÉÓ ×ÉÌÌ ÏÆ ρχφρ *ÏÈÎ -Ã#ÏÏÌȭÓ ÒÅÆÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÅÁÃÈ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÓÉÂÌÉÎÇÓ ÁÓ ÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÂÒÏÔÈÅÒÓ ÏÒ 
sisters and makes no distinction in consanguinity.  
 
 

 
175 T1062/48 Quaker sufferings book 1706; 1708; 1709; 1710 
176 As was John McCool of Delaware will probated 1761 
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The Last Will & Testament of John McCool, New Castle Co., DE dated February 26, 
1761: 
 
Be it Remembred that I John McCoole of New Castle County on Dellaware  
Item: I give and Devise unto the monthly meeting of Duck Creek Composed of the 
People Called Quakers, my Mansion House and Plantation thereunto belonging, . . . . . 
Except the Buildings, Clearings and Improvements made on the upper End of the said 
Tract of Land, being that part now in the Possession of Peter Hiard & Sidney Peery 
Widow; Together with Twenty Acres of Woodland next Adjoining the said clearing 
and Improvement . . . . . , My Will is that my loving Friend Jacob Janney and his now 
Wife Elizabeth, Have, possess and enjoy the same, . . . . .  
 
Item: I give & devise unto the Yearly Meeting of Philadelphia Composed of the People 
called Quakers all that part or parcel of Land now in the Possession of Peter Hiard & 
Sidney Peery Widow; Excepted in the Paragraph, . . . . . . 
 
Item: I will & ordain that my Brother Samuel McCoole, have, possess & enjoy, all the 
profits, privelieges Use & Benefits of one Moiety . . . . . .  
 
Item: My Will is that my Nephew John McCool Son of my Brother William McCoole, 
Deceased, have possess & enjoy all the profits, priveliege, use & benefits of the other 
Moiety or half Part of the aforesaid Tract or parcel of Land (being that part whereon 
his Mother Susannah McCoole now dwells)  
 
Item: I will and Ordain that my Loving Kinsman John Meriss & his now Wife Mary, 
have, Possess & Enjoy all the profits privilieges use & Benefits of all & singular them 
two Tracts or Parcels of Land or Plantations Scituate lying & being in Georges Creek 
Hundred in the County of New Castle aforesaid, and on the South Side of Scotts Runn, . 
. . . . . , they or either of them yielding & paying unto their Daughter Susannah, the Just 
& full Sum of Forty Pounds Current Money of the Goverment aforesaid, at the day of 
her marriage or her arriving to the Age of Twenty one years . . . . . . the said Lands & 
Premises to be & descend unto the next male Heir of the Body of the said Mary Meriss 
Lawfully begotten and in failure of Such Heirs, to be & descend unto to my Nephew 
John McCool Son of Walter McCoole . . . . .  
 
Item: I will & ordain that my Sister Jane Willson Wife of Arthur Willson of the County 
of Londonderry in the Kingdom of Ireland, have, possess & Enjoy all the profits 
priviliege use & Benefits of all that Tract or Parcel of Land . . . . . . .  
 
Item: My Will is that my Nephew John McCoole, Son of James McCoole, Deceased, 
have, Possess & Enjoy all the profits privelieges, Use & Benefits of that Tract or Parcel 
of Land . . . . . . . .  
 
Item: I give & bequeath unto my Kinsman James Butler, Living in Jerseys the Just & full 
Sum of Fifty Pounds Current Lawful Money of this Goverment, to be paid to him or his 
Heirs by my Executors when Lawfully Demanded. 
 
Item: I give & bequeath unto my Brother Walter McCoole the Just & full Sum of One 
Hundred & Fifty Pounds of like money to be paid to him in Bonds or Obligations upon 
Demand. 
 
Item: I give & bequeath unto my Brother Samuel McCoole the Sum of Fifty Pounds of 
like Money to be paid him in like manner. 
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Item: I give & bequeath unto John McCoole, Son of the Said Samuel McCoole the Sum 
of Forty Pounds of like money to be paid to him in like manner. 
 
Item: I give & bequeath unto my Nephew John McCoole, Son of James McCoole, 
deceased, the Sum of Fifty Pounds of like Money to be paid to him when he comes to 
age to recieve it according to Law, with Lawful Interest for the same. 
 
Item: I give & bequeath unto my Sister Jane Willson before mentioned the Sum of Fifty 
Pounds of like money to be paid to her or her Lawful Heirs, when Lawfully demanded, 
with Lawful Interest for the same. 
 
Items: (He carefully arranges for the education, freedom from servitude, and 
continuing support (as needed) of nine slaves).  
 
And Lastly, I do hereby Nominate, Constitute & appoint Trusty and well Esteemed 
Friends Robert Richardson & John Meriss, both of New Castle County, Executors of 
this my last Will and Testament, . . . . . . . . . declaring this & no other to be my last Will 
and Testament In Witness Whereof I have hereunto set my Hand and Affixed my Seal 
this twenty Sixth Day of the Second Month Called February in the Year of our Lord 
One Thousand Seven Hundred and sixty one ------- 1761. 
 
Signed Sealed and Acknowledged by the Said John McCoole (Seal) 
John McCoole to be his last Will and Testament 
in the presence of us. 
 
Robert Patterson 
Edith Patterson 
her 
Esther ( X ) Boyd 
mark 

 
The will of John McCool 1761 and other records from the Quaker records in America 
were useful in building up a picture of the second generation of the family. I have 
attached Archibald and John to the first marriage (unknown spouse) and all other 
known children to the second marriage with Olivia (unknown maiden name). This in 
part may explain why the widowed Olivia emigrated to America in 1729. There is no 
proof of death but one assumes she died in America amongst her family. 
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The children of John McCool in America: 
 
The will of John McCool junior 1761 mentions brothers Samuel McCool, William McCool 
deceased, Walter McCool, James McCool deceased (will 1751), Sister Jane Wilson in 
Londonderry. In addition James McCool emigrated to America with his brother Gabriel 
McCool in 1725 with a certificate of removal from the Quaker meeting in Dunglady .177 

 
177 Quaker database Dublin 

Descendants of John McCool

Unknown
spouse

John
McCool

- 1719

Olivia
- 1729

John

McCool
- 1761

Mary

Howie
- 1761

Archibald

McCool
- 1740

Jane

McCool

Arthur

Wilson
- 1759

Samuel

McCool

William

McCool
- 1761

Susannah

Baker
- 1761

Walter

McCool
- 1761

James

McCool
- 1751

Anne

Wright

Gabriel

McCool
- 1729

Sarah
McCool

1699 -

Daniel

Backhouse
- 1757
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'ÁÂÒÉÅÌ -Ã#ÏÏÌȭÓ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ ×ÁÓ ÁÄÍÉÎÉÓÔÅÒÅÄ ρχςωȢ )Î ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎ research on the Backhouse 
family genealogy revealed that the wife of Daniel Backhouse was Sarah McCool most 
likely another child of John McCool senior. 178 
 
Back to the Toberhead family. 
 
7Å ÆÉÎÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ρχτπ 0ÒÏÔÅÓÔÁÎÔ (ÏÕÓÅÈÏÌÄÅÒÓȭ ,ÉÓÔ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÉÓÈ ÏÆ -ÁÇÈÅÒÁȢ !ÒÃÈÉÂÁÌÄ 
-Ã#ÏÏÌȭÓ ÎÁÍÅȢ (Å ÔÏÏË ÏÕÔ Á ÖÁÌÕÁÂÌÅ ÌÅÁÓÅ ÉÎ 4ÏÂÅÒÈÅÁÄ, dated 1734. The three lives 
lease was also known as a perpetuity lease and gave the McCool family a sense of 
security rarely granted to Irish tenants. A marker stone with the family initials and the 
date 1735 was uncovered at the McCool homestead in Toberhead. I suggest there is a 
connection between the perpetuity lease of the 1734 and the stone marker of 1735. At 
some stage it appears that the McCool homestead was extended and a second home built 
perhaps for a son. It seems likely that the marker was carved to commemorate this 
significant family event that was made possible by the taking on such a valuable lease.  
 
        1735 marker stone  

 
 
 
LEASE OF 1734 TRANSCRIBED FROM THE ORIGINAL IN THE REGISTRY OF DEEDS IN DUBLIN 

Original Lease for Toberhead 1734 East Quarter Division 103 acres; 1r 20p arable & 
51 acres boggy 
 
Registry of Deeds Volume 176 page 49 memorial number 116751 
 
Conolly to Beaton & ors 
Registered 17 day April 1755 
Lease dated 28 March 1734 
Rt Hon Wm Conolly, Dublin of the one part & Samuel Beaton, Hugh Beaton, Archibald 
McCowl & Daniel Backhouse in the proportion of Vintners - East Quarter Division 103 
acres; 1r 20p arable & pasture and 51 acres, 2r, 16p bogg - natural lives and lives of 
Archibald McCowl eldest son of John McCowl of Toberhead ; John Backhouse, son 
of said Daniel Backhouse179 & John McCracken son of Robert McCracken of Grange in 
said proportion: £14 annual rent; renewal of life £7. 
Witnesses - Marcus McCausland, Deasey [Daisy] Hill, L'Derry & Geo Tiney, Dublin, 
Gent 
Signed in presence of and sealed - Marcus McCausland & James Marley 7 Sept 1754 

 
178 The Backhouse family were another early Quaker family in Toberhead. 
179 $ÁÎÉÅÌ "ÁÃËÈÏÕÓÅȭÓ ×ÉÆÅ 3ÁÒÁÈ -Ã#ÏÏÌ ×ÁÓ ÁÎÏÔÈÅÒ ÄÁÕÇÈÔÅÒ ÏÆ *ÏÈÎ -Ã#ÏÏÌȟ ÓÅÎÉÏÒȢ 
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Careful analysis of this lease indicates that it identifies three generations of 
McCools. 
 
The lease was devised to Archibald McCool in 1734 ɀ I take this Archibald McCool to be 
the eldest son of John McCool senior deceased before 1721. 180 
 
In the 1734 lease a John McCool is named as the father of Archibald McCool, a life 
inserted in the lease. 181 
 
I take this John McCool named in the lease to be the son of Archibald McCool of the 1734 
lease and the 1740 Protestant Householders survey. It will be noted that Archibald 
McCool, the life in the lease, was described as the eldest son of John McCool, and I 
suspect he was just a child at the time of the lease in 1734. So the Archibald McCool life 
ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÁÓÅ ×ÁÓ ÇÒÁÎÄÓÏÎ ÏÆ !ÒÃÈÉÂÁÌÄ -Ã#ÏÏÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅρχτπ ÈÏÕÓÅÈÏÌÄÅÒÓȭ ÓÕÒÖÅÙȢ 182 
 
Line of descent for the McCools who remained in Toberhead:  
John McCool progenitor of the Toberhead family deceased by 1721 had issue: 
Archibald McCool (1734 lease & 1740 survey) who had issue: 
John McCool (named in 1734 lease) and he had issue 
Archibald McCool (eldest son of John McCool and the life in the lease of 1734). 
 
                         Ancestor tree of Archibald McCool life in the lease of 1734 

 
 
 
 

 
180 Archibald McCool is mentioned in the book of sufferings for 1706 and is also listed in the 
ρχτπ 0ÒÏÔÅÓÔÁÎÔ ÈÏÕÓÅÈÏÌÄÅÒÓȭ ÓÕÒÖÅÙ ÆÏÒ -ÁÇÈÅÒÁ ÐÁÒÉÓÈȢ 
181 The John McCool mentioned in the 1734 lease cannot be John McCool junior son of John 

McCool senior,  as he had emigrated to Delaware in USA well before this deed was drawn up. 
182 Archibald McCool the life in the lease is mentioned in later leases, rentals, registered deeds 
concerning the Toberhead farm. 

Ancestors of Archibald McCool

Archibald McCool
b: Bef. 1733 in Toberhead

m: Abt. 1760
d: in Toberhead

John McCool
b: Abt. 1710

Archibald McCool
b: Bet. 1680 - 1685 in Toberhead

d: Aft. 1740 in Toberhead

John McCool
d: Abt. 1719 in Toberhead

Unknown spouse
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This line of descent makes sense in light of the available evidence and subsequent family 
history. The McCools of Toberhead appear to have been one homogeneous family so we 
are not talking about large numbers. 183 
 
Evidence for Archibald McCool  (mentioned as a life in lease of 1734) 
It seems likely that the Archibald McCool mentioned in the deed as eldest son of John 
McCool was a child in the 1734 lease. Sometimes ages are given in the lease but not in 
this occasion. Confirmation that Archibald McCool was probably a child in 1734 is 
confirmed from Quaker records as he was married in 1760. He is mentioned as an active 
Quaker in Toberhead in 1758 and 1759. But in 1760 he was disowned from the body of 
Quakers for marrying a non-Quaker. 
 
-ÉÎÕÔÅÓ ÏÆ Á ÍÅÎȭÓ ÍÅÅÔÉÎÇ ÈÅÌÄ ÁÔ -ÏÒÇÁÎ 7ÉÌÓÏÎͻÓȟ ÎÅÁÒ 4ÏÂÅÒÈÅÁÄ ςρ ÏÆ υÔÈ ÍÏÎÔÈ 
1758. 184 
Toberhead members - Archibald McCooll  
 
Book of Sufferings, 1759 185  
Maghera parish: Archibald McCoole  had taken from him for thythes by John Hagan by 
the taker under Thomas Bernard priest of the parish of Maghera 12 stooks of oats with 
some hay worth 7shillings. 
 
Quaker Minutes 1760 186 
This meeting being informed that Edward Backhouse, Archd McCool and Olive Wilson 
otherwise McCaghy have joyned in marriage with persons not professing with us: John 
McMunn & Morgan Willson are desired to draw suitable testimonys against their 
ÔÒÁÎÓÇÒÅÓÓÉÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÂÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÍ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÎÅØÔ ÍÅÎȭÓ ÍÅÅÔÉÎÇȢ 
                   
Quaker discipline/removals 187 
Whereas Archibald McCool  was educated in the profession of people called Quakers & 
did sometime frequent our religious meetings but for want of a faithful adherence to the 
Dictates of that Devine Principle which was sufficient to have preserved hath been 
prevailed on to suffer himself to be joined in marriage by a Priest to a Woman of a 
different profession, we do thereby Disown the said Archibald McCool to be of our 
society untill he come to witness that Godly sorrow which worketh true repentance 
which that the Lord may Mercifully grant him is our sincere desire. Given forth at a 
ÍÅÎȭÓ ÍÅÅÔÉÎÇ ÈÅÌÄ ÉÎ !ÎÔÒÉÍ ÙÅ ςχÔÈ ÏÆ ÙÅ χÔÈ ÍÏÎÔÈ ρχφπȢ 
 
Commentary: 
Archibald McCool was married circa. 1760. He was married to a woman from a different 
denomination and this was sufficient for his expulsion from the Society of Friends.188 
The Quaker meeting at Toberhead was struggling to survive by the late eighteenth 
century and by 1796 ceased to exist.189 

 
183 Considering that most of the early family emigrated. 
184 MIC16/43, 1758-1760 
185 MIC16/6 Q5/3 1748-1809 Ulster Province/Quarterly meetings 
186 MIC16/43  
187 MIC16/43 p.10 
188 -ÏÓÔ ÌÉËÅÌÙ ÍÁÒÒÉÅÄ ÂÙ Á 0ÒÅÓÂÙÔÅÒÉÁÎ ÍÉÎÉÓÔÅÒȢ 1ÕÁËÅÒÓ ÖÉÅ×ÅÄ ÁÌÌ ÍÉÎÉÓÔÅÒÓ ÁÓ ȬÐÒÉÅÓÔÓȭ 
irrespective of denomination. Subsequently the family were attached to Castledawson 
Presbyterian Church. 
189 )Î ρχωσ *ÏÂ 3ÃÏÔÔ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÔÈÅ 4ÏÂÅÒÈÅÁÄ ÍÅÅÔÉÎÇ ÁÓ Á ȬÆÅÅÂÌÅ ÏÎÅȭȢ Ȭ! *ÏÕÒÎÁÌ ÏÆ ÌÉÆÅȟ ÔÒÁÖÅÌÓȟ 
ÇÏÓÐÅÌ ÁÎÄ ÌÁÂÏÕÒÓ ÏÆ *ÏÂ 3ÃÏÔÔȭȟ ρψρυȢ 
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Archibald McCool inherited the family farm and lease. As the life in the lease of 1734 he 
is mentioned in the lease book for the estate. 
 
 Quaker record of disownment for Archibald McCool 1760 190 

 
 
 
Moving forward in time to the tithes book of 1827 this reveals that the family farm was 
in the possession of John McCool and Archibald McCool junior. Divided into 2 lots of 10 
acres 2 rood numbered 1452 and 1453 respectively in the Maghera tithe book. 191   
 

 
190 MIC16/43 p.10 
191 FIN/5/A/212  
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I have concluded that John & Archibald were brothers (and children of Archibald McCool 
senior who was married c. 1760) given that they were contemporaries and in 
possession of the McCool land, which was in effect one contiguous farm. Evidence 
uncovered in ÔÈÅ 6ÉÎÔÎÅÒÓȭ "ÅÌÌÁÇÈÙ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ ÁÒÃÈÉÖÅ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÁÓÓÅÒÔÉÏÎȢ !Î 
examination of the rental for 1779 contains information about the lives in the perpetuity 
lease. 
 
Rental of Vintners' estate with leases recited (1779) 192 
Tubberhead 
Page 762: Samuel Beaton & co part of Tubberhead containing 103-1-20 
arable/pasture and 50-1-16 bog from Nov 1733 for lives renewable forever: Renewed 
to Kennedy Henderson & ors 1779 for lives of Archibald McCool, Archibald McCool 
*ȭÒ & John Henderson. 

 
The rental confirmed that Archibald McCool named as a life in the 1733 lease was still 
alive in 1779 and indeed had a son Archibald McCool, junior. It is the latter we find in 
the tithes book for Toberhead in 1827, which was also the year of his death.193 
 
Additional information on the family was uncovered in the valuable Bellaghy lease book. 
 
The McCools and allied farmers were fortunate to hold a valuable perpetuity lease that 
ÅÎÁÂÌÅÄ ÔÈÅÍ ÔÏ ÓÕÒÖÉÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÃÉÓÓÉÔÕÄÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÔÅ ÅÉÇÈÔÅÅÎÔÈ ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ 6ÉÎÔÎÅÒÓȭ 
estate. The McCools would have been considered strong farmers. By comparison many 
of the local tenants in the area would have struggled to make a subsistence living from 
the land as population pressured increased significantly towards the end of the 
eighteenth century. 
 
The correspondence between the Bellaghy agent Andrew Spotswood and the proprietor 
Thomas Conolly reveal the conditions that the tenants at the end of the eighteenth 
century. The letters shed a shaft of light into this period of history. Spotswood wrote to 
Conolly in [?] about the problems with collecting the November rent due to scarcity of 
ÍÏÎÅÙȟ ȬI have been using my utmost endeavours to bring in the November rents and assure 
ÙÏÕ 3ÉÒȟ ×ÈÅÎ ) ÈÁÖÅ ÉÍÐÏÕÎÄÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÎÁÎÔÓȭ ÃÁÔÔÌÅ ) ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÏÂÌÉÇÅÄ ÔÏ ÒÅÔÕÒÎ ÔÈÅÍ ÁÇÁÉÎ 
for want of purchasers, and little or no money given for cloth or yarn so great is the distress 
of this part of the countryȭ ɉ4#$ȡ σωχφȾυρτɊ 9%!2ȩ 
 
The rapid increase in the population of Ireland in the latter half of the eighteenth century 
was clearly reflected at regional level in south Derry and is summed up in the comments 
ÏÆ ÏÎÅ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÒ Ȭthere are several townlands the houses of which have been trebled in 
the memory of men not very old; the last decade of George II may be assumed as the point 

 
192 D1062/1/2  
193 He had a son Archibald McCool junior, which causes some confusion as we have three 
contiguous generations named Archibald. 
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whence it began to start towards its present densityȭȢ ! ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÐÏÒÔÉÏÎ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ 
dependent on the potato crop for survival. 
 
The late eighteenth century was a time of distress for many due to crop failure an this led 
to distressful years in 1782-1783 and 1799-1800 with the potato always the culprit. Bad 
harvests led to rent crises and the frustrations of the Bellaghy land-agent are prevalent in 
ÈÉÓ ÌÅÔÔÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÎÄÌÏÒÄ #ÏÎÏÌÌÙȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÎ ρχψς ÈÅ ×ÒÏÔÅȟ Ȭthe late and very bad harvests 
make the rents come in more tardy than usualȭȢ 4ÈÅ ÐÅÒÉÏÄ ρχωυ-1805 was particularly 
ÂÁÄȟ Ȭfew of the Roman Catholic tenants, if any, are able to fine down to the rents granted in 
1734. The farms each man occupies is so small it is impossible for them to be rich and it is by 
linen manufacture that they all liveȭȢ 194  
 
Although the spinning and weaving of linen was important in County Derry, the south of 
the county was not a major area of production. Only a dozen or so families are listed in 
Maghera parish flax premium returns for 1796. There were 4 corn mills on the VinÔÎÅÒÓȭ 
proportion and tenants were tied to a particular mill, a usual condition of the lease 
contract. 
 
/Î *ÕÎÅ ω ρψππ *ÏÈÎ 3ÐÏÔÓ×ÏÏÄ ×ÒÏÔÅ ȬI never experienced such distress as the people are 
in general in, and assure you there are very few on your estate have their bread unbought 
and you will not be surprised at it when I can with truth inform you there are but four who 
live on your estate have above 50 acres of land in their own occupation, and not twenty who 
ÏÃÃÕÐÙ φτ ÁÃÒÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌ ÁÖÅÒÁÇÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÅÓÔÁÔÅ ÄÏ ÎÏÔ ÏÃÃÕÐÙ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ϋ ÁÃÒÅÓȢȭ ɍȬ) 
registered 234 freeholders on this estate in May 1796 above 25 are since dead or gone to 
AmerÉÃÁȟ Á ÖÅÒÙ ÆÅ× ÓÔÁÙÅÄ ÁÔ ÈÏÍÅȭȢ Ȭ-ÏÓÔ ÏÆ ÙÏÕÒ 2ÏÍÁÎ #ÁÔÈÏÌÉÃ ÔÅÎÁÎÔÓ ×ÈÏ ÙÏÕ ÇÁÖÅ 
lives to would not take the oath prescribed by the law to enable them to vote, but many came 
in when they heard you were anxious for Colonel Stewart and offered to take the oaths and 
I am in hopes I will get all Catholics to register votes in July nextȭȢ 195 
 
! ÌÅÔÔÅÒ ÏÆ ρω -ÁÙ ρψπρ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÇÌÏÏÍÙ ÐÉÃÔÕÒÅȟ Ȭthe dreadful distress of the 
people by the total failure of the potato cropȭ ÁÎÄ ÁÇÁÉÎ Ȭthe estate is so thickly inhabited 
and so many here have joined in a lease and the dreadful distresses at least 5 out of every 8 
have suffered for 18 months past that it has rendered many bankrupts and numbers 
obliged to sell parts of their farms, many the whole, to keep them and their families from 
starving. 196 The average farm at this time was only 7 acres.   
 
The McCool family survived these regional difficulties. It is fortunate that a lease book is 
extant giving details of the ages of lives in the perpetuity leases on the Bellaghy estate 
over a significant period of time as we can see from a transcript of the document below: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
194 TCD/3980/1361 5 July 1800 
195 TCD/3980/1350  
196 TCD/3980/1396  
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Bellaghy lease book details 197  
Original lease dated 28 March 1734 from William Conolly to Samuel Beaton, 
Archibald McCowl & Daniel Backhouse containing 103-1-2 arable and pasture and 
50-1-15 bog. Year rent and fees £14-7-0 for the lives of Archibald McCowl , John 
Backhouse & John McCrackin. Additional rent £5 in case of alienation. 
 
First rent dated 10 Oct 1779 (note ɀ ÔÈÉÓ ÍÅÁÎÓ ÒÅÎÅ×ÁÌ ÏÆ Á ȬÌÉÆÅȭɊ 
From Thomas Conolly to Kennedy Henderson, Hugh Beaton, Joseph Courtenay, 
Edward Backhouse & Archibald McCool . Life deceased John Backhouse. Life inserted 
John Kennedy son of Kennedy Henderson aged 14 years.198 
 
Lives therein being Archibald McCool (one of the lives in the original lease 
ÅÌÄÅÓÔ ÓÏÎ ÏÆ ÓÁÉÄ !ÃÈÉÂÁÌÄ -Ã#ÏÏÌ ÓÅÎȭÒ ÁÆÏÒÅÓÁÉÄɊ Ǫ !ÒÃÈÉÂÁÌÄ -Ã#ÏÏÌ ÊÕÎȭÒ - 
whose life was inserted by virtue of a power of attorney as recited in this rent in 
the room of John  McCracken & John son of Kennedy Henderson of C:Dawson. 
 
Is there a new rent? --- I do not see one. Archibald McCool senior died in August 
1827  (and the life of Robert Peel Dawson eldest son of George Robert Dawson has 
been nominated in his stead). The lives then would be John Henderson of 
Castledawson, Archibald McCool junior  & Robert Peel Dawson. 
 
Archibald McCool jun died in Oct 1828  
John Henderson died 20 May 1832 

The details in  the Bellaghy lease-book  adds significantly to our knowledge of the family 
as it mentions Archibald McCool senior who died 1827 and Archibald McCool junior 
who died 1828. I was fortunate to uncover a copy of the will of Archibald McCool senior 
in the Morton Family Papers. His wife was Sarah Backhouse the daughter of Edward 
Backhouse of Toberhead. 
 

Will of Archibald McCool dated 27 July 1827 199 

In the name of God, Amen 
 
I Archibald McCool Senior of Toberhead in the county of Londonderry. 
I will that my body be buried in a decent but not expensive manner 
My will is that after my death my family shall not seperate during their mother's life 
Mention of son Samuel providing bed and bedding for family members upon death of 
their mother or upon marriage whichever should come first. 
They being otherwise provided for by the last will of the late Edward Backhouse their 
grandfather 
 
To my son Samuel McCool I do give and deliver all my lands and real property in 
Toberhead aforesaid and to his heirs male or female forever together with all my 
personal and chattle property of what kind forever subject nevertheless to bequests 
to his sisters aforesaid and to the payment of all my just debts. 

 
197 D1062/1/5 p. 80  
198 Henderson of Broagh, Castledawson: Kennedy Henderson married Ann Mauleverer in July 
1759 (D313/1). Lease of Broagh near Castledawson 1762 (LPC/326) and was listed in 1766 
religious returns for Magherafelt parish, dissenter. Around 1771 he was running a bleachyard at 
Broagh. Kennedy Henderson was still alive in 1796 as he was a Burgess of Newtownlimavady 
Corporation (D663/27). His son John Henderson (c1755-1832) was a life in the Toberhead lease. 
199 D4480/1/1 (spelling as in the original document). 
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And in case my son Samuel die without lawful heirs then in that case I give my lands 
to Mr James Mawhinney at present of Coran, Innkeeper in trust for the purpose 
hereafter mentioned that is to say to sell and dispose of my lands aforesaid and the 
money & proceeds arising therefrom to be divided between my daughters and thier 
heirs share and share alike: 
 
I appoint Mr Francis Morton of Ballynogher & James Anderson of Toberhead my 
executors 
 
27 day of July 1827 
Archibald McCool 

 
Signature of Archibald McCool senior from the will of 1827 

 
In addition ) ÕÎÃÏÖÅÒÅÄ ÁÎ ÁÄÄÉÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÔÒÁÎÓÃÒÉÐÔ ÏÆ !ÒÃÈÉÂÁÌÄ -Ã#ÏÏÌȭÓ ×ÉÌÌȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÁÄ 
been filed with the Inland Revenue (these transcripts survived destruction as they were 
not housed in the Public Record Office in Dublin). Microfilm copies are available in the 
National Archives, Dublin. In this transcript a different date of death is recorded for 
Archibald McCool senior than in the Bellaghy lease-book, nevertheless both sources 
confirmed that he died in the year 1827. 
 

Transcription of will of Archibald McCool Inland Revenue 200  
Will transcript Derry Diocese of Archibald McCool 1837 [4/236/29] 
 
Archibald McCool of Toberhead Co Derry died 27 October 1827 ; will dated 21 
July 1827 In Trust of Jas Mawhinney of Curran, Innkeeper. Exors - Francis Morton, 
Ballynocker & Jas Anderson, Toberhead, PT Castledawson; proved Con Court of Derry 
April 1837. 
!ÌÌ ÔÅÓÔÁÔÏÒÓ ÌÁÎÄÓȾÒÅÁÌ ÅÓÔÁÔÅȾ 3ÈÏÕÌÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÎ 3ÁÍȭÌ ÄÉÅ ×ÉÔÈÏÕÔ ÈÅÉÒÓ ɉÓÅÌÌ ÓÁÍÅɊ ÔÏ 
testators daughters & heirs 

 
In his will of 1827 Archibald McCool sets the farm and land to his son Samuel McCool. 
Mentions daughters unnamed. Archibald McCool styled himself 'senior' in his will of 
1827. Son Archibald McCool junior is not mentioned in the will so it is possible that he 
was already provided for or possibly he was already ill as he died the following year 
(Oct 1828).  
 
We are presented with three generations named Archibald McCool outlined in the tree 
below for reference purposes. 
 

 
200 National Archives Ireland IWR/1837/F/249  
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The will of Archibald McCool of Toberhead was not probated in Derry Diocese until 
1837. It seems likely that the delay was predicated by a legal wrangle, possibly caused 
by the premature death of Samuel McCool who was mentioned in his father's will 
1827.201 It seems likely that Samuel McCool died without lawful issue as the will of 
Archibald McCool senior stated: 
 
And in case my son Samuel die without lawful heirs  then in that case I give my lands 
to Mr James Mawhinney at present of Coran Innkeeper in trust for the purpose 
hereafter mentioned that is to say to sell and dispose of my lands aforesaid and the 
money & proceeds arising therefrom to be divided between my daughters and their 
heirs share and share alike : 
 
Subsequent research proved that Archie McCool had at least four daughters who 
married local men. Two daughters Jane and Anne married two McMaster brothers, 
Robert and Hugh respectively. Another daughter Peggy McCool married Robert Stone 
and another Elizabeth was married to John McNiece. Concerning the latter, Elizabeth 
McNiece formerly McCool was widowed around 1831 and in 1834 remarried William 
Morton in Maghera Church of Ireland. Morton subsequently became embroiled in a legal 
dispute over family legacy that he felt he was entitled to as a result of the marriage.202 
The Morton Family Papers were of immense help in working out the various family 
connections in the earlier part of the nineteenth century. 
 

 
201 This is the only reference we have to Samuel McCool son of Archibald McCool. 
202 We are in one way grateful for this since the legal case has left a valuable documentary trail. 
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Toberhead: Griffiths Valuation 1858 

 
!Ó ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÓÅÅÎ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ 'ÒÉÆÆÉÔÈÓȭ ÒÅÔÕÒÎÓ ÁÂÏÖÅ ɉ-Ã#ÏÏÌÅȭÓ ÑÕÁÒÔÅÒɊ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÆÁÍÉÌÉÅÓ 
married into the McCool family and so the original farm was sub-divided over time.  
 
The following is the descendant tree of Archibald McCool and his wife Sarah Backhouse. 
The male line in this family died out but female lines intermarried with Toberhead 
families of McNiece, Stone and McMaster and their descendants still reside in the area 
today. 

 



McCool, McNiece, Johnston, Weir, Backhouse, Morton families 

 92 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Descendants of Archibald McCool

Archibald
McCool

1761 - 1827

Sarah
Backhouse
1761 - 1840

John

McNeice
1791 - 1831

Elizabeth

McCool
1792 - 1874

William

Morton
1807 - 1874

Samuel

McCool

Jane

McCool
1800 - 1864

Robert

McMaster
1798 - 1886

Ann

McCool
1807 - 1869

Hugh

McMaster
1802 - 1887

Peggy

McCool
1808 - 1849

Robert
Stone

1801 - 1885

Archibald

McCool
- 1828
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The male McCool line through Archibald McCool and Sarah Backhouse died out. The 
remaining McCools in Toberhead descend from John McCool (1775-1865) whom we 
find listed in the 1827 tithes book and 1858 Griffiths valuation in Toberhead. 
 
An interesting visitation took place in Toberhead in 1835 by the Quaker Joshua Evans 
×ÈÏ ×ÒÏÔÅ ÈÉÓ ÄÉÁÒÙ ȬFrom Coleraine we passed through several towns to a meeting inn 
Toberhead where there is no person in membership with us but some of the descendants 
of Friends reside there. I thought they resembled the lost sheep of the house of Israel and 
we laboured earnestly for their help, though the prospect appears gloomyȭȢ203 
 
No doubt John McCool was one of the persons spoken about in the diary I have already 
mentioned that this John McCool was most likely the brother of Archibald McCool who 
married Sarah Backhouse. I suspect that John McCool married someone by the name of 
Hammond since he named one son Samuel Hammond McCool (and Hammonds resided 
in the area). It is through John McCool that the surname of McCool was still resident in 
Toberhead by the time of the 1901 census. It seems that John McCool took possession of 
the perpetuity lease but I have not been able to find a copy of the document. Other 
evidence suggests that he held the perpetuity lease. He was listed as a £10 freeholder in 
1839, which gave him the right to vote.204 He appears posthumously in the volume 
Ȭ,ÁÎÄÏ×ÎÅÒÓ ÏÆ )ÒÅÌÁÎÄȭ ρψχφ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÈÏÌÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ςς ÁÃÒÅÓ ÉÎ 4ÏÂÅÒÈÅÁÄȢ205 No will 

appears to have been probated. 
 

LOCATION OF MCCOOL FARM TOBERHEAD 
 

-Ã#//,%ȭ3 15!24%2 

 
 

 
203 Friends Miscellany Volume 6: Joshua Evans, published by J Richards, 1835 referring to Phebe 
3ÐÅÁËÍÁÎȭÓ ÖÏÙÁÇÅ ÔÏ %ÎÇÌÁÎÄ ÁÎÄ )ÒÅÌÁÎÄ ÃȢ ρχωφȢ 
204 D834/1 no 172: John McCool £10 freeholder. 
205 His estate matters had still not been settled from the time of his death in 1865 hence the 
ÐÈÒÁÓÅ ȬÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÖÅÓ ÏÆȭ *ÏÈÎ -Ã#ÏÏÌ ÈÁÄ ÂÅÅÎ ÉÎÓÅÒÔÅÄȢ 
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McCool farm at the time of Griffiths valuation (1858) 

 
Griffiths valuation books and the accompanying maps are revealing as they show that 
John McCoole shared a farm of land with Robert McMaster of some 28 acres, 2 rood, 30 
perch. Lot 24 shows the related families of McMaster, McNiece, and Stone all of whom 
married daughters of Archibald McCool (died 1827) of Toberhead. Descendants still 
farm the land today. 
 
The numbers in the map correspond to those in the Griffiths valuation volume. 

 
John McCool resided 24Aa, which I have marked on the map (Robert McMaster resided 
at b.). I believe his son Archibald McCool may have resided with his father John McCool 
on the family farm.206 
 
 
 

McCool homestead: The house on the hill 

 
206 Archibald McCool was a bachelor. 
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William McCool resided at 24Ad, which I have also marked on the map.207 

 

 
207 *ÏÈÎ -Ã#ÏÏÌȭÓ ÓÏÎȢ 


