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Who were William “Billy” Flack’s parents and family and where did they come from?
Summary of the facts available
On 17th February 1831, when the recruiting sergeant wrote down William Flack’s place of
birth, he recorded “In the Parish of Killan in or near the Town of Balyburrow in the County of
Cavan”.
Complication:
It is is not clear whether “Killan” refers to the townland of Killan or the Catholic Parish of
Killan (or Killann). In 1831, the Catholic Parish of Killan included the town of Bailieborough
and surrounding area. It is therefore not clear as to whether William Flack was born in the
townland of Killan or elsewhere in the wider Catholic Parish of Killan.
The townland of Killan lies 3.6 miles north of Bailieborough and 3.9 miles south of Shercock.
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From the death certificate of his mother dated 28 May 1863, we know that William FLACK’s
parents were William FLACK, “a soldier” and Elizabeth FLACK, widow.

When Sergeant Major William Flack baptised his son William Henry Flack in Limerick in
1852 he chose to have the baptism performed in the Presbyterian Church.
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From the limited documentary evidence available, it appears that my great great grandfather
was William (known as “:Billy”) Flack, born 1 April 1810 in the Parish of Killan near
Bailieborough, Cavan, Ireland was the son of William Flack, a soldier and Elizabeth Flack
(widow by 1863 aged 73, born 1790+/- 1 year). The family were probably of the Presbyterian
faith.
The only other possibly relevant information is a family story which says that one of our
Flack ancestors was “killed by the Fenians”. The combination of this story and the evidence
set out above was used to search for a William Flack, who was a soldier and who was killed
in Ireland during the relevant period from 1750-1810.
Searches in the British military records held in the National Archives found a record of a
Corporal William Flack of the Wexford Militia who, on 12 November 1807 was severely
wounded in a civil disturbance in Carlow whilst on guard duty. His wounds led to his
discharge from the Militia with a pension due to being found to be medically unfit.
A copy of his discharge papers is shown on the next page.
The record shows that this William Flack was 36 years of age upon discharge in 1808, that
he was born in “Bailboro, County Cavan” and had served 14 years in the Militia. The
Discharge Certificate suggests that he was therefore born in 1772+/- 1 year in
Bailieborough, County Cavan and had enlisted in the Wexford Militia in 1794+/- 1 year.
An extensive search failed to find any record of his enlistment papers.
It is noted that there is no direct evidence that William Flack’s (1810-1892) father is this
Corporal William Flack of the Wexford Militia, however the following points support that view:
•
•
•

There were few records of persons named William Flack born in Bailieborough in the
period 1750-1792 that could have been a parent or close relation of William Flack
(1810-1892).
It was an Irish tradition to name male children after their father or grandfather.
It is possible that the family story about a relative being killed by the Fenians is a
distortion of the incident involving Corporal William Flack of the Wexford Militia.
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Lines of inquiry:
In the first stage of this search, I have focussed on Flack families living in County Cavan in
the period 1785-1854, looking for Presbyterian families with a “William” in the family. This is
because William Flack (1810-1892) christened his two sons “William” and may have been
following the Irish traditional naming conventions as follows:
Irish Traditional Naming Conventions
First born son named after his father's father
Second born son named after his mother's father
Third born son named after his father
Fourth born son named after his father's oldest brother
Fifth born son named after his father's 2nd oldest brother
or his mother's oldest brother
First born daughter named after her mother's mother
Second born daughter named after her father's mother
Third born daughter named after her mother
Fourth born daughter named after her mother's oldest sister
Fifth born daughter named after her mother's 2nd oldest sister
or her father's oldest sister

Since both William’s sons were christened “William” (see William Henry Douglas Flack’s
baptism above) and William’s second son “William George”, it is reasonable to presume that
his father or grandfather are likely to have also been named “William”.

•

The earliest records of residents of County Cavan with the surname Flack are the
1796 Flax Growers List for Kilmore and Killishandra Parishes, Co. Cavan. There are
no persons with the surname Flack included in these lists.

•

There are two persons named Flack listed in the Flax Growers Lists for County of
Monaghan as follows:
Flack Samuel,
Aghabog
Monaghan
Flack Robert,
Ematris
Monaghan
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•

The only record that was located of a William Flack living in Cavan about the time
William Flack (1810-1892) enlisted in the Army in Bailieborough in 1831 was a
William Flack recorded in the Tithe Applotment Books in Corlisbrattan, Killashandra
in 1832. (see Killashandra marked as record 18 on the map on the following page). It
will be noted that Killashandra is not in either the Church of Ireland or the Catholic
Parish of Killan.
This family is recorded in the 1842 Census of Ireland as follows:

•

An extensive search was conducted of the available records in Ancestry, FindMyPast
and FamilySearch looking for Flack families living within a day’s journey of
Bailieborough in the period 1750-1911, who could be relatives of William Flack
(1810-1892). The results were as follows:
•
•
•

•
•

A total of 125 records were found with the surname Flack, with 53 associated
with County Cavan, 58 with Monaghan, 5 with Fermanagh and 4 with County
Meath.
Of the total 125 records, 116 records (including possible duplicates) were
found that could be plotted on a modern map of eastern County Cavan. (see
the map on the next page)
It was apparent from the available records that Flack families in Cavan and
southern Monaghan during the period tended to be located in areas around
four locations as follows:
o Bailieborough, including Lurganbane and Galbolie
o Virginia, including Lurgan and Leitrim
o Ashfield, including Lisnageer, and
o Newbliss, including Boughill, Drumhirk and Derrylosset.
It was also apparent that the northern groups of Flack families tended to be
Presbyterian (blue circles on the map) and the southern families tended to be
more likely to be Church of Ireland (red circles on the map).
Based on the Irish tradition of naming first-born son after father or
grandfather, a search was conducted for Flack families with William among
the family. Only six records of a “William Flack” located in Cavan in the period
1785-1863 were found:

6

o
o
o
o
o
o

William Flack born 1783 in Cavan and Jane Flack born 1781 (1841
Census of Ireland)
William Flack, of Urney Townland, County Cavan, civil complainant at
Cavan Court session in 1854 – did not appear.
William Flack and family, born 1783 in Corlisbrattan, Killashandra,
married 1811, family included Jane, James, Mary Ann (record 17 on
the map),
William Flack and family, including John, Isaiah, Samuel, resident in
1841 at Kildrumsherdan (near Cootehill on the map)
William Flack, born 1837, registered birth at Cavan (no details
available).
John Flack resident in Lisnageer in 1857 with his wife Margaret
(married 1844) and three children names Isaiah aged 5, Samuel aged
2 and William under 1 year.
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o
•

John William Flack, born 1874 in Lisnageer (48-53 on the map)

A record of a “Henry” Flack of Tanderagee, Cavan was located (Ireland
Valuation Office dated 1837) showing that Henry Flack was registered as a
lessee of a shop in the Bailieborough from 1837-1840.
(Comment: It will be noted that William Flack (1810-1892) christened his son
William Henry Flack in 1852.

Summary of findings from this surname study

•
•

From this study, it is not possible to positively identify or locate William
Flack’s (1810-1892) parents – William Flack (dob unknown) and an
Elizabeth Flack (1790+/- 1 year – 1863)
If the Recruiting Sergeant, at the time of William Flack’s recruitment,
accurately recorded William Flack’s place of birth as “Killan”, it seems likely
that William came from a Presbyterian family in the vicinity of Bailieborough or
Cootehill. If this is correct, it seems likely that William Flack (1810-1892) may
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•

•

have been connected to John and Margaret Flack who lived in Lisnageer near
Ashfield in 1901 or were related to Robert and Mary Anne who lived in
Galbolie, just outside of Bailiborough.
If the Recruiting Sergeant was simply recording the Catholic Parish of Killan,
which included Bailieborough and Shercock, then it is possible that William
Flack was a resident of any of the townlands within a day’s commuting
distance of Bailieborough on Market Day on 17th February 1831.
From these results it is only reasonable to identify “possible” contenders for
William Flack’s family as follows:

Contender No. 1
o

William Flack, born 1783, living with his wife and family at Corlisbrattan,
near Killashandra. This person is about the right age to be William
Flack’s (1810-1892) father or uncle. It is unlikely that this person is
identical with the William Flack of the Wexford Militia who was recorded
as 36 years of age (born approximately 1772) when he was discharged
from the Army in 1808.

Contender No. 2
o

Robert and Mary Anne listed in the 1901 Census as Presbyterians living
in Galbolie, aged 72 and 50 respectively, making them born
approximately 1829 and 1851 respectively. These dates of birth suggest
that they could be nieces and nephews of William Flack since he was
born in 1810.

Contender No. 3
o

It appears that there were at least two generations of Presbyterian Flack
families leasing property in Lisnageer as follows:
o Ebenezer and John listed in the Griffith Valuation 1847-1868 as
lessors of property

oJohn Flack and his wife Margaret born approximately 1856 and
1859 respectively.
o An Ebenezer Flack was mentioned as a defendant in a civil matter
before the Cavan Court of Petty Session on 4th March 1871
accused of owing rent on the property at Lisnageer by the agent of
the owner, Col. Henry Clements.
• There appears that there were several Presbyterian Flack families living in

the vicinity of Cootehill at the time of the Griffiths Valuation in 1847-1864
including in the townships of Derrylosset, Ashfield and Lisnageer as
follows:
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o Samuel Flack with substantial land holdings in Derrylosset

• John and Robert Flack are recorded in the Griffith’s Valuation as
substantial land holders in Lurganbane as follows:

One possible explanation for the apparent lack of a record of William and Elizabeth Flack’s
family in the period 1780-1830 is that the family may have emigrated. There were several
factors that may have motivated emigration during the period, including property laws,
discrimination, sectarianism and later, the Irish Potato Famine from 1845-1849.
It is also possible that other branches of William Flack’s (1810-1892) family may have
emmigrated around the time he joined the Army in 1831 and this would explain why there
does not appear to be any strong evidence linking him to his family in Cavan after his joining
the Army.
In response to a research report entitled “My Brick Wall” that I published online in June 2001,
a Susan Flack Mehegan commented as follows:

“My g-g-g-grandfather, Samuel and Jane Flack and their son William Flack, born
7th April 1839 in Ashfield, Cavan emigrated to Oswago, New York State in USA in
1841. Young William was a civil war veteran who died in 1928.”
o
The following is an extract from the US 1875 Census showing the entry for
William Flack’s (Jnr) family:
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o

Also WILLIAM FLACK,1838 - 1928
MARY L. HIS WIFE 1841 - 1901
THOMAS B. THEIR SON, 1874 – 1899
From the Oswego Times August 1918, p.7
“CELEBRATED HIS 82ND BIRTHDAY
On Saturday afternoon a number of the "Old Veterans" and their wives agreeably
surprised William Flack, former West Eighth and Schuyler Street, the occasion
being in honor of his eighty-second birthday. The house was prettily decorated
with American flags and flags of other nations and an elaborate dinner was
served. Mr. Flack is hale and hearty at eighty-two ears. He served in the Civil
War and was wounded in the battle of Gettysburg.
His friends extend greetings for many more birthdays.

The contrary evidence to the “emigration” explanation is that William Flack’s mother
Elizabeth Flack was able to travel to Burnley, Lancashire, England to be with her son before
she died in 1863.
In conclusion it appears that despite extensive searches, William Flack’s (1810-1892)
parents and other family members have not yet been identified. The remaining options to
find a solution are research in the relevant Estate Records and Y-DNA test matches.
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Annex A

The advice received from a professional genealogist in 2007.

UHF3/18/123
[Please quote reference on all correspondence]
Edmund Flack
PO Box 204
Margate Beach
QLD 4019
Australia
Dear Ted,
Thank you for your preliminary assessment enquiry and payment of £35 Sterling. You have requested
information on the feasibility of researching the family history of William Flack.
You were able to tell us that he was born on 1 April 1810 in Killan parish, County Cavan. His parents
were William and Elizabeth Flack. Elizabeth was born around 1790 and died in England in 1863;
William, a soldier, died before that time.
You have carried out an impressive amount of research yourself and have identified three potential
candidates. You believe that the most likely candidate was Corporal William Flack of the Wexford
Militia.
Your objectives are to find information on William’s parents William and Elizabeth Flack as well as
finding out more about their ancestors and whether the Flacks came to Ireland as part of the Plantation.
As you know, searching for Ulster ancestors is not without its difficulties. Civil registration of all births,
deaths and marriages did not commence in Ireland until 1864. Non-Catholic marriages are registered
from 1 April 1845. Before these dates one is dependent on local parish registers for information relating
to family history. However, relatively few of these survive from the eighteenth century.
There are no complete census records for Ireland prior to 1901. Earlier census records were almost
completely destroyed, either accidentally or deliberately. There are also no official records of
emigration prior to the late nineteenth century. It must also be realised that many records have not yet
been digitised and must be manually checked in the archives.
One way of accessing births, marriages and deaths online is through the Irish Family History Foundation
(IFHF). The IFHF is the co-ordinating body for a network of county based genealogical research centres
in Ireland. These centres are now making their records available online via an online research system
which will allow you to search an index of records and pay to view a record. You can access these
records at www.rootsireland.ie.
We examined this database but did not find anything relating to your ancestors however it should be
noted that we do not yet have records from every church on our database as this is an ongoing project.
Looking into the parish of Killan, although there is a Roman Catholic parish of Killan which includes
both Bailieborough and Shercock civil parishes, it would seem unlikely for a Protestant to refer to the
local Roman Catholic parish name.
We found instead the Killan was the former name of Shercock parish. According to one account,
Bailieborough parish was formed in 1778 by joining part of Killan parish (now Shercock) with
Moybologue parish (which was also in County Meath).
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Turning to the Guide to Church Records, produced by the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland
(PRONI), we find that the following church registers survive for Bailieborough parish:
Bailieborough Church of Ireland
Baptisms, 1824-1985; marriages, 1809-1944; burials, 1809-1915. [MIC1/252]
Bailieborough Methodist Church [Wesleyan Methodists]
Baptisms, 1835-41, 1879-1970; marriages, 1887-1952.
1st Bailieborough or Corglass Presbyterian Church
Baptisms, 1861-1983; marriages, 1845-1955.
2nd Bailieborough or Trinity Presbyterian Church
Baptisms, 1863-1983; marriages, 1845-1952.
We then considered Shercock civil parish:
Shercock Church of Ireland
Baptisms, 1881-1979; marriages, 1846-1955; burials, 1881-1976.
Shercock Methodist Church
Baptisms, 1835-36 and 1843-78.
Glasleck or Shircock or Shercock Presbyterian Church
Baptisms, 1836-1974; marriages, 1845-1956.
As you can see, the start dates of all these registers are too late to be of use in our search although it
may be worth examining the burial register of Bailieborough Church of Ireland which survives from
1809 as the local Church of Ireland graveyard was the parish graveyard so people of all denomination
would be buried within it. These are available for consultation on microfilm at PRONI.
We would also recommend that all the Presbyterian registers for the adjoining parishes to Bailieborough
which cover 1810 are examined. As you have quite correctly stated, William Flack may have travelled
to Bailieborough for market day. In addition Presbyterians did not always go to the Presbyterian Church
closest to their home but to where the theology agreed with their own so it is worth widening the net so
to speak with regard to the location of the church they may have attended. It is, however, possible that
the registers containing William’s baptism and information about his parents may not have survived.
Unfortunately the only register in PRONI which covers the correct period and adjoins Bailieborough is
Coronary Presbyterian Church:
•

Baptisms, 1764-1961; marriages, 1768 87 and 1863-1955. [MIC1P/179]

It may also be worth having a look at some of the parishes in County Monaghan which adjoin this part
of County Cavan.
Estate papers are an underused but important source in genealogical research in Ireland however without
an exact location, they would be difficult to search. We looked at a listing of the estate papers which
covered the Bailieborough area and would recommend that we also look at a list of tenants on the
manor of Bailieborough from 1805. This is found in a study by Thomas Hall ‘The history of
Presbyterianism in East Cavan and a small portion of Meath and Monaghan’ which dates from 1912. A
copy is available in Cavan County Library and is said to also be on the library’s website although we
were not able to locate it there at this time.
The Ulster Historical Foundation offers a comprehensive ancestral research service and would welcome
the opportunity to carry out a more in-depth investigation on your behalf. Research would primarily
take place at the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland where church registers, valuation records,
wills, etc. are available for consultation.
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Success can never be guaranteed, of course, and it might well be the case that even after a great deal of
checking your ancestors will remain elusive. I do not mean to sound overly pessimistic, but then neither
would I wish to raise your hopes beyond what can be reasonably achieved. This is particularly true in
this case due to the general lack of sufficiently early Presbyterian records for the area.
In-depth Research begins at six hours of research at the GRO, PRONI or another archive. If you would
like us to carry out research on your behalf I would suggest that you visit our website
www.ancestryireland.com and go to Research Services. Here you will be able to register for a search
and find out more about the services we offer. Our reports are interpretative as well as factual as we
seek to build up a profile of your ancestors by assessing the information uncovered as well as presenting
our findings in an uncomplicated way. Please note that the turnaround period for in-depth research is
3-4 months.
SPECIAL OFFER: Please note that if you commission full research with us within six months of the
date of this email, you will receive a free electronic book of your choice. We currently have over 40 ebooks available with more being added all the time. For a full list please visit our online bookstore
http://www.booksireland.org.uk/store/ebooks. The books come in both Mobi (Amazon Kindle) and
EPUB formats.
Some of our publications might also be of interest to you for example our Research Director, Dr William
Roulston’s volume, Researching Scots-Irish Ancestors: the essential genealogical guide to early
modern Ulster, 1600-1800, provides information on surviving records of genealogical value from the
seventeenth and eighteenth century for every parish in Ulster, including records from around 200
churches and 350 landed estate collections. It should be useful to anyone searching for ancestors in
Ulster in this period regardless of denomination or background. All our publications can be ordered via
our online bookstore www.booksireland.org.uk.
If you want to publicise your research interests you might consider joining the Ulster Genealogical and
Historical Guild (information available from our website www.ancestryireland.com). This is managed
as a research cooperative. The membership register has passed the 10,000 mark. It aims to prevent
duplication of research effort and to bring together people with similar interests. Subscribers receive
two annual publications: Familia - Ulster Genealogical Review which contains articles about Irish
history and genealogy and the Directory of Irish Family History Research which is the most complete
and up-to-date record of Irish genealogical research in progress. Subscribers are also offered the option
of having their research interests (as contained in the Directory) placed on UHF's Internet homepage.
With millions of people browsing the Internet each day, your interests will be publicised to a worldwide
audience through membership of the Guild. Our website is presently enjoying approximately 30,000
‘hits’ monthly.
Guild members now enjoy unlimited access to an ever-expanding range of online genealogical
databases. Over 500,000 genealogical records are currently available with new records being added on
a regular basis. Members now have free access to our gravestone inscriptions database (Members’ Area
only) and receive a privileged rate of access to our new database of over 1,500,000 birth, death and
marriage records for Cos. Antrim, Down and the city of Belfast.
You might feel that it would be worth your while contacting the Ulster Heritage DNA Project for advice
and assistance at using DNA to further your research. The website of this group is
http://uhblog.ulsterheritage.com/p/dna-project.html.

Yours sincerely,

Research Officer (GH)
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