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INTRODUCTION

The subject of the following thesis is a study of the tower houses located in one 

modern Irish county. In the first decade of the 20th century the antiquarian TJ 

W estropp (1906-7) published detailed research on the castles in County Limerick 

based on the available historical sources. This work listed a corpus of approximately 

400 examples of castellated buildings. Westropp's work in the county has never been 

surpassed, and the information he assembled has been incorporated into the 

publications of other academics (Leask 1951, 158-9: Craig 1982, 95-6). However, while 

W estropp concentrated his efforts on compiling a paper survey of historical 

references to castles, a full identification and architectural study of the tower houses 

catalogued among Westropp's corpus of castles was never initiated. Some individual 

examples of tower houses in the county have been included in more general texts 

(see Harbison 1970, 147 & 148, or Salter 1993, 89-133 p a s s i m ) but these are isolated 

cases and, in general, the county's tower houses have remained a neglected class of 

monument. In an attempt, therefore, to remedy this situation the present study was 

carried out, centred on an investigation of two key elements: the identification of all 

tower houses and probable tower houses included in Westropp's survey (1906-7), and 

the in tensive examination and recording of the surviving examples with special 

attention directed to their architectural details and floor plans. The results of the 

field survey form the gazetteer in Volume 2, which contains information on 176 sites 

of known location, varying from sites with standing remains, to sites where a 

definite tower house once stood which has now been demolished, and to sites where a 

demolished castle is recorded which was probably a member of the tower house 

g e n r e .

The architectural record compiled in Volume 2 is of obvious value but the buildings 

cannot be considered in isolation and must be married into the social and economic 

framework of the society which caused them to be erected. The discourse contained 

in the pages of this volume of the thesis endeavours to achieve this. Recent academic 

interest in the tower houses of Ireland has produced a number of academic 

publications and theses directly concerned with the topic of the tower houses of 

Ireland. A few brief synthesis works have been presented (eg: Barry 1987, 181-90) 

but no major composition has been advanced and no investigation made on the 

origins of the use of the term 'tower house' or indeed the history of Irish tower house 

studies. The first part of the text, therefore, comprises a full collation and evaluation 

of all principal studies and their attendant theories to date.
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As will be seen in Chapter 1, the concept of the tower house as a separate unit of 

study from other castellated buildings in Ireland has been in existence since Parker 

published an article on Irish medieval architecture in 1860. The works of subsequent 

academics accepted and developed this convention and the tower house was viewed as 

having originated in the early 15th century, being used as the defended home for a 

particular type of late medieval Irish lordship which had come to prominence in the 

aftermath of the changes in society which had occurred during the course of the 

previous century. This academic view held firm until the 1980s when a 'revisionist' 

school of thought began to question the traditional framework, placing it under 

pressure with new theories on origins and dating. It was argued that the tower house 

originated in the 14th century. While an external source of origin was suggested by 

one of the revisionists (Davin 1982), others in the body (Cairns 1984: O'Keeffe 1987: 

Jordan 1990-91) held the view that the origins of the tower house may have lain in 

the earlier castellated architecture of the country. The revisionist theories bring 

into question the entire identification of the tower house as a specialised castellated

building tradition. More importantly, however, if the revisionist views were proved 

to be correct there would be serious implications for medieval Irish studies per se.

For this reason, it is important that the revisionist arguments are examined in detail 

and Chapter 2 comprises of a discussion on the combined issues of dating, origins, and 

function as expressed by both the revisionists and the traditionalists.

Having thus provided an overview of tower house studies in Ireland, Part Two of the 

text focuses on the tower houses of County Limerick. Chapter 3 comprises of a brief 

retrospect of the medieval and early modern periods in the county, thereby

providing the historical setting into which the tower houses can be placed. In

Chapter 4 the results of the field survey are used to define the numbers, distribution

and destruction of Limerick's tower houses. The floor plans recorded during the 

fieldwork are utilised in Chapter 5 to divide the corpus of 176 sites into typological 

groupings. Part Two ends with Chapter 6, a study of the architecture of the tower 

houses which is again based on the results of the field survey.

The theories on origins, dating and function discussed in Part One and the physical 

evidence from the surviving buildings presented in Part Two are then combined 

with documentary evidence in Part Three to produce a discussion aimed at 

establishing whether the Limerick tower houses were well designed for the lifestyles 

of their occupants. Chapter 7 reflects on how domestic life was provided for in the 

buildings and what form this domestic life took, while Chapter 8 looks at the 

defensive considerations incorporated into their architecture and examines if their 

defences functioned competently against the actions of aggressors. Chapter 9 then

8



presents the evidence for the building industry responsible for the construction of 

the tower houses. The text culminates with Chapter 10, a brief review of the overall 

findings imparted in the thesis.
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PART ONE

CHAPTER ONE: A REVIEW OF TOWER HOUSE STUDIES IN IRELAND.

1.1 INTRODUCTION

It is no exaggeration to state that the study of tower houses in Ireland is still in its 

infancy. A cynic might carp that this 'infancy' has been particularly prolonged. 

Afterall, MacGibbon and Ross provided a major study on the Caledonian tower houses 

in their five volumed Castellated and Domestic Architecture of Scotland, published 

between 1887 and 1892. A hundred years later and Irish tower house studies possess 

no comparable work. Indeed, Thomas J Westropp began one of his articles published 

in 1906-7 with a very similar statement - 'The study of castellated architecture in 

Ireland is as yet in its infancy' ( ibid. ,  55). Be that as it may, it is evident that change 

is (finally) afoot with a manifest increase in academic interest on the topic of tower 

houses having occurred during the last ten years. While there is still much work to

be accomplished, it would be fair to say that archaeologists, historians, historical

architects and human geographers are gradually building up a corpus of knowledge 

on the form and function of this medieval building tradition. The foundations of

tower house studies were laid by the antiquarians working in the late 19th and early

20th centuries (eg: Parker 1860; Wakeman 1891; Westropp 1898-1900; Westropp 1906-7; 

Orpen 1908). A basis for much of this research was the work carried out by the 

Ordnance Survey and John O'Donovan in the first half of the 19th century. The 20th 

century saw contributions from academics such as Leask (1951), Jope (1951) and 

Waterman (1961) but much of the recent work has taken the form of undergraduate 

and postgraduate theses with research centred on a particular region or county. The 

results have often been summarised and included in synthesis works (eg: Barry 1987; 

Barry 1993a; McNeill 1992), while some others have been summarised and published 

by their authors (eg: McKenna 1984b; Cairns 1987; Jordan 1990-91).

As yet, however, there has been no attempt made to compile a literary review of all 

the work concerning tower houses which has been completed to date. Therefore, the 

following chapter will consist of a history of tower house studies. This will provide 

the reader with an overview of the theories which have been proposed concerning 

the origin, dating, distribution and function of 'the most numerous historic stone 

monuments surviving in the Irish landscape' (Barry 1993a, 211). This is followed in 

Chapter 2 by a discussion of the merits and weaknesses of these theories. However, 

Chapter 1 begins with an attempt to define what is meant by the term 'tower house'.

1 0



1.2 WHAT IS A TOWER HOUSE?

Lever and Harris (1993, 40) define a tower house as 'a compact fortified house in 

which the hall is raised above the ground with one or more storeys above it'. This 

definition has much in common with that produced by Leask (1951, 76), for it 

emphasises the twin characteristics of the building - its defensive nature, and its use 

as a residence. The definition also makes reference to that feature evident to anyone 

who has ever had call to visit a tower house - their verticality, for

'the essence of the tower-houses is their verticality: in them the various organs - 
en trance-hall ,  guardroom , bedrooms, kitchen, principal living-room  - are disposed 
on top of one another instead of being laid out side-by-side on the ground as in the 
English hall-house ... There are usually four or five storeys altogether: sometimes as 
few as three, sometimes as many as six' (Craig 1982, 97).

Duggan (1982, 1) added the requisite that the building must be 'of mortared stone'. 

However, it should be stressed at this point that the term 'tower house' is a modern 

nomenclature. If we turn to historical sources, such as the 17th century Civil Survey 

(Simington 1938), the name is nowhere to be found and it is clear that the population 

at large considered the buildings simply as castles. 'Long before living memory the 

structures which we refer to as tower houses were called castles - and so it continues 

today' (Jordan 1990-1, 32). This forces a major question to be asked: are tower houses 

indeed castles? This question has been well answered by Thompson (1987, 2) who

believes that they must be considered as such since

'on the English functional definition, as permanently occupied residences whose 
form is entirely dominated by defence, they clearly must be classed as castles. They
are perhaps best described as a different s p e c ie s  within the same g e n u s : C a s tr u m  
tu rr is  as opposed to Castrum  castrum '.

1.3 "A FULL FACE PORTRAIT OF IRELAND"

An event of crucial importance to all those engaged in studying Ireland's past

belongs to the third decade of the 19th century. In 1824-25 a new Irish government

department was established to demarcate townland boundaries and, 'by a national

valuation of land and buildings, make rate striking more equitable' (Boyne 1987, 8).

The task of measuring the boundaries was given to the Ordnance Survey (Andrews

1993, 1), an organisation which took its name from the Board of Ordnance. From 1683 

the Board of Ordnance had been responsible for the national defences and 

fortifications of Great Britain, while also supplying and controlling the regiment of 

artillery and the corp of engineers.

'The board was not therefore primarily or even secondarily a m ap-making agency,
but by the 1760s it was maintaining a number of civil surveyors and draftsmen to 
make ad hoc surveys of areas of military importance' (Andrews 1975, 1).
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The survey department was formally established in 1791 and until 1824 it had been 

concerned chiefly with drawing up small-scale military maps of England and 

Scotland. In 1824, however, it was directed by the English Parliament to implement 

the recommenation of the Spring Rice Committee with regards the surveying of 

Ireland (Boyne 1987, 8-9). The survey was to be directed by Colonel Thomas Colby and 

Lieutenant Thomas Aiskew Larcom of the Royal Engineers was appointed 

Superintendent. 'In his own words, he wanted to complete "a full face portrait of 

Ireland'" ( ib id . ,  9). This was a large undertaking but 'by 1848 its field parties, 

working from north to south, had mapped the whole of Ireland on a scale of six 

inches to one statute mile' (Andrews 1985, 390). The resultant survey was published as 

thirty-two sets of county maps.

For the student of antiquity the first edition maps are of major importance since the 

Ordnance Survey decided to include on their maps the locations of a large number of 

archaeological features - megaliths, raths, holy wells, churches and castles. The 

monuments were distinguished by the use of 'Old English' lettering for their names 

and, where applicable, their individual names were recorded (Andrews 1975, 128). 

Before the arrival of the surveyors the locations for many of these monuments had 

only survived in local folk tradition, and since the publication of the first edition six- 

inch map series many of the monuments recorded on the sheets have been destroyed. 

By recording the locations of antiquities onto their maps the surveyors preserved 

their memory for future generations of scholars. Since they were first published 

researchers have used them as a source of information and the basis of their 

fieldwork. Indeed, revised editions of the six-inch map series are currently used in 

Ireland by both the Office of Public Works and the Historic Monuments Branch of the 

DOE (NI) as the foundation for their Sites and Monuments Records.

As part of the process of surveying the entire country, it was decided that a series of 

'memoirs' would accompany the map for a given area. The memoirs were collected 

and written up by the officers in the field (later civil assistants were employed to 

work under the supervision of the officers) and each volume was to include 

information on the topography, geology, history, economic state, social condition, 

local customs, folk traditions, and antiquities of each district (Boyne 1987, 9). The 

original plan was to publish each volume of memoirs. However, the volume for the 

Parish of Templemore, Co Londonderry, printed in 1837, was the only memoir to be 

released to the public; for a number of reasons the project was subsequently 

a b a n d o n e d :
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'The topographical department of the survey, silent since 1842, disappeared 
altogether from the scene and 575 manuscripts full of valuable information were put 
aside in the archives of the Ordnance Survey Office in Mountjoy House' ( ibid.,  23).

Fortunately, the manuscripts are presently being published as a series by the 

Institute of Irish Studies, QUB and the Royal Irish Academy and they contain a wealth 

of facts concerning pre-Famine Ireland. The Ordnance Survey also wished to record 

the correct orthography on their maps; to ensure that this happened the officers 

were instructed to compile 'field name books'.

'In each book there were printed columns for the "received name", for the various
ways of spelling it, for the authorities from which these spellings were derived, for
the situation of the place referred to, and finally for "descriptive remarks'"
(Andrews 1993, 16).

The books were then to be passed on to topographical assistants for research and 

verification. The version of any given place-name in English which came nearest to 

its original Irish form was to appear on the six-inch map. Since the meanings of tens 

of thousands of Irish place-names were to be checked in this manner it was obvious

that an expert Irish speaker would be needed to work on the project. This position

was filled by John O'Donovan (Boyne 1987, 10).

1.4 JOHN O'DONOVAN AND HIS CONTRIBUTION TO TOWER HOUSE STUDIES 

O'Donovan was a Kilkenny man, born in 1806 on a small farm at Atateemore. His

father died when he was eleven, a year after the family had moved to Barnyarg, near

to where his uncle, Patrick O'Donovan, owned a cornmill. Patrick was

'a remarkable character - an Irish speaker, a confirmed traditionalist in Gaelic 
matters, a rich source of local lore ... From him John caught that love of ancient Irish 
and Anglo-Irish history and traditions, and was imbued with an intense interest in 
and feeling for local history, topography and genealogy' (Boyne 1987, 3).

Educated at the local hedge school and a private school in Waterford City, by the age

of 16 O'Donovan had opened his own school for the children from Barynyarg and 

B ally row rach  ( ibid. ,  4). He then moved to Dublin where he was enrolled as a pupil in 

a classical school between the years 1823 and 1827 ( ibid. ,  5). Lieutenant Larcom had 

employed O'Donovan to teach him Irish and in '1830, when O'Donovan applied for the 

post left vacant by the death of Edward O'Reilly [on the staff of the Ordnance Survey], 

Larcom remembered his Irish lessons and appointed him to staff the survey in the 

capacity of names expert' ( ibid. ,  11). O'Donovan had a passion for accuracy and a 

sound knowledge of Irish historical documents. He was meticulous in his fieldwork, 

travelling all over Ireland between the years 1834 and 1840, 'visiting all sources of
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reliable information, seeking out the native Irish speakers ... whose pronunciation 

of the place-names he found invaluable' ( ibid. ,  17) and writing detailed reports, 

containing information on place lore, antiquities, genealogy, and legends - the 

Ordnance Survey Letters - which he would send back to the Survey offices in Dublin. 

'The greater part of the survey letters preserved in 103 volumes in the library of the 

Royal Irish Academy is his' ( ibid. ,  14).

The importance of the first edition six-inch maps and the Ordnance Survey Letters

cannot be over-emphasised for they laid the basis for the research of antiquarians in 

the later 19th century and the academics of the 20th century. As was previously 

mentioned, among the antiquities which were recorded were the locations for 

hundreds of castles. Group 7 in Appendix 3 (see Volume 2) lists 54 castles in County 

Limerick which had been destroyed prior to O'Donovan's visit to the county, but

whose location is still known; in 36 cases out of 54 the site was marked on the

relevant six-inch map. If it were not for the work of the Ordnance Survey it is likely

that the locations for the majority of these 36 castle sites would have been forgotten 

with time and they would now have found themselves belonging to Group 9 of the 

same appendix. The origin point for the serious study of Irish castles must be 

considered as O'Donovan's Letters. For the first time ever an attempt had been made to 

record each and every example of castellated architecture in the country. It is true 

that there were omissions, but the majority of castles were visited in the field and 

their architectural features, state of preservation, height and dimensions recorded. 

The Letters show that there was no attempt made to divide the buildings into any 

form of chronological framework based on their architectural style, but this is a 

minor flaw in what is otherwise a rich source of information - especially so in those 

cases where the monument has subsequently been demolished [for example, see Vol

2, Gazetteer Site No. 4, Baggotstown].

1.5 JOHN HENRY PARKER

In 1858 John Henry Parker, an eminent English antiquarian, and 'the greatest living 

authority on the subject of domestic architecture of the middle ages' (Wakeman 1891, 

225), made a fortnight's tour of Ireland during which time he visited a variety of 

monuments including Early Christian churches, medieval churches and a selection 

of castellated buildings. He wrote an article based on his fieldwork which was 

published in 1860. The article is important since Parker was well acquainted with 

English medieval architecture and brought this knowledge to the buildings in 

Ireland. As he himself stated (1860, 154):
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'By endeavouring to arrange a chronological series, and by offering a few specimens 
of each period, I hope to give a clearer idea of the whole than has hitherto been 
p u b l i s h e d ' .

This included dividing the castles into a chronological order based on their 

architecture; it also included the use of the term 'tower house' ( ibid. ,  151; 162; 167;

168; 169, 170; 172).

'Throughout the Middle Ages every house of any importance was a castle, that is to 
say, it was built in the form of a tower and fortified; but it was not the less a dwelling- 
house, since every manor-house throughout the country was built after the same 
fashion, and there were no other houses of any considerable size ... The square
towers, which were the usual habitations of the gentry in Ireland throughout the 
Middle Ages, whether English or Irish, are generally so very plain, especially on the 
exterior, that on a mere cursory observation they are commonly said to be all alike. 
This is, however, entirely a mistake; on examination no two of them are found exactly 
alike; the internal arrangements differ constantly; there is generally some little bit 
of ornament in cut stone somewhere, just enough to indicate the date; usually this is 
the tracery, or the arch in the head of the upper windows; but besides this, the vault 
is sometimes over the ground floor, and sometimes nearly at the top of the tower, 
with wooden floors only under it; occasionally there are two vaults, or even three. In 
some instances the bed-rooms are numerous, occupying a third part of the tower, 
excepting at the top, where the state apartment usually occupies the whole space
above the upper vault, having arrangements at one end for the servants, commonly 
near the top of the stairs, with recesses in the walls for various purposes, and almost
invariably a drain for carrying off water which had been used. It frequently
happens that a wall has been introduced at a period subsequent to the original 
erection of the tower, separating about a third part of it, evidently for bed-rooms. The 
battlements are frequently cut into corbie-steps, giving a ragged and picturesque 
appearance to the upper part of the towers' ( ibid. ,  153-4).

After only a fortnight spent visiting the buildings, Parker's trained eye had observed 

and identified some of the major elements at the heart of all subsequent tower house 

studies - that they were of a residential nature; that both Gaelic and Anglo-Irish built 

and inhabited them; that they have plain exteriors; that no two are ever identical;

that the location of the vault or vaults varies; that the uppermost storey often 

contains a single large chamber and that the floor levels in the buildings are divided

into main and subsidiary chambers. He also identified similarities with the towers at 

abbeys and friaries of the same period, stating that 'a few of them are probably of the 

fourteenth century ... but the greater part are of the fifteenth' ( ib id . ,  160) and was 

aware that Ballynahow, Co Tipperary had to be considered architecturally as a tower 

house, albeit in a round format ( ibid. ,  167). He was also aware that the building 

tradition terminated in the 16th and 17th centuries ( ibid. ,  160). However, Parker

viewed the tower house as having been constructed throughout the medieval period.

He saw two levels of castellated building concurrent in the country:
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'the larger castles, such as Maynooth and Trim, on the borders of the English pale, 
were more properly military fortresses than domestic habitations; still they were the 
chief residences of great families' ( ib id . ) ,

while the tower houses, in use at a similar date, were also the homes of the gentry 

( ibid. ,  153, 160). Two tower houses at Dalkey belonged to the 12th century or possibly 

later, the 'keep' at Loughmore Castle, Co Tipperary [Loughmoe] and Ballincolig Castle, 

near Cork, were of 13th century date (ibid. ,  162-4) while Borris Castle, near Thurles, 

was of 14th century date. The remaining castles in his study belonged to the 15th 

century, 16th century and Elizabethan period.

1.6 W F WAKEMAN'S 'ARCHAEOLOGIA HIBERNICA"

W F Wakeman's book (1891, 224-9) A rchaeologia  H ibernica included a brief section on 

tower houses. This work also included further comments on the subject supplied by 

Parker 'in whose company it was my fortune to visit a large number of so-called 

"castles", in various parts of Ireland' (1891, 225). Wakeman commented on the vaults

which lay over chambers, 'evidently a precaution against fire' ( ib id . ) ,  the stair 

arrangements (both wall stairs and spiral staircases) and the 'pointed, flat or

semicircular' headed doorways, while Parker discussed the entrance area:

'There is no external porch, but the doorway opens into a small space, about 6 feet
square and about 8 or 10 feet high; in front is the door to the cellar [ground floor
main chamber]; on the right is the door to a small guard-chamber; on the left the 
door to the staircase; each of these doors is barred on the other side, so that the visitor 
can proceed no further without permission, and immediately over his head is a small
square or round hole, emphatically called a "murthering hole"; this opens into a 
small chamber in which a pile of paving stones was kept ready for use, so that if an 
enemy had forced the outer door he would not be much the forwarder. These 
precautions were evidently taken to guard against sudden surprise' ( ib id . ,  225-6).

W akeman's text (1891, 226-7) added further comment on the defensive and domestic 

arrangements present at the tower houses. He noted that there were often

'small projecting bartizan or machicolation set in the top of the tower ... usually 
found surm ounting the doorway on the exterior. Similar turrets occasionally  protect 
angles of the building [tourelles, possibly corner machicolations], by means of which 
any foe attempting to dislodge the coign [quoin] stones might easily be crushed. A 
large, and often handsomely-constructed, fireplace is generally found in the
principal apartment. The chimney-shafts, as a rule, are quadrangular. Curiously 
enough, the kitchen is usually placed outside the building. In a good many examples 
well-constructed "garde-robes", or closets, occur. The windows, which, it should be 
observed, are commonly very small, splay internally, and are usually placed slightly 
above the level of the floor, from which they are approached by a few steps. There is 
generally a stone seat within the splay, upon each side of the light. This remark, of 
course, only refers to the principal opes' ( ibid. ,  226-7).
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Wakeman does not discuss the date when the tower houses were in use, but the 

combined work of Parker and Wakeman shows that an accurate appreciation of the 

architecture of the Irish tower house had been established by the 1890s. Their work 

should have had a major impact on the Irish antiquarians since it had provided them 

with a framework for future study. In general, however, this did not seem to happen 

and many articles of the period continued to dwell on the legends and history of 

individual castles. Nor did the antiquarians generally take to the use of the term 

'tower house'. Works contemporary with Wakeman's book still referred to tower 

houses as 'keeps' (Gillman 1895, 4 & 6). An extreme example, however, is a paper 

published by Coleman (1895) on nine castles from Co Cork. Four of the castles had 

appeared in Parker's work and Coleman used this information in his own article 

(1895, 20). Three of the castles had been identified by Parker as tower houses and 

Coleman followed this classification. However, for the other five monuments, where 

Coleman used his own information, the buildings are not architecturally classified as

anything other than 'castles' ( ib id . ,  23-30). It would appear that Parker and 

W akeman's work had still to reach a greater audience.

7.7 THOMAS JOHNSON WESTROPP

To find the first real evidence of change in the attitudes of antiquarians and the 

advent of tower house studies p r o p e r  in Ireland we must look to the works of Thomas 

Johnson W estropp, born in 1860 at Attyflin, Patrickswell, County Limerick. 'After

graduating from Trinity with a BA and MA he studied engineering but soon 

abandoned professional work to devote the rest of his life to his studies and writings 

on history, archaeology, and folklore' (Westropp 1909-10, iii of 1983 reprint). It has

been estimated that he had produced as many as 343 articles by the time of his death 

in 1922 ( ibid. ,  i). Westropp was driven by a desire to accurately record all aspects of 

antiquity as the first step towards a comprehensive interpretation of the past. In 1905 

he wrote:

'The county [Limerick] has suffered unusually from the great defect of Irish
archaeology - the lack of full and careful lists of its remains. It is the first need of 
Irish archaeology; and, when done, past work can be classified, and future work kept
in touch with what has been already accomplished, until scientific knowledge of 
Irish antiquities becomes a possibility' (Westropp 1905, 327).

It is his work on tower houses which concerns us here, but his other publications -

on earlier castles, ancient churches, promontory forts and raths - are of equal

importance for anyone today working in these areas of research.
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As has already been discussed, with the exception of Parker (1860), the work by 

antiquarians on the castles and tower houses of Munster, indeed all Ireland, had been 

fitful. Some castles - usually the larger ones - were mentioned in their publications, 

often in some detail. However, as Westropp (1906-7, 250) stated with regards to County 

L im e r ic k :

'It may be pleaded how very little has been done by previous workers in the district 
to throw light on the Castles. Grose [1791-95], Fitzgerald [and MacGregor - 1826-7], and 
Lenihan [1866] rarely give more than brief, general, sporadic notes. The Rev. James 
Dowd was the first to give us fuller material for the general study of the Castles [1890 
& 1896]. In "Memorials of Adare", Lady Dunraven [Wyndham-Quin, 1865] gave an 
excellent description of Adare, of which Castle Mr George Hewson gave another more 
critical account. Add to these Lady Dunraven's notes on Dunnaman [Gazetteer Site No. 
84], Fitzgerald's on Shanid, and our own on Askeaton [1903-4] and Carrigogunnell 
[1907-8] and the bibliography is practically exhausted'.

This is not to say that the information contained in the antiquarian works listed by 

Westropp are of no value to the modern researcher - a glance through the

accompanying gazetteer should indicate the opposite to be the case [see for example

Gazetteer Site No. 58, Castle Mungret or Gazetteer Site No. 168, Thom Core] - but what 

Westropp was attempting to initiate was a more detailed and comprehensive level of 

s tu d y .

1.8 "NOTES ON THE LESSER CASTLES OR 'PEEL TOWERS' OF THE COUNTY CLARE"

In order that this might begin within the sphere of castle studies, Westropp decided 

to lead the way by example; his first major contribution was an overview of what he 

termed the lesser castles or 'peel towers' of County Clare (Westropp 1898-1900), those 

buildings which Parker had referred to as tower houses. The name 'peel tower' had 

previously not been in general use for the building series in Ireland ( ib id . ,  348,

footnote 1) and antiquarians, with the exception of Parker, had favoured the use of 

the term 'keep' (see for example Gillman 1892, 213-20). Westropp, however, realised 

that there was a difference between the massive, heavy buildings found at the castles 

dating to the first century after the Anglo-Norman arrival and the slighter buildings 

which he was concerned with and which he viewed as similar to the peel towers

found in Scotland and Northern England (Westropp 1898-1900, 348). He was also 

aware that the tower houses were of a different date to the earlier keeps and believed 

that the tower houses probably owed their origin

'to the great alterations in society and land tenure (which evidently changed the 
tribal lands to practically personal properties during the 15th century)' ( ib id . ) .

W estropp sought support for this opinion in the historical documentation. Two 

important 'Rentals' of the MacNamaras and the O'Briens, dated to circa  1380-90, did
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not suggest, 'still less record, the existence of a single tower, though several cahers 

are named' ( ibid. ,  350). The same documents provided theoretical assessments in

ounces of silver for the support of the lords and their families. However, another 

document, an 'Inquisition' taken at Galway on the death of John M acNamara Finn in 

1585 ( ibid. ,  348), indicated that social organisation had radically altered and that the 

old tribal lands had become MacNamara's lawful inheritance ( ibid. ,  350).

W estropp (1898-1900, 350-2) also used an Irish manuscript which contained three 

lists of castles and their builders in Co Clare, 'The Castle Founders List' (see O'Grady 

1926, 68-75 where the three lists are compiled together as one and an English 

translation is provided). He undertook a detailed examination of all the castles listed 

and, while mindful of 'the possible mistakes in the lists of castle-founders and 

omitting the entries where the date is doubtful, the copies divergent or the buildings 

totally destroyed' ( ibid. ,  351), compiled a table which recorded three castles built 

between 1380-1402, three between 1430-1450, four between 1450-1480, seven (plus 

one repair) between 1480-1500, one between 1500-1520 and one (plus one repair) 

during the Elizabethan era (ibid., 351-2).

By combining the dating evidence with the study of the structure and ornament of

the towers to which they referred he found it possible to use the architecture from

one building to date those of a castle or church in the same locality which lacked 

documentary dating evidence ( ibid.,  349; 351). He concluded that the Irish peel tower, 

'at any rate in the western counties' ( ib id . ,  349), were a century later than their

British cousins and belonged to the fifteenth century.

The remainder of the article focused on the communal elements of the buildings. He

noted that there was a similarity of design in the vast majority of existing 

rectangular tower houses, with the entrance lobby, spiral staircase, 'guard room' and 

'badly lighted' main chamber at ground floor level and the subsequent levels divided

up between subsidiary and main chambers. The provision of vaults and the variation 

in their location from tower house to tower house was also discussed, as was the total 

lack of vaults in three buildings, though he concluded 'as a rule the bottom storey is 

always vaulted; the top storey is very rarely so' ( ibid.,  352-4). The siting of the tower 

houses also drew comment (ibid.,  354):

'Several towers are built high enough to command the level country over an
intervening ridge; as Teerovannan and Dunbeg, whose heads are ju s t  visible over 
many miles of bogs, and Magowna, which, even in its truncated condition, overlooks 
the ridge of Cappanakilla, towards Corofin'.
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Examples of tower houses which varied from the normal design were discussed - the 

L-shaped plan of Gleninagh, the round tower houses at Doonagore, Faunaroosca and 

Newtown, the Elizabethan houses attached to the earlier buildings at Lemeneagh and 

Urlanmore, and the fortified headland at Dunlecky ( ibid.,  354-5).

The external and internal architectural features present at tower houses were 

examined - the chimneys and fireplaces, the machicolations and 'circular turrets at 

angles [tourelles], and the narrow window slits at lower levels and double ogee 

headed windows at upper levels. He recorded that some of the towers had 'small 

circular (or more rarely square) "squints" or shot holes aslant through the wall on a 

level with the head of anyone standing at the door' [apex apertures] and that the 

doors were 'pointed or round headed, at the most chamfered or slightly moulded'. The 

garderobes were in recesses in the lower storeys, 'and have "down-puts" in the

thickness of the walls' while he knew of no example of a well existing inside a tower

house or within the outworks ( ibid. ,  356-7). Finally, he noted that

'in a few cases, a passage crosses the building at the staircase end of the main vault. 
This rests on arches at Ballyportry, Magowna, and (I think) Ralahine, but on very 
massive corbels at Kilkeedy' ( ibid. ,  357).

This is a reference to what can only be a floor plan similar to those found at first 

floor level at Fantstown (Gazetteer Site No. 88) in Co Limerick and Fiddaun, Co Galway 

(Craig 1982, 102). He was concerned about the destruction of the buildings, by 

lightning strikes, 'mischievous pleasure seekers' and natural decay, m aking the 

o bse rva t ion  that

'most of the towers that have fallen (several in the last twenty years) have broken
across the vaults and not (as one should expect from the thrust of the arch [vault]) 
along the crown' ( ibid. ,  359).

A discussion followed on 'the occupants and destroyers', in which he quoted from the

comments of a 'French traveller, M. Bouillaye le Gouz, travelling in Ireland during

the Civil War of 1644' ( ibid. ,  359-60). The occupation of more than one family within a 

tower house after the reign of Elizabeth I is mentioned, as too is the role of the 

buildings in the sieges of the 1640s, particularly Ballyalla, and the use of ten, 

possibly twelve, as Cromwellian garrisons, before their general abandonm ent after 

the Restoration when their 'darkness and inconvience led to the erection of lowlier 

but more habitable additions, or the plain but very comfortable houses now occupied

by the county families' ( ibid. ,  361).
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'At the beginning of the century [the 19th century] seven towers were inhabited; I
can only recall less than half a dozen now in occupation, such as Knappogue and
Creggane. A few very poor families inhabit Dunbeg. A cottager dwells in Dysert. A
game-keeper lived in Moghane not many years ago; and Ballyportry is occasionally
occupied by travelling tinkers' ( ib id . ) .

After a brief discussion on the legends associated with the tower houses ( ibid. ,  361),

he ends his work with a list of all known examples of tower houses in the county - 

195 in all ( ibid. ,  361-363). While Parker's article (Parker 1860) may have identified

the core elements of the tower house, Westropp's article expanded on the key themes

and established that the buildings belonged solely to the later medieval period. His

publication must still be considered as the essential beginners guide to the study of 

tower houses.

1.9 "THE ANCIENT CASTLES OF THE COUNTY OF LIMERICK"

Having achieved this academic foundation Westropp then published a survey of the 

castles from one Irish county in which he assembled all known and available 

evidence for each individual site. In the introduction to this important work - 'The

ancient castles of the County of Limerick', published by the Royal Irish Academy in

1906-7 - he stated:

'The paper now laid before the Academy is an attempt to trace the rise of the castles 
in a single county, from the days when ring forts were in use to the building of the 
mansions of the Tudor and Stuart times. Each section of the Survey is intended to give 
workers an outline of the records and a brief description of the ruins of each castle' 
(Westropp 1906-7, 55).

No castle was included without 'unequivocal trace of the building remains, or a 

specific statement of its existence' from 'a reliable record' ( ibid. ,  72). The reliable

records included the various Irish Annals, Patent Rolls, Account Rolls, Deeds, the

government surveys of the 16th and 17th centuries, and contemporary depictions of 

the buildings (see Illustration 1.1). For this work and a sister article on the ancient

churches of the county (Westropp 1905) Westropp drew on the information held on

individual sites within the pages of O'Donovan's Letters (1840) and where a site was

marked on the six-inch maps that information was also included. His completed work 

listed each castle by name with its relevant documentary references, townland by 

townland, parish by parish, and barony by barony. The article was completed with 

invaluable indexes, one listing the names of all the castle sites alphabetically and 

another listing the families who owned them (Westropp 1906-7, 253-64).

Westropp's survey listed, in all, 405 castles (Westropp 1907a, 25):
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Illustration  1.1 'Old views of castles': Westropp's compilation of 
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'There are some 13 chief castles, 75 peel towers (some with bawns and corner 
turrets), 4 bawns without towers, 1 round castle, 66 sites, and 246 of which only 
records exist, and no material trace, at most a bare tradition, remains on the ground'.

He was aware that some of his sites were 'doubtful', as he himself termed it [see for 

example Site 212, Garrod's Island, or Site 326, Ballinvira] and that others may be

duplications [see for example Site 34, Ballysimon, which may have been the same

castle as Site 33, Newcastle-Clanwilliam] but he had completed a major undertaking 

which had commenced when he began 'sketching the ruins of County Limerick' with 

a camera in 1875 (Westropp 1905, 327). More importantly, in his introduction section 

(Westropp 1906-7, 55-75) he had attempted to divide the buildings into a 

chronological fram ew ork based on their architecture. Continuing the theme begun 

in the earlier work on the tower houses of County Clare, Westropp identified the 'peel 

towers' as a class of building in their own right and, using the dating evidence 

obtained from County Clare for comparative purposes, concluded that 'some of the

peel towers date back to about 1380, still more from 1400 to 1450, and a great majority 

from that to 1500, with a few at intervals down to 1540' ( ibid. ,  71). Turning his 

attention to their function, he stated that 'the towers were not castles, but strong 

houses, intended to resist petty plunderers rather than even the feeblest siege

operations ... they rarely played any part in war' ( ibid. )  - adding in a footnote on the 

same page - 'and accordingly are hardly ever mentioned in the Irish Records'. A 

second article (Westropp 1907a) on the Limerick castles was also published, but this

concerned itself with their role in the history of the county. Although highly

detailed, it does not carry the academic impetus of either the 1898-1900 or 1906-7 

articles and was more typical in its theme with the work which other antiquarians of 

the time were producing [for examples see Hewson 1897-1900; Lynch 1896; Molony 

1905 or Orpen 1909].

1.10 THE WORKS OF HAROLD G LEASK

The successful work accomplished in Counties Limerick and Clare by W estropp was 

never copied by antiquarians working elsewhere in Munster. However, he had laid

the basis of all future study of tower houses. The Preliminary Survey of the Ancient 

M onum ents of Northern Ire land , published in 1940, contained valuable contributions 

on castles and tower houses in the north but, 'never quite abandoned, though

relatively neglected' (Leask 1951, 3), castle studies - and tower house studies - did not 

receive any major attention until Harold G Leask published a series of articles (Leask 

1936; 1938-9; 1941b and 1945-6) and a book. The book (Leask 1951) first appeared in 

1941 but went through two further revised editions until a final revision was carried 

out in 1951. Although considered by Leask as a publication which would 'fill a gap'
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( ib id . ,  3), the slim volume remains a standard text and is still to be found on the 

shelves of bookshops. Leask saw the tower house as a 15th-century phenomenon, 

belonging to the 'great building revival' of that century ( ib id . ,  75), the previous 

century having not been 'a period of much building activity' ( ib id . ) .

'Though not comparable in massiveness with the military erections of the first 
period [the 12th to 14th centuries], which seem to have served their primary purpose 
in the succeeding periods, the later castles possessed sufficient defensive power, 
none the less, to withstand the raids and forays of the times. They are really fortified 
houses, the ordinary and typical residences of the Irish and Anglo-Irish gentry' 
( ibid. ,  76).

The tower houses continued in use until the 17th century and he believed an origin 

date for the structures may have been c 1430 since a statute of the 8th year of Henry 

VI (1429) stated that:

'It is agreed and asserted that every liege-man of our Lord the King of the said 
counties (viz., Dublin, Meath, Kildare, and Louth, counties of the English Pale) who 
choose to build a castle or tower sufficiently embattled or fortified within the next 
ten years to wit twenty feet in length sixteen feet in width and forty feet in height or 
more, that the Commons of the said counties shall pay to the said person to build the 
said castle or tower ten pounds by way of subsidy' ( ibid. ,  76-7).

The tower house at Kilclief, Co Down was 'ascribed with good reason to John Cely, 

Bishop of Down between 1412 and 1441' (ibid. ,  77). He considered that the origin of 

the tower house was connected to 'the history of the country in the century and a 

half  or thereabouts prior to its appearance' (Leask 1945-6, 28). The 13th century 

construction industry did not continue into the 14th century due to the devastation 

caused in the country by the Bruce invasions of 1315 to 1318, followed by a major 

f a m i n e .

'The hard-pressed Anglo-Norman lordship exerted itself however and reached the 
brief peak point of its power about 1327. In the years following the English interest 
waned, largely perhaps, because of the rebellion and disloyalty of the lesser 
N orm ans' ( ib id . ) .

Warfare combined with the Black Death of the 1340s to reduce the power of the 

Anglo-Normans, and with this came 'a cessation of any building activity of 

importance for over a century before about 1440 or 1450. 'Certainly there is no 

church, castle or abbey which can show much evidence of undoubtedly late 14th- 

century work' ( ibid.).  The 'Gaelic Recovery' from 1390 to 1477 saw Ireland divided up 

between an aristocracy derived from both Gaelic and Anglo-Norman ancestors and it 

is this period which



'sets the stage for the remarkable outburst of building work which characterizes the 
later years of this period. It began with the extension and beautifying of the existing 
monastic establishments by the addition of belfry towers and elaborate cloisters and 
went on to the erection of completely new houses for the friars, both mendicant and 
preaching. Later it developed into a perfect spate of building for the laymen. There 
can be little doubt that the unrecorded bands of masons, who at first worked for the 
church and monastic orders, were later employed by lay clients who desired to secure 
themselves, in fairly defensible residences, on their lands. The similarity in design 
and construction, especially in masonry technique, between the monastic belfries of 
the 15th century and the tower houses cannot be accidental; the same building 
tradition is patent and implies that the same craftsmen and their descendants carried 
it on through the succeeding century' ( ibid. ,  28-30).

When discussing architecture Leask, in general, was following in the path already 

created by Parker (1860), Wakeman (1891) and Westropp (1898-1900), with some 

further insights added. He developed the theme of the variation in form, as displayed 

at examples like Roodstown, Co Louth, - with its two turrets 'which are in plan 

prolongations of the side wall' (Leask 1951, 78), Coolhull, Co Wexford - 'which is not a 

tower but a longish oblong of only two storeys in height, rising in a small narrow 

tower at one end' ( ibid. ,  102) and at the round tower houses at Ballynahow and 

Synone, both in Co Tipperary. Figure 52 [see Illustration 1.2 in this volume] depicts in 

cross-section how the vaults inside the buildings were constructed, not on wooden 

plank centering (as favoured by the Normans) but over curved mats of woven 

w i c k e r w o r k :

'Timber trusses were erected at close intervals and covered with the wicker work 
curved to the shape required. On this surface there was laid a thick bed of mortar into 
which the stones of the arch were set, more mortar being worked in or grouted from 
above. When the whole vault had set quite solidly the timber trusses were removed 
but the wickerwork was usually left in position and sometimes, plastered over' ( ibid. ,  
86-7).

The fact that the impressions left by the wickerwork mats on the underside of the 

vault - 'and sometimes even the rods themselves' - could still be seen in many tower 

houses was also commented on ( ibid.).

A discussion followed on the roofing of tower houses and how they were 'covered 

with slates, stone slabs, oak shingles, or even thatch' ( ibid. ,  86) and he brought the 

readers attention to the four turreted tower at Dunsoghly, Co Dublin, a building 

where the original oak roof was still in situ, supplying excellent drawings to 

illustrate how the roof had been constructed ( ibid.,  118-21: see Illustration 1.4 in this 

volume). Among the architectural features he discussed were base batter ( ib id . ,  79), 

fireplaces and chimney-pieces, as original and inserted features ( ib id . ,  93-6, with 

Figures 56, 57, & 58), doorways - 'In the internal doorways the pointed or round-
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I l lu s t ra t io n  1.2 Leask s cross-section drawing illustrating the method 
practised in the construction of vaults at tower houses (1951, 87, Figure 
52).



headed arch, made up of a few stones, is the most common form, but square and 

elliptical heads are also found' ( ibid. ,  97), hanging eyes at doorways ( ibid. ,  98), floor 

construction - 'The beams or joists are twelve or fourteen inches wide and rest on 

other timbers of the same size, called wall-plates [wall beams], which lie close to the 

wall and are borne by stone corbels' ( ibid.,  82 & Figure 82), latrines and mural 

passages ( ibid. ,  98-9), wall bartizans or corner machicolations ( ibid. ,  105), and bawns 

( ib id . ,  89). Elsewhere he displayed an awareness that the doorway into the tower

house was sometimes provided with 'an external grill or grate [yett], opening

outwards, a defence additional to the timber door within', but failed to realise that 

what he considered to be 'musket loops at the ... angles of the jambs' were actually 

associated with these defensive gates of iron (Leask 1945-6, 33).

Contemporary impressions of Irish tower houses and the life of the inhabitants were

also included in his book. He used the 1644 quote from Bouillaye le Gouz, already

referred to by Westropp (1898-1900, 359-60), as well as a quote from Luke Gernon, 

c irca  1620, which he obtained from Falkiner (1904, 360-2) and which shall be 

recalled in full in Chapter 7 of the present thesis. Chapter 12 of his book is concerned 

with the larger castles of the period - Askeaton, Cahir, Blarney and Bunratty,

amongst others (Leask 1951, 113-24), and in Chapter 13 the towered and gabled 

fortified houses of the plantation period are reviewed ( ibid.,  125-41). The final 

chapter discussed the end of castle building in Ireland with the advent of gun powder

and artillery, although he is at pains to point out that 'not every castle suffered the

bombardment of artillery ... nor were many of them blown to pieces by gunpowder

charges' ( ib id . ,  143-4). The slighting usually took the form of 'throwing down the

parapets from the walls and breeching some part of them so as to make the place

indefensible against any ordinary assault' ( ibid.).  However, for the majority of 

castles it was 'neglect by owners and spoilation by them' ( ibid. )  which led to their

d e m ise .

It was on the dating of the buildings that Leask's opinions differed from those of 

earlier writers. While Westropp (1898-1900, 349-51) had postulated that tower houses 

may have been in existence from 1380 onwards (based on a comparison of 

architecture and the information obtained from the 'Castle Founders List'), but that 

the explosion in their popularity took place in the 15th century, Leask favoured an 

early 15th century origin (Leask 1951, 76-7). For reasons explained above, he dated 

the tower houses as belonging 'specially to the period from c irca  1450 to the first 

decades after 1600' (Leask 1945-6, 28). Leask's work, however, brought greater 

attention to tower houses in a form more accessible to 'both the student and the 

interested layman' (Leask 1951, 3). His overview included examples from all over the



island and not from one specific region. This was reflected in an appendix in which

he attempted to estimate the number of castles in Ireland. The numbers given for

each county were based on previous surveys (eg: Westropp's survey of Co Limerick) 

and schedules 'and - for the unsurveyed areas - on published material and an 

examination of the Ordnance maps' ( ibid. ,  153). The survey produced a total of over 

2,900 castle sites. Leask was aware that this total was

'certainly too small ... None the less, taking the surveys made, the Ordnance map 
indications, historical references and the lists themselves into account, the numbers 
given ... may be taken - in the author's opinion - as fairly accurate indications of the
distribution of castles throughout the country' ( ib id . ) .

The term which should be emphasised here is c a s t le s  - this was not an estimation of 

the number of tower houses in the country, although it is probable that the majority 

of the sites in the corpus did belong to the subspecies.

Leask's book is also of importance (as too are his articles) because of the provision of 

numerous drawings, elevations, floor plans and photographs. He viewed a lack of 

adequate plans and other illustrations as a serious defect in the work of previous

s c h o la r s .

'These are essential to any critical analysis of the buildings, to the judgem ent of their 
evolution, growth, change and dating. Through them only can comparative studies 
be made. This lack is not hard to explain, and the antiquary must not be judged too
harshly for his failure to supply it' ( ibid . ,  3).

Since the antiquarians were working in the period before the advent or widespread

adoption of the motor car, travelling around sites had its physical difficulties and 

Leask is correct not to judge them too harshly. The value placed by Leask on the 

inclusion of illustrations and plans in any work on castellated architecture has, 

however, been realised by modern academics working in the field (for examples, see 

Craig 1982; McCullough and Mulvin 1987; Salter 1993). The quality of Leask's work at 

the drawing board was of such a high standard that it continues to be reproduced to 

this day (eg: Ryan 1991, 191 - Leask's excellent reconstruction of Derryhivenny 

Castle, Co Galway, published in Leask 1938-9, Figure 2: see also Illustrations 1.2, 1.3 

and 1.4 in this volume). His isometric sections through tower houses (eg: Leask 1945- 

6, 29 - Clara Castle, Co Kilkenny), his elevations (eg: Leask 1941b, Figure 1 - Sarsfield's 

House, Co Limerick), his drawings of individual architectural details (eg: Leask 1951, 

104-5, Figures 67 & 68 - details of features found at tower houses: see also Illustration

1.3 in this volume) and even his simple sketches (ibid. ,  103, Figure 66 - Coolhull, Co 

Wexford) all show an attention to detail which has never been surpassed. More
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I l lu s t ra t io n  1.3 Leask's drawings of individual architectural details from 
tower houses (Office of Public Works, no date, 14-15, Plate V).

a: W indow, Roodstown Castle, Co Louth, 15th century

b: W indow, Grallagh Castle, Co Tipperary, 16th century

c: W indow, Roodstown Castle, Co Louth, 15th century

d: Window, Derryhivenny Castle, Co Galway, 17th century

e: W indow, Kanturk Castle, Co Cork, 17th century

f & g. Corbels o f  machicolations, 15th and 16th centuries 

h :  Doorway, Ballymalis Castle, Co Kerry, 16th century

i* Corner machicolation, Ballymalis Castle, Co Kerry, 16th century

j .  Parapet, Clara Castle, Co Kilkenny, 16th century

k: Tourelle  on a parapet

1. Angle loop, Clara Castle, Kilkenny, 16th century

m: Chimney stack, Derryhivenny Castle, Co Galway, 17th century

n :  Ventilator, Coole Castle, Co Offaly, 16th century



importantly, the profusion of illustrations allowed him to convey his information 

and architectural ideas across more clearly than if he had relied on verbal 

d escr ip tion  alone.

1.11 MARTYN JOPE AND DUDLEY WATERMAN

Leask published further work on the Irish fortified houses of the 17th century in 

1961 before his death in 1964 but it was in Northern Ireland that the next phase of 

activity began with Martyn Jope (The Department of Archaeology, QUB) and Dudley 

W aterman (The Government's Archaeological Survey). A perusal through editions of 

The Ulster Journal of Archaeology from the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s is sufficient to 

establish the academic credentials of the two men. While their work often involved 

the study of prehistoric and Early Christian sites, they also excavated and surveyed at 

individual castles, tower houses and fortified houses, publishing the results of their 

findings in numerous articles (eg: Jope 1958; Waterman 1960 or 1967). They were also 

responsible for synthesis studies. Jope published work on the castles in the north of 

Ireland which displayed Scottish architectural features (Jope 1951) and the 

transition from fortification to domestic architecture in the same geographical 

region during the late 16th and 17th centuries (Jope 1960). W aterman (1961) 

published a survey of some 16th-century and 17th-century fortified houses from 

throughout Ireland, with particular reference to Co Sligo, providing possible sources 

for their designs. Their best work, however, is to be found in the A r c h a e o l o g ic a l  

Survey of County D ow n, published in 1966 with Jope as the editor.

The Survey contained an introductory discussion on the dating and architecture of 

the Co Down tower houses (Jope 1966, 120-7). The discussion consisted of a regional 

survey similar to that produced by Westropp (1898-1900) for Co Clare, but its purpose 

was to supply background information for a detailed architectural survey in the 

main text (complete with plans, elevations and photographs) for each individual 

tower house in the county. Had he still been alive, Leask would no doubt have been 

impressed. A regional type was identified with the existence of a corpus of 

'gatehouse' tower houses - including Kilclief Castle ( ibid. ,  233-5), Audley's Castle 

( ibid. ,  225-7) and Jordan's Castle ( ibid. ,  223-5) - classified by their shared 

architectural traits. Each building had a high arch carried between twin projecting 

towers, but no gateway (ibid, 120). Kilclief Castle of circa  1440 was advanced as the 

possible model for the County Down series, as well as similar tower houses found 

elsewhere in Ireland. 'This gatehouse aspect with high arch is prominent on English 

later medieval courtyard-type castellated residences ... it was intended to create the 

impression of power and authority - as was the tower aspect itself, so beloved in 

medieval building ' ( ib id . ,  120). An origin for the series was sought at earlier
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gatehouses in the British Isles that had been remodelled and their gateways blocked 

but Harry Avery's Castle, Co Tyrone was singled out as a particular example of the 

transition from gatehouse to tower house 'in one builder's mind' ( ibid. ,  121). The 

14th-century tower had been built to resemble a 13th-14th century twin D-towered 

g a t e h o u s e ,

'yet it could never have had a through way to the courtyard on the rising ground 
behind; this could only be reached from the first floor up the winding stair, or by a
separate gateway in its curtain. Thus it was built from the first as a blocked
gatehouse, and whatever it looked like, was in function a tower-house' ( ib id .) .

In general, however, the Co Down tower houses were judged as being similar to those 

in other parts of Ireland, being:

'square or oblong in plan, some with small square or oblong projecting towers 
housing stairs or latrines' and three or four main storeys high, many with a 'stone-
vaulted stage, thus reducing the risk of fire' ( ib id . ) .

The influence of English (or Welsh) design was identified as probably present in the 

"gatehouse" type tower-houses but

'Apart from this, much of the appearance ... is characteristically Irish, with their 
batter through the full height, their oversailing parapets, and stepped merlons' 
(ibid. ,  124).

The discussion on architectural features is comprehensive but the fundamental 

elements of tower house architecture had already been identified by the workers 

previously discussed in this chapter. There was, however, greater awareness shown 

to some aspects. The urban tower houses at Ardglass were discussed ( ibid.),  and the 

roofing of stairs and passages 'with overlapping slabs set diagonally' was referred to 

( ibid.) .  Yetts were mentioned and, unlike Leask (1945-6, 33), examples were provided 

where physical evidence remained ( ibid. ,  125; see also 238; 241). The organisation of 

the building operations was also touched upon, though little was known directly

'of the masons, carpenters or designers. Irish masons seem to have been employed, 
judging  by the wicker-centered vaulting ... but Scotsmen were occasionally brought 
over ... Englishmen were brought in on the London companies' plantation in the 
early 17th century, but have not so far been traced at work in Co Down. Moyry, Co 
Armagh, a military fort of 1602, had a Dutch engineer. Chichester considered four 
years to be the least time necessary for building a castle, storehouse and bawn' ( ibid. ,  
126).

Bawn walls could be constructed of stones or sods, although raths were reused in 

some instances (eg: Castlereagh) and their buildings - halls and out-houses - could be
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built of stone and mortar or timber and clay. It was pertinently stated that the latter 
b u i l d i n g s

'would now only be traceable by extensive excavation; the stone footings of a 
comparable hall of the 13th century (in this case preceding the stone tower) were 
revealed on top of the motte at Clough and another small hall was traced at Lismahon.
Some at least of the later bawns would have had space for such halls' (ibid. ,  126-7).

On the topic of dating, the Survey found that

'there is documentary dating evidence for the actual building of only a few Co Down 
tower-houses, and architectural detail gives little further indication. We can at least 
show an early series (15th - earlier 16th centuries), some of the 'gatehouse' type,
with double-splayed openings, and the later series (later 16th - earlier 17th 
centuries) with pistol-slits or pistol-holes' ( ibid. ,  121).

It would appear that the findings of the survey supported Leask's views on dating.

The Survey also included a fine distribution map of the county's defensive buildings 

of the 15th to 17th centuries ( ibid. ,  123, Figure 75: see Map 1.1 in this volume).

1.12 MAURICE CRAIG'S "ARCHITECTURE OF IRELAND"

Attention should also be brought to Maurice Craig's book of 1982, as it contains an 

excellent chapter on tower houses. Craig followed Leask's views on dating and 
f u n c t i o n :

The vast majority of these "castles" are fortified private residences of the 15th, 16th 
and 17th centuries, and predominantly of the 16th: the homes of minor notabilities, 
whether Irish or Anglo-Norman ... ' (Craig 1982, 95).

With this in mind, he asked the question, 'if the towers did not begin to be built till 

about 1430, where did all the people of substance live during the preceding 150 

years? ( ibid. ,  96). This was a question which would cause much discussion in future 

studies, but Craig suggested that moated manors and raths were probable candidates:

'Recent aerial search has revealed increasing numbers of these sites, but the 
buildings have not survived. Nor have the buildings which doubtless formed the 
living-quarters in the largest raths' ( ib id . ) .

He also listed some of the few surviving stone buildings of the pre-tower house era, 

including the tower at Athenry, Co Galway (see Photograph 63), Greencastle, Co Down 

and, of importance to tower house studies for Co Limerick, stated that 'the enigmatic 

building at Tomdeeley [sic] Co Limerick looks like a thirteenth-century hall on a 

vaulted basement' (ibid. - see Gazetteer Site No. 169). He commented on Leask's
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M ap 1.1 Defensive buildings of the 15th - 17th centuries in County Down 
(Jope 1966, 123, Figure 75).



observation (Leask 1951, 75) that there was a similarity of style and detail between 
the friary towers and tower houses:

he [Leask] suggests that they [the masons] worked first for the friars and afterwards
for the laity. So far as dating criteria are available, they operate in one direction
only: they can hardly ever be used to prove that a building must be early, because 
the builders were so eclectic that they were quite capable of resurrecting (that is to 
say copying) a 100 or 200 year-old feature because it took their fancy' (Craig 1982 
97).

This point is one that must always be kept always in mind when attempting to date 

tower houses on the basis of their architecture. He did concede, however, that the 

absence of fireplaces may be an indication of early date for a tower house ( ibid.).  The

remainder of the chapter is concerned with an appraisal of the architectural details

found at tower houses (roofs, parapets, vaults, etc), bawns, the larger tower houses,

and round tower houses.

1.13 THE DISTRIBUTION MAPS OF CAOIMHIN O DANACHAIR AND PETER SMITH

Kevin Danaher (Caoimhin O Danachair) is well-known as a scholar of all aspects of 

Irish vernacular tradition, and in the 1970s he turned his attention to Irish tower

houses. The resultant commentary (O Danachair 1977-9) followed Leask's ideas on 
d a t i n g :

'Considering the profusion of tower houses in some parts of Ireland, the surprising
fact is that virtually all of them were built within a century and a half. Hardly a 
single one had been erected before 1400, and only a very few were built after 1600. 
The period from 1450 to 1550 saw the construction of the great majority' (ibid. ,  158).

From about 1420 onwards there was a 'great revival in many facets of life, including 

building' ( ibid. ,  159). While much of this building activity was ecclesiastical in

nature, there was also a 'fashion' in tower house building which 'swept through 

Leinster, M unster and the greater part of Connaught' ( ibid.).  O Danachair was in no 

doubt as to the source of the fashion - the European continent, where similar 

bu ild ings were a lready appearing.

He dismissed the idea that the tower house 'was a defensive necessity rather than a 

fashion' since, unlike the similar buildings found in the English Borderlands and 

parts of Scotland, the Irish tower house was found in fertile land 'where settled 

conditions prevailed, rather than in wild, remote or border districts' ( ib id . ,  159). This 

concurred with his view that, although a fortified residence, the tower house was 

'intended primarily as a dwelling house' ( ibid. ,  158), and that the bawn was for 

protection against 'four-footed thieves ... wolves were a menace to both humans and
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animals up to the end of the 17th century' ( ibid.).  He also viewed 1429's 'Ten Pound 

Castles' as 'a reply to a spate of building already under way outside the Pale' ( ibid. ,  

159). O Danachair's interest in tower houses, however, was 'more concerned with

their distribution within Ireland and its regional significance' ( ib id . ,  160). The 

distribution map he supplied has the location of tower houses plotted as dots (see Map

1.2 in this volume). In his text he does not state the approximate number of tower

houses per county, or the approximate number of tower houses in Ireland as a whole.

At the end of the article he provides a list of his sources. With a few exception (such

as the Archaeological—Survey—of_County Down) he used the same authorities as Leask

did when compiling his appendix on castle numbers (Leask 1951, 153-62). 'We may 

take it that the map, while it may not include every tower house that ever existed in 

Ireland, still gives a true indication of their numbers and locations' (O Danachair 

1977-9, 160). The densest distribution was to be found in the fetile areas in 

Connaught, Leinster and Munster. The dots avoided mountainous areas and bogs - 

'remote, barren and impoverished areas' ( ibid. ,  161).

'The astonishing proliferation of tower houses in east County Clare and east County
Limerick, with the sparser but still above average spread in south County Galway, in
Counties Tipperary, Kilkenny and Carlow and south Wexford can only be explained 
by the combination of two factors, economic prosperity in settled conditions and
social propensity towards the acceptance of new fashions' ( ibid. ,  160).

Contacts between the mainland of Europe and the southern and south-eastern parts 

o f  Ireland meant that 'cultural influence' reached these areas

independently of the island of Britain, while a diminishing wave of the same 
influence can be traced up the west coast of Ireland, to Bearehaven, Dingle,
Limerick, Galway, Sligo and even as far as Donegal Bay' (ibid. ,  160-1).

The 'continental fashion' was adopted by 'every petty gentleman, office holder and 
small landowner' and the

'merchants of the port towns and the sea-going lordlings of the coastal regions 
while an isolated group in Inishowen indicates that the O'Dohertys and their 
supporters had caught the prevailing overseas fashion. A similar coastwise extension
is observable in the north-east with local groups in Counties Down and Antrim' ( ibid
161).

The lack of tower houses in north-east Connaught and the interior of Ulster, 

especially Ulster, was explained by the author in the following way:

the south and east of Ireland has always been open to and receptive of new culture
contacts while the northern and north-western regions have been more resistant to
the new and more retentive of the old' ( ibid. ,  162).
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M ap 1.2 O'Danachair's distribution map of the tower houses of Ireland 
(from O'Danachair 1977-9, 158-63).



He ended by stating that his theory of origin

is somewhat speculative, but we can hardly imagine any other; independent 
invention in Ireland of a form of defensive domestic building already developed 
elsewhere is most unlikely' {ibid.) .

The buildings, however, could still be included in Irish vernacular architecture 

since they had spread and developed 'into a characteristic local type by Irish country 
dwellers and by local builders and craftsmen' {ibid.) .

A second distribution map - based on the distribution of tower houses all over the 

British Isles - predates O Danachair's map and is to be found in Peter Smith's 

monumental study of houses in the Welsh countryside, first published in 1975 and 

reissued in an enlarged second edition in 1988 (see Map 1.3 in this volume). The map

'shows that after the 13th century very few small fortified dwellings were built in 
the south-east of the British Isles, whereas in the north-west the tower-house was 
just beginning three and a half centuries of development. It indicates that the wide 
belt of heavily-defended territory which grew up on each side of the Scottish 
frontier in late medieval times was not repeated along the Welsh border. It suggests 
that the final annexation of Wales in 1284 paved the way for a relatively peaceful
?oooe t QonWp 1Ĉ  WaS an lmP°rtant factor in a11 the architecture that follows' (Smith 1988, 339 & Map 1).

Tower house concentration is illustrated by a correlation between dot size and tower 

house numbers per county - the more tower houses, the bigger the dot. Smith did not 

make any comment on the Irish distribution and his information for Ireland was 

based on the data in Leask's appendix (Leask 1951, 153-62).

Smith's map has been subsequently used by Thompson (1987, 23, Figure 10) and O 

Danachair s map has been resorted to on at least three occasions by Barry (1987, 187: 

1988a, 352: 1993a, 213). Barry (1993b, 121, footnote 55) recently stated that O

Danachair s was a 'poor distribution map'. This is true but, nonetheless, full credit

should be given to O Danachair for attempting a difficult task based on the 

information which was then available to him. Indeed, neither map can be considered

ideal since both are concerned principally with the objective of illustrating tower 

house concentration per county. While this is useful in its own right it does not allow 

for an exact and comprehensive guide to the buildings as individuals on the modern

Irish landscape. As has already been seen above, with regards the distribution map of 
defensive buildings included in the Archaeological S u r v e y  o f  Cnnntv Down ( j ope
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M ap 1.3 Smith's distribution map of the tower houses of the British Isles 
(Smith, 1988, 339 & Map 1).



1966, 123, Figure 75: see Map 1.1 in this volume), only comprehensive and detailed 
field survey will produce more definitive distribution maps.

\

1.14 GOVERNMENT SURVEY IN THE REPUBLIC OF IRELAND AND NORTHERN IRELAND 

Ireland lacked a Royal Commission on Historical Monuments similar to those 

established for the rest of the United Kingdom. Subsequently, there were no state- 

sponsored county surveys. It has been stated for the Republic of Ireland that if such 

an institution had been in existence at the time of Partition 'there is every likelihood 

that ... it would have been taken on after independence by the incoming legislature,

as was so much else of the colonial infrastructure' (Power 1993, 137). However, there

can be no escaping the fact that, with the exceptions of The Ordnance Survey's 

M egalithic Survey and three independently sponsored localised surveys (Lacy 1983: 

Stout 1984 and Cuppage 1986), successive governments neglected their responsibility 

and the field monuments remained unrecorded. In Northern Ireland the Stormont 

government financed the creation o f  an Archaeological Survey in the 1950s (Hunter 

Ralston and Hamlin 1993, 37). While the Province possesses an impressive Sites and 

Monuments Record, only one state-sponsored survey has been published - the afore 
mentioned A rchaeological Survey of County Down (Jope 1966).

The lack of comprehensive and detailed field survey in every Irish county, with the

results presented to the public in published form, meant that the distribution,

numbers and state of preservation of Irish tower houses could never be determined

accurately. In the face o f  this, the distribution maps prepared by O Danachair and

Smith could never have been anything more than pioneering efforts. Fortunately 'a

radical new programme' was initiated by the Republic of Ireland's government in 
1982, when

the Commissioners of Public Works were instructed "to concentrate on publication of 
monument inventories and to arrange for more speedy completion of the 
countrywide survey of monuments on a county-by-county basis '” (Power 1993, 1 3 7 ).

The fruits of this initiative can be seen in the appearance of a number of 

archaeological inventories (see Vol 2, Appendix 7 for more information). In 
N o r th e rn  I re lan d

'two further county surveys are in preparation, on Armagh and Fermanagh and the
basic identification survey of all six counties is due to be completed in 1995' (Hunter 
Ralston and Hamlin 1993, 37). p u n i e r ,

The exact number of tower houses that existed in Ireland will never be known, but by 

the first decade of the next century it should be possible to produce accurate maps for
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the whole island which will show ,he location, type and state o f  preservation of all 

surviving examples, as well as the known locations of demolished buildings.

1.15 THE ADVENT OF RECENT ACADEMIC RESEARCH ON TOWER HOUSES 

A significant advance in Irish medieval studies occurred during the 1970s when 

medieval archaeology was introduced into Irish universities as an academic 

discipline. Martyn Jope had taught medieval archaeology as part of his lecture course 

at The Queen's University of Belfast from the date of his appointment in 1947 but it 

was not to be until the mid 1970s that an academic was engaged whose sole 

responsibility was to teach medieval archaeology. Similar appointments followed at 

University College, Cork, University College, Galway and Trinity College, Dublin. As 

well as their teaching duties, the eager, youthful lecturers engaged themselves and

t eir Bachelor, Master and Doctorate students in fieldwork at medieval monuments 

and buildings, with the result that new academic information was collected from the

neglected ruins of the medieval past. Tower house studies was one of the areas of 
research which benefited from this new development.

1.16 SEAN DUGGAN'S ",STRUCTURAL WOODWORK IN 15th AND 16th CENTURY IRISH 
TOWER HOUSES"

One of the first students to complete an MA on an aspect of tower house architecture

was Sean Duggan in 1982 with his thesis on the structural woodwork (floor timbers

and roof timbers together with coverings and supports) in tower houses of the 15th

and 16th centuries. It was Duggan's aim to apply 'the knowledge and techniques of

constructional technology to the establishment of a scientific basis' from which a

typology could be developed which would 'qualify, identify and establish the building

dates of Irish tower houses' (Duggan 1982, 9). While Duggan accepted the tower house

as a build,ng-type o f  15th to 17th century date, he believed that the methods used in

the construction of wooden floors within a tower house, and the scars which this

process left on the building's fabric, could be used to date the structure to one of 
three periods between 1430 and 1675.

This was a radical departure from previous views. Duggan began his work with a 

Pictorial glossary of technical terms ( ib id ., 11-18) and then presented two groups of

houses from all over Ireland. The majority of the tower houses included in his

study had featured in either Leask's (1951) book or Harbison's (1970) guide to the

National Monuments of Eire. The selected buildings, therefore, had been already 

provided w „h  approximate dates for their construction. This point is important and

must be stressed, since upon it rests the whole of Duggan's argument. The first group

of tower houses consisted of 20 buildings which had floors constructed using beam



wall plates (see definition of 'Wall Beam / Wall Plate' in Vol 2, Appendix 1). The 

second group comprised of nine tower houses where double floors had been used (see 

definition of 'Double Floor' in Vol 2, Appendix 1).

Double floor construction is found in the tower houses which were built before the 
last quarter of the 15th century ... and beam wallplate construction is used in Tower 
Houses built between that time and the end of the 16th century' (Duggan 1982, 113).

The tower house era was divided into three approximate periods: Early [1430 to 1475], 

Middle [1475 to 1575] and Late [1575 to 1675] (ibid.,  116). The historical sources 

suggested that the majority of tower houses with double floor construction were built 

before the last quarter of the 15th century, and Duggan believed that it was 'safe to 

assume that this form of construction was adopted from the earlier period of castle 

building, and that it is characteristic of the Early Tower House period' ( ibid.,  117). The 

tower houses with beam wall plates used in their floor construction had been 

ascribed dates in the historical sources which varied from the last quarter of the 15th

century to the end of the 16th century, and Duggan viewed this as evidence for a

period of distinct change, when their inclusion

'gave added strength to the structure of the building, the large section wallplate 
formed an internal reinforcement to the walls where they were weakest, ie, mid way 
between the floors which rested on the stone vaults' ( ibid.,  119).

And why had this change occurred? It was 'a method of counteracting the threat of 

artillery siege (ibid.).  The Late period [1575 to 1675] saw beam wall plate construction

no longer in use, and a return to the use of double floor construction at sites such as

Derryhivenny, Co Galway and Ballymallis, Co Kerry, possibly because there was a 

realisation that tower houses could not be effectively defended against siege artillery 

( ib id . ,  123). The Late period also saw the introduction of 'single type' floors with 

built-in joists ( ibid. ,  20) at sites such as Donegal Castle, Co Donegal and Coppinger's 
Court, Co Cork (ibid., 124).

The butt-purlin roof at Dunsoghley, Co Dublin (see Illustration 1.4 in this volume) is 

thought to be original and it had been used as a model for a number of reconstructed 

roofs ( ibid. ,  125). Duggan considered that large castles like Blarney, Co Cork or 

Bunratty, Co Clare may have had elaborate roofs such as this, but that

'from the evidence of the existing stonework it would seem that simple, single or 
double roofs were used on Irish Tower Houses in general, and that they were 
originally thatched' ( ib id . ,  131).



Illustration 1.4 Leask's drawing of the roof at Dunsoghley, Co Dublin 
(Leask 1951, 120, Figure 83).



More controversially, he argued that the beam wall plate supported floor at Clara, Co 

Kilkenny had been covered with a layer of stones.

On the fourth floor, part of the original flooring still exists. In this section, the floor 
of a stone covered passageway and a wall rest on the timber joists which rest on the 
beam wallplate. At that point the joists are spaced about 9 cm to 6 cm apart. A thick 
mortar layer which had small stones bedded in it was poured between the joists. The 
space between the joists may have been temporarily filled from above. When the 
mortar had dried a layer of heavier stones was laid on top. This formed the basis for 
the floor surface which is now missing' ( ibid. ,  119).

Duggan found supporting evidence of a similar method which was used in West 

Country cottages in Britain to produce fire-proof and draught-proof floors ( ibid. ,
123).

'It is possible that a variation of this was used on the earlier double floors [the 
buildings included in his Chart B and Early Tower House period]. There is no direct 
evidence of this but the spaces between the top of the corbels and the assumed floor 
level is usually too great to be accounted for by the use of timber only. The ability to 
build stone floors both on the stone vaults and on the intermediate timber joisted 
floors meant that centre floor fires could be lighted at each level. Fireplaces were not 
originally built in the earlier Tower Houses' ( ibid .) .

1.17 ANN KDAVIN'S "TOWER HOUSES OF THE PALE"

During the 1980s, however, two schools of thought developed on the issue of date of 

origin for tower houses in Ireland. The first school held a revisionist outlook which

questioned the accepted 15th-century date for tower houses, as advanced by Leask.

Ann Davin's M Litt thesis of 1982 examined the tower houses from the Pale counties - 

Dublin, Kildare, Meath and Louth. She found that the buildings could be divided into 

three classes based on their size and ground plan. Class I [eg: Dunsoghley, Co Dublin] 

consisted of buildings with a large rectangular central block with turrets at each 

corner containing garderobes and staircases (Davin 1982, 41-5). Class II [eg: Newtown 

Trim, Co Meath] consisted of smaller castles with perhaps one or two side turrets 

( ibid. ,  45-9) and Class III [eg: Adamstown, Co Dublin] comprised simple rectangles or 

oblongs with stairs and latrines set in mural passages ( ibid. ,  49-51). The dimensions 

of the last group was found to be closest to the measurements given in the 1429 Act 

( ib id . ,  51). Certain architectural features of the simplest and earliest Scottish tower 

houses were similar to those of Irish tower houses ( ibid. ,  93-108). The origin of tower 

houses in Ireland was seen as the result of Irish soldiers fighting in Scotland's Wars

of Independence during the early 14th century returning home and bringing the

idea back with them (ibid, 122). The theory was fundamentally opposed to the views 

of earlier writers. Westropp (1898-1900, 349-51) had proposed that the tower house 

was a building-type with its origins in the later 14th century, and believed three
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towers to have been built between 1380-1402, but the architecture of the Co Clare 

castles reduced him to consider that tower houses were being built 'usually' in the 

15th century {ibid.).  For Leask they were a child of the 15th century.

Obviously Davin (1982) had to produce examples of tower houses which could be 

ascribed a 14th century date. She had documentary evidence for a 'stone fortress' in 

1312 at Saggart and a 'stone house' in the same year at Leixlip, but she also turned to 
an article published in the Ulster—Journal of Archaeology (Jope and Seaby 1959) for

support. The article dealt with a i n s p e x i m u s  taken in 1331 of a letter patent of 1310

allowing Geoffrey de Mortone ... to build a tower at the town end of the great bridge 
of Dublin, and onother at the corner of the town wall to the west of the said bridge
1959 lLS^611 theSe t0WCrS t0 build "* defensible embattled houses' (Jope and Seaby ’

The authors had continued:

It is of great interest to see a clear statement of defensible intention for houses
within a walled town in the early 14th century. Defensible tower-houses are known
within towns from the 15th century onwards at many places in Britain and on the 
Continent. These Dublin houses, though evidently of stone, need not necessarily have 
been more than two storeys high, analogous to those of the 12th century as at 
Lincoln, Bury St Edmunds, etc, though the battlementing and crenellation is a new 
aspect which we cannot now trace in any surviving town house in the British Isles 
until the 15th century ... It seems reasonable to see in these the ancestors of the 15th
century town tower-houses ...' {ibid. ,  116).

Davin also noted documentary references in 1335 and 1356 to the castle of the 

Knight's Hospitallers at Kilteel, Co Kildare (Davin 1982, 117-8). The tower house at 

Kilteel has extremely plain windows, but the existence of two vaults, the upper one 

forming the saddle back" roof may well be indications of an early date of 

construction ' {ibid.).  Other documents referred to a 'stone house' at Clonkeen, Co 

Kildare in 1372 and the manor and castle of Ballynaskea, Co Meath in 1382, but 

physical evidence for both castles was lacking {ibid.).  Her documentary evidence 

then progressed into the early 15th century with a f o r t c e l l e t t i '  or little fort 

constructed at Liscartan, Co Meath in 1403 and a f o r t a l i c i u m  at Balally, Co Dublin built 

in 1407. In 1417 Sir Thomas Locum was instructed by the Archbishop of Dublin to 

build a house of stone, ditched and embattled as part of the stipulations of the lease at 
Dundrum, Co Dublin {ibid.,  119).

During the same year there was an assignment of a dower to Anastacia, widow of 
David Wogan, of his lands on the manor of Rathcoffey, Co Kildare and elsewhere 
Included in the assignment is a description of certain buildings at Rathcoffey such 
as le gathouse" (gatehouse), "le torhouse" (Towerhouse), "le baonu" (bawn), and



"capella" (chapel). All that remains today are the ruins of the gatehouse, but the 
Down Survey shows a quadrangular tower with four angle turrets' ( ibid. ,  120).

Davin concluded that there were a few indications that tower houses were being 

constructed by the middle of the 14th century but that there was no conclusive 

evidence ( ibid.,  120-1).

1.18 "THE TOWER HOUSES OF COUNTY TIPPERARY" BY CONRAD CAIRNS

A second revisionist thesis followed two years later. The tower houses of Co Tipperary 

were studied by Conrad Cairns for his PhD thesis, completed in 1984 and summarised 

in print in 1987. In Chapter Five of his thesis he discussed the distribution and dating 

of tower houses, compiling 'a list of the 20 counties for which approximate numbers 

of stone castles (the vast majority of which were tower houses) can be found or 

deduced' (Cairns 1984, 151). This produced a total of about 3,000. Seventy-three 

examples from Louth and Leask's figure of 380 for the remaining eleven counties was

added to this figure, leaving Cairns to conclude that 'there almost certainly were over

3,500 stone castles in Ireland, and perhaps more' ( ibid. ,  152). His booklet includes an 

unfortunate distribution map of stone castles in Co Tipperary (Cairns 1987, 4) - 

unfortunate in that no attempt was made to divide the 'stone castles' into typological 

groupings, or to relate their state of preservation. A review of previous authors' 

concepts on the date for the origin of tower houses followed (Cairns 1984, 184-6), 

after which Cairns presented his own theory that

'contem porary documents suggest that there were probably tower houses in several
parts of Ireland from the beginning of the 14th century. There were various 
references to "fortalices"; the word was never defined, but by the 15th and 16th 
centuries it was probably used to mean tower houses. In 1300 the Dublin government 
promised to pay £100 to John fitz Thomas when he had begun to build a fortalice in Co
Offaly to protect the area from the depredations of the Irish. In 1305 a Wexford man
was granted a subsidy to put up a fortalice at his manor of Moylagh for the same 
purpose ... [the source used is Mills 1905-1957, Vol 1, 362 & Vol 2, 13]. These two 
documents reveal that there was already an established procedure for Dublin or local 
government to aid builders of what may well have been tower houses over a century
before the "£10 castles". In 1343-4 castles and fortalices were mentioned in the
marches to guard against Irish incursions; in 1358-9 there were two fortalices at 
Galbardstown, near Leighlin (Co Carlow), also in the marches [Cairns' source is
Tresham, 1828, 46, 66 & 103]. In 1352 a King's letter expressed concern that the
constables of castles and fortalices should keep them strong and secure against Irish 
enemies. All these references show fortalices having more of a military function 
than did most later tower houses, but that is perhaps because the sources are all 
official documents. Even the notion that the Black Death halted all building is not
quite true, for, again in 1352, only four years after the first plague, Lord Robert
Savage "began in Ulster to build new castles in divers places, and upon his owne 
manours" [the source for this quotation is provided by Cairns in a footnote on page 
187, to which he adds 'The author does not know if any remains exist of these early 
fortalices']. There are also some clues as to when Gaelic chieftains took to living in 
towers. At the time of Edward Bruce's invasion, the Scots established themselves in
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fortalices among the Irish [the source here is Otway-Ruthven 1980, 229]; perhaps
they were just  occupying Anglo-Norman works like the English castles in Ely 
O'Carroll which they "took and held" in 1346 [Butler 1849, 33]. The first castle T h e  
Annals of the Four Masters recorded as Irish built was Lis-ard-abhla, in 1377; 
however, O 'Donovan, the editor, identified this with Lissardowlin, Co Longford, where 
in his day there was a "curious moat and rampart" which implies an earthwork
[O'Donovan 1848-56, Vol 4, 669]. In 1408 the Irish put up two castles, one in Co Sligo; 
more castles occur in 1419, 1420, and in 1423, all in the north or midlands [ibid.,  797; 
837; 843; 859], and by the later 15th and 16th centuries Irish men are frequently
connected with castles in the annals' (Cairns 1984, 186-8).

1.19 MARY MACAULIFFE AND THE TOWER HOUSES OF COUNTY KERRY 

The final revisionist thesis which must be considered at this point is MacAuliffe's

work on the tower houses of Co Kerry (MacAuliffe 1992). While Davin (1982, 120-1) 

had been content to suggest that the documentary records may indicate that tower 

houses may have been built in the 14th century, but that the evidence was not 

conclusive and Cairns (1984, 185) that 'there were probably tower houses in several 

parts of Ireland from the beginning of the 14th century', MacAuliffe approached the 

subject with the view that all had been resolved over the question of a 14th century 

date for the origins of tower houses. Her thesis contains the following statements:

'Recently, many writers on the subject have felt that the gap between the castle and 
the tower house is minimal, no more than 20-40 years at the most' (MacAuliffe 1992, 
11).

'Research into tower houses by the more recent historians and archaeologists has 
shown that they were being built in the early quarter of the 14th century' {ibid. ,  41).

'The initial phase of tower house construction in the early 14th century was slow and 
not widespread, but tower houses did exist by then and by the mid to late 14th century 
there is evidence that the tower house had become more widespread, in fact
becoming the accepted type of fortified residence for all sections of the community
from the greatest magnates and chiefs to the petty landowner' ( ibid . ,  62).

'... there is ample evidence that tower houses were also being constructed in Ireland 
in the 1320s' ( ibid. ,  76).

'In conclusion, it must be accepted that the date for the starting point of tower house 
construction is the early 14th century. Tower houses were being built from c i r c a  
1307-1310 by the Anglo Irish and from the 1350s-1360s by the Irish, although the 
main building period is the 15th century' ( ibid. ,  103).

These are indeed bold pronouncements. What was presented as a supposition by Davin 

and a probable scenario by Cairns had, in MacAuliffe's view, become fact. The 

conviction, so evident in the quotations presented above, would suggest that her 

evidence (particularly for Co Kerry, her own area of study) must be academically
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rock-solid. As shall be seen in Chapter 2, however, her evidence does not stand up to 

c lose  scru tiny .

1.20 TADHG O'KEEFFE'S RESEARCH IN COUNTY CARLOW

Tadhg O'Keeffe carried out research on the stone castles of Co Carlow as part of his 

MA thesis at University College Dublin (O'Keeffe 1984). His work on two castles in Co 

Carlow, Rathnageeragh and Ballyloo, was published in 1987 and its conclusions place 

O 'Keeffe in the 'revisionist' school, although his work was subsequent to the

publication of Cairns (1987) and Barry (1987) and his views are of independent 

origin (see 'Note added in press', O'Keeffe 1987, 44). Attention was focused on the two 

buildings because he believed that 'a case can be made for dating them to the 14th or 

early 15th century, a period generally seen in Irish architectural history, or at least 

in military architectural history, as a hiatus' ( ib id . ,  28). Rathnageeragh is poorly 

represented in the historical documentation and consists of an oblong block of

roughly coarsed masonry, the east walls surviving as a 'masonry pinnacle' to second

floor level (ibid. ,  31: see also Figure 1 & Plates 1 and 2). The ground floor was divided 

into three parallel vaulted subdivisions, the middle vault containing the entrance. 

'This entrance must have been a gateway rather than a doorway' ( ibid. ,  31).

O'Keeffe's text contains no historical references to Ballyloo Castle. It is a small, 

ruined, ivy covered castle 'of slightly irregular ground plan' ( ib id . ,  33: see 

Illustration 1.5 in this volume). Its wall thickness 'varies between less than 90 cm

near the entrance and about 1.75 m' ( ibid.).  The ground floor was entered from a 

doorway in the north wall and the single chamber lit by six windows, 'two in each of

the long walls and one in each of the short walls' ( ibid.).  The round arched, vaulted

roofed embrasures were mostly damaged but the east wall example survived intact, 

showing that it had been constructed using plank centering. 'The arches which 

covered the two south wall embrasures partly survive and these also preserve plank

impressions in their mortar' ( ib id . ) .

'There is no surviving stair giving access to the second storey [first floor level] but it
probably rose beside the entrance, to the left-hand side on entering; this is the
normal arrangement in an Irish tower-house. It is suggested at Ballyloo by the 
position of the low pointed vault covering second storey level; it covered the
southern two-thirds of the castle's internal area, indicating that the northern part
contained the stair ascending from the entrance to the top of the building' ( ib id . ) .

The first floor level was under a vault and there was the remnants of a second floor 

level above this.
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Illustration 1.5 Floor plan of Ballyloo Castle, County Carlow (O'Keeffe 
1987, 34, Figure 3a).



A review of the evidence for a hiatus in castle construction in the 14th century 

followed, in which O'Keeffe stated:

'Historically, a break in castle building during this period would be inexplicable, 
particularly in those areas where the colonial and non-colonial worlds faced each 
other; conditions in the 14th century in Ireland demanded fortresses and there is 
evidence, as well as abundant historical inference, that they were being built' ( ibid. ,  
36).

On the origin of the tower house he pointed out that some tower-houses

'could be distant and later cousins of keeps and halls or, more likely, of those gate- 
towers and curtain wall towers fitted out for domestic use which are sometimes found 
in the 13th and early 14th centuries (Ballyloughan and Clonmore Castles are notable 
examples ...) ... It is possible that the majority of small late medieval castles are the 
functional equivalents of building types one might have found on earlier moated 
sites or on manorial farms, with the 14th century troubles providing the stimulus 
and military castles the inspiration, if not the model, for building vertically and 
defensively ' ( ibid. ,  37).

O'Keeffe then turned to the historical evidence for castle building in the 14th 

century, quoting the Jope and Seaby article of 1959 on the fortified houses of Dublin. 

W estropp's late 14th century Clare tower houses are referred to and 'an exceptionally 

clear reference to the construction of a tower house in 1417: the building in question

is "a sufficient house of stone, ditched and embattled, 18 feet within the walls and 40
feet below the battlement"' ( ibid. ,  37). The passage is drawn from The Calendar of

Archbishop—Alen's__Register (McNeill 1950, 237). Attention was then brought to the

building of 'fortalices', with references to one in Co Wexford in 1305 and another in

1312 in Saggart. Three were built in Co Carlow in the middle of the century in the

vicinity of Leighlinbridge ( ibid. ,  37-9). O'Keeffe then made the following statement:

'We do not know exactly what fortalices were. According to Cathcart King (1983, xlix) 
the term was used as a diminutive of 'castle' in England and was frequently used on 
the Border [between England and Scotland]. The likelihood is that a fortalice could 
take the form of a tower, the obvious small building type for both observation and 
defence. The question of whether or not fortalices were tower-houses is irrelevant: 
they were English stone castles serving the same function from the early 14th
century as '£10 castles', and other towers did in the 15th and 16th century Pale' ( ibid
39).

He then identifies Ballyloo as a tower house:

'Like many Irish towers it possesses a rectangular ground plan, is small in area, has a 
height of three or more storeys and a second storey vault, and its stair position is on 
the left hand side of the entrance lobby. Some unusual aspects, however, isolate 
Ballyloo from buildings outside the county known to this writer: the form of its lower 
storey fenestration, the degree of variance in wall thickness and the considerable 
deviation from 90 degrees in external and internal wall angles. Nonetheless, the
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identification of Ballyloo as a tower-house establishes a general architectural 
context' {ib id .,  39).

Similarities in architecture with Ballyloo were identified at the ruined castle sites of 

Coppenagh, Ballytarsna and Friarstown {ib id .) .

An historical context was also provided in the endemic warfare of the 14th century, 

cumulating in an historical reference to 1435 which states that 148 castles were 
destroyed by the Irish.

'It is reasonable to suggest that Ballyloo, Ballytrasna, Coppenagh and Frairstown, as 
well as many other castles of northern Carlow, were built by the English between the 
early 14th century and c 1430' {ibid., 42-3).

Due to its geographical location, Rathnageeragh was considered to be an Irish castle 

of the 14th century, its unusual architectural form suggesting an early date { ib id .,  
43).

1.21 ALBERT JORDAN AND THE TOWER HOUSES OF COUNTY WEXFORD

Albert Jordan's PhD thesis (1991) should also be considered at this time. He published 

the results of his research on the tower houses of County Wexford in an article 

(Jordan 1990-1). Jordan tended not to share the revisionist outlook of Cairns, Davin or 

M acAuliffe and was at pains to point out weaknesses in their theories concerning 

fortalices and 14th century tower houses:

'Documentary sources are of great importance in dating our structures, but they 
have two major flaws. Primarily there are not enough of them. The odd - often 
accidental - glimpse, amongst the accidental survivors casting the odd flicker of light 
is often as much as we get. References are rare and usually incidental. Secondly, not 
enough information is conveyed. One may find a reference to a "castle" at a 
particular place, but descriptions are rare, if extant at all, and it is usually not 
possible to confirm or establish whether the "castle" being referred to at location "X"
is the one which we might see there today' (Jordan 1990-1, 40).

He also noted that Cairns' use of documentary evidence to argue for 14th century

tower houses is 'merely an interpretation and proof is lacking' { ib id .,  41).

Jordan also highlighted the care which must be taken when using architectural 

features (for example, windows) as guides in the dating of tower houses when 

considered on their own. The features may be inserts into an earlier fabric {ib id .,  50).

Using combinations of architectural features he was, however, able to date a total of

50 structures in Co Wexford, and only 2%, (ie: one building) could be speculatively 

dated to the 14th century with a further two buildings (4%) which may have been of
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14th or 15th century date. 92% belonged to the 15th and 16th centuries, and 2% to the 

17th century ( ib id . ,  55).

However, he concurred with Cairns and O'Keeffe with a belief that the origins of the

tower house lay in Ireland and argued that the earlier castle building traditions

influenced the development of the tower house:

'All sorts of styles were there to be borrowed from, be it elements of the Royal works, 
smaller structures, even elements of the larger works such as the gatehouses, might 
have provided inspiration. There was no shortage of source material and learning 
from experience, the most appropriate elements were chosen and amalgamated into
the tower houses we see today' ( ibid., 59-60).

He also believed that the tower house was an ongoing development from what had 

gone before - 'It fitted into a chain of chronology' ( ib id . ,  61). The hiatus in building 

in the 14th century was more perceived than real:

'Possibly there was less imagination, and perhaps no new innovations in style which 
we could describe as characteristic of the 14th century. It may well be that 
construction went on; and possibly because it lacks a distinctive style we may be 
m isattributing it in the chronology' ( ib id . ,  63).

However, while Cairns' contention that the use of the term 'fortalice' in the 14th 

century described tower houses was a tempting solution and a more plausible

scenario than 100 years of a hiatus in building, Jordan drew back from full

agreement, and stated that the evidence was 'inconclusive' ( ib id .,  63-4).

1.22 THE TRADITIONALISTS

The 1980s also saw the traditionalist viewpoint on dating and origins receive modern 

academic support (for summary see McNeill 1992). This new generation of

traditionalists also placed an emphasis on the architectural study of the buildings; 

this is evident from work such as that of Marie McKenna (1984a). There was also a 

concern about the social organisation of the society which raised the tower houses, 

as expressed in the works of Ken Neill (1984), Patrick Mitchel (1986), and Ken 

Abraham (1986 and 1991).

1.23 MARIE McKENNA'S ARCHITECTURAL STUDIES

Marie McKenna's BA thesis (1984a) was summarised and published in the U ls te r  

Journal o f  Archaeology (McKenna 1984b). The research 'attempted to undertake one

aspect of the tower house - the nature of the craftsmanship involved, specifically the 

carpentry and joinery, and the social implications of this evidence' (McKenna 1984b,

171). Two contrasting areas were examined - Lecale, Co Down and east Tipperary - to
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identify possible evidence for regional craft schools. She identified three types of 

floor construction. Type 1, least commonly used in both Lecale and Tipperary, 

consisted of 'an offset or ledge on two opposite walls of the tower, upon which the 

joists were placed' ( ib id .,  172). Type 2 was most common in Lecale tower houses 

although there were a few examples recorded in Tipperary. In this method 'several 

large beams were sunk into opposing walls. Above these at 90 degrees ran a series of 

substancial joists  to which were attached the floorboards' ( ib id .).  Type 3 was termed 

the 'corbel and socket' plan. This form of floor construction was evidenced in all 

Tipperary tower houses visited. 'Two wall plates ran the length of opposing walls 

supported by stone corbels and the beam ends set in sockets. Between these wall- 

plates ran a series of joists upon which would have been fitted floorboards' ( ib id .) .

She also noted that a floor thickness of over two feet [c irca  60 cm] is supported in

most cases, calculated by the distance from the beam socket to the door thresholds 

above, giving the impression of a substantial and bulky floor arrangement' ( ib id .) .

The methods used in vault construction were the same in both areas, with wicker

work mats used over the centering frames. 'Several samples retrieved from the

underside of vaults both in Lecale and Tipperary proved to consist wholly of hazel in 

spite of Leask's belief that all such wicker work matting was willow' (ibid.:  see also 

Volume 2, Appendix 2 for the result of similar work carried out in Co Limerick).

McKenna was also the first person since Leask (1951, 86-7) to look at the construction

techniques used in vault construction, with significant results:

'If at ground floor level the series of semi-circular frames which supported the 
mortar and arch construction were placed upon timber uprights set into the ground, 
the thrust of the arch channeled downwards into the floor. If constructed above
ground level, the centering frames were supported by stone corbels ju tting out from 
the masonry at waist level or higher. In this way it prevented the thrust of the vault 
under construction being placed upon an already expensive and irreplaceable oak 
floor; rather the weight was placed upon the corbels and transferred downwards
through the walls' ( ib id . ) .

She also noted that

'the substantial centering frames could only be removed through the end walls of the 
vault which were built up after the vault was constructed. In many cases because 
these end walls were not tied into the vault construction they were most likely to 
crack and fall away leaving the vault exposed as seen at Quoile Castle, Co Down and 
Coolquille Castle, Co Tipperary' (ibid.).

The content of the latter quotation explain what Westropp had noted at tower houses 

in Co Clare (Westropp 1898-1900, 359). McKenna continued:
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'The lowering of such hefty timber frames may have been aided by a series of 
wooden wedges, which were used to raise, lower and stabilise the construction. By 
knocking these small wedges away from the timber frames, the frame as a whole 
would drop the necessary few inches to enable its dismantling' (McKenna 1984b
172).

When she turned her attention to tower house roofs, McKenna discovered evidence 
for reg ional variation:

'In Lecale the primary defences were placed at roof level and so the gable ends rose
up inside the parapet walls, allowing free access around the tower house at this level,
the staircase rising to this point. In Tipperary the gables rose directly upon the walls
below with a wall-walk on only two sides. Occasionally the gable ends contained a
small passage through which it was possible to reach the other side of the tower 
house' ( ib id .,  172-3).

Although indicative of defence, the corbelled turrets at the diagonal corners of the 

Tipperary castles could only have been reached by skylines on the roof slope 'which 

suggests that such turrets were essentially decorative' ( ib id .,  173). Small windows in 

the gable ends of Lecale castles indicated the existence of attics.

In Tipperary such rooms were often highlighted by larger more decorative windows 
and so it would be essential that the timber roof could be stabilised by collar ties, ie, 
ties set above window level so as not to impede movement within. Where no formal 
room was incorporated nor windows of any kind, some Tipperary examples utilised 
collar purlins, which would have impeded movement, especially where access to the 
wall-walk was only possible via the slope of the roo f  ( ib id .) .

M cKenna concluded that the provision of defence was the motivation behind the 

design of tower houses in Lecale. While defensive considerations were also evident in

the design of the towers in Tipperary, they were more ostentatious buildings. Both

areas were under Anglo-Norman control and the tower house was seen as the product

of local wealth and patronage and evidence for a vibrant building industry in the

15th and 16th centuries. The buildings related to a society that had been 'placed on a 

more militaristic  footing' ( ib id .) ,  but not one suffering from the dire consequences of

economic and social upheaval in the aftermath of the Gaelic Revival.

1.24 KEN NEILL'S RESEARCH A T  KNOCKGRAFFON, COUNTY TIPPERARY 

The central theme of Neill's MA thesis (1984) was the settlement and institutional

continuity at the manor of Knockgraffon, County Tipperary during the medieval 

period. The shape of the cantreds [a division of territory usually corresponding to but

by no means conterminous with a later barony] 'and their rapid deliniation, as well

as a few references, suggests adoption of pre-Norman territorial units by the first 

settlers' (Neill 1984, 86). There were approximately 30 tower houses and 11 to 16 sites
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of tower houses dispersed over the manor ( ib id .,  74), with a location which avoided 

unproductive uplands. 'Thus they would seem to relate to some form of agricultural 

exploita tion ' ( ib id . ,  80). 'I would ... take the tower house as demonstrating free tenant 

prosperity, based on pastoral farming and the renting out of lands in the 15th and 

16th centuries ( ib id . ,  81). He related the tower houses with small scale warfare, 

presumably in a situation without a strong central lord with control over his major 

tenants. It is unlikely that a strong resident Earl of Ormond would have allowed the 

level of violence implied by the tower house defences' ( ib id .,  79). The period of 

decentralisation which may have been responsible for the erection of many towers 

was considered to have possibly been 'during the absence of the White Earl and the 

subsequent period of Ormond weakness and absenteeism: that is 1442-1500' ( ib id .)

No real evidence for a 14th century Gaelic revival was identified although the area

'seems to have suffered some disruption and decline during the 14th century with 

direct Bruce violence, the Black Death and more general economic dislocation after 

the dramatic fall in population and demand' ( ib id .,  87). This probably led to the

abandonment of marginal lands and 'continuity, not change, is the dominant theme 

within the manor ( ib id . ,  88). The towers were shown to be built by persons whose 

ancestors had been free tenants in the 13th century but whose families prospered to 

free-holding status in the 14th century. The surnames of the tower house owners 
show that they were the

descendants of the original grantees and equivalent to a knightly class perhaps now 
living off  rent and their own farms. But there are many more tower houses than 
original fiefs so there is no direct relationship. It would seem that decentralisation 
and family extension spread to this level of society also: there were several Ketings
or Prendegast branches, each with a local power base' ( ib id . ,  82).

Neill concluded that:

'Institutional continuity is shown by the continued presence of original fief holding 
families and their control of their original lands. The Ketings, Prendegasts, Laffans
and Cometns are perhaps the best evidence for continuity in that they held onto
their lands from at least 1300-1654, despite major political crises and economic
depressions ( ib id .,  88).

1.25 A SUMMARY OF PATRICK MITCHEL'S RESEARCH IN EAST GALWAY

Patrick Mitchel (1986) examined the distribution and location of tower houses in east 

Galway. Historical sources, distribution patterns, physical locations and typology 

were all investigated in four baronies - Athenry, Dunkellin, Kiltartan and Loughrea. 

Eighty-two tower house sites were identified, of which some 26 had been demolished. 

The surviving buildings were divided into four categories based on size and quality.
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There were four outstanding buildings, six very good buildings, 14 good buildings 

and 24 typical buildings. Each tower house was associated with territory five or six 

miles squared, except in Dunkellin where the land was fertile. The tower houses here 

controlled approximately 3 miles squared of territory. 'Naturally the highest quality 

land is utilised to the greatest degree, but not to such an extent that the castles 

encroach on each other's economically viable territory' (Mitchel 1986, 72). Mitchel's 
f i n d i n g s

tended to argue against the picture of incessant warfare and anarchy suggested by 
such authors as Otway-Ruthven and Orpen who placed emphasis on documentary
sources which may not actually relate to the reality of the circumstances within 
Connaught' ( ib id .,  86).

He postulated that a strong economy based on pastoralism with some arable farming 

was linked to a high density of tower houses on the best quality land (ib id .,  73). The 

building of tower houses associated with the adoption of castles by Irish families but 

mainly with the proliferation of lesser lordships of the Burkes, replacing the 13th- 

century landlords, power being transferred and dissipated among jun ior  sections of 

the clan under the system of partible inheritance' ( ib id . ,  71). This system involved all 

the sons receiving equal shares of an inheritance and was the system in use in 

C onnaught ( ib id . ,  67). 'With partible inheritance fragmentation of holdings is 

inevitable. The profusion of castles is probably a direct result of this fragmentation' 

( ib id . ,  70). ... it is a fact that many of the 33 towers with known owners most are not 

controlled by the Earl or clan chief but merely by insignificant junior members of 

the family' ( ib id .,  71). However, clear territories could be discerned:

'These territories are rigid, based on the stability of tower house location. This fact 
argues against ever expanding tribal area and continual redistribution of holdings 
It is possible that the clans within the study ares may have made a final sub-division
of land to avoid interminable dissensions' ( ib id .) .

The distribution of tower houses 'can be viewed as centres from which sub-tenants of 

the chief, in the form of lesser family members, controlled their holdings and 

exacted their tribute' ( ib id . ,  72).

'Thus the tower house era reflects a reorganisation of society from the great Anglo- 
Norman lordships, with power being dissipated amongst increasing numbers of 
"local" lords. Yet this decentralisation of authority still leaves control within the 
major clans descended from the 13th-century blocs ... Undoubtedly there was 
frequent warfare, but it can be argued, with considerable justification, that any 
periods of instability did not adversely affect the economically profitable activities of 
the lordships' ( ib id . ,  87).
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1.26 KEN ABRAHAM'S RESEARCH IN LEINSTER

Ken Abraham's BA research on the tower houses of County Meath and south Louth 

(Abraham 1986) centred on the study of their relationship with society from 1300 to 

1534, for the tower house 'must be understood as a product of late medieval society, 

having a place and function within that society' (Abraham 1986, 33). Twenty-two 

tower houses were studied in all - 17 in County Meath and five in County Louth (ib id ., 

41). Using the contemporary documents he found that 'the number of entries 

relating to the construction of castles, increases after 1445 and declines after 1475'

( ib id . ,  34 & Figure 1). He rejected the theory that a frontier of tower houses existed 

along the Pale since 'such assumptions ... exaggerate the military and defensive 

aspects of tower houses, tending to ignore their administrative and social functions' 
( ib id ., 35). Besides, he wrote:

'the Statute Rolls are illustrative of the degree of hostility and rivalry existing 
between many English families during this period, never mind their relations with 
the Irish. The tower house, as a product of a local community, can only be understood 
within the manorial structure; not within any other system' ( ib id .) .

'[The tower houses] were not built by the major tenants-in-chief at the centres of
their great (baronial) lordships ... Tower houses were built by sub-tenants and the
smaller tenants-in-chief on their manorial lordships. This resulted in tower houses 
being distributed peripherally in relation to the main centres of power, the centres
of the baronial lordships, including the royal centre of Trim’ ( ib id .,  39 & Map 9).

The structure of land-holding in medieval times consisted of 'extensive baronial

lordships which contained their own hierarchy of administration and rent collection

centres, and smaller holdings, categorised as manorial lordships' ( ib id . ,  72) and he 

found evidence 'for substantial continuity, in terms of structure and hierarchy, from

the earlier medieval period (1170 - 1300)' ( ib id .) .

'It appears that the existence of a tower house depended on the extent of land in [the] 
hands of an individual in a particular area. They were not built by the major tenants-
in-chief at the centre of their baronial lordships, but by sub-tenants and minor
tenants-in-chief who held relatively small tracts of land in a specific area. It must be 
added, that tower houses were also built by the major tenants-in-chief on their 
outlying manorial lordships, which were outside the immediate extent of their
principal lordship ... In all cases, therefore, tower houses were constructed on lands
which were peripheral to the major centres of power. This distribution is similar to 
the pattern found on the manor of Knockgraffon [a reference to the Co Tipperary 
evidence contained in Ken Neill's thesis of 1984] although, in this case, tower house
construction was associated with a decentralisation of power and the emergence of
new lordships in the absence of a dominant resident lord' (ibid.).

Abraham rejected the chaos in medieval society as portrayed by Curtis, Lydon and 

Otway-Ruthven. 'The tower houses of Meath and Louth certainly do not give the 

impression that these kind of circumstances existed' ( ib id .,  75). He found that the
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tower house builders had paid little attention to adequate defensive measures, save

the lobby system which was limited in its effect' ( ib id .,  70) - indeed, he calls them 

'p seudo -fo rt i f ica t ions ' ( ib id . ,  77).

T h is  is not to say that there was continual peace, but the attacks were not serious 
enough, or did not occur regularly enough, for the gentry to go to the expense of 
installing complex defensive systems in their tower houses' ( ib id .) .

Abraham continued his research as a postgraduate. His PhD was completed in 1991

and he is currently engaged in transferring the text to book form. The research area 

comprised east Meath and three baronies in west Meath. He developed the historical

side of his argument but investigated the ruins of 36 tower houses and 54 sites where 

tower houses had stood. The views he expressed in 1986 had not altered and he saw the

tower houses as prestige symbols with defensive capabilities which rested in their

form, and not their architecture. A few examples, such as Dunboyne, were identified 

where tower houses had been built in baronial lordships but this correlated with 

landlords who did not reside on their properties in Meath. The tower houses in these 

cases may have have been used as symbols of lordship by the absentee landlords 
(Abraham 1994, pers comm).

1.27 CONCLUSIONS

It is to be hoped that the present chapter has provided a history of previous research 

on the tower houses of Ireland. It began by providing a definition of what constitutes 

a tower house before looking at the work of the early researchers, antiquarians such

as O'Donovan, Parker, Wakeman and Westropp. As the foundations are laid, so are the 

walls built, and the chapter continued with a review of the work which has occurred 

this century, from the scholarly publications of Leask, Jope, Waterman and Craig to

the recent profusion of undergraduate, masters and doctoral theses and dissertations 

presented at universities throughout Ireland during the 1980s and 1990s. Attention 

was also brought to the distribution maps prepared by O Danachair and Smyth and 

the survey work promoted by government bodies both north and south of the Irish 

border. Since the chapter was intended to present a review of tower house studies 

much of the text consists of a straight-forward appraisal of the works of earlier 

academics. However, where the chapter has concentrated on issues such as dating, 

origins and function it should be clear that different academic opinions have been 

highlighted, with some of the views of some academics in clear contradiction to those 

expressed by others working in the field. Who then is the reader to follow? It would 

seem that a thorough investigation of all academic opinions on the dating, the 

origins and the functions of Irish tower houses would be wholly appropriate. The
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CHAPTER TWO: A DISCUSSION ON THE ORIGIN, FUNCTION AND DATING OF 
IRISH TOWER HOUSES

2.1 INTRODUCTION

This chapter will review the various arguments and theories which have been

advanced on the issues of origin, dating and function of tower houses in late 

medieval Irish society. It is difficult to segregate each issue for discussion and the 

reader will become aware that a certain degree of overlap exists. This is only to be 

expected; central to any concept of the origin of tower houses is the date when the 

building series began, and tied to the issue of dating is the question of why the 

building series was adopted by Irish society - what function or purpose did the tower 
house  p rov ide?

The traditional academic opinions on origins, dating and function, as expressed by 

Leask, Jope, Waterman and Craig among others, have been presented in the previous 

chapter. However, Chapter 1 also highlighted the fact that the traditional view of the 

tower house having originated in the 15th century has come under attack in recent

years from a revisionist school of thought. If the revisionists' new ideas are proved to

be correct then previous views on the origin and dating of tower houses will become

redundant. It is therefore crucial that the revisionist opinions are investigated 

thoroughly to see if they stand up to academic scrutiny. The chapter then proceeds 

with a review of the reasons for the proliferation of tower houses in the medieval 

countryside, the forces which were responsible for this proliferation in Ireland and,

more specifically, the motives behind the evident proliferation of tower houses in 

County Limerick. The chapter starts, however, with an examination of the evidence

for a hiatus in the medieval building industry during the 14th century, an important 

issue which has helped shape traditionalist ideas on the origin of the tower house.

2.2 THE 14th CENTURY BUILDING INDUSTRY

Central to any discussion of the date of origin of tower houses in Ireland is the 

question of what happened in the building industry during the 14th century. Did

historical events such as the invasion of Edward Bruce and his Scottish army during 

the years 1315-18, and the European famine which followed in 1319 (McNamee 1993, 

11-16), combine with the misfortunes of an already weakened Anglo-Norman 

government in Dublin to bring about a total dislocation of society, a resurgence in 

the fortunes of Gaelic Ireland - 'a great Gaelic revival which aimed at restoring 

ancestral rule and traditional institutions and recovering lost land' (Lydon 1972, 149)

- and an end to building projects in the early decades of the century? Did the Black 

Death, which killed at least one-third of Europe's inhabitants and which arrived in
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Ireland in the autumn of 1348, add to the chaos and confusion in Ireland? Otway- 

Ruthven (1968, 277) viewed the plague as an accelerator on a decline that had begun 

perhaps two generations earlier 'and made any recovery of the 13th-century 

position finally impossible'. However, does the decline in the fortunes of the Dublin 

government in the 14th century mean that society in Ireland per  se went into 

decline? This was the traditional view which academics from Curtis (1936) to Othway- 

Ruthven and Lydon held: Ireland was an unstable and dangerous place. Frame (1982, 

339) has indicated that the earlier approach may be overstating the case; Ireland was

plagued by endemic warfare, but it was not living on the edge of chaos:

'.... the condition of the lordship was not as critical as the king's subjects there 
claimed (and perhaps believed): their descendants were still wealthy and powerful 
two hundred years after Richard's [Richard II - 1377 to 1399] time'.

The traditional historical stance, however, seems to have influenced Leask (1960). 

With Ireland in turmoil it would be unlikely that a building industry would survive, 

and the number of buildings 'erected or even added to in the period' was small,

scarcely a dozen can be ascribed with full confidence to the 14th century and few of

these to the years following Bruce's invasion or the later part of the century' ( ib id . ,  

124). However, just  as Frame had queried the traditionalist viewpoint on the political, 

conditions within 14th century Ireland, so too did Stalley (1984) and McNeill (1985-6) 

question the evidence for a hiatus in the building industry.

Stalley (1984, 77) considered the mid to late 13th century as a time when the surge of 

cathedral building that followed the arrival of the first Anglo-Norman prelates was 

over and the general decline of immigration from England meant that fewer skilled 

masons were coming into Ireland with new architectural fashions and ideas. He 

postulated that construction work was now in the hands of local craftsmen, whose 

ideas were more introspective and archaic ... Underlying all this was the downward 

economic trend'. He did not, however, identify a hiatus in building in the early to mid 

14th century, but noted that few monuments dated to the second half of the 14th 
c e n t u r y :

Only four new friaries were founded in this period, compared to over sixty between 
c. 1225 and 1350. It was an era of retrenchment that must have had a devastating 
impact on the masons' yards and it is hard to see how any continuity of training or 
apprenticeship could have survived. The dearth of building makes the subsequent 
revival of Irish architecture during the 15th century all the more remarkable' ( ib id  
79).
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He associated the ecclesiastical building revival of the 15th century with an upsurge 

in economic confidence but noted that there was no wholesale adoption of the 

Perpend icu la r  style from England:

'Irish builders were either unaware of contemporary English building or remained 
indifferent to it ... When Perpendicular features appear, they are combined with 
older methods, many inherited from the 14th century' {ib id .,  80).

Models closer to home were favoured, even when the models were churches already a 

hundred years old:

'The 1350/1400 hiatus in building meant that these were still among the most modern 
sources available and so, almost unwittingly, the craftsmen of 1430 continued in the 
paths of their predecessors eighty years before' ( ib id . ,  83-4).

Stalley ( ib id . ,  85) did not see this as a reflection of some 'conscious expression of 

Gaelic identity. There is no evidence that Gaelic chieftains or their clergy thought in 

these terms'. He saw the archaic elements in later Irish Gothic architecture as the 

'product of negative circumstances, in particular the disintegration of the cultural 

links with England' ( ib id . ,  86).

McNeill's article was written in 1983/1984 but was delayed in print until 1985/1986. 

Independently , he had investigated the evidence for a hiatus in the 14th-century 

building industry. His work was more dismissive of a hiatus than that of Stalley. 

McNeill (1985-6, 61) showed that there were some 35 foundations of friaries during 

the 14th century. Taking into account that the work could go on for a long time and 

that rebuilding campaigns were also occurring at earlier establishments, he believed 

that the list of foundations was very much a minimum account of building being 

d o n e .

'Even so, one thing is immediately obvious: there was no slackening in foundations 
until just after the middle of the century. The gap which earlier writers have 
discussed did not extend throughout the 14th century or from after the Bruce war of 
1315-18; it covered at most 1355-1410' (ibid.).

He also pointed out that activity on buildings founded in the 1340s and 1350s would 

probably have continued, while examples of reconstruction work at other sites was 

known to have been carried out. This meant that construction work was continuing 

through the hiatus period.

If there was no break in construction work then the course of Irish Gothic 

architecture would have run more or less continuously through the 14th century
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and there is no need to look for a fresh source of inspiration in the 15th century' 

( ib id . ,  62). After a recession in the mid to late 14th century the construction industry 

recovered, building in a style whose elements reached Ireland from England

between 1300 and 1350' ( ibid.).  The traditional view of Gaelic culture engaged in 

military activity to regain their former vantage also comes under focus:

If  the military troubles of the Dublin government began with Edward I and the
Bruce War of 1315-18, this does not seem to be reflected in the economic confidence 
implied in founding friaries. Here the problem period begins after 1350 and is surely 
to be attributed to the Black Death and the consequential shrinking of markets for
corn and the return of English settlers. A falling European population must have led
to a retreat from Irish lands just as much as from other marginal agricultural areas
Only m the 15th century does prosperity return, based not on arable but on 
specialised pastoral farming. This indication of economic dislocation or slump did not, 
however, cause a total collapse in at least one major industry, stone building' ( ib id .,

Furthermore, the English origins of the architectural style did not prevent Gaelic

lords adopting it in territories which had been seized from the Anglo-Normans or 

which had been peripheral to the Anglo-Norman lordships (eg: Connaught). Rather 

than an Ireland divided into two mutually hostile groups, McNeill considered it more 

probable that the Gaelic and Anglo-Norman lords exchanged ideas and elements of 

their cultures with one another: 'What both societies rejected was the English

government in favour of local autonomy and cultural fusion' ( ib id .) .

The research presented by McNeill and Stalley is concerned primarily with 

ecclesiastical buildings, but it is of significance to our understanding of the building 

industry in the 14th century in general. If we accept Stalley's view that there was a 

hiatus in church building which occurred between 1350 and 1400 we have then to 

ask the question did it extend to secular architecture as well? If the entire building

industry in Ireland was in recession during this period then the traditional view that 

the advent of tower house construction occurred during the early 15th century could 

still remain in place. The tower house could be seen as a new building tradition for a 

new era. There is, of course, an alternative argument: the tower house tradition

began in the early 14th century, experienced a recession in the mid to late 14th

century and then picked up again in the 15th century. If, on the other hand, there

was no real hiatus, perhaps just a scaling down in construction work during the 

latter part of the century, as McNeill has suggested, then the argument for an early 

14th century origin for the tower house could be strengthened. However, this 

argument could only be accepted if it could be conclusively proven that a building 

existed somewhere in Ireland which had been definitely constructed in the early 

14th century and which undeniably belonged to the tower house genre. W hether the



tower house construction industry continued unabated throughout the century or

experienced a hiatus during the mid to late part of the 14th century before picking 

up again in the 15th century would be irrelevant. Its roots would have been shown to 

exist in the early 14th century. This places the onus on those who believe in a 14th 

century origin for the tower house - the revisionists - to produce their evidence. It 

is, therefore, time to review the evidence that they have compiled to date.

2.3 FORTALICES, STONE HOUSES AND EARTHWORKS

Cairns (1984, 186) did confess that the word 'fortalice' was never actually defined in

the contemporary documents, but 'the word simply means a small fortified place'

(McNeill 1992, 13). Barry (1993a, 215) states:

For Ireland the earliest use of this term is to be found in the late 12th century poem
"The Song of Dermot and the Earl", but it is increasingly used as the 14th century
p r o g r e s s e d ' .

In this simple statement there is enough information supplied to seriously weaken 

the entire 'fortalice' argument. Unless Barry believes that tower houses were being 

built in the late 12th century (which would seem unlikely since he has never made 

such a statement in any of his published works) then the term must have been in use 

at that time to describe some other form of fortified structure. This would tend to 

suggest that a 'fortalice' was a general term used to describe a defensive structure, 

just as the term 'castle' is used to describe a host of structures, from Norman keeps to 

Neo-Gothic mansions. This is similar to what King (1983, xlix) considered the term to 

be - a diminutive of the word castle. The term - like the word 'fort' or 'castle' - had no

clear definition and hence it is used in the late 12th century and continues in use

into the fifteenth century. What was considered a 'fortalice' in the late 12th century 

may have changed by the 15th century but then again, it may not; there is no 

evidence to argue that it meant anything other than a 'small fortified place' 

throughout its history of use. It may even have applied to tower houses by the 15th 

century - but use of the term alone in documents of the 14th century is not enough to 

support an argument that tower houses were in existence at that time. 'Fortalice' is a 

non-descript word which should, and indeed must, be treated with caution. The

examples given by Cairns (1984, 186-7) of documents relating to fortalices in the 

early and mid 14th century do not record anything other than the intended meaning 

of the word - a small fortified place. There are no descriptions provided of the

structures that were being built. There are no contemporary definitions of the word.

Nor do references which include the words 'stone house' (see Davin 1982, 115 & 118)

fare any better. The tower at Athenry, Co Galway is a stone house - but is it a tower
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house? The keep at Greencastle, Co Down is a stone house - but is it a tower house? 

The keep at Shrule, Co Mayo is a stone house - but is it a tower house? Castletown 

Coonagh, Co Limerick is a stone house - but is it a tower house? While not wishing to 

labour this point, it is true to state that any building of any date which is built with 

stone and used as a residence can be called a 'stone house', just as any fortress of any 

date which is built of stone can be called a 'stone fortress' (see Davin 1982, 115). 

W ithout a detailed contemporary description of a particular building it is not - and 

never can be - enough to equate 'stone house' or 'stone fortress’ with 'tower house'. 

Cairns (1984, 187-8) informs us that the first Irish-built castle recorded in the A n n a l s

Qf the—Four Masters was (according to O'Donovan's interpretation) probably in 1377 at

Lissardowlin, Co Longford. O'Donovan described the ruins in the 19th century as a

curious moat and rampart, 'which implies an earthwork' to Cairns ( ib id .) .  Cairns then 

adds in a footnote that 'It could have been that a tower house stood by the earthwork, 

but subsequently vanished' (ib id .).  This may be so, but there is a lack of clear

evidence to support the introduction of a tower house into the equation. A more 

realistic interpretation would be that in Irish minds the earthwork was a castle and 
the castle was an earthwork.

The only piece of strong evidence that can be put forward to support an early 14th

century date for the advent of the tower house is the 1310 letter patent published by 

Jope and Seaby (1959, 115-8), and even Davin (1982, 116) does not call the buildings 

tower houses. Indeed, there is no reason why they should be considered as anything 

other than what Jope and Seaby saw them as - fortified town houses, and perhaps the 

ancestors of the later urban tower house. Jope did not read this document and 

consider the buildings as tower houses, for he had no reason to do so; he was aware 

that stone houses had been built elsewhere in the British Isles and on the European

Continent at earlier dates. The only real point of difference was that these Dublin 

houses were to be embattled. However, the presence of a parapet does not make a 

building into a tower house and since Davin did not call the buildings anything other 

than fortified houses it is the author's opinion that she realised this point.

2.4 KILTEEL, COUNTY KILDARE

The castle at Kilteel, Co Kildare was also suggested as possessing 'an early date', based 

on the architectural evidence and documentary evidence (Davin 1982, 118). Barry 
(1993a, 215) has recently written:

... there are a small number of examples where historical and architectural evidence 
do combine to give us some examples of early towers. In 1335 we learn about the 
apartment beyond the gate of the castle at the Preceptory of the Knight's Hospitallers 
at Kilteel, Co Kildare on the southern corner of the Pale ditch. Twenty one years later,
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in 1356 those put in charge of the castle there were censured in a transcript of an 
Irish Close Roll of Edward III for not keeping their garrison up to strength in such
an exposed location. It has always been assumed until Davin wrote her master's thesis
in 1982 that the tower house and gate, which still exist, are 15th century in date. 
However, both Davin, and Manning of the Office of Public Works are now of the 
opinion that this might be a 14th century construction bearing in mind the plain
windows which are similar to the 14th-century Double Tower on Waterford City walls,
as well as the lack of dressed stone and its saddle-back roof'.

Davin's exact written words are:

'the usual diagnostic features such as windows are in this example plain, but the
existence of the two vaults, the upper one forming the "saddle back" roof may well be
indications of an early date' (Davin 1982, 118).

This can be read as stating that the usual architectural features (such as windows)

used in the dating of buildings are of no use in the dating of this castle since the 

windows here are plain bu t  the vaults might be evidence to suggest an early date for 

the construction. The interpretation given above may be incorrect; however, if it is 

judged to be correct then Davin did not view the windows as evidence for an early 

date - she considered the vaults as the evidence. A photograph of the tower house is 

included in Barry's article (1993a, 214, Figure 3) and two windows are shown set in 

the main block of the building. Both have flat lintelled windowheads. It is not to be 

doubted that the 14th century Double Tower on Waterford City walls has similar 

windows to those at Kilteel, but let us remember Craig's statement concerning the 

builders of tower houses, those people who 'were so eclectic that they were quite 

capable or resurrecting (that is to say copying) a 100 or 200 year-old feature because 

it took their fancy' (Craig 1982, 97).

There are tower houses in Co Limerick which date to the 15th and 16th centuries 

which have flat lintelled windowheads nearly identical to those shown in Barry's 

photograph; witness the flat lintelled lights on the north-west corner of Caherelly 

W est (see Photograph 17), the narrow flat lintelled lights at first floor level in the 

south wall at Fantstown (Photograph 30), the examples at Glenquin (Photograph 33), 

Oola (Photograph 46), Rathcannon (Photograph 49) and Rathurd (Photograph 52).

Nor does the lack of dressed stone provide evidence with which to argue for an early 

date. The lights in the north wall at Amogan do not have dressed stone openings 

(Photograph 1), but this in itself would never be sufficient evidence with which to 

argue for a 14th century date for its erection. The crudest tower house encountered 

during field survey was that at Court (see Gazetteer Site No. 70 for description). The 

earliest reference which Westropp (1906-7, 161) could find for the building was in 

the late 16th century. In The Desmond Survey it is called 'Court mac Reynode' and its
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owner was Garrett mac Gibbon mac Reynode. Westropp thought it possible that it had 

been built by Gibbon mac Reynode, which would suggest a mid to late 16th century 

date for its construction. Having said that, the building could belong to the 15th 

century. The use of wickerwork centering in its vault construction would argue 

against an earlier date for construction. However, it will never be known for sure 

when the building was erected. The point, however, is that it is not enough to equate 

'crude' with 'early'; a lack of workforce, resources, time, or skilled masons are factors 

which could explain why a building appears crude. The only factor which might 

provide Kilteel with a 14th century date is the 'saddle-back' vaults. Unfortunately, a 

saddle back vault is a term which the present author has never encountered defined 

or used in any other academic work. Nor has the author visited the tower house at 

Kilteel in person and is, therefore, not in a position to pass judgement on the 

relevance of the 'saddle-back' vaults to the argument.

2.5 MARYMACAULIFFE'S EVIDENCE FOR 14th CENTURY TOWER HOUSES IN KERRY 

It is now time to review MacAuliffe's thesis. Examples of her assertions that tower 

houses were being built in the 14th century have been seen above. What evidence 

does she present to support the case from her work in Co Kerry?

In 1316 the Annals of Inisfallen refers to the burning of the castle of "Mag O 
Flaithim (Molahiffe) by Diarmuid McCarthy" ... Molahiffe was one of the "castles" 
built by the invading Anglo-Normans in 1215. The site of Molahiffe is known and 
today there are the remnants of a man-made mound, possibly a motte. However, on 
top of the motte is not a stone castle but a tower house. It is possible that the Anglo- 
Normans never built a stone castle here to replace the original motte and that the 
tower house is the building referred to in 1316. There is only one corner of the tower 
house still standing to a height of about 20 m and is so totally ivy covered that it is 
impossible to distinguish any architectural features. It is possible to see that it was a 
quite small tower house and quite possibly dates from the 14th century' (MacAuliffe 
1992, 97-8).

'Other dates of "castles" given in the Irish annals include 1390 when the Annals of 
I n is f a l le n  mentions the death of Domhnaill MacCarthaig "in the castle of Loch Lein" 
(Castlelough). In 1428 Tadc MacCarthaig "died at the castle of Baile Ui Chairpri" 
(Ballycarbery) and in the same year his wife died in "Caislean Mac Aedueain"
(Aglish). These are the only tower houses mentioned in the Annals of Inisfallen and
M acC artha ig s__ B ook but these references show that it is possible that tower houses
were being built in Kerry in the early 14th century and that there was definite tower 
house construction in the late 14th century, Castlelough, Ballycarbery and Aglish all 
being built in or about 1380 - 1410’ (ibid.,  98).

Let us proceed to examine in detail each example listed above. The building at 

Molahiffe, set on the summit of what might be a motte, survives as one corner, 20 m 

tall, devoid of architectural features and shrouded in ivy. This construction might 

very well be the last vestiges of a 14th century stone building but, then again, it
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might not - from the description which MacAuliffe supplies it would seem impossible 

to prove that these were even the remains of a tower house, never mind a tower 

house possibly built in 1316, since the ruin has no surviving architectural features.

The second example is Castlelough. To quote from MacAuliffe's own gazetteer 

(MacAuliffe 1992, Vol 2, Site 68), the building is 'much overgrown and it is impossible 

to see any architectural features ... the interior ground floor may have had three 

vaulted chambers (like Ballycarbery). However, the remains are so ruinous that it is 

possible to see only two vaulted chambers'. She also notes that the building has been 

very much interfered w i th . Again, MacAuliffe has based her argument on a 

building devoid of architectural features and in a very poor state of preservation. 

More importantly, the reference to a ground floor area with (possibly) three vaulted 

chambers is disconcerting - a tower house with three vaulted chambers at ground 
floor level?

Again referring to her gazetteer, we find that Aglish's precise location is unknown 

and that it is 'perhaps an example of an early site as it is mentioned in 1428' 

(MacAuliffe 1992, Vol 2, Site 2). Therefore, we do not know where Aglish was located, 

we do not know what form the building at Aglish took, and we do not know any other 

information about Aglish except that it was mentioned in a text as 'Caislean Mac 

Aedueain' in 1428, yet MacAuliffe feels confident to state that this building was a 
tow er house.

The building that survives at Ballycarbery is included in Salter's book (Salter 1993, 

94). The ground floor area is divided into three parallel, vaulted, compartments, the 

first floor area is divided between a hall and subsidiary chamber and the parapet 

level has Irish stepped merlons. He suggests a date for construction in the first half 

o f the 15th century. The architecture would agree with this date, for the Irish 

stepped battlement 'appears in Ireland - from where we do not know - in the 15th 

century' (Leask 1951, 88). However, let us recall Craig's statement (Craig 1982, 97) on 
tower houses:

The essence of the tower-houses is their verticality: in them the various organs 
are disposed on top of one another instead of being laid out side-by-side on the 
ground as in an English hall-house'.

The essence of Ballycarbery is certainly not its verticality. It is an elegant, squat, 

oblong building with similarities in form to Coolhull, Co Wexford (see Leask 1951,

102). However, even if we wish to be generous and include it in the tower house 

corpus for the county, even if we accept that the building that stands today is the
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castle referred to in passing in 1428 and that it was erected sometime before 1428, and 

even if we accept that Castlelough was an identical building to Ballycarbery, it still 

does not change the accepted view of Leask, Craig and Jope (to name a few), that the 

tower house was a creature of the 15th century. For MacAuliffe to write that a 

reference to a castle at Ballycarbery in 1428 is proof that tower houses were being 

erected between 1380 to 1410 is not convincing.

Having exhausted the Irish documentary sources, MacAuliffe turned to the 

G overnm ental and English sources:

'In the Calendar of Justiciary Rolls (Ireland) there is an entry for 1307 which 
describes the manor and castle of "Vyaill" (Beal) ... From this description we can 
gather that there was an enclosure for the entrance at the castle, and there were 
stables and a cellar; "David seeing the door of the cellar to the castle open went into 
the cellar" and "they put their horses in the stable together". The site of Beal Castle is
known, but there are no stone buldings left at all, all that is left are some clumps on
the left side of a square area enclosed by a large moat. It is hard to say that Beal was a 
tower house but its remains are either of a very small type of keepless castle or of a 
14th century gate tower house. There is no evidence of a curtain wall or of any 
turrets which were usual in late 13th century keepless castles. Therefore, it is 
possible that this is an example of an early gate house, a type of transition tower, 
which bridged the gap between the castle and the tower house. Westropp gives a 
description of Beal in JR S A I  [Vol 40, 1910, 11], he states that the tower had two floors 
under a vault, then another vaulted storey and a roofed upper room. All that 
remained in c 1910 was a greatly undermined staircase turret and the foundations of 
a side building. This description certainly sounds like a tower house with the two 
vaults; although it cannot be proved that the building that Westropp saw in the 18th 
century [sic] was the same building described in 1307. However, the side building
could possibly have been the stables mentioned in 1307. Here at Beal it is possible that
we have an example of a 14th century type of tower house' (MacAuliffe 1992, 99-100).

The document of 1307 refers to an enclosure, a stable and a castle with a cellar.

Nothing survives at the site today except the enclosing moat - 'a moated site' is how it

is described in the gazetteer (MacAuliffe 1992, Vol 2, 37). There is nothing to suggest

that the cellar and the stable are in the one building. There is nothing to suggest that

they are even built of stone. Could it not be possible that the enclosure referred to in

the document is the moated site present on the landscape today? Could it not also be 

possible that a tower house - the tower house which Westropp recorded - was built 

inside the moated site at a later date, perhaps in the next century, as a replacement 

for the 14th century buildings in the moated site? There is no evidence, based on

either the surviving physical remains or the documentary reference, to say that this

was either a 'very small type of keepless castle' or a '14th century gate tower house'

or 'a type of transition tower which bridged the gap between the castle and the tower

house'. Nor is it apparent how a stable and a castle with a cellar can be competently 

equated with a four storey tower house, based on the reading of the document of 1307.
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The following is given as an example of the deficiencies in MacAuliffe's theory: 300 

years from now, a student is studying Irish farmhouses of the 19th century. The 

student has read of a farm house in a particular townland mentioned in a document 

of 1856. During fieldwork the student arrives at the farmyard and finds a derelict 

bungalow. The accepted academic view holds bungalows as an Irish architectural 

series which originated in the country during the mid to late 20th century, and 

which continued in use into the 21st century. Does the student have sufficient 

evidence with which to argue a case that the bungalow which stands in the farmyard 

is the farmhouse referred to in 1856, or that this is evidence that bungalows were 

being built in Ireland in the mid-19th century? Is it not more likely that the 

bungalow is a mid to late 20th-century, or even 21st century, replacement of a 19th- 

c e n tu ry  fa rm h o u se ?

Lixnaw is also mentioned in the 1307 documentary evidence. This was described by 

M acAuliffe as:

'the chief residence of the FitzMaurice, Lords of Kerry. Unfortunately, the only 
structure that exists today is the 18th-century Lixnaw Court, the "castle" having been 
levelled in the last century. However, Hickson did see it and said it was similar to 
Ballymacaquim which is a tower house so possibly this building was also an early 
tower house' (MacAuliffe 1992, 100).

When we move to the gazetteer we find that Ballymacaquim is a tower house which 

MacAuliffe dates to the 'mid to late 15th century' ( ibid., Vol 2, 30). If Lixnaw was 

indeed similar to Ballymacaquim then it would be reasonable to assume that it is of 

the same date as Ballymacaquim.

Finally, in her gazetteer we read about the site of Inch (Site 112). The location is 

unknown but the site is mentioned in the Calendar of Documents relating to Ire land, 

under the year 1298. MacAuliffe (1992, Vol 2, Site 112) quotes directly from the 

s o u rc e :

'the manor is surrounded by a stone wall and there is in it a hall constructed of pales 
with an earthen wall and thatched, a kitchen of planks and a chamber with a cellar 
built of stone and a thatched chamber for women, a stable, a chapel of worn out pales 
covered with straw'.

Recording the results of her survey, she adds:

'This was possibly a very small castle or an early tower house, however there are no 
ruins so it is impossible to state precisely what it was' ( ib id .) .
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If, however, the account in the quoted text is actually consulted we find the following 
d e s c r i p t i o n :

'the manor is surrounded by a stone wall, and there is in it a hall constructed of pales 
with an earthen wall and thatched, a kitchen of planks, a chamber with a cellar built 
of stone and thatched, a chamber for women, a stable, a chapel of worn-out pales 
covered with straw, which houses they cannot set down at any price  [the italics are 
added by the present author]' (Sweetman 1881, 255).

A calculation of the number of buildings present at Inch would suggest that there

were, therefore, six houses enclosed by a stone wall at this site in 1298 and

M acAuliffe 's claim that the document referred to either 'possibly a very small castle

or an early tower house' is misleading.

M acA uliffe  then states:

'Documentary evidence shows at least three to four probable tower houses built in
the early 14th century, with a few more in the mid to late 14th century, and then
numbers increasing in the 15th century. This would support the theory that tower
house construction began in the early 14th century; tower houses were not common
in the 1320s but they did exist' (ib id .,  101).

The present author would beg to differ. MacAuliffe has collected a series of

references from the 14th and 15th centuries which refer to a 'castle' at some site in 

Kerry. She then does one of two things: She either translates the word 'castle' to 

'tower house' or she looks on the landscape today and finds a tower house is located at 

the site. In the second case she then states that the tower house on the landscape 

today is the castle referred to in the historical documentation. She then uses this as 

evidence that there were tower houses in Kerry in the 14th century.

2.6 TADHG O'KEEFFE AND BALLYLOO

O'Keeffe (1987, 39) states that we do not know what fortalices were but advances a 

reasonable  hypothesis that, for observational and defensive reasons, they probably 

took the form of a tower. He then, however, makes a cavalier statement:

'The question of whether or not fortalices were tower-houses is irrelevant: they were 
stone castles serving the same function from the early 14th century as "£10 castles"
and other towers did in the 15th and 16th century Pale' ( ib id .) .

Exception can be taken to this statement on two accounts. First, the question of

whether or not fortalices were tower houses is far from irrelevant. This term is 

being used by academics to push back the origins of the tower house to the early 14th 

century. If it were to be found that the term 'fortalice' did not equate with the tower



house then their entire argument would collapse. Second, nowhere in any

documentation provided by O'Keeffe, Cairns, Davin or MacAuliffe is there any 

historical source cited which refers to 'stone fortalices': They refer to 'fortalices'. 

There is, therefore, no evidence that they were stone buildings; this is something 
which O 'Keeffe assumes.

O'Keeffe writes that Ballyloo can be regarded as a tower house based on its 

a rch itec tu re  ( i b id .). It shares with many Irish towers a rectangular ground plan, is 

small in area and has a height of three or more storeys and a vault over the first 

floor level. However, tower houses need not have rectangular ground plans (see Vol

2, Rathurd, Gazetteer Site No. 153), the area enclosed can be large (see Ballingarry, 

Gazetteer Site No. 11, or Bourchier's Castle, Gazetteer Site No. 35) and the location of 

the vault varies depending on the building being investigated (for example, compare 

the location of the main chamber vault at Garraunboy, Gazetteer Site No. 97, with the 

arrangement found at Dysert, Gazetteer Site No. 85). Three of the four factors which

O'Keeffe identifies can apply not only to tower houses but also to hall houses.

The fifth factor named by O'Keeffe which Ballyloo shares with 'many Irish towers' is 

a 'stair position ... on the left-hand side of the entrance lobby' ( ib id . ,  39). In Limerick 

there are indeed examples of tower houses with staircases, both wall stairs and spiral 

staircases, on the left-hand side of the entrance lobby. However, when we turn to his 

description and plan of Ballyloo (see Illustration 1.5 in this volume) it is not apparent 

which type of staircase the building possessed or where exactly the staircase was set. 
O 'Keeffe states the following:

'There is no surviving stair giving access to the second storey but it probably rose 
beside the entrance, to the left-hand side on entering; this is a normal arrangement 
in an Irish tower-house. It is suggested at Ballyloo by the position of the low pointed 
vault covering second storey level; it covered the southern two-thirds of the castle's 
in ternal area, indicating that the northern part contained the stair ascending from 
the entrance to the top of the building' ( ib id .,  33 & Figure 3).

Neither his text nor his plan suggest the presence of a spiral staircase in the 

building, usually considered to be the normal stair arrangement in an Irish tower 

house. However, there certainly are tower houses with wall stairs and Ballyloo may 

have been within this corpus. The entrance to the building is 'at the west end of the 

long north wall' at ground floor level. Since he states that the staircase is on the left 

hand side on entering ( ib id . ,  33) and on the left hand side of the entrance lobby 

( ib id . ,  39), this might mean that a wall stair existed in the thickness of the castle's 

long north wall. Similar wall stairs located in long walls are to be found on the left 

hand side of the lobbys at Amoganmore (Gazetteer Site No. 1), Ballyegnybeg
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(Gazetteer Site No. 19) and Shanpallas (Gazetteer Site No. 163) in Co Limerick.

However, his plan (see Illustration 1.5) does not depict a stair rising up through the 

thickness o f  the wall; indeed, the north wall is only 90 cm thick. In Co Limerick walls 

which contain wall stairs vary from a thickness of 2.55 m (not including base batter),

as at Shanpallas, to 1.70 m (not including base batter), as at Kilfinny (Gazetteer Site 

No. 116). The passages vary from a width of 90 cm at Ballyegnybeg to 55 cm at 

Kilfinny, although the average width is circa 75 cm (see Amoganmore, Shanpallas or 

Castle Hewson). Would the builders of Ballyloo have set a wall stair in such a thin 

wall? Especially when the wall continued up to second floor level - the weight from 

above would surely have been judged too heavy? However, although there is no wall
stair included in O'Keeffe's plan, the Archaeological Inventory of Countv Carlow does 

state that 'access to upper floor via mural stairs immediately inside entrance'

(Brindley and Kilfeather 1993, 86). Taking this into account, how then do we 

reconcile the inventory's reference to a wall stair with O'Keeffe's statement (O'Keeffe 

1987, 33) that the vault over the first floor only covers the southern two-thirds of the 

cham ber, the northern part remaining uncovered and containing the stair 

ascending from the entrance to the top of the building?

Is O'Keeffe suggesting that the staircase was located inside the castle chamber? This 

is certainly not a feature typical of tower houses, but it would seem that some form of 

staircase like this was what O'Keeffe visualised. Why should he associate the one- 

third section of the room which did not lie under the vault with the staircase if there

was a mural staircase? If O'Keeffe believed the staircase to be inside the chamber

then this suggests either a stone or wooden staircase which was set against the 

internal face of the long north wall, rising up to the first floor. What, however, is the 

evidence for this staircase? If it were of stone, was it demolished? If it were of wood, 

did any put-log holes exist in the fabric of the north wall's internal face to suggest 

the position of some form of supporting framework? Was it a free-standing 

construction - something like a ladder? None of these questions are dealt with by 

O'Keeffe. O'Keeffe does, however, highlight some differences between Ballyloo and 
tower houses elsewhere in Ireland:

the form of its lower storey fenestration, the degree of variance in wall thickness 
and the considerable deviation from 90 degrees in external and internal wall angles' 
( ib id .,  39).

A few more differences can also be added to this list. The building uses plank 

centering; this is very rare at tower houses in Co Limerick, the lobby of the stair 

tower at Clonshire (Gazetteer Site No. 67) being one of the few known examples. 

Ballyloo has no base batter, a feature common at the vast majority of tower houses in
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Co Limerick. The staircase arrangements have not been resolved - is it an internal 

staircase or a mural staircase? Finally, the building lacks the use of a variety of 

decorative window, door and fireplace details and its architecture does not belong to 

the Irish Gothic school of architecture. We have already discussed the example of 

Court Castle in Co Limerick. This building also lacks decorative details and Irish 

Gothic architecture. Is it fair to include this building in the corpus of Co Limerick 

tower houses in the gazetteer in Volume 2? The answer must be in the affirmative, 

for Court Castle does have wickerwork centred vaults and, more importantly, a 

feature which Ballyloo also has - a ground floor entrance: this is a shared feature of 

tower houses. O Keeffe may be correct in placing Ballyloo in a 14th century context.

It is difficult to tell without any historical references to support his view, but his 

argument cannot be dismissed out of hand. However, he tends to weakens his case by 

attempting to tie the castle into the general tower house corpus. Ballyloo might be an 

example of a hybrid which links the hall house to the tower house, much like the two 

examples proposed by McNeill (1992, 14) - Castle Carra, Co Antrim and Ballisnahiney, 

Co Galway. However, its architecture leaves it sitting very uncomfortably when it is 
placed within the tower house genre.

Let it be stated at this point that the present author is not a fervent defender of 

Leask's view that tower houses originated in the mid-15th century. The reference to a

40 foot tall building in 1417 included in O'Keeffe's article (O'Keeffe 1987, 37) would 

suggest that some form of tower houses were being constructed in the early 15th

century, if not the late 14th century. Westropp's view (based on the evidence of the 

'Castle Founders' List') is probably correct and Barry's statement - 'Now although I 

still accept that the majority of Irish tower houses date to the 15th and 16th centuries 

it is nevertheless illogical to assume that none were being built in the preceeding 

century ...' (Barry 1993a, 211-12, with similar sentiments expressed in Barry 1993b,

108) - may indeed be true. As yet, however, there has not been one piece of

conclusive evidence produced to totally convince the skeptic that tower houses - true 

Irish Gothic tower houses - were being built in Ireland in the 14th century. That has 

not been the case so far with any of the revisionist works discussed here. In the 

examples that they provide, the documentary evidence is at best ambivalent, and the 

architectural evidence is far from convincing. We need to approach this entire area 

with caution. Writing in 1596, Spenser, in a review of precautions which the English 

government could take to control Ireland, stated that:

'in all straights and narrow passages, as between 2 boggs, or through any deepe 
foord, or under any mountaine side, there should be some little fortilage, or wooden 
castle set, which should keepe and commaund that straight ...' (Anon 1860, 587).
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In the mind of this late 16th-century English gentleman the term 'castle' could be 

applied to a wooden building. How many other documentary references to castles are

not similarly applied to wooden buildings, especially in documents of the 14th
century  or 15th century?

2.7 DATING EVIDENCE FROM COUNTY LIMERICK

In Co Limerick there are two structures which may have been built in the 14th 

century. W estropp (1905, 416) states that the castle at Castletown MacEniry (also 

referred to as Castletown Conyers - see Illustration 1.6) was built in 1349 but 

elsewhere states that 'legend says that MacEnery built the castle, 1349, but the dates 

do not agree' (Westropp 1906-7, 229). It was destoyed by war in 1302 but the 

documentary references to the manor or castle continue from the early to mid 14th 

century up to 1688 ( ib id .) .  The building which survives today is distinctly different 

in architectural style to the tower houses in the county. It survives to first floor level 

and consists of an oblong main block, lacking vaults, with splayed loops, and walls

3.20 m thick. The east end wall has a projecting square tower, centrally positioned

(but now truncated by a farm lane), which contained the entrance. The building may

have been built to replace the structure destroyed in 1302 and the legend concerning

its date of erection may hold a kernel of truth, but other than saying that

architecturally the building does not belong to the corpus of tower houses in the

county (it is classified as a non-tower house castle in Group 9 in the Typological

Inventory, Appendix 4 in Vol 2), we cannot give a definite date for its construction; it

could be in the 14th century, it could be in the 13th century - it could even be in the 
15th or 16th centuries.

A better dated castle is Thom Core (Vol 2, Gazetteer Site No. 168). Thomas Balbeyn, in 

his will of 1402, left 'my castle which I built in the suburbs of Limerick' (Westropp 

1906-7, 79) to the commonality of Limerick. The building was demolished in 1697, but 

a view of it in a map of the city in 1590 shows it as a squat, rectangular building with

an embattled parapet [Hardiman Atlas, TCD, Manuscript 1209, Map No. 57: see

Illustration 1.7 in this volume]. It may have been an early example of an urban tower

house or it may have been a structure similar to the embattled buildings of Dublin

recorded in the 1310 letter patent (Jope and Seaby 1959, 115-8) but, unless Balbeyn 

had built it between the years 1400 and 1402, here we have a late 14th century castle -

and emphasise must be placed on the word 'castle', for that is what its owner

considered it to be - in Limerick City. As for the majority of the buildings in the 

county little further comment can be made on the subject of dating other than what 

has already been written by Westropp:
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Illustration 1.7 A view circa 1590 of Thom Core, Limerick City 
(Hardiman Atlas, Trinity College Dublin, Manuscript 1209, Map No. 57)



That there is no "Castle Founders' List" for County Limerick, is a great loss; but that 
list for Clare enables us to date the style and ornament of the peel towers of both 
counties with fair accuracy’ (Westropp 1906-7, 249).

'The building of the peel towers began in about 1390, was feverishly active from 1440 
to 1490, and then fell o ff  (Westropp 1907a, 38).

The examples which he provides of evidence for early tower houses, fortifications or

castles in the county during the early 15th century are Thom Core, the fortification

of Kilmallock and Ballingarry in 1408, the possibility that the White family

constructed Ballyneety Castle in 1418 and that the MacSheehy's built Lisnacullia 

circe 1428 (Westropp 1907a, 38). Other than these he did not go hunting for examples 

of early tower houses in the county and perhaps modern scholars should be content 

not to do so either. There are, however, individual buildings or sections of buildings 

within the corpus which could date earlier than the 15th century. The central block

at Clonshire (Gazetteer Site No. 67; see Vol 2, Photograph 24), for example, may have 

been some form of hall house which was modernised in the 15th or 16th century

when the spiral staircase tower and the three storey extension were added. The

doorway which connects the stair tower with the central block was driven through 

the central block s pre-existing wall, possibly at the location of an embrasure; the

central block may have lacked a ground floor entrance. A doorway in the north-west

wall at first floor level in the central block connected with a now demolished lean- 

too structure. What if this opening, or the two large plank centred openings on the 

south-west wall or the plank centred opening in the south-west wall were the 

original entrance to the central block? This would provide us with an entrance

arrangement similar to those found at hall houses. However, while Westropp (1906-7, 

219) provides documentary references to the manor in the 13th and 14th century, he

presents no direct references to a castle on the property until 1586. Without

historical evidence to support the case it would be impossible to state categorically 

that this building had its origins in the 14th century.

Another possible early building in the county is Ballycahane (Gazetteer Site No. 16: 

see Vol 2, Photograph 6) which has a possible first floor entrance and is two storeys 

in height with a gabled attic and the ground floor under a vault. Is this a hall house? 

Was the building erected at a date earlier than the 15th century? Again, Westropp's 

assembled documentation (Westropp 1906-7, 152) does not include a reference to a 

'castle' until the late 16th century, except that Lenihan had stated that it had been 

built 'by an O'Grady in 1400'. Lenihan, however, did not write this: he wrote that the 

castle was built in 1496 (Lenihan 1866, 59). Finally, we have Tomdeely (Gazetteer Site 

No. 169; see Vol 2, Photograph 55). Craig (1982, 96) has stated that the building
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resembles 'a 13th century hall on a vaulted basement', like the halls at Askeaton, 

Adare and Newcastle West. The parallel double vaulted ground floor is unique in Co 

Limerick, as are the building's chamfered corners. However, while the first floor 

window embrasures are plank centred (and an example in the north wall may 

possibly have been a first floor entrance), at ground floor level the double vault is 

wickerwork centred and there is a large entranceway in the south wall. Like 

Ballycahane and Clonshire, Westropp's first documentary reference to a 'castle' is 

obtained from the late 16th century (Westropp 1906-7, 206-7). As Jordan (1990-1, 67) 
c o n c lu d e d :

'Assigning an accurate chronology to the tower house species is extremely 
problem atic , there are numerous pitfalls to be encountered. Docum entary evidence 
is, on the whole, too scarce, its incidental references often raise more questions than 
they answ er '.

It is hoped that the previous review has shown that revisionist evidence for tower 

houses in Ireland in the 14th century is scant to say the least. The only standing 

structure which might be of this date is O'Keeffe's Ballyloo, and it is by no means 

assured that this building can be even called a crude tower house or that its 

construction definitely belonged to the century under discussion. However, how can 

this be reconciled with the evidence from the documentary sources? The records 

certainly support a view that some form of defensive structures were being built in 

the 14th century. Since we do not know what was defined in the medieval mind by 

the term fortalice we can not make any judgement on their form although 

O Keeffe's suggestion (O'Keeffe 1987, 39) that, for observational or defensive reasons, 

they were probably tower-like in form seems reasonable. Some of the buildings 

referred to in the historical texts, however, were undoubtedly of stone since this is 

qualified by the writers. However, were all buildings referred to as 'castles' in the 

documentation stone-built houses? MacAuliffe (1992, 102), quoting from the A n n a l s  

of C onnaught for the year 1418, relates how William O'Ceallaigh spent 15 days

building a small castle of Roscommon 'in spite of the Galls and Gaels of Connacht'. If

the time-period stated in the document is accepted as correct, then the question must 

be asked what form of castle could be constructed in a fortnight? It is hard to imagine 

any stone house (even one as primitive as Ballyloo) being constructed in two weeks.

It is not so difficult to believe that some form of stone walled enclosure or earthwork 
could be built in 15 days.

If McNeill's  suggestion (McNeill 1985-6) of a recession and not a hiatus in the 

medieval building industry during the later part of the 14th century is accepted then 

it is possible to view the documentary references to stone houses and stone fortresses
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as buildings which were possibly like Ballyloo or those described in the 1310 letter

patent (Jope and Seaby 1959, 115-8). They were not tower houses, but they may have 

been a hybrid stage between earlier hall houses and the fully developed tower house. 

However, hinged to this theory is the question of the source (or sources) for the 
origins of tower house in Ireland.

2.8 THE ORIGIN OF TOWER HOUSES IN IRELAND

Two approaches to this issue can be identified in the academic works summarised in

Chapter 1. Either the source for the tower house was introduced to the country from 

outside or else it was an internal insular development. Davin (1982) and O Danachair 

(1977-9) ascribe to the former view while Cairns (1984), O ’Keeffe (1987) and Jordan 

(1990-1) are advocates of the latter theory. The arguments advanced by both sides 

have already been presented. O Danachair's view of the tower house as a fashion' 

from the European Continent which was adopted by the Irish but not by the English 

is not convincing. O'Neill's book (O'Neill 1987) has illustrated that there were well 

established trading contacts with England during the 14th and 15th centuries. The 

concept that a new architectural 'fashion' from the continent would transfer itself 

across the ocean to Ireland and miss out the large landmass in between does not 

seem credible and the exact mechanisms by which such an event was achieved are 
left blurred .

Davin s concept (Davin 1982) of the tower house being brought to Ireland from 

Scotland with soldiers returning from the Wars of Independence is not convincing 

either. There have been attempts made by some academics to push back the date of 

origin for Scottish tower houses into the late 13th century (see for example the 

discussion on the tower at Drum Castle in Slade 1985, 313-5), but the accepted 

academic opinion holds that tower houses were being constructed in Scotland in the 

later 14th century (Tabraham 1986, 48: Pound 1990, 286: Dixon 1993, 23 & 32-8).

The argument for an internal origin for the tower house has been advanced by 

Cairns (1987, 8) who stated that architecturally 'they are the descendants of the 

earlier Norman stone castles'. He viewed the Co Tipperary round tower houses as 

copied from the 13th century round keeps in the county and that 'the smaller 

rectangular keeps of the second half of the 13th century', the hall houses such as 

Athenry, Co Galway (see Photograph 63), could be seen as 'proto-tower houses' ( ib id .,  

10). O Keeffe (1987, 39) used Ballyloo as evidence to support a claim that fortresses 

continued to be built in the 1300s and early 1400s even if they were smaller than

their predecessors, and that there was no hiatus’.
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Some tower-houses could be distant and later cousins of keeps and halls or, more 
likely, of those gate-towers and curtain wall towers fitted out for domestic use which 
are sometimes found in the 13th and early 14th centuries' ( ib id .,  37).

The rectangular corner towers of the 13th-century enclosure castle at Clonmore 

were considered similar enough to Ballyloo to have been a possible inspiration for 

the form of the latter building ( ib id .,  39). Jordan's argument (Jordan 1990-1, 69), 

however, was the most forceful of the three: 'The tower house is a link in the 

evolutionary chain of castles, which began with the Anglo-Norman invasion and 

ended with the mansion house "castles" of the 17th century'. While documentary 

references in the 14th century to 'fortalices' could not be conclusively identified 

with tower houses, there were earlier buildings where the Irish masons could have 

obtained their ideas, including town wall towers:

If we can accept that mural flanking towers of tower house like form existed - 
possibly from as early as the 13th century, - or at least from the 14th; then we do not 
have to look far for the origins of our towers, as only slight modifications were 
required to produce the form most common today' ( ib id .,  61).

The idea o f  an internal, continuous evolution in castellation lying behind the origin 

of the tower house is not new. The Archaeological Survey of Countv D o w n  (Jope 1966) 

had used Harry Avery s Castle, Co Tyrone, built in the 14th century, as an example of 

the transition from the gatehouse to the tower house ( ib id .,  121), while Jope and 

Seaby plausibly suggested that the fortified houses recorded in the 1310 letter patent 

could be seen as the ancestors of the 15th century tower houses (Jope and Seaby 1959, 

116). Leask (1945-6, 30) had noted a similarity between the architecture of the tower 

house and that of the ecclesiastical belfries:

'There can be little doubt that the unrecorded bands of masons, who at first worked 
for the church and the monastic orders, were later employed by lay clients who 
desired to secure themselves, in fairly defensible residences, on their lands. The 
similarity  in design and construction, especially in masonry technique, between the 
monastic belfries of the 15th century and the tower houses cannot be accidental; the 
same building tradition is patent and implies that the same craftsmen and their 
descendants  carried it on through the succeeding century'.

This envisages the tower house as the secular brother of the church tower. Could the 

tower house have evolved from the belfry? A possible early Irish Gothic church 

belfry is to be found at St Francis Abbey, Kilkenny where a confraternity was 

established in 1347 to raise funds for a bell tower. However, the devastation caused to 

society by the Black Death may have resulted in the tower not being built until later 

in the century (Lanigan and Tyler 1987, 26). The tower house and the belfry seem to 

have come into prominence together in the 15th century and the latter's
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architecture may have influenced by the former's. However, this is not enough to 

prove that the tower house evolved from the belfry. The evidence suggests that both 

were contemporaneous. If they were being built by the same school of masons then it

is of no surprise that similarities existed in their architecture.

McNeill published a brief article on the theme of origins (McNeill 1992, 13-14). In 

this he wrote that the case for internal development 'depends on the identification of 

a type of stone castle built by the lesser land-holders of the 13th century' ( ib id . ,  13). 

The hall house was suggested as an architectural form which could occupy this 
p o s i t io n :

Socially, the hall houses, although few in number, occupy the same sort of lesser
gentry position as the later tower houses. It is not clear whether we should think of
them as fundamentally isolated buldings, or simply the main ones which survive
because they were of stone rather than of timber' ( ib id .) .

He also provided two examples of hybrids which could link the hall house to the later 

tower house ( ib id . ,  14). For those who preferred an external generating force he

identified a range of buildings in England of 14th century date which may have been

the Irish tower house s source of origin. The isolation of lords from communal life by 

erecting private residences from the early 13th century was taken up by lesser

English lords in the 14th century. The architectural similarities between four 

English castles and the Irish tower house was commented upon. If the halls at the 

English sites are 'dispensed with or ... detached and built of timber so that it 

disappears later, you have what can only be described as tower houses' ( ib id .) .

However, McNeill concluded that it didn't really matter if  there was an internal, 

external or mixed evolution and development; what mattered was the condition of the 

society which was responsible for their erection:

'Do they represent simply the way of life of the 13th-century gentry in hall houses 
carrying on and becoming widespread or are they something new, a new life for new
lords?' ( ib id .) .

The Irish had not been enthusiastic castle-builders in the 13th century but they took 

to the tower house with ease; McNeill, therefore, asked the following pertinent
q u e s t io n :

'how far should we see this as the adoption of an English emphasis on the control of 
land in their lordship, or how far did the tower houses represent their adoption of an 
Anglo-Irish life style?' ( ib id .) .
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2.9 THE PROLIFERATION OF TOWER HOUSES IN IRELAND

For social, economic and political reasons the 15th century saw a proliferation of

tower houses on the landscape. In order for a proliferation to occur, someone 

somewhere had to pay for masons to build the first Irish Gothic tower house;

neighbours saw the building, liked what they saw and copied it. The more people who

copied it, the greater the number of tower houses on the landscape: a similarity with

the bungalow-isation of rural Ireland in the mid to late 20th century is worth noting.

The masons responsible could have adopted ideas from abroad and developed them

within an Irish context, or it could have been an entirely Irish development; 

perhaps they adopted architectural ideas from the Irish Gothic church buildings into

a secular environment, or turned to earlier castellated architecture for their ideas.

There will never be an answer to this issue which will satisfy everyone. Is it

necessary, however, to look for any one source of origin?

Professor Brian Arthur of the Santa Fe Institute noted that Austrian Tyrolean Alpine 
v illages had

ornate, Tyrolean roofs and balustrades and balconies, with characteristic pitches to 
the roofs, characteristic gables, and characteristic shutters on the windows. But
rather than thinking that this was a nice jigsaw puzzle picture, I realised that there 
was not a single part of the village that wasn't there for a purpose, and 
interconnected with the other parts. The pitches of the roofs had to do with what 
would keep the right amount of snow on the roof for insulation in the winter. The 
degree of overhang of the gables beyond the balconies had to do with keeping snow 
from falling on the balconies' (Mitchell Waldrop 1994, 28).

However, when he travelled across the Italian border into the Dolomite Alps he found 

the villages there not to be Tyrolean at all. The architectural features were similar 

but the details were different, yet the villagers in both areas were coping with 

essentially the same problem of snowfall. 'Over time ... the two cultures had arrived at

mutually  self-consistent patterns that are different' ( ib id . ) .

There are only a limited number of ways in which individuals can build to protect 

themselves. The construction of a tower in which to live is one manner. Towers 

which are residential structures are to be found in different parts of the world at 

different or similar dates. Cairns (1984, 9-17) lists examples from Spain, Holland, 

Belgium, Germany, Italy, Denmark, Sweden, western Africa and Asia. The search for a 

common ancestor somewhere in Europe is not necessary to explain why people in the 

border region between Scotland and England should need to construct a tower houses 

in the late 14th to 17th centuries, or why the people of the northern part of the 

Netherlands and Germany should build 'steenhuizen' (stonehouses) in the late 15th
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century to protect their families and cattle from raids (K Holstein 1990, pers comm). 

The reason lies in the social background in which the people find themselves. For 

prestige or protection, the inhabitants turn to a building form as old as civilization 
i ts e l f .

During the early 18th century the Navajo of the Largo/Gobernador region of north

west New Mexico found themselves the victims of raids and attacks from Ute and 

Com m anche marauders. They responded to this threat by constructing strongholds 

(called 'pueblitos') in elevated canyon positions, around which they would build their 

hogans (houses), hearths, storage areas and middens. The pueblito would take the

form of a stone tower (see Illustration 1.8), sometimes round, sometimes rectangular

in plan, but with defensive features - such as narrowed entrances, "deadend" entries, 

single points of access to room complexes and removable log bridges or ladders - 

common in all (Powers and Johnson 1987: Marshall and Hogan 1991). Whether the

Navajo used Spanish colonial architecture or the buildings in Pueblo Indian villages 

or even the 400 year old ruined towers of the Ancestral Pueblo (Anasazi) Indians as 

their model is not really the issue: what matters is that the Navajo reacted to their
own danger by building towers.

The studies carried out by Neill (1984), Mitchel (1986) and Abraham (1986) identified 

a proliferation of tower houses in the Irish landscape in the 15th century. Neill 

identified a settlement movement from the marginal lands of the Anglo-Irish manor

of Knockgraffon, Co Tipperary in the aftermath of the mid 14th-century plague. 

Settlement now concentrated in the land that was good for pastoral farming and the

people who were living on the land and building tower houses were the descendants

of the manor's 13th century free tenants, now landowners in their own right. The 

fact that there were more tower houses than original fiefs meant that 

decentralisation and family extension had occurred. Abraham found a similar 

proliferation in tower houses in the Anglo-Irish territory he studied, with the tower 

houses located in areas which were not the great baronial centres but the small land 

holdings o f  sub-tenants and minor tenants-in-chief. Mitchel's investigation of four

baronies in east Galway also identified a proliferation of tower houses on good

pastoral land. While there may have been periods of instability, there was no

evidence that the tower house was the response to constant warfare. The landowners 

were the same families as in the 13th century but power was transferred and 

dissipated among the junior sections of the clan by partial inheritance to produce a 

proliferation of both lordship and tower houses.
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I l lus t ra t ion  1.8 The Citadel. A Navajo pueblito in New Mexico 
(Illustration from the cover of Powers and Johnson 1987).



'The areas where we can observe this happening are in the south and west, where 
there had been a strong English settlement in the 13th century, succeeded by a 
reorganisation of land holding. It does not seem to have happened in Meath, where 
continuity of the lesser lordships from the 13th century is in contrast to the creation 
of the major lordships of Ormonde, Desmond (both Anglo-Irish) or the Burkes who 
were more Gaelic' (Mallory and McNeill 1991, 285).

The tower house is evidently a defensive building and its builders were certainly 

concerned with matters of personal security, but does the tower house belong to a

society which was riven by endemic violence? Neither Neill, Mitchel or Abraham

believed this to be the case. There were periods of instability but a country which

was constantly in a state of civil war would never have had the resources available to

build on such a scale. McKenna's work (McKenna 1984a & 1984b) shows that 

defensive considerations may have been more prominent in the minds of landowners 

living in one part of the country from another but it must be stressed that stability 

was needed to allow the benefits of a strong pastoral economy to produce the 

resources needed to invest in tower house construction. A tower house provided 

protection from troublesome neighbours or raiders from outside a district. The 

accom panying bawn provided protection for the best members of the cattle herd, the

root of an individual's wealth. More importantly, it is difficult to intimidate 

landowners if they are residing within the walls of tower houses. The tower house 

was a territorial marker. It was ideally suited as a means of defending the 

landowner's interests while making a clear statement to neighbours of the intent to 

hold onto the land as an independent landowner. There may also have been some 

element of planning for the future behind the erection of tower houses. Dixon (1979, 

240-52) noted that when peace came to the borderland between England and Scotland 

after the Union of 1603 land rents remained low for more than a generation:

'The dalesmen of the first generation after the Union must have found themselves 
quite unexpectedly wealthy, and if (like the tower builders of a previous period) they
invested their new capital in building the fortified houses that their forefathers so
needed but could not in general afford, it was because they were safeguarding
them selves against the expected resumption of the long-accustomed hostilities, 
which, ironically, were never to return' ( ib id . ,  250).

The threat of future instability, therefore, may have been another reason to build.

However, the investment of resources into a tower house was also a mechanism by

which a landowner could display status and wealth to the local populace. The tower 

house emphasised the landowner's position within society. After one landowner

constructed a tower house in a district it is not hard to imagine envy as a driving 

factor which would lead to more construction in the locality. The tower house had 

become the symbol of prestige for junior lordship.
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However, not all of Ireland experienced a proliferation of tower houses. Ulster has 

extremely few examples, as was shown on O Danachair's map (see Map 1.2 in this 

volume). He considered northern conservatism and a resistance to the new as the 

reason behind this distribution (O Danachair 1977-9, 162). However, there is a more

credible explanation. Ulster was not only sparsely populated with tower houses; it was

also sparsely populated by lordships. Gaelic Ulster remained outside of the realms of

Anglo-Norman control throughout the medieval period. The Earldom of Ulster was 

always confined to the eastern seaboard (Mallory and McNeill 1991, 251, Illustration 

7.2). The changes in society of the 14th century does not seem to have created a

fragmentation in the power held by the Gaelic lords of central Ulster. Many of the

Ulster tower houses in central Ulster were destroyed in later times, but there never 

seems to have been that many to begin with. The O'Cahans had three and the O'Neills 

of Clandeboy had two (ibid., 291-2).

Elsewhere in Ulster, however, there are regions that do  have significant numbers of

tower houses and the following discussion highlights three such areas, north 

Antrim, north Donegal and south-east Down. Unlike the situation in the rest of

medieval Ulster, the introduction and proliferation of the tower house in the three 

areas is related directly to the social and political problems experienced by their 

inhabitants. In each case the tower house is resorted to by a society which is

experiencing instability and/or where the area of lordship is restricted. The erection 

of tower houses in the three Ulster regions is, therefore, for different reasons than 

those which resulted in the proliferation in southern Ireland.

In north Antrim the Scottish clan MacDonnell had occupied that territory which had 

belonged to the Anglo-Norman Bysets after a marriage alliance between the two 

families in 1399 (Hill 1873, 22). In the subsequent 200 years tower houses may have 

been used by the MacDonnells as a means of holding their new land in the face of 

M acQuillan, O'Neill and the English government's aggression towards them. In south

east Down the remnants of the Anglo-Irish lordship still existed and

'the prime stimulus for constructing tower houses was the maintenance of defence
for the Anglo-Irish gentry who lived among a poorly armed native peasantry that 
had never been wholly incorporated into the wealthier, albeit more exploitative,
system of Anglo-Norman lordship known in south-east Ireland' (M cKenna 1984b
173).

In north Donegal Christie (1988) associated the tower houses with instability and 

endemic warfare associated with a breakdown of central authority and the
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developm ent of territorial lordships among the Gaelic families and Scottish 
M acSweeneys in the region.

2.10 THE PROLIFERATION OF TOWER HOUSES IN COUNTY LIMERICK 

The distribution of tower houses in Co Limerick is discussed in full in Chapter 4. 

While not wishing to pre-empt the findings of that chapter, it is important to the 

present discussion to note that the tower houses are concentrated, often in close 

proximity, in the county's fertile lands. A similar distribution was noted by Neill in 

the manor of Knockgraffon in Co Tipperary (Neill 1984, 80) and by Mitchel in east 

Galway (Mitchel 1986, 72), where the greatest concentration of tower houses was 

identified in the barony of Dunkellin where the best land was to be found.

M acCurtain (1988, 439-40) has stated that the

'concentration of Desmond tower houses on rich and fertile land holdings has been 
noted. Like the earlier ringforts and moated sites, there were economic and social 
functions attached to occupancy of the tower houses, as well as the more obvious
m ilita ry  role '.

Leaving aside any discussion of a military role until Chapter 8, the proliferation of 

tower houses on Limerick's fertile lands begs us to ask another question: Was the 

proliferation of tower houses connected with a proliferation of lordship?

The powerbase of the influential Desmond family lay in the control of the landscape. 

O 'Connor (1987, 11-12) has identified that the Anglo-Norman colonisation was on two 

levels. First, the landscape was divided up into large territorial blocs, 14 cantreds,

each provided with at least one base or focal point. The 22 focal points included

Askeaton, Newcastle West, and Shanid.

T h e  second stage was partly contemporaneous with the first, but ranged over a 
considerably longer timescale. Unlike stage one when achievement of a degree of 
military control over an area presented the most pressing need, stage two is best 
characterized as a series of measures which set the mechanics of settlement 
evolution in motion. Initially, it entailed the sub-division of major land grants into 
manors in accordance with feudal landholding practices. Throughout Norm anised 
Ireland manors came to be the basic units in territorial organisation and specifically 
within county L imerick their distribution was clearly governed by existing cantred 
boundaries. In essence, these constituted feudal estates, presided over by manorial 
lords who generally retained some land as demesne and apportioned the remainder 
among various categories of tenants' ( ib id .) .

The foci continued as manorial centres in the 13th and 14th centuries. However, 

landow nership  was not restricted to the Anglo-Normans. 'Powerful Irish families 

e ither retained or reappropriated extensive blocks of land, especially towards the 

edges of the Anglo-Norman sphere of influence' ( ib id .,  18). Examples of these



families include the McEnirys in the mid county and the MacBriens of Coonagh in 

the east. Nor were the two social groups habitually hostile to each other:

Enduring contacts with native culture by way of intermarriage, fosterage and 
acquisition of the Irish language are discernible among the upper strata of Anglo- 
Norman society from a relatively early date ... The native learnt the ways of the 
incomer while descendants of the early colonists were drawn into the ambit of the 
Gaelic world' (ibid., 17-18).

The descendants of the colonists continued to hold their land in the fertile plain 

throughout the medieval period. They included the Bourkes of Clanwilliam, the Lacys 
of the mid county and the Geraldines.

'All of their landed interests, however, were dwarfed by those of the Fitzgeralds, earls 
of Desmond, who rose from comparative obscurity in the 13th century to dominate 
over most of Limerick and indeed much of Munster as well in subsequent centuries' 
(ib id .,  18).

An important source of information is the late 16th century D esm ond  Survey  

(McEnery, no date). The historical background to the document is supplied in the 

following chapter and need not be discussed at present, other than to state that it was 

a document compiled in the aftermath of the Desmond Rebellion in 1583 by the 

English government in order that lands forfeited by the rebels could be surveyed and 

valued in advance of the plantation of English colonists on the properties 

(M acCarthy-M urrogh 1986, 4-19; Loeber 1991, 48-51). The document's importance lies 

in the fact that it is the first overall survey of the county in the aftermath of the 

medieval period. As such it contains valuable references to how the Desmond lords 

organised their society. What becomes evident in the document is the fact that a

system existed whereby the Earl of Desmond was the overlord of lesser lords and

tenants who paid him with rent and services while the Earl had his own lands and 

castles; the castles included the major complexes at Askeaton, Newcastle West and 

Shanid. The following passages reflect the sort of services expected from the tenants 
on his properties:

And further all the tenants ... within the manor of Awny [Aney] as elsewhere within
the Small County of Limerick ... were accustomed to pay any rent to the late Earl there
were obliged by their tenure to supply said Earl in his kitchen with fat cows at the 
rate of 6s 8d per cow; and with carriage of baggage, wood and other neccessaries for 
his lodgings as long as he remained in the Small County' (McEnery, no date, f3, 
p a rag raph  381).

'A tenement in the centre of Kilmallock near and on the east side of the castle called 
Lavery, in the occupation of John [Wale] who paid no rent therefore but was 
accustomed to bring and supply the late Earl of Desmond with wood and fuel from the 
Earl s woods and underwoods near Kilmallock as long as the Earl was remaining in
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said town: it is valued at Easter and Michaelmas by equal portions at 10s' ( ib id .,  f6d, 
pa rag raph  397).

Another passage states that the free tenants on the manor at Maine

'were charged yearly with "the musteron" in aid of the Earl for fortifications and 
repairs of castles, bridges, and other services with horses, caballi, garrons and 
labouring men; and with a tax on all the free tenants there ... for raising money for 
payment of the debts and other necessaries of the said Earl as often as the late Earl 
found necessary ' ( ib id . ,  f  15, paragraph 444).

The castles, vills, villates, lands and tenements of Connello were also charged with 

raising 40 marks per year and 20 fat cows per year. In addition they had to pay for 

soldiers, horse and foot, otherwise called horsemen, galloglas and kerne' and pay for 

the 'fortification and repairs of castles, bridges and the like' ( ib id . ,  f 18, paragraph 

450). Other free tenants had individual sums which they paid yearly to the Earl based 

on the value of their smallholding. William McShane of 'Ballynard' in Small County 

held a great quarter' with a castle valued yearly at 13s 4d in money and two cows 

( ib id . ,  f33, paragraph 546), while Gerald McThomas of 'Rathnesier' held 60 acres with 

a castle and was expected to pay Is 8d and one cow to the Earl ( ib id .,  f35, paragraph 
566).

Other landowners held more extensive properties. Guille duff McDonell Ganco

McBryan Boyle was a free tenant of the castles vills and lands in 'Corkamoore, in the 

country of Pobulbrian'. He had eleven castles and vills with 24 quarters of land in all, 

the yearly value of which was 30 marks in money and 75 cows ( ib id .,  f35d, paragraph 

572). The largest landowner, however, was William Bourke of Clanwilliam. He was not

the only free tenant in the county but he held 29 castles and vills,

amounting in all by estimation to 120 quarters of land. These by reason of the wasted
condition of the country are valued yearly by said commissioners in sterling English 
money and cows to be paid and delivered ... at the rate of 1 mark 10s per quarter: that 
is 120 quarters, 60 marks in money and 180 cows' ( ib id .,  f37, paragraph 584).

Bourke of Clanwilliam was also

wont to supply ... for the defence of said Earl of Desmond and said county 100 armed 
soldiers called "galloglas" yearly for the space of a quarter of a year, as well with 
stipends and wages as with vituals and lodgings; and furthermore 40 horsemen with 
horses, ledd horses and horseboys for two complete days every year: these in the time 
of the late Earl, before his rebellion are estimated at the sum of 366 marks 13s 4d 
yearly ' ( ib id . ) .
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The late 16th-century document depicts a landscape divided up between free tenants 

with 'castles'. Some of the free tenants paid rent or services directly to the Earl, their 

overlord, while other free tenants were major landowners in their own right, with 

numerous castles and estates, who paid rent and services to the Earl which were no 

doubt collected from the sub-tenants on the free tenant's properties. William Bourke 

could not have overseen the running of all his estates and it is more likely that he 

would have parcelled out the properties to junior members of the Bourke family in 

Clanw illiam . The Desmond Survey indicates that the proliferation of 'castles' on the

fertile lands of Limerick was directly related to a proliferation of free tenants and 
s u b - t e n a n t s .

As is to be expected in a text whose sole purpose was to guide Elizabethan policy

making for the region, the document is silent as to the exact time period in the 

county 's history when this proliferation of free tenant and sub-tenant classes 

occurred. This in turn restricts any definite identification for the period when the

evident proliferation of tower houses occurred but the evidence presented earlier in 

this chapter would suggest that the propagation of tower houses resulted directly

from the advent and increase in the numbers of minor lordships. The evidence has 

also highlighted the fact that political, economic and social stability would be 

required to generate the wealth necessary to support the tower house construction 

industry. Can any optimum time period, therefore, be identified in the historical 

record for the county? One period when all these factors were in place within 

Limerick society presents itself during the long reign of James, the 6th earl of 

Desmond, who held the title from 1411 to 1462. While discussing the 'very long 

innings' of a number of the great magnates of the 15th century, Lydon (1972, 258) 

stated that ’such longevity must have contributed markedly to the growth of stability, 

making it all the easier for great lords to establish themselves securely’.

In 1411 James usurped his nephew Thomas, the 5th earl, and claimed the title of 

Desmond for himself (MacCarthy 1895, 61). The dispute over the title continued over 

the next nine years, and James had to endure an invasion in 1414 when ’The Earl of 

Desmond [Thomas] came into Ireland this year and a force of Saxons came with him to

destroy M unster’ ( ib id .,  67). Evidently this force failed to achieve victory for Thomas

and he is said to have surrendered the earldom to his uncle in 1418 (Otway-Ruthven 

1968, 352). In 1420 Thomas died in exile in Paris and James became the undisputed 

inheritor o f  the earldom. While there is limited historical documentation concerning 

the Desmond lineage (see Ronayne 1929, 7: Curtis 1932-43, Vol 3, vi), the available 

sources would suggest that James' claim to the title was never questioned by any
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other member of the family and he retained a strong grip over the earldom until his 
death in 1462.

The period from 1414 to 1447 saw James, the 4th earl of Ormond, engaged in a 

protracted feud with Sir John Talbot over control of the Irish administration 

(Griffith 1940-1). Ormond's preoccupation with political events helped to diffuse the

traditional enmity which existed with the house of Desmond, and the two lordships 

were at peace with each other for a period of around twenty years. An alliance was 

sealed in 1422 when Desmond was granted custody of Ormond lands in Imokilly, Co 

Cork, with half of their profits (Curtis 1932-43, Vol 3, 38-9: Otway-Ruthven 1968, 359). 

Further evidence of the good relationship which existed at this time can be found in 

a marriage alliance which was agreed between Ormond's daughter and Desmond's son 

in 1429, although the terms of the marriage were not carried out and it never took

place (Curtis 1932-43, Vol 3, 72-3: Cosgrave 1987, 582). The peace which existed

between the two magnates would undoubtedly have fostered greater political,

economic and social stability within the medieval county of Limerick. Once Ormond's 

quarrel with Talbot had been resolved, however, there seems to have been a slight 

weakening in the relationship and in 1446 Desmond forces raided Ormond's territory

in Co Kilkenny and Co Tipperary which led to Ormond counter-raids. 'That seems, 

however, to have been the last major clash between the two earls who were 

reconciled again before Ormond's death in 1452' (Cosgrave 1981, 88-9).

The raid of 1446 emphasises that James was no military weakling. He had been

brought up as Gaelic Irish by his father Gerald, the 3rd earl, and he engaged in the

use of the Gaelic practice of c o ig n  and l iv e ry  to support an army which he placed on 

a regular footing (Nicholls 1972, 163). This force could be used to subdue and 

overcome the earl's opponents as, for example, in 1430 when the castle of Kilbrittain 

was taken from Mag Carthaig the Grey (MacCarthy 1895, 111-3). The 6th earl is also 

credited with the introduction of a family of galloglass (professional mercenary

warriors), the MacSheehys, into his territory and they were provided with lands at 

Lisnacullia (Gazetteer Site No. 131: see Fitzgerald and MacGregor 1826-7, Vol 1, 357: 

W estropp 1906-7, 212). The limited information provided on James in the historical 

sources is suffice to indicate that he was an astute and powerful leader, ready to 

engage in warfare to defend his interests but equally capable of diplomacy. The 

legacy of James' period of lordship can be seen in stone at Askeaton, Co Limerick, 

where he had the castle enlarged and a splendid hall erected (Westropp 1906-7, 70: 

Leask 1951, 123-4), thereby providing himself with a noble, well-defended seat where 

he could receive visitors, entertain his followers and see to the administration of his 

lands. To conclude, it can be suggested that the growth of stability associated with
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James long incumbency provided the political, economic and social conditions 

necessary for the earl of Desmond's supporters to also establish themselves securely 

on their lands through the construction of tower houses.

2.11 CONCLUSION

In conclusion, much of this chapter has been concerned with a review of the

evidence for a 14th century origin for the tower house genre as advocated by the

revisionist school of thought. The revisionist argument must be taken seriously, for 

if it is accepted as being correct then all traditional academic views on the dating and

origin of the Irish tower house must be replaced. If the tower house is seen as part of

a continuous evolving line of castellated architecture then the established concept

of the tower house as a specialised type of castellated building set securely within a 

fixed chronological era will be undermined. There are, however, important questions

which must be answered by the revisionists: First, what class of people do they see as 

the residents within the 14th-century tower houses? Second, what was the economic 

and social background of these people? Third, what factors led these particular

people in society to build tower houses? There are very good reasons why these 

questions must be answered. The traditional view holds the tower house as the form 

of lordly residence used from the 15th century to the 17th century and dwelt in by a 

free tenant class of landowners who came to prominence in the aftermath of the 14th

century changes in Irish social organisation, the proliferation in tower houses

being a reflection of the proliferation of free tenant landowners. If  the origin point 

for tower houses is pushed back to the early 14th century the implication is made 

that the society which erected and lived in tower houses had also been established at 

that date. Such an implication would have an intense effect on present academic 

concepts of social organisation in late medieval Ireland. The revisionists may, 

however, reject this implication; they may, perhaps, evade the issue by arguing that

the origins of the tower house lie in the 14th century but that it was not until the 

15th century that the genre became popular and adopted by the new class of 

landlords, the tower house being a form of residence which was found to be ideally 

suited for the new landowner's lifestyle. However, they are still obliged to explain 

which class within society built and resided within the 14th-century tower houses 

and indicate the economic, social and political factors which led people to build tower 

houses at the beginning of the 14th century.

Bearing all these weighty matters in mind, earlier in this chapter the present author 

wrote that the onus was on the revisionists to produce their evidence to support their

arguments for a 14th century origin for tower houses. The review which followed 

illustrated a series of arguments supported on fragile documentary references to
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fortified buildings which are accepted (in some cases blindly) as being references to 

tower houses. A few standing buildings (principally Ballyloo and Kilteel) were also 

presented as possible 14th century tower houses. However, the overall conclusion 

must be that both their documentary and physical evidence has been found wanting. 

Despite all revisionist claims to the contrary, it would seem that the Irish Gothic 

tower house can still only be securely placed within a 15th century context.

Therefore, until the revisionists produce more substantial evidence the traditional 

viewpoint on the dating, origins and function of the tower house must remain in 

p la c e .
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PART TWO

CHAPTER THREE: A HISTORY OF MEDIEVAL AND EARLY MODERN COUNTY 
L I M E R I C K

3.1 INTRODUCTION

The following chapter is designed to provide the reader with a background to the 

history of the county, from the Anglo-Normans' arrival to the W illiamite Settlement 

of 1691. The history of the county cannot, however, be divorced from the history of 

the entire island and, therefore, political events and developments of national 

importance are also discussed.

3.2 THE 12th and 13th CENTURIES

At the beginning of the 12th century the area which was to later become Co Limerick 

lay under the rule of the Ua Brians. They had established their capital at Limerick, 

having captured the town in 967. In 1118 a political settlement divided Munster into 

two provinces, between the Ua Brian kingdom of Thomond [ T u a d m u m a ,  "North 

Munster"] at Limerick and the Mac Carthaig kingdom of Desmond [ D e sm u m a ,  "South 

Munster"] (Byrne 1987, 30). A brief alliance of the two kingdoms occurred in 1127 but 

terminated in 1135. Thomond power remained weak until the accession of Domnall 

Mor in 1169. He rebuilt the kingdom of Thomond during the first generation of 

Anglo-Norman settlement in Munster, using the newcomers to his own political 

advantage. He proved able, however, to repel the Anglo-Normans' more unwelcome 

attentions and retained possession of his capital city of Limerick until his death in 

1194 (ibid, 31). The Anglo-Norman arrival in Ireland in 1169 is an oft-told story and 

need not be repeated in full. Suffice to say, the newcomers were welcomed into 

Ireland by Dermot Mac Murrough in order that they might help him reconquer his 

kingdom in Leinster which he had been forced to leave by the High King, Rory 

O 'Connor (Richter 1988, 131). Domnall Mor was Mac Murrough's son-in-law and he 

appealed to him for help against O'Connor. Since MacMurrough's own position in 

Leinster was now secured due to Anglo-Norman aid, the king was free to send a force 

of Anglo-Normans to Limerick, under the command of fitz Stephen and fitz Henry 

(Martin 1987, 72). The balance was swung in Domnall's favour and O'Connor was 

forced to retreat across the Shannon. In due course O'Connor counterattacked, but 

while the small but expert band of Anglo-Normans remained with Domnall the best 

that Rory could accomplish was to attack, but not to defeat or conquer Domnall's 

k ingdom  ( ib id .) .
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While an ally of the Anglo-Normans from 1169, Domnall Mor made his formal 

submission to Henry II on his arrival in Ireland in 1171. His rival Diarmait Mac 

Carthaig, king of Desmond, had already done so. Henry had been well advised as to 

which submissions had strategic importance and immediately sent his constables and 

officers to occupy the chief towns of the region, Cork in MacCarthaig's kingdom of 

Desmond and Limerick in Domnall's kingdom of Thomond ( ibid., 89). The kingdoms of 

Cork and Limerick were granted to Philip de Briouze in 1177, but colonial 

advancement was delayed until the death of Domnall Mor in 1194, when his three 

sons squabbled for control over Thomond. In 1185 William de Burgh had been 

granted lands in south Tipperary and east Limerick by Prince John, de Burgh had 

married a daughter of Domnall Mor and this provided him with an excuse to meddle 

in the politics of the region.

'By the turn of the century much of County Limerick had been granted by John to 
William de Burgh, Hamo de Valognes and other lords; and the O'Briens had little 
alternative but to acquiesce in the endowment of men on whom they were frequently 
dependent ... The newcomers had quite rapidly absorbed much of O'Brien's kingdom 
of Thomond, and had removed eastern Cork from Mac Carthy's control. During the 
second decade of the 13th century, when the Mac Carthys like the O'Briens suffered 
from dynastic competition, colonial power reached further west. A settler presence, 
which was to prove resilient, was established in north Kerry; and outposts were 
created on the coast of west Cork and in the area of the Kerry lakes. Perhaps the most 
significant developm ent in the earlier 13th century was the gradual accumulation, 
by stages that are still obscure, of possessions in the hands of the cadet branches of 
the Geraldines. Thomas fitz Maurice, son of Maurice fitz Gerald, and his own son John 
fitz Thomas acquired lands in Limerick, Kerry, Cork and Waterford, thus creating the 
nucleus of the later supremacy of the earls of Desmond. At the same period their 
kinsmen in north Kerry and Limerick were founding the fortunes of the lines of 
lords of Kerry and the knights of Glin' (Frame 1981, 33-4).

The expansion of Anglo-Norman control continued through the 13th century,

spearheaded by the descendants of the first settlers, de Burghs, Fitzgeralds, de Lacys 

and Butlers. The new territories in the west were not colonised by English and Welsh 

peasantry, however, and the Anglo-Norman magnates relied on the native 

population for tenants on their estates. Large tracts of land were still left in the 

control of the Irish families, so long as they paid their service and tributes to the 

Anglo-Norman overlords (Simms 1987, 14). Control of Anglo-Norman Ireland 

therefore lay in the hands of the great magnates, and not the king's government in 

D u b l in .

'In the absence of a strong central authority, lordship and all that went with it 
became especially important in later medieval Ireland. A notable development was 
the erosion of the position in Ireland of important English landowners, an erosion
brought about by various but interacting factors which included partibility of
inheritance in cases of succession by female heirs, a determined effort by lesser 
landowners in Ireland to expand their territories and to promote themselves to the
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first rank, and legislation against absentees. In this way developed such important 
medieval Irish lordships as Kildare, Ormond and Desmond, and the 14th century was 
the crucial period of that development' (O'Brien 1982, 60).

3.3 THE 14th CENTURY AND THE ORIGIN OF THE LORDSHIP OF DESMOND

The Bruce invasion of 1315-18 led Edward II to reward loyalty and compensate for 

losses incurred in the war by creating the earldom of Kildare (1316) and the earldom

of Louth (1319).

'The extraordinary political circumstances that prevailed in England in the late 1320s 
resulted in the belting of two more Anglo-Irish lords as earls. Edward II was defeated
and deposed in 1326-7 by his estranged wife, Isabella of France, and her favourite, 
Roger Mortimer, who then proceeded to rule in the name of the young Edward III. In 
an effort to secure support and bring an unruly Ireland under control, M ortimer 
made James Butler, the son of Edmund Butler, earl of Ormond in 1328, and Maurice fitz 
Thomas, the most powerful of the Munster Geraldines, earl of Desmond in 1329. They 
were endowed, respectively, with the liberties of Tipperary and Kerry' (Frame 1981, 
120).

The decision to create Maurice fitz Thomas as an earl was based on his political and 

territorial importance (O'Brien 1982, 85) which, in turn, was based on a private army 

of retainers and Anglo-Irish and Gaelic minor lords who joined with him in raids 

often far outside his own lordship. The inhabitants of Maurices's properties were 

forced to support the war-band's upkeep under the old Gaelic custom of c o y n e  (Lydon 

1973, 55).

Edward III wanted to show that he was the overall lord in Ireland and in 1341 he 

declared all grants that had been made in Ireland after the accession of his father 

(1307) as void and reserved the right to renew them as he wished. It was immediately

recognised that this declaration called into question the lordship of all major Anglo-

Irish families, particularly those of the Earls of Kildare, Ormond and Desmond. They 

therefore strongly resisted the plans of the king and pointed to their loyal services 

in past crises. The king was ultimately forced to concede the issue, but . that was not to 

be the end of the matter (Richter 1988, 165). Maurice continued to cause trouble for 

the king until 1346, when he was forced into submission, and stood trial in England.

'His case kept him in England until 1350. Duly pardoned, his outlawry annulled, his 
possessions restored, his term of office as justiciar in 1355-6 marked his final 
acceptance as fully respectable politically. No doubt it was a consummation that 
astonished the surviving members of the Munster juries of the 1330s' (Watt 1987, 358)

3.4 THE EARLDOM OF DESMOND DURING THE PERIOD 1356 TO 1462

The Dublin government continued to control the counties surrounding the city, but 

real control of the country rested with the earls - Kildare, Ormond and Desmond.
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The Desmond title passed to fitz Thomas' son, also named Maurice in 1356 [see Table 1.1 

for the genealogy of the Desmonds. The present author has used the lineage 

presented by Berleth (1978, 296-7): see also Brady 1980-1, 289, footnote 2], but he died 

three years later and the title passed to his brother Gerald, whose reign coincided 

with a time of particular hardship and general depression for the Anglo-Irish

colony. The appointment of Edward Ill 's son Lionel of Clarence as lieutenant in 1361 

reflected a serious effort by the Crown to consolidate and support the Irish lordships 

in the face of Gaelic attacks. Unfortunately, factional quarrels between the Anglo- 

Irish colonists and the English born followers of Lionel reduced the effect of this 

measure to the extent that little substantial was ever achieved (Cosgrave 1981, 4) and 

the decay of the central government's control continued unabated. In 1365 the Irish 

of Tipperary were involved in warfare along the marches of Limerick and Lionel 

campaigned in Munster against them (Otway-Ruthven 1968, 294). Lionel left Ireland 

in November 1366 and in the spring of 1367 Gerald, the 3rd earl of Desmond was 

appointed to the office of justiciar, a position he held until 1369. The central 

government's choice of Gerald for this position was somewhat unusual, but probably 

reflects a general lack of any other equivalently qualified noble to take on the role. 

W hile his dead brother Maurice had had an English-born wife and was probably 

quite anglicised, Gerald was heavy embroiled in gaelic culture to the extent that his 

children were brought up as Gaelic Irish. Indeed, he himself is credited as the

originator of Gaelic love poetry (Nicholls 1972, 162-3). Despite his gaelicised ways, 

however, 'Gerald the Poet' worked well for the English administration during these 

y e a r s .

'Almost his first act was to summon a parliament to Kilkenny for 14 June [1367], but 
there seems to be no evidence as to what was done in this assembly. Desmond showed 
great activity: he was holding pleas in Dublin in May; in June he was at Kilkenny for
the parliament and held pleas there, and later at Clonmel; in October he held pleas at
Naas and Carlow. In January 1368 he held pleas at Wexford, and in February, after he 
had been in Carlow and Castledermot, at New Ross; by 12 March he was at Cork, where 
he held pleas and summoned a parliament to Dublin for 1 May' (Otway-Ruthven 1968, 
295).

In 1369 his position was taken over by William of Windsor and in 1370 the new

lieutenant had to break off an offensive against the Gaelic lords of Leinster to go to

the aid of Desmond after he and other nobles were captured in Co Limerick by the 

O'Briens and MacNamaras of Thomond. Limerick City was devastated by the Gaelic 

forces during the same incident. William is reported as having stayed in the county 

for twenty-two weeks but did not venture into neighbouring Thomond. Instead a 

peace treaty was forged by which the MacNamaras and O'Briens paid a fine in cows to

the citizens of the city to help them restore the city. Windsor was recalled to England
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early in 1372 and the O'Briens and their allies again rose up in revolt. Munster was 

the target and Kildare was dispatched with a force from Kilkenny, Dublin, Louth,

Kildare and Meath. The continuing Thomond threat to the Desmond lordship during

this period was reflected in O'Brien's proclamation of himself to be the king of 

Munster. Upon his return to Ireland Windsor succeeded in ousting Brian O'Brien with

a combination of bribery and force, but his successor Turlough proved a failure 

(Cosgrave 1981, 13)

The administrative costs of controlling the Irish lordship had escalated in the late 

14th century and Windsor was forced to levy oppressive taxes on the Anglo-Irish in 

order to exercise his authority in Leinster (Richter 1988, 172). In 1379 and again in 

1382 both Ormond and Desmond refused to take over the post of justiciar due to the 

financial pressures associated on the post-holder. They also had the valid excuse that

their own territories required their attendance due to continual attacks from Gaelic 

forces. The year 1382 saw Gerald defeat Brian O'Brien in an outright attempt to 

conquer Limerick, Kerry and Cork. In addition to this there was the rivalry which

existed between the Ormonds and the Desmonds, at times so intense that it could flare

into violence (Cosgrave 1981, 16), as occurred in 1402. As Lydon (1972, 255) has stated:

'Butlers and Geraldines, too, had their struggles; and if these often became confused
with the wider allegiances which involved the participants in English political strife
(most notably during the Lancastrian-Yorkist struggle in England), the main issues 
always rem ained personal advancement through control of office in Ireland'.

Success in the struggle for the English crown during the War of the Roses was 

influenced to a degree by Irish support for the protagonists. The Geraldines (a

political grouping which consisted of the Fitzgeralds of Desmond and Kildare and

their sept clans and supporters) took the side of the Yorkists, while the earls of

Ormond held loyalty by and large to the Lancastrians. Richard II came to Ireland in 

1394 in an attempt to reassert royal power over the country. To do so he was 

accompanied by an army of 10,000, though his mission was not entirely successful.

He left after six months but in 1399 he returned again to Ireland and, while absent 

from affairs in England, he was usurped from the throne by Henry of Lancaster, who

became Henry IV. The rebellion of Owen Glendower in Wales and plots against him in

England left Henry with little time or resources to spend in Ireland. His son Thomas 

was appointed the king's lieutenant in 1401, but he was financially starved by an 

English administration ill-disposed to spending money in Ireland. The situation 

continued through the reigns of Henry V and Henry VI, both of whom were more

concerned with the wars in France.
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During the early years of the 15th century the earldom of Desmond was surrounded 

by hostile forces, principally the MacCarthys, the Butlers, and the O'Briens. The 

lordship required a strong leader to withstand such external pressures and the 

Desmonds received this leadership from James, the 6th earl. It is reported in the

Annals of Ulster under the year 1411 that 'The earl of Desmond was expelled by his

own kinsman, namely, by James, son of Gerald, so that he put the earl from out of 

Ireland; that is, Thomas, son of Earl John' (MacCarthy 1895, 61). Uncle had 

overthrown nephew and, while James' claim to the title of earl was not secure until 

the death of Thomas in 1420, his succession did herald a period of confidence for the 

lordship and its territories (see Chapter 2). The 6th earl formed an alliance with 

James, the 4th earl of Ormond (Curtis 1932-43, Vol 3, 38-9), and the two men worked

together for the good of the colony against their common enemies.

'The perilous state of the colony's defences was further underlined in the following 
year [1423] when the total force that could be raised to deal with a rising by the 
O'Tooles was twelve men-of-arms and sixty archers. And when O'Connor of Offaly and 
O'Reilly joined in the attack, it needed the intervention of the earl of Desmond with a 
large force from Munster to provide protection for the hard-pressed Leinster 
colonists ' (Cosgrave 1981, 37).

The long period of peace between Ormond and Desmond held until the 1440s. This was 

largely because Ormond was preoccupied in a protracted struggle with Sir John 

Talbot for power over the administration of the colony (Griffith 1940-1). The period 

of stability broke in 1446; it is, perhaps, significant that the breakdown in the 

relationship occurred two years after Ormond had resolved his differences with 

Talbot by means of a marriage alliance (Cosgrave 1987, 582). The exact reason for the 

collapse of their relationship remains unknown, but 1446 saw the earl of Desmond 

jo ining Ormond's enemies; the 6th earl went on the rampage in Kilkenny and 

Tipperary (Otway-Ruthven 1968, 376), an action which provoked Butler counter-raids 

into Desmond territory. It should be stated, however, that the spate of violence was 

short-lived and the two men were reconciled to each other, for Desmond was with 

Ormond during a campaign in 1452, prior to the latter's death on 23rd August in the 

same year (Otway-Ruthven 1968, 385). Ormond was succeeded by his son, the earl of 

Wiltshire, who was a leading member of the Lancastrian party in England and he 

chose to remain in that country, leaving junior members of the Butler family to 

preside over his interests in Ireland (ibid.:  Cosgrave 1981, 89).

'Butler power was dissipated among the collateral branches of the family and the earl 
of Desmond seized the opportunity to become the greatest power not only in Munster 
but also, for a brief space, throughout the country' (Cosgrave 1987, 583).
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The mid-15th century, however, still remained a time of weakness for the colony. The 

English response to all the woes was to send Richard, duke of York, as lieutenant in 

1447. Previously the commander of the English forces in France, Richard was a 

natural leader for those elements in the English administration who were becoming 

increasingly restless over Henry Vi's handling of both domestic and foreign policy. 

Success in campaigns in Ulster and Leinster and the good-will shown to him by the 

Anglo-Irish lords allowed Richard a honeymoon period but financial problems 

marred his military effectiveness and he returned to England in 1450. Richard, 

however, had made many good friends during his Irish sojourn and was a popular 

lieutenant; both of these factors were of importance later in his life. In his place was 

appointed the pro-Lancastrian earl of Wiltshire and Ormond, a decision that drew 

little widespread support from the other Anglo-Irish lords. Territorial disputes and

violence with the Kildare Fitzgeralds led both families to take sides when open 

warfare erupted in England during 1455, with the Geraldines firm supporters of 

Y ork .

While Richard had been reappointed as lieutenant in 1455, it was not until his defeat 

at Ludford Bridge in 1459 that he ventured back to Ireland and his Anglo-Irish 

friends made him more than welcome. Richard was condemned as a traitor in 

England in 1459, but there was nothing that Henry VI could do to make such an order 

apply in pro-Yorkist Ireland. Richard returned to England in 1460 but was killed at 

the battle of Wakefield. His son, however, defeated the Lancastrians at Towton in 1461 

and succeeded to the throne of England as Edward IV. The Lancastrian Ormonds now

felt the wrath of the Yorkists, the earl being executed after Towton and his brothers

being pronounced traitors. 'The earldom of Ormond was forfeited to the Crown after

1461 and was not formally restored until 1477' (Cosgrave 1981, 89).

3.5 THOMAS, THE 7THEARL OF DESMOND

James' long reign over Desmond ended with his death in 1462 and he was succeeded 

by his son Thomas, the 7th Earl. A Lancastrian invasion of Ireland by Ormond's 

brother Sir John in 1462 on behalf of Henry VI led to uprisings in the midlands and 

Meath, but the main force of Butlers were defeated by Thomas at Pilltown, near 

Carrick-on-Suir, both the rebellion and the Butlers being crushed in the battle (Ellis 

1985, 53). The battle marked the end of Lancastrian hopes in Ireland and Butler lands 

were confiscated and given to the Geraldines and their supporters (Lydon 1972, 269). 

Thomas was also rewarded for his part in the victory at Pilltown with his 

appointment by Edward IV to the position of chief governer of Ireland in the spring 

of 1463, heading a coalition of local nobles and with the earl of Kildare as his adviser



and deputy. It had been almost a century since an earl of Desmond had occupied the 
o f f ic e .

'Thanks largely to Desmond's influence in Munster and the Butler eclipse, his
deputyship (1463-67) saw unwontedly vigorous activity by the Dublin administration 
in outlying English parts' (Ellis 1985, 54).

Thomas, however, had enemies. As chief governer Thomas was supposed to rule 

according to English law, yet he was slandered by a Drogheda merchant in 1463 who 

claimed that Desmond had exorted c o ig n  and l iv e ry  from the populace of Meath. Then 

in 1464 he was called to England over a quarrel he had with the English-born bishop 

of Meath. Clearly the appointment of the gaelicised magnate as governor had 

provoked dismay among the inhabitants of the Pale (Cosgrave 1981, 57). Such 

tensions may have persuaded Edward IV to free himself from reliance on the

Geraldines, despite the loyal service which they had provided for him when he was

only a claimant to the English throne. A defeat inflicted on Thomas by the O'Connors 

of Offaly may have tarnished the earl's military reputation. He may even have been 

captured by the O'Connors. Encouraged by this situation the O'Briens of Thomond

invaded Desmond and captured the country of the Clanwilliam Burkes.

'Later in the year we hear of Desmond leading an army against the O'Byrnes, but
though O'Brien died before the end of the year, we hear of no attempt to repair the
disaster in the west' (Otway-Ruthven 1968, 391).

With Desmond experiencing such difficulties, and with the Butlers subdued and his 

own position in England secure, the king chose to replace Thomas as Chief Governor 

with the earl of Worcester, John Tiptoft, in 1467 (Lydon 1972, 270-1). In that same 

year a parliament was assembled in Dublin, with a second meeting held on 4th 

February 1468 at Drogheda. At the Drogheda parliament the earl of Kildare and the 

earl of Desmond were attained on charges of treason. Thomas was executed on 15th 

February  1468.

Tiptoft's summary execution of Thomas bewildered most of the earl's supporters. The 

king, however, had miscalculated if he believed that major powers in the land could 

be dispensed with in such a mean fashion without fermenting turmoil. The earl of

Kildare was sprung from prison and joined with the Desmonds and other Geraldine 

supporters in a concerted series of raids and attacks on English interests during that 

summer. A dispute between James, the dead earl's son, and Gerald, the dead earl's 

brother, over who would gain the earldom of Desmond took some pressure off Tiptoft, 

but the Chief Governor was still forced to recant on his decisions. The charge of

9 0



treason set against Kildare was dropped and James was recognised as the heir to the 

Desmond title, with all his father's properties being restored to him.

Tiptoft's action can only be viewed as a major royal blunder and one which inflicted

severe long-term damage on Desmond relationships with the English Crown. After 

this time the Desmonds restricted themselves to controlling their own territories and 

rejected any involvement in administration roles for the central government.

Sixteen years later Richard III attempted to regain Desmond loyalty by sending him a 

letter which can be viewed as an apology to James, the 8th earl, for his father's death. 

As far as it is known James was silent in his response.

'As late as 1533 an English observer in Ireland could remark that the earls of 
Desmond "have such a cankered malicious rebellion rooted in them ever since the 
putting to execution of Thomas, earl of Desmond, at Drogheda that they be as far
separate from the knowledge of any allegiance ... as a Turk is to believe in Christ"'
(Cosgrave 1981, 60).

3.6 DESMOND AND KILDARE

Since the senior line of the Ormond family were absentees and the Desmonds had 

retreated from taking any role in the English administration of the country, power 

passed back to the Fitzgeralds of Kildare and was to remain in their hands for the 

next sixty years (Cosgrave 1981, 61). James was made the 8th Earl of Desmond in 1471 

after the debacle of Tiptoft's compromise to Geraldine fury and Desmond power rested 

firmly in support of their Geraldine cousins the Kildares during this period. The

overthrow of the Yorkist king, Richard III, at Bosworth Field in 1485 had no real 

effect on the immense power of Gerald, the 8th earl of Kildare, or his governorship 

of Ireland and Henry had few friends among the Anglo-Irish lords. In 1487 the 

Yorkist pretender to the throne Lambert Simnel arrived in Ireland and rallied

support to his cause among the pro-Yorkist Anglo-Irish, with Kildare's brother 

Thomas leading Simnel's forces. In the summer of 1487 Simnel was crowned king in 

Dublin and Kildare summoned a parliament to meet in the new king's name but 

Simnel's invasion of England was crushed by Henry at the battle of Stoke in June. A 

period of stand-off between the Yorkist Anglo-Irish lords and Henry VII ended in 

1488 with loyalty being grudgingly given to the Tudor king.

In 1487 the 8th earl was murdered at Rathkeale in an internal power struggle among 

the Desmonds. It would seem that his brother John had a role to play in the 

assassination. The earldom was taken by another brother, Maurice, the 9th earl, who

revenged James' death by killing John. Although he was a cripple, the new earl was a 

strong and effective leader. Maurice was implicated in the attempts to place a second
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Yorkist pretender, Perkin Warbeck, on the English throne in 1491, an action which 

was a direct attack on the rule of Henry VII. Though Kildare was not directly linked 

to the planned insurrection and Warbeck left the country in 1492, Henry relieved 

Gerald from his post of governor and attempted to use James of Ormond as a counter

balance to Kildare. This action failed and in 1493 Kildare, James and other leading 

Anglo-Irish lords were summoned to the court to discuss the government of Ireland 

with the king. A settlement was procured in which Maurice gave an oath of 

allegiance to the king and Kildare undertook to maintain Desmond in his fidelity.

Henry, however, was still unsure of his position in Ireland and decided in 1494 to 

send an expedition under Sir Edward Poynings to gain control over the Irish 

parliament. Although Kildare and James of Ormond were to be at the side of Poynings 

during his campaign in Ulster, Kildare and Poynings quarreled with the result that 

Kildare was sent to the Tower of London, though he was subsequently pardoned. In 

1496 Perkin W arbeck reappeared in Ireland and, with the help of Desmond, he laid 

siege to Waterford. Poyning's forces, however, were too strong for the pretender and 

he was once again forced to quit Ireland. The English government of the first Tudor 

king, however, was still dependent on the Kildares for the running of the colony. 

When the 8th earl of Kildare was restored to royal favour in 1496 it heralded the start 

of a chief governorship that continued until 1519.

Maurice's son James inherited the earldom of Desmond in 1520. While he was also a 

good leader, he had the rivalry of his own uncles Sir Thomas and Sir John to contend 

with, as well as that of his cousin John fitz Garret of the Decies. The period of inter

family rivalry and instability continued during the 1520s and 1530s with Sir Thomas 

fighting on the side of the MacCarthys against his nephew James at the battle of 

Mourne Abbey in 1524, which the latter lost. In 1529 James, the 10th earl, died and 

was replaced by Sir Thomas. He reached an agreement with the Decies that ended all 

Desmond claims over their land. In 1534 the 11th earl died and the position of earl 

was filled by his brother Sir John, despite the fact that Sir Thomas' grandson James 

was the rightful heir. Indeed James succeeded as the 12th earl in 1536, only to be 

assassinated by his cousin James (Sir John's son) in 1540. This cousin was to become 

the 13th earl of Desmond.

3.7 THE TUDOR WARS

The Tudor monarchs of the 16th century belonged to the age of European power 

politics. They feared an intervention in Ireland by their continental enemies and 

looked to ways of controlling the country other than leaving it in the hands of the 

Anglo-Irish and Gaelic lords. The fall of the Lord Deputy, the Earl of Kildare, in 1534
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led to the appointment of the first of the English Lord Deputies who would from now 

on hold the position, thereby excluding the Anglo-Irish lords. Efforts at expansion of 

administration outside the Pale led to direct conflict with the Anglo-Irish and Gaelic 

lords. Henry VIII's policy of 'surrender and regrant' in 1541 was designed to bring 

the Gaelic and Anglo-Irish lords under the king's rule. 'They were to speak the same 

language, hold the same customs, possess their lands in similar fashion' (MacCurtain 

1972, 45). The process ultimately led to major changes in Irish society, one of which 

was the end of Desmond rule in Munster.

The role played by Gerald, the 14th earl, and the events which led to the subsequent

downfall of  the Desmonds has been investigated thoroughly by Brady (1980-1).

'The inheritance to which Desmond succeeded in 1558 was indeed an uncertain one.
His father, James, the 13th earl, had won the title to the earldom by the most simple
and most brutal of political techniques: he had had the incumbent earl [James, the
12th earl] murdered in 1540. In the years following his usurpation Earl James had
succeeded admirably in securing recognition for his title in the eyes both of the
Geraldines and the crown. In 1558 there was no one who would directly challenge the 
accession of his heir' (Brady 1980-1, 291).

The 12th Earl had spent much of his time in England to the extent that he had few 

supporters in Munster. In order that his own son might not fall into a similar 

disadvantage the 13th earl kept the boy away from court. While Gerald had a poor 

academic education, his martial education was well seen to. Unfortunately, it appears 

from the accounts of most of his contemporaries that he was mercurial and dim-

witted, if not quite mad (ibid, 298). This might help to explain why he was proclaimed 

as a traitor eight times during his twenty-one year reign. He was reprimanded in 

1560, summoned to Elizabeth's court in 1562 and kept there until 1564 and in 1565, 

when he returned to Ireland, was involved in a major private war with the Desmond's

old enemies the Ormonds. The battle of Affane, Co Waterford saw the two earls clash 

over Desmond attempts to extort taxes and dues from their Fitzgerald cousins in 

Decies. The battle, however, was the result of a long term feud which had involved 

raid and counter-raid, but Ormond's victory at Affane left nothing resolved. Gerald

was wounded and taken prisoner by Thomas Butler, the 10th earl of Ormond, but both 

men were called to London to answer to Queen Elizabeth for their private war.

Desmond returned to Ireland but was again called to London in 1567 and remained 

there for seven years.

'But even this severe discipline did not cool the earl's ardour. Returned to Dublin in 
1573 for examination pending his reinstatement, he jumped bail, escaped to his
lordship, and there proclaimed his undying defiance of the Dublin administration 's 
authority in the best traditional manner. Only a series of extremely conciliatory 
overtures dissuaded Desmond from committing himself to rebellion, and even after

9 3



his retreat from the brink his attitude remained uncertain. He was at logger-heads 
with the deputy in 1576, and in 1577 seemed within an ace of coming into open 
conflict with a president lately established in his province. Two years later he 
exploded in rebellion for the last time' (Brady 1980-1, 290).

Lennon (1994, 209) has noted that events in Munster in the thirty years after 1565 

betray an attempt on the part of the English administration to reorganise the 

province along English lines. The reassertion of the power of the Crown in Munster 

began in 1569 with the introduction of provincial councils. Desmond had been 

caught in a "Catch-22" situation during the 1560s. Physical force (or the threat of 

force) had been the traditional means throughout the later medieval period by which 

the Desmonds had controlled their territories and received their taxes and dues from 

vassal lords. If the earl of Desmond was weak then the vassals would not pay-up.

When Gerald, however, attempted to express his power over his vassals through force 

this brought him into conflict with the Tudor administration. When they punished 

him for use of force they were fuelling further contempt for the earl among his 

vassals which required further use of force by the earl to reassert his position.

During his time in England between 1567 and 1573 the earl's financial position 

turned critical since no one would pay their rents or dues when he was out of the 

country. An escape from this predicament, however, presented itself in commutation.

In England the great medieval magnates had commuted their feudal rights into cash 

or fixed payment in kind which were protected by the monarch and the law. By 

doing so the English lords had accomodated themselves to the will of the crown while 

retaining their own political and social status (Brady 1980-1, 294). Although 

somewhat suspicious of English intentions, it would seem that Gerald was not against 

the concept of commutation being introduced to his own Irish estates. The process 

began with the introduction of the provincial councils and by 1578 the earl had 

undertook the commutation of his feudal dues into a fixed cash rental ( ib id . ,  297).

The presence of a provincial council in Munster and the adoption of commutation, 

however, eroded the power and position of the lesser local lords of Desmond. During 

Gerald's stay in England (1567-1573) the family estates were given to his cousin,

James Fitzmaurice, to administer. The insecurity threatening the future of Desmond 

control over their lands led Fitzmaurice into rebellion. He was captured and pardoned 

and the Queen, who was anxious for peace, restored the Earl and his brother Sir John 

to their possessions and estates in 1573 (MacCurtain 1972, 77). However, Gerald's new 

arrangem ent with the Elizabethan government now left men such as the Seneschal 

of Imokilly, the White Knight and Fitzmaurice in a weakened personal position. The 

military retainers of the earl had supported themselves through c o y n e  and l iv e r y ,
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but the old gaelic law was now replaced by English law. Having fought for the unity 

of the lordship they were now redundant, as the earl abandoned them 'to a systematic 

campaign of suppression conducted by the commissioners, the deputy and the 

president' (Brady 1980-1, 307). While Fitzmaurice left for the continent in 1575 to 

raise a foreign army to led a religious crusade against the English in Ireland, the 

earl's old swordsmen felt betrayed. When Fitzmaurice landed with his forces at Dingle 

in 1579 many of them rallied to his cause. Munster was again in rebellion.

The Earl was reluctant to join Fitzmaurice, but he was also reluctant to appear weak

before either his followers or the English. Three options presented themselves. He

could either crush the rebellion himself, hand over power to the English to crush the 

rebellion, or jo in  the rebellion. None of the options were particularly appealing. If 

he could not raise sufficient forces among his people to defeat the rebels he would be 

brought down by them. If he confessed an inability to govern outright and handed

over power to the English he would forfeit any claims to authority in Munster ( ib id .,  

310). Sir Nicholas Malby's harsh treatment of the Earl and his tenants may have been 

deliberately inspired to force the latter's hand but in November 1579 the Earl made 

his decision: he joined the ranks of the rebels. However, not all the Irish lords 

supported  Fitzm aurice 's  crusade:

... a few Geraldines even defected to the Crown. In many respects the rebellion 
resembled a civil war between loyal and disloyal Munster lords. English troops were 
prominent in the first two years, but while it proved possible to march about the 
province taking Desmond's strongholds and incinerating his homelands, the Earl
h im self  could not be captured' (MacCarthy-Morrogh 1986a, 4).

His old enemy, the 10th Earl of Ormond, was given command in 1583 and in November 

Gerald, the 14th Earl of Desmond, was surprised and killed in Co Kerry. His death 

witnessed the effective end of Desmond rule in Munster.

3.8 THE FIRST MUNSTER PLANTATION

With the 14th Earl dead, and his lands forfeited, the end of the rebellion saw the 

Tudor government in possession of a vast tract of land in Munster. Estimates at the 

size of the confiscated properties vary between 574,645 acres (Dunlop 1888, 250) and 

240,000 acres (Quinn 1966). The government set about a survey of confiscated lands in 

the counties of Waterford, Cork, Kerry and Limerick. The Desmond lands and those of 

their followers had never been measured 'except in the kind of vague and variable 

unit - in this case the ploughland - that contemporary Englishmen had come to 

regard as obsolete' (Andrews 1985, 29). The commissioners were charged with the

tasks of converting the old land divisions to acres, assessing land quality and
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establishing the boundaries between confiscated and unconfiscated estates. The work 

on the "Desmond Survey" continued until 1585 but shortcomings in the finished work 

led to a second survey in 1586, the "Peyton Survey". The original copies of both 

surveys perished in the destruction of the Public Records Office in Dublin in 1922. 

Fortunately , M cEnery's  English translations and condensations survive for County 

Kerry and County Limerick (MacCarthy-Morrogh 1986a, 6, footnote 10: McEnery, no 
d a te ) .

After the large scale surveys had been carried out the forfeited land was divided up 

and it was decided that it should be given to settlers from England. It was soon 

apparent that the entire project was totally different from anything that had been 

tried previously in Ireland. 'It was nothing less than social engineering aimed 

primarily not at defence but to re-create the world of south-east England in southern 

Ireland' (Gillespie 1993b, 44). One of the driving factors behind the 'plantation' was a 

wish to repopulate the province. Since 1582 reports had been received which told of 

the numerous deaths caused by war, famine and disease: an estimated 30,000 had 

perished from famine in one half of 1581 alone (MacCarthy-Morrogh 1986a, 26). The 

first series of letters patent were issued in 1587 with others following up to 1595. The 

35 English undertakers were each given a plot of land - a seignory - comprising 

between 12,000 and 4,000 acres (not including unprofitable land). There were set 

conditions which had to be fulfilled in return. The settlers were not to marry with 

the Irish or lease land to them and they had to keep a force of horsemen and footmen 

ready for the defence of the plantation.

'Most important of all were the new conditions that, for a full seignory, the 
undertaker had to settle ninety families, not counting his own, while the tenants had 
to live close to each other. A glaring omission in the leases was a clause for the 
undertakers or their tenants to build defensive structures or to enclose the lands. 
Because the forfeited lands were so scattered across the whole province of Munster 
(and part of west Leinster), the plantation was fragmented and did not form a
contiguous area. Core settlements for each seignory, therefore, were often quite far 
apart, and for that reason did not provide a supporting network of strongholds. 
Moreover, roads were not necessarily available to connect the core settlements'
(Loeber 1991, 49: see Map 1.4 in this volume).

The total English population of Munster in 1598 has been estimated at 4,000 when it 

should have been 8,000 (MacCarthy-Morrogh 1986a, 118: Sheehan 1982-3, 11). The 

landowning class in Munster had changed, the old native elite had been replaced by

new undertakers who held their lands from the crown. Some English farmers had 

also established themselves, but it soon became apparent that the previous occupants

of the lands - the Irish and Old English tenants - were gradually making their way 

back to the areas they had traditionally inhabited. It was also apparent that they
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were too valuable an asset for the newcomers to overlook (Cunningham 1986, 160). 

There were 14 undertakers estates in Limerick (see Table 1.2). Some Anglo-Irish and 

Gaelic lords attempted to legally recover lost lands through appeals to English 

comm issioners; rejection and English injustice in the courts left resentment 

smouldering beneath the surface. The settlers were scattered and isolated amongst 

the greater native population and vulnerable to an uprising. By 1594 Ulster was in 

rebellion and an inevitable extension of the hostilities occurred in the aftermath of

the victory of the Ulster Gaelic lords over the English at the Yellow Ford in 1598

(Hayes-McCoy 1969, 106-43).

3.9 THE DOWNFALL OF THE PLANTATION

The English government had been using its resources to fight the war against Ulster. 

The original M unster plantation scheme had stipulated that the undertakers would 

raise a force of 200 horsemen and 600 footmen from among the settlers in times of 

danger; since the population estimates had never been realised this source of defence

was not available. The actual number of men to defend the entire province was 142

(Sheehan 1982-3, 11-12). Fired by reports from Ulster, the native lords asked for 

assistance from O'Neill who sent a party of between 600 and 800 soldiers from 

Leinster led by Owny O'More. The rebel forces moved into Limerick in early October 

and panic and ineffective preparations proved the death of the plantation, the native 

M unster families coming out in support of the rebellion under James FitzThomas, the 

claimant to the earldom of Desmond, nephew of the 14th Earl, and entitled the 'Sugan 

Earl'. The undertakers who were not absent already fled to the walled towns leaving 

their tenants to defend themselves as best they could. There are several lists of castles 

and houses lost by the undertakers in Munster, including 16 in Limerick; buildings 

which could have been held and which would have saved many lives if their owners 

and wards had not panicked and deserted their posts' ( ib id ., 17).

Through 1599 English forces remained locked in walled towns like Kilmallock until 

the arrival of Sir George Carew as lord president in March 1600. Carew's arrival

marked a revival in the fortunes of the Crown. The summer of 1600 saw Waterford

and Limerick cleared of rebels and Carew marched into Kerry recapturing castle 

after castle [see Appendix 8 for contemporary account of Carew's siege of Glin Castle],

This campaign broke the back of Munster resistance. In early 1601 his widespread 
distribution of pardons consolidated the general peace, and the capture of the rebel
Earl of Desmond in May 1601 appeared to signal the end of the war. The Spanish 
arrival at Kinsale in October reversed the situation but, as it transpired, only 
temporarily, and after their defeat the few remaining areas of resistance were 
suppressed. By November 1602 there were only a few, very small rebel bands in
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NO. SEIGNORY ACREAGE UNDERTAKER

1 Ardagh 5760 Robert Cullura; possibly Suffolk; soldier
2 Askeaton 7250 Francis Berkely; Somerset; soldier
3 Bally gibbon 3026 Richard and Alexander Fitton; Cheshire; 

unknown
4 Beauly 11220 Robert Strode; Dorset; gentleman
5 Castletown 3274 William Carter; London; soldier
6 Corgrig 12000 William Trenchard; Wiltshire/Somerset; 

gentleman
7 Dunnaman 1500 George Thornton; unknown; soldier
8 Fedamore 3747 Edmund Mainwaring; Cheshire; 

gentleman
9 Kilfinny 11800 Henry Billingsley; London/ Monmouthshire; 

merchant
10 Knockainey 

(and Waterford)
11515 Sir Edward Fitton; Cheshire; administrator

11 Lough Gur 12880 Sir George Bourchier; Devon; soldier
12 Mayne 11958 Plenry Oughtred; Hampshire; merchant
13 Newcastle West 10500 Sir William Courtnay; Devon; gentleman
14 Rathurd 2599 Robert Annesley; Buckinghamshire; soldier

T able 1.2 The Limerick Undertakers, 1586-87 (based on MacCarthy- 
M orroghl986a, 69 & Table 1).



Kerry. The war continued against O'Neill in the north but had virtually ended in 
M unster several months before his capitulation' (M acCarthy-M orrogh 1986a, 136).

3.10 THE 17th CENTURY AND THE REBELLION OF 1642 IN MUNSTER

The aftermath of the rebellion saw a slow re-establishment of the plantation, with no

new government directives or conditions issued. A government commission of 1611 

suggests that the English population in Munster was near 5,000 ( ib id ., 149). A second 

commission was established in 1622 (Dunlop 1924, 128-46). In general the findings 

were harsh towards the undertakers since many of them were absentee but it is

valuable to the historian since the 'history of ownership is traced for each seignory, 

alienations and evictions recorded and the condition of buildings sometimes 

distinguished' (MacCarthy-Morrogh 1986a, 172). The survey also shows that the 

population of English settlers had increased to 14,000 (ib id ., 174). The early 17th 

century was a prosperous and peaceful time for Munster, and indeed for the entire 

c o u n t r y .

However, old grievances, economic discontent and inspiration from events in

Scotland threw Ireland back into revolt in 1641. The Gaelic lords turned on the 

settlers in Ulster and the Old English later joined their cause. It was not until early in

1642 that the rebellion spread to Limerick, with the settlers either abandoning the 

countryside and fleeing for the major towns or making a stand in their castles [see 

Appendix 8 in Volume 2 for contemporary accounts of the sieges at Lough Gur and 

Kilfinny]. This was unlike the situation in Limerick in 1598, with Askeaton, Kilfinny, 

Cappagh, Rathkeale, Castle Matrix, Pallas, Lough Gur, Knockainey, Aughinish, Castle 

Mahon and Castletown Waller among the castles that withstood the rebels. The 

Depositions (see Canny 1993, 52-5) and other accounts which tell us of the rebellion 

in M unster - albeit from the perspective of the besieged - portray a shambling, 

poorly led uprising with the rebels short of arms and ammunition (see Croker 1841, 9

& 11). Due to these deficiencies, they were forced to attempt to starve, intimidate 

and/or cajole the English occupants of the castles into submission, often stealing 

their cattle and other livestock. The fall of Limerick's King John's Castle in the 

summer of 1642 (see account of the siege in McEnery 1904, 163- 87) provided the 

rebels with heavy artillery. The siege of Limerick Castle, therefore, can be viewed as 

the turning-point in the north Munster war since before the castle's capitulation, 

blockades, raids, and home-made siege weapons were the only offensive measures 

available to the rebels (Westropp 1907a, 158). Prior to having access to heavy 

artillery the rebels' siege weapons had included 'sows' [see Appendix 8 in Volume 2 

for an account of their use at Kilfinny: also a description of a 'sow' is provided in 

Croker 1841, 17-18] and leather guns (Croker 1841, 19). Treachery was another means

9 8



by which the rebels captured castles [see Appendix 8 in Volume 2 for an account of 
the capture of Castle Mahon].

At times the exploits of the rebels (and the black humour with which they were 

recounted later by those they had besieged) reached the proportions of those more 

commonly seen in a 1970s Perry and Croft situation comedy:

'the next morning thaie made triell of there lethern gun at us, but shee only gaue a 
great report, having 3 lb of powthar in har, but lett fly backwards the bullet 
remaining within' (Croker 1841, 19)

'Now the enemi having finished there two sowes and there leareren great piece, 
thaie brings them within oure sight of the castell, and then sendes Captaine Henry 
O'Gradey, of Cnocany, of the county of Limerick, to sumen the castell: and being 
demanded by som that were upon the battellment warding, what athorety hee had to 
demand it, or right or claime he could laie two it? Whereupon hee ansherd that hee
had commission from his Majesty to banesh all the Protestants of the Kingdom of
Irland. Heere upon, without furthar excamenation, there was a bullet sent from the 
castell by one of the wardars to exsamen his cumishon, which went through his 
thigh, but he made shift to rumbel to the bushes and there fell doune, but only laye 
by it sixteene wickes, in which time unhapely it was cured' ( ib id ., 17).

For all the dark humour, however, the same document provides us with a flavour of 

the violence, fear and uncertainty that swept the countryside at this unhappy time.

3.11 THE IRISH CAMPAIGNS OF THE NEW MODEL ARMY

The rambling war that developed in the aftermath of the rebellion lasted from 1642 to

1649, with royalist, parliamentarian, Irish confederacy and Scots forces involved in

the conflict, sometimes allies with one another, sometimes enemies with one another, 

but with no one side having sufficient strength to bring the fighting to a successful 

conclusion. During this time England was also involved in a bloody civil war and 

neither king or parliament had resources to expend in intervention in Ireland.

Until, that is, the civil war ended in 1646 and the victorious parliamentarians had 

time to focus on how to deal with the problem of an unstable Ireland. In 1649, less

than a month after the execution of Charles I, the Commonwealth established a

committee composed of Cromwell, Vane, Marten, Colonel Jones and Thomas Scot. They

were directed with the organisation of a New Model Army expeditionary force for the

conquest of Ireland. Revenge for the massacres of 1641-2, and the subjugation of a 

potential base for opposition to the new republic were reasons behind the costly 

venture. The committee concluded that to subdue Ireland they would need an army of

12,000 horse and foot (Gentles 1992, 350).
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The New Model Army had come into existence in February 1645 in the aftermath of a 

loss of momentum in the Parliamentarian war effort. The brilliant Yorkshire soldier 

Sir Thomas Fairfax was elected commander-in-chief of a generously financed and 

well provisioned army (Gentles 1991, 84-7). Success at Naseby in June 1645 heralded 

the end of the king's army and 'apart from a few anxious moments, the rest of the 

first Civil W ar was essentially a mopping-up campaign' ( ib id ., 87). The army became a 

hot-bed of religious and social radicalism and, with the war won, petitions for the 

New Model's disbandment became frequent in 1646-7 because of the financial burden 

on the eastern English counties (Newman 1990, 106). Despite moves by the army to 

defend itself, the great disbandment was carried through in January and February 

1648, with numbers reduced from about 44,000 to 24,000 (Gentles 1991, 97). 'By the 

spring of 1648 the military high command had reshaped the parliamentary army 

into a leaner, more politically homogeneous and less costly body of men' (Gentles 

1992, 234). The army was tested again in the second Civil War of May 1648, but the 

opposition forces were crushed. Fairfax was eclipsed by Oliver Cromwell in late 1648, 

who went on to become commander of the army in 1650.

On 13th August 1649 the army, under the command of Cromwell, set sail from Milford 

Haven for Dublin. The assembled fleet comprised some 130 English and Flemish ships 

containing 10,000 men, nearly 4,000 horses, as well as ammunition, supplies and 

artillery ( ib id ., 356). The New Model Army, well organised and led, well disciplined 

and provisioned - and possessors of a siege train - had arrived in Ireland. The defeat 

of the royalist forces of Ormond at the battle of Rathmines ten days earlier had a 

major impact on the morale of the newly arrived army, while the royalists never 

confronted the parliamentarians again in a major battle ( ib id ., 357). The failure of 

the royalist leaders to concentrate their resources in the defence of Drogheda against 

Cromwell and 12,000 of the New Model Army sealed the fate of the town's garrison.

Ormond's force of 3,000 was located at Tecroghan, out of sight of the town, but did

nothing to aid the besieged ( ib id ., 358). Despite illness and dysentry decimating the 

ranks, the New Model Army's conquest advanced relatively unchecked with Wexford, 

Waterford, and Kilkenny all falling to them by March 1650. Clonmel was held by the 

Ulster army under Major-General Hugh O'Neill in April 1650. Cromwell's 

complacency led the New Model Army into disaster when they moved to take the 

town. One thousand five hundred of his soldiers died during two assaults in May and 

only Ormond's inability to supply the 2,000-strong garrison led to their withdrawal 

by night, after which the town surrendered ( ib id .,  373-4).

Cromwell left Ireland at the end of May 1650 without having faced an enemy army in

the field. His son-in-law Henry Ireton took command. At Scarrifhollis in June 1650
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Sir Charles Coote annihilated the Ulster army and most of the remaining Leinster and 

Munster garrisons fell to the New Model Army that summer. Resistance now 

withdrew to Connacht and to the fastnesses of Kerry (ib id ., 376). Hugh O'Neill, the 

hero of Clonmel, was in charge of the garrison in Limerick City. A first siege in 

October 1650 failed due to the onset of the Irish winter, but the New Model Army 

returned and on the 14th June 1651 Ireton called on the town to surrender, at the 

same time commencing a bombardment of the castle with twenty-eight guns and two 

mortars ( ib id ., 378). A truce after three days failed to produce a settlement and an 

attempt by O'Neill to expel people of no use to the defence was twarted by Ireton who 

ordered them to be driven back into the town. The siege continued through the 

summer and autumn with Ireton losing 2,000 of his forces through attack and illness. 

The town was suffering too from plague and starvation but continued to hold out 

until 27th October when a breach was made in the town walls. After surrendering, 

the garrison was allowed to march out unarmed while the town inhabitants lost their 

lands and houses. Twenty-two people were excluded from mercy, of which seven 

were executed, including Major-General Purcell. The council of war, however, found 

itself divided over the fate of O'Neill, the governor of the city ( ib id ., 379). Ireton was 

against any clemency but after a third vote he agreed with the majority of the 

Cromwellian officers that O'Neill's life should be spared. Ireton died of fever in the 

city in November [see Vol 2, Gazetteer Site No. 95] and Sir Hardress Waller took 

command of the captured city. 'The capture of Clare Castle by Ludlowe on 5th 

November and of Galway by Coote the following April meant that virtually all the 

350-400 forts and garrisons in the country were in parliamentary hands' ( ib id ., 380).

3.12 THE CROMWELLIAN SETTLEMENT

Peace, however, did not follow. Tories fought a guerrilla warfare against Cromwellian 

garrisons, four-fifths of the fertile lands were waste and uninhabited, famine and 

plague were endemic and the New Model Army, now numbering some 33,000 soldiers, 

was tied down in skirmishes with the remnants of the Irish armies. 'As late as the 

summer of 1652 the parliamentary commissioners reported that they were still 

engaging enemy armies larger than their own' ( ib id .,  381). Petty estimated that

600,000 people had perished as a result of disease, famine and war between the years 

1650 and 1652 ( ib id ., 384). Tradition states that during Cromwell's travels after he had 

first arrived in Ireland he described the country as a land worth fighting for. By 

1652 the New Model Army had inherited a wilderness. In addition the war had still to 

be paid for; £1.75 million was owed to the soldiers while the financers of the war, the 

adventurers, also had to be given their rewards.
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Parliament's obligations were to be met by the allotment of confiscated Irish lands to 

the soldiers and adventurers. A survey of the country based on the information of 

the old inhabitants was directed to be made with the barony as the territorial basis. 

The Civil Survey (as it was called) was to be made under the jurisdiction of special 

courts called Courts of Survey, empanelled by local commissioners with the power to

summon and examine on oath 'such persons as might be considered competent to 

assist in the discovery of the facts' (Simington 1938, iii). The work began in June 1654

and continued during 1655 and 1656. Limerick was one of the first counties to be
surveyed in 1654.

'The Civil Survey was then a manuscript taken down by deposition and what emerges 
is the "old inhabitants" survey of their country, of its place names (rendered 
phonetically into the English of the time), ancient forms of tenure, land 
measurement and divisions. It did not confine itself to being a survey of forfeited 
lands but became a description of Ireland, a geography of its mountains, rivers and
roads, a record of ownership and titles to lands. In short a kind of Doomsday Book of
17th century Ireland' (MacCurtain 1972, 157).

The information included in the "Civil Survey" was reinforced and transferred to 

cartographic form by Sir William Petty in his "Down Survey" of 1655-56. It was so 

called to mark its distinction from former surveys, such as the "Civil Survey", and by 

the fact that its topographic details were measured and laid down on a series of map 

sheets (Larcom 1851, vii). Limerick was among the lands alloted to be divided up 

between the adventurers and soldiers, and the county was divided up into twelve 

sheets in the "Down Survey" (Ordnance Survey 1908, Sheets 63 to 74). An Irish 

reservation was established in Connaught and Clare for former landowners of 

Munster, Leinster and Ulster who had failed to prove their constant loyalty to the 

Commonwealth. It is estimated that by 1654 44,000 former landowners and their 

families had moved across the Shannon to the land set aside for them, although a 

large body of the native population remained behind to work as labourers 

(MacCurtain 1972, 156).

Gillespie (1993b, 47) has stated that there was massive land redistribution in the late 

17th century during the Cromwellian period, the Restoration (1660s) and again after 

the W illiamite revolution (1690s):

'It was these later events which made such a drastic impact on Catholic ownership of
land, shrinking from 61% in 1641 to 22% in 1688 and to 15% in 1703. Yet these were
not plantations in the early 17th century sense. They were the ruthless division of 
the spoils of war by the victors at the expense of the vanquished. Armies had to be 
paid and Irish land was the cheapest way of rewarding loyalty and meeting soldier's 
arrears. None of the new landowners was bound to introduce settlers, make any 
improvements or even give any thought to defence'.
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While O'Connor's choice of the word 'planter' is unfortunate (O'Connor 1987, 31), he 

has highlighted the effect of the transformations that occurred during the later 

17th-century in Co Limerick, when the old hierarchy was replaced by the new:

'Dispossession of old and insertion of new landowners altered the face of 
proprietorship in favour of the New English as adventurers and soldiers cast hungry 
eyes over rich Limerick land. Of those whose descendants made an impact on 
settlement and landholding structures, the following planters might be cited in 
association with villages at estate cores: Major John Odell (Ballingarry); Captain 
Thomas Southwell (Castlematrix, Rathkeale); Phineas Bury
(S hannongrove /N ew m arke t or Pallaskenry): Thomas W estropp (Ballysteen , Kenry
barony); Hugh Massy (Anglesborough, Coshlea barony); Sir Standish Hartstonge 
(Bruff); Randolph Wilson (Caherconlish); Captain Robert Oliver (Kilfinnane); George
Evans (Bulgaden, Coshlea barony); and Charles Ormsby (Athlacca). During a period of 
instability many also came and went, leaving little other than a record of their 
fleeting presence. The entire period might be said to culminate with the Williamite
confiscations of the 1690s and subsequent land sales. As a result existing landowners 
such as Bury, Southwell and Evans expanded their hold on land and new planters
such as Captain Charles Conyers (Castletown, Connello barony) insinuated themselves 
at the settlement foci of old territorial entities. The cumulative effect of all these 
changes meant that the ultimate hold over land and village had turned 
predominantly Protestant, as people of planter stock came to displace the old Catholic 
p r o p r i e t o r s ' .
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE DISTRIBUTION OF TOWER HOUSES IN COUNTY 
L I M E R I C K

4.1 INTRODUCTION

In Chapter 1 the tower house distribution maps prepared by O Danachair (1977-9: see 

Map 1.2 in this volume) and Smith (1988: see Map 1.3 in this volume) were brought to 

the readers attention. Both of the maps were pioneering efforts, each attempting to 

express in cartographic form the concentration of tower houses throughout Ireland, 

and each based on paper surveys. As preliminary exercises the maps cannot be 

faulted, but neither map can provide exact and/or comprehensive guides to 

individual buildings in the modern Irish landscape. A third map, however, was also 

referred to in Chapter 1, a distribution map of defensive buildings in Co Down (Jope 

1966: see Map 1.1 in this volume). This map is more definitive since it concentrates on 

the tower houses located in a much smaller research area (ie: a single Irish county), 

while its contents are based on information gathered from comprehensive and 

detailed paper survey an d  fieldwork. Similar maps, however, are still lacking for 

other Irish counties, The present chapter, therefore, presents two maps (Map 1.5 and 

Map 1.6) for Co Limerick tower houses, each of which are based on the results 

obtained from a paper survey of historical sources and from fieldwork. The chapter

also discusses the topographical reasons for the distribution of Limerick's tower 

houses as presented in the maps, medieval and post-medieval destruction rates in the

county, the fate of the county's tower houses in the aftermath of the mid 17th 

century, and the current state of preservation of the surviving monuments in the 

Limerick landscape. The proliferation of tower houses was discussed in depth in 

Chapter 2. This chapter begins, therefore, with a discussion on the research of 

previous academics in their attempts to establish a figure for the potential number of 

tow er houses throughout Ireland.

4.2 THE NUMBER OF TOWER HOUSES IN IRELAND

Leask (1951, 153-62) was the first academic to attempt to establish a figure for the 

number of castles in Ireland. He produced a figure of 2,900. The logic which underlay 

his work is of importance and is therefore presented here in full:

'It is to be repeated that no comprehensive survey of the whole country has yet been 
made. Surveys have, however, been carried out in certain areas, notably Northern 
Ireland, the counties of Limerick, Clare, Cork and Kerry and the diocese of Ossory. 
There are also extant 16th century lists of the castles of several counties. The 
numbers given below are based on these surveys and lists and - for the unsurveyed 
areas - on published material and an examination of the Ordnance maps. Since closer
research would probably increase the numbers they must be regarded as only 
minimum approximations. The total of over 2,900 castles is certainly small [Leask's 
figures per county actual add up to either 2,959 or 2,960 castles - He couldn't be sure if
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Wicklow had 9 or 10 castles], though it is much greater than the number existing 
today - even in a very shattered state - since it includes many castles occupied in the 
16th century which have more or less completely disappeared. The lists then made, 
however, do not include castles, and particularly motes which had gone out of use or 
memory at that time. None the less, taking the surveys made, the Ordnance map 
indications, historical references and the lists themselves into account, the numbers 
given below may be taken - in the author's opinion - as fairly accurate indications of 
the distribution of castles throughout the country' ( ib id .,  153).

Leask's work was adopted by Craig (1982, 95) for his text, although the figure is 

slightly lowered to 2,800 castles (no reason was advanced to explain why this was 

done), the vast majority of which were 'fortified private residences of the 15th, 16th 

and 17th centuries' [ie: tower houses]. Using Leask's figures he calculated the density 

of castles per square mile per county in Ireland. The results placed Limerick as the 

most densely populated county, followed by Kilkenny and Tipperary. However, he 
then stated:

'These figures must not, of course, be taken too seriously, since they reflect the 
position as known in modern times, partly from buildings marked on the six-inch 
Ordnance Survey maps, and partly from the work of observers in the field. The high 
score of Limerick [.380 castles per square mile] no doubt owes something to the 
intense and prolonged activity of TJ Westropp: but it is objectively real for all that' 
( ib id .,  95-6).

Cairns (1984, 152 & Table 1) updated the numbers of stone castles using research

which had been carried out in the years after Leask's work and in his thesis he

produced a figure of 3,500 stone castles in Ireland, adding the comment that there

were perhaps more castles than this.

Barry has provided a variety of figures for the total number of tower houses in 

Ireland. In 1987 he stated that the 'overwhelming majority of the 3,000 castles in 

Ireland would have been tower houses' (1987, 186). Then in 1988 the figure rose up to 

'6,000 plus examples' of tower houses (1988a, 351). In 1993 the figure came back down 

to 3,000 tower houses 'at a minimum' (1993a, 211), but the same year it rose back up 

again - 'around 7,000 examples may have been built between the 14th and 17th 

century' (1993b, 108). This last estimate is quite alarming. While Barry does not 

provide any direct information as to how the figure was calculated, a clue presents 

itself in his following statement:

'The Archaeological Survey of Ireland has recently demonstrated that only between
55 and 65 per cent of archaeological monuments are marked on the Ordnance Survey 
maps, an under-representation confirmed by Cairns who has doubled the number of 
tower houses in County Tipperary' (Barry 1993a, 109).
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It would seem that Barry has taken the figure of either circa 3,000 castles (calculated 

in Leask 1951, 153-62) or 3,500 stone castles (calculated in Cairns 1984, 152 & Table 1)

and, in view of the findings of the Archaeological Survey, added on a 35% to 45%

increase in numbers to compensate for those castles which were not included on the

Ordnance Survey maps. No other logical explanation can be offered by the present 

author to account for the rise from 3,000 castles to 6,000 or 7,000 tower houses.

There are, however, problems in adopting such an approach. The Archaeological 

Survey may have shown that 35% to 45% of archaeological monuments are not 

recorded on the Ordnance Survey maps but the County of Limerick can not play a 

role in any doubling  up exercise. Westropp's (1906-7) figure of 405 castle sites in the

county was used in Leask's calculations. The survey contains buildings which are

definitely not tower house castles, and numerous building where no monument

remains standing and the exact form of the building is unknown - only that they 

were considered 'castles' in the medieval mind. They must, therefore, be classified 

under the general term 'castle' and cannot be considered as tower houses for, even 

though the majority probably were tower houses, this cannot be stated for definite. It 

should also be noted that Westropp was generous. Even where the actual evidence for

a castle was slight he included the site in his survey. The following are culled as a 

few examples to illustrate this point. Sites 63 (Knockedanna) and 64 (Castellknocke) 

are mentioned in The Desm ond Survey but there are no other historical references to

the buildings (Westropp 1906-7, 94). Site No's 13 to 18 (Caherdavine, Clondrinagh,

Clonecanane, Shanabolie, Clonemakinmore and Clonmackinbeg) are included as 

castles based only on the appearance of towers marked in the townlands on Petty's

Down— Survey ( ib id ., 82). Sites 26 (Curragh) and 36 (Kilpatrick) are included on the 

strength of a single historical reference to each contained within The Civil Survey 

( ib id ., 85 & 87). Site No. 40 (Ballysheedy) has two 17th century references (ib id ., 88). 

Site No. 102 (Nicker) was included because the Ordnance Survey Letters reported 

foundations, said to be those of a castle, in 1840 'but without any support from the 

maps, Surveys, or Records, so full in other cases' (ib id ., 106).

W estropp s work was comprehensive and exhaustive. While he did make errors and 

missed out six sites (see later in this chapter) it would not be fair to his memory as an 

esteemed antiquarian to imply that he missed out some 140 to 180 castles. Therefore, 

any such doubling  up calculations which involve Co Limerick in the equation should 

be approached with caution. If all the examples of castles, historic towns, medieval 

houses, mottes, tower houses, tower houses with bawns and 17th-century houses 

compiled by the Sites and Monuments Record for the county are added up (Kirwan et 

al 1992, 10) it still only achieves a figure of 379 structures.
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The distribution maps produced by O Danachair (1977-9) and Smith (1988, 338-9) were 

discussed in Chapters 1 and 2 (see Map 1.2 & Map 1.3). It is sufficient to state here that 

both are principally concerned with the objective of illustrating tower house 

concentrations per county. O Danachair's map depicts a high concentration of castles 

in Co Limerick, each castle marked by a black dot. The image, however, is blurred by 

the dots overlapping, which reduces the information on castle distribution in the 

county to one basic statement - there are a lot of castles in Co Limerick. The 

portrayal of the county on the map is really no more informative than Lewis' 

statement (Lewis 1837, Vol 2, 265) that 'so numerous were the castles rendered 

necessary by the former unsettled state of the country, that they are sometimes

found within half a mile of each other; there are still ruins, more or less extensive, of

nearly one hundred'. Smith's map presents a similar conclusion.

4.3 THE CONCENTRATION OF TOWER HOUSES IN THE LIMERICK LANDSCAPE 

Map 1.5 was drawn up in an attempt to indicate the concentration of tower houses in 

the Limerick landscape. The 176 sites listed in the Gazetteer were divided up into 

groups based on their locations on the Ordnance Survey six-inch map sheets - the 

county is covered by 60 map sheets. Distribution ranges were then created. It was 

considered that optimum information could be displayed on the map if the

distribution ranges were limited in size. However, if they were too limited in size the 

map would not function. Therefore, the ranges were divided up in stages based on

multipies of three. Group 1 consisted of map sheets with no tower houses located on

them, Group 2 of map sheets where one to three tower houses were located, Group 3 of 

map sheets with four to six examples of tower houses, and Group 4 of map sheets with 

seven to nine examples of tower houses. There were no map sheets containing 10 to

12 tower houses and so the distribution range is omitted from the map. The top

distribution range was for 13 or more tower houses on a map sheet. Each distribution 

range then received a different hatching (see key included on Map 1.5).

The information on Map 1.5 is crudely displayed but nonetheless effective. It shows 

that the greatest tower house concentrations are located in the central area and

north of the county, with the heaviest concentrations - Group 5 - on Sheet 5 (the area 

which includes Limerick City, with 16 examples), Sheet 29 (the area which includes 

the towns of Rathkeale and Ballingarry, with 15 examples), and Sheet 32 (the area

which includes the villages and settlements of Hospital, Knockainy, Bruff and Lough 

Gur, with 13 examples). The fringes of the county to the south, east and west are

sparsely distributed with tower houses, with a column of sheets (Sheets 27, 35, 43, and

52) in the west recording no tower houses at all. The reasons why this should be the
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case will become apparent when we turn to Map 1.6, in which information on the 

county 's  topography is included.

4.4 THE DISTRIBUTION OF TOWER HOUSES IN THE LIMERICK LANDSCAPE

This second map, a distribution map, was compiled using information obtained from

W estropp's survey (Westropp 1906-7), other historical sources and fieldwork.

However, rather than drawing up a map which simply marked the location of a tower 

house (or the site of a demolished tower house) on the landscape, it was decided that 

information concerning their state of preservation could (and should) be included.

The information held in Appendix 3 was therefore transferred onto the map.

The first edition of the distribution map was completed in 1991 but was delayed in

press until 1993 (Donnelly 1993, 13-4). Since 1991 a few changes have been made to 

the map and its corpus break-down. The changes were largely made in the light of

the excellent work produced by the Sites and Monuments Record for the county

(Kirwan et al 1991). Fundamentally, however, much of the information remains the

same although the map included in this thesis should be considered as a second 
e d i t io n .

W estropp's survey (1906-7) omitted six tower houses or castles. While he recorded 

nine castles in Limerick City, he did not included either Bourke's House (Gazetteer

Site No. 36) or Fanning's Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 86) - their omission probably arises 

from the fact that they were not included as 'castles' in The Civil Survey (Simington 

1938), a document which was major source for his information. He was not aware of 

the traditions that tower houses stood at the sites of Fortwilliam (Gazetteer Site No. 93) 

or Kilballyowen (Gazetteer Site No. 110) and missed Killacolla (Gazetteer Site No. 117) 

and Rath (Gazetteer Site No. 148) - both sites are marked on the Ordnance Survey six- 

inch maps - during his research. A 1989 excavation revealed the foundations of an

urban tower house at the site of the West Watergate (Gazetteer Site No. 174) in

Limerick City (Lynch 1984: Tarbett and Wiggins 1990) This has been added as a 

seventh additional site to the corpus included in this thesis. Finally, the Blossom Gate 

in Kilmallock (Gazetteer Site No. 33) is included in the Gazetteer as an excellently 

preserved example of a medieval town gate which has similarities in form with the 

larger King's Castle in the town (Gazetteer Site No. 120). Westropp included the site in 

his survey as Town Gate No. 5 in Kilmallock. When these eight sites are added to 

Westropp's original total of 405 a new total is reached of 413 examples of medieval

castellated buildings in the county.
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The modern county of Limerick comprises an area of approximately 659,000 acres.

The majority of the land is highly fertile and the county may be considered as a 

fertile cup of land hemmed in on all sides by natural physical barriers, namely 

rivers and mountains. To the north lies the River Shannon and Shannon estuary; to 

the south are located the Mullaghareirk and Ballyhoura Mountains separating the 

county from Co Cork. T h e  whole western district, from Loughill to Drumcollogher, is

composed of an unbroken range of mountain, stretching in a vast but regular and

beautiful curve' (Lewis 1837, Vol 2, 263). The mountainous land divides Limerick from

Co Kerry. To the east are the Slievefelim Mountains, the Galty Mountains and a series

of uplands acting as a barrier with Co Tipperary.

'In the neighbourhood of Pallasgreine are several hills of considerable height and
beauty. The Ballingarry hills, lying near the centre of the county, and rising 
abruptly from from a fertile plain, are very conspicuous ... From the banks of [the 
River Shannon] stretches south-eastward a vast tract of land which is justly 
considered to be the richest in Ireland, the soil being in general a deep mellow loam, 
for the most part based on limestone and fit for every kind of culture. The most 
productive tract, comprising about 100,000 acres, is in the neighbourhoods of Bruff,
Kilmallock, Athlacca, and Hospital, forming part of the district called, from the
extraordinary richness of its soil, "the Golden Vale", which extends through this 
county in length from Pallaskenry to Kilfinane, and Kilfrush, a distance of thirty-
two miles, and in breadth from Drehidtarsna, by the city of Limerick, to Abingdon, a 
distance of eighteen' ( ib id .) .

This fertile cup is largely below a height of 300 feet above sea level and, with the 

exception of the mountain ranges previously mentioned, only a small proportion of 

the land surface is over a height of 66 feet above sea level. The geological bedrock of 

this fertile cup is carboniferous limestone, while the hills and mountains are formed 

from the older Silurian and Old Red Sandstone rocks.

Within this geographical setting the tower houses are generally distributed below a

height of 300 feet, the majority being found in fertile areas. There were a total of 341 

sites that could be marked on the map, although 243 of this number are now 

demolished. It should be noted that the exact definition of all 243 demolished sites as 

belonging to the tower house genre is not being suggested. The figure undoubtedly

includes castles of other historic periods. However, keeping this qualification in 

mind, some general points may be made. Only 67 castle sites are to be found above or

on the 300 feet contour; circa 20% of the total of 341 sites. Of particular note is the

presence of only nine sites in the highland area between west Limerick and Co

Kerry. There are no examples in the Slievefelim mountains - a trend that continues

over the border in Co Tipperary where Cairns recorded very few stone castles (Cairns

1987, 4). In the Galty and Ballyhoura mountains there are a number of castle sites but 

relatively few standing remains, which leaves it impossible to judge what proportion
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of the castles were tower houses. However, with regards to the whole county there 

are only five sites which are on or above the 600 feet contour - Ballyduff (Gazetteer

Site No. 18), Castle Creagh (Gazetteer Site No. 52), Castle Oliver (Gazetteer Site No. 59),

Glennahaglish (Gazetteer Site No. 101) and Nicker (Gazetteer Site No. 143).

The rich fertile land that lies below the height of 300 feet would have produced 

excellent pasture land for cattle grazing, as it still does to this day. This pasture land 

would be a key factor in generating wealth via agriculture. If we assume Leask (1951, 

76) and Cairns (1987, 21) to be correct in their appraisal of the tower house and its 

bawn as a primary means of defence against raids and forays then it would be

expected that there would be a high concentration of tower houses in such rich

pasture land where medieval settlement and wealth was centred. This was certainly

the picture of settlement viewed by O'Connor (1987, 25) from his work on the 
evidence of village settlement presented in The Civil Survey:

'The overall distribution pattern shows a clear ascendance on the part of the east 
county Limerick. This accords with expectations but there is little doubt that the 
western baronies of Connello and Kenry fail to achieve a full representation ... 
Lacunae in Civil Survey coverage along with insufficiency of detail in the case of
some baronies may be held responsible. It should, however, be noted that the 
conspicuous void in west Connello may be explicable in terms of unattractive hill
country which had hitherto been sparsely settled or simply left beyond the margins 
of the worked land. Similarly elsewhere, all hill country stretches are devoid of 
evidence of village settlement. On the other hand, village prevalence over the 
lim estone-rich lowlands of county Limerick was a well-established phenomenon, 
with notable concentrations apparent in the baronies of Smallcounty, Coshma,
Coshlea and Clanwilliam'.

A tower house and bawn could protect a landowner and his extended family from 

attack on themselves and their possessions; possessions that included the valuable 

cattle herd. Therefore the cattle would be brought into the bawn at night, as is 

confirmed by the early 17th-century writer Fynes Moryson who stated that the Irish 

cattle eat only by day, and then are brought at evening within the bawns of castles, 

where they stand or lie all night in a dirty yard without so much as a lock of hay' 

(Falkiner 1904, 222). It has been discussed in Chapter 3 how the Irish rebels in 1642 

raided the English settlers of their stock. Animals which were kept inside the walls of 

the bawn were safe from such raids. Lady Dowdall lost cattle and milking cows which 

were not inside the bawn during raids at this same unfortunate time, 'yet in despit of 

the enimy, I cept [kept] above twenty horces in my stabell, and fifty hed [head] of 

cattell in my bane [bawn], and feched [fetched] my hay in every day to mantane 

them' [see Appendix 8 in Volume 2: Account of the siege of Kilfinny Castle],
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Taking our information a stage further, the castle corpus can be divided up into 

eleven groups defined by their state of preservation or type [see Table 1.3: see also 

Appendix 3 in Volume 2, which contains a complete listings of the sites in the county 

divided up into the eleven groups with each individual site recorded in the grouping 

relevant to its state of preservation or type]. On the distribution map is a key which 

allots a particular symbol to each of nine groups of castles. The key does not include 

the last two of the eleven groups since they could not be plotted on the map. Group 11 

consists of eight castle sites which are now located in neighbouring counties due to 

boundary changes over the centuries, while Group 10 is composed of 46 castles from 

W estropp 's survey which have unknown definite locations within a particular 

county barony. It was decided that it would be meaningless to include these castles on 

a distribution map as buildings of 'no-fixed-abode', as it were. As to those groups 

which are recorded on the map, Group 9 is made up of 165 sites which could no longer 

be traced on the landscape and whose existence was only attested to by references to 

them in the historical sources to a particular townland within a particular barony. It 

was considered to be of value to include this group of lost' sites on the map by means 

of placing a cross (the symbol of the group, appropriately) in the centre of the 

re levan t tow nland, thereby indicating their general d istribution.

Group 8 comprised of 18 definite non-tower house castles in the county, ranging 

from earthwork castles like Pallas Grean to major multiperiod castles like 

Carrigogunnell. Askeaton, Adare, and Newcastle West, the castles of the great 

medieval magnates, are also included in this category. The buildings were included 

on the map to provide a complete image of the number of castellated remains in the 

county. Leask (1951, 76) does not differentiate between the occupants of the large 

castle complexes and the tower houses. Indeed, Askeaton and Newcastle West are 

given the same general status as Bunratty, Co Clare, Dunsoghley, Co Dublin and 

Ballygrennan (Gazetteer Site No. 21) in his text ( ib id ., 113-24). However, there is a 

distribution by class among the castellated buildings in the county. Great magnates 

like the Earl of Desmond, resided in the large castle complexes, while the passages 

quoted from The Desmond Survey (McEnery, no date) in Chapter 2 suggest that the 

tower houses were the homes of a class of free tenant landowners. Even a tower 

house like Bourchier's Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 35) which was owned by the Earl of 

Desmond may have been used by the Earl as a symbol of lordship in the east of the 

county while he normally resided in the west. It could also have been used by him as 

a base (and a well defended base in a naturally defensive setting at that) when 

visiting the east of the county. At the lower end of the class distribution would be the 

urban tower houses owned by merchants. Absent from the county in general, 

however, are church tower houses. Westropp's survey (Westropp 1905, 327-480) of
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Table 1.3 The proportions of different groups of tower houses in County 
Limerick based on their state of preservation.

GROUP NO. OF SITES GROUP DEFINITION

1 36 Tower house in good repair 
(all walls standing)

2 28 Tower house in poor repair 
(3 or less walls standing: Castle 
subjected to stone robbing)

3 10 Tower house and Bawn standing
4 4 Bawn standing/Tower house 

demolished
5 20 Site reused for later building; 

part of a Tower house incorporated 
into a later building

6 24 Castle destroyed since 1840 
Ordnance Survey of the County

7 54 Castle destroyed prior to 1840 
Ordnance Survey of the County 
but location still and/or 
destruction recorded

8 18 Non Tower house Castle
9 165 Documentary evidence for a Castle 

(of some type) present in a 
i ownland, but exact location unknown

10 46 Castle of unknown location 
(Not included on Distribution Map)

11 8 Castle now in another Irish County 
(Not included on Distribution Map)

TOTAL NUMBER OF SITES: 413

Proportions of the different groups of towerhouses in Limerick
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burial grounds, parish churches, abbeys, friaries and nunneries produced a corpus 

of 381 ecclesiastic sites in the county. He omitted one site - Rockstown Church (see 

footnote, Westropp 1906-7, 90) - which brings the total to 382. There were five sites 

which had residential towers attached to churches (Westropp 1905, 367-8; 373; 376-7; 

391; 430-1) of which only the tower at Dromin was termed a 'castle' in local tradition: 

'It is of course a priest's residence' ( ib id ., 430-1). Limerick also lacks any examples of 

church complexes transferred into fortified residences in the 16th or 17th centuries,

as occurred elsewhere in Ireland (for example: Tintern Abbey, Co Wexford; Bective

Abbey, Co Meath; Creevelea Friary, Co Leitrim).

4.5 THE DESTRUCTION RATES FOR LIMERICK TOWER HOUSES

Between 1650 and 1840 there was a severe attrition rate amongst castles in Co 

Limerick to the extent that 211 (Groups 9 and 10) vanished from the landscape 

leaving no record of their exact location. The distribution map shows a particular arc 

of destruction in the environs surrounding Limerick City. The definite locations of

another 54 sites destroyed prior to the work of the Ordnance Survey in the county

(Group 7) could be traced using O'Donovan's Ordnance Survey Letters (1840) and local

folk tradition. In considering such a high destruction rate for a period of under 200

years, one is forced to ask the question were these all real castles or tower houses? 
The Civil Survey (Simington 1938) and Petty's Down Survey (Ordnance Survey 1908)

are the major compilations of information on the castellated sites in the county 

during the Cromwellian era. Could it be the case that the surveyors recorded any 

well-built stone (or, indeed, timber) building that they came upon?

In an attempt to answer this question a survey was made of the first one hunded sites 

listed in Westropp's survey (1906-7, 75-105). The Ordnance Survey six-inch maps and 

O 'D onovan 's  L e t te rs  failed either to record or find 66 individual sites, or two-thirds of 

the castellated buildings in existence in the 17th century or earlier. A total of 54 sites

in this corpus of 66 sites are referred to as castles in contemporary documents other

than the Cromwellian surveys, so that their identification as castles does not rest on 

these alone. It seems probable, therefore, that there was an actual concentration of 

circa 400 castellated buildings in Co Limerick in the late medieval and early modern

periods. Craig's identification of Limerick as the Irish county most densely populated

with castles per square mile in the whole of Ireland (Craig 1982, 95) was based on 

Leask's figures (Leask 1951, 153-62) which were, in turn, based on the numbers 

recorded by W estropp's survey (Westropp 1906-7).

Remembering that the Archaeological Survey of the Office of Public Works estimated 

that 35% to 45% of archaeological monuments are not included on the Ordnance
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Survey six-inch maps (Barry 1993b, 109), the completed Sites and Monuments Record 

for the Republic of Ireland may see an increase in castle numbers reported in other 

Irish counties; as a result, Limerick may lose Craig's title (Craig 1982, 95). However, 

because Craig's figures are based on Westropp's work the actual density of castellated 

buildings in the county will remain unchallenged at c irc a  .380 castles per square 

mile. A second pertinent point should also be made. A perusal through The Civil

S u rv e y  (Simington 1938) will show that the Cromwellian surveyors seem to have had 

a concept in their minds as they went about their work of what actually constituted a 

'castle'. Tower houses were evidently classified under the term. There is only one 

occasion when they betray uncertainty - 'Curragowre' (Gazetteer Site No. 77) is 

described as a 'stone house or Castle ... with two mills therein seated' ( ib id ., 442).

The other buildings in the county are treated separately from the castles and a 

variety of structures are recorded in the pages of The Civil Survey (Simington 1938). 

They include stone houses (eg: ib id ., 82), good thatched houses walled with stone (eg:

ib id .,  138) houses which had single or double chimneys (eg: ib id ., 387 & 394), barns 

(eg: ib id ., 394), houses with slated roofs (eg: ib id ., 410), houses built with clay and 

stone (eg: ib id ., 443), cagework houses (eg: ib id ., 400), cagework houses replaced in

lime and stone (eg: ib id ., 449), thatched cabins (eg: ib id ., 182), tanning houses (eg: 

ib id ., 173), bake houses (eg: ib id ., 174), hovels (eg: ib id ., 436), cottages (eg: ib id ., 239), 

thatched tenements (eg: ib id ., 159) and stables (eg: ib id ., 431). Hill (1991, 42) states 

that in Limerick City 66% of the houses were built of stone, 30% of cagework and the 

remainder were referred to as cabins or back houses. However, not counting King 

John's Castle, only six (or seven if we include Curragower) buildings in the city are

actually defined as 'castles' in the document: Fanning's Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 86) 

and Bourke's House (Gazetteer Site No. 36) were not included among them and were 

considered as stone houses.

Obviously some castles were in a ruinous condition before the mid 17th century; this 
is quite clear from the reports of the late 16th century in The Desm ond Survey 

(McEnery, no date) and the entries in The Civil Survey (Simington 1938). For 

instance, if we turn to Westropp's survey of the castles in the barony of Clanwilliam

56 castle sites are recorded (Westropp 1906-7, 83-98). Of these, two are definite non

tower house structures (Castleconnell and Brittas) and a further three have poor

historical references and may not have been castles at all or else were mistaken for

other castles in the county which have historical sources. Of the remaining 51 sites, 

seven are recorded as ruinous, broken or unroofed in the Cromwellian survey

(Simington 1938) and three were registered as being in ruins in 1603, 1621 and 1622 

respectively. Therefore, one-fifth of the castles recorded by W estropp in his survey
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of the barony were in a state of ruin at the time of the Cromwellian settlement. When 

attention is then turn to the Cromwellian document itself (Simington 1938) the 

results are more alarming. We find that 181 castles are recorded in the county and 

that out of this body 77 castles (c irca  40% of the total) are listed as ruinous, broken, 

out of repair, roofless, decayed, demolished or reduced to stumps. The Civil Survey 

also informs us that 45 castles had associated bawns (c irca  20% of the total), although 

in one case the bawn is recorded not with a castle but with 'an old Irish building' 

( ib id ., 291).

O 'Connor (1987, 21) has highlighted the problems associated with using this multi

au th o red  docum ent:

'Conspicuous lacunae occur within county Limerick, not least in the far-flung
western barony of Connello where four contiguous parishes - Dromcolliher,
Kilbolane, Drehidtarsna and Kilmeedy - fail to find inclusion'.

Castles were certainly ommitted by the surveyors and we should not consider the 

survey as comprehensive. Despite such weaknesses, however, The Civil Survey does

show that numerous castles in the county were in a poor state of preservation during 

the middle years of the 17th century.

This is of no real surprise since The Desmond Survey of 1583 (McEnery, no date) 

reports 83 castles of which 24 are described as ruinous, old or devastated. The present 

author could not trace the relevant passage during a reading of the manuscript (it 

may have been in one of the sections destroyed in 1922) but Westropp (1907a, 155) 

quotes the text as declaring that 'many houses [were] left desolate, yea, great and fair 

without inhabitant'. Elsewhere the document speaks of the 'desolation and 

devastation of the county' (McEnery, no date, f74-5, paragraph 688). An Irish poem of 

the early 17th century speaks of the desolation at one tower house (O'Tuama and 

Kinsella 1981, 21-3). It would appear that by 1622 the new settlers were repairing or 

planning to repair old castles in the county: 'The castle of Anie is much decayed and 

uncovered but they say it was intended that it should shortly be repaired' (Dunlop 

1924, 130). 'The Castle of Logher is covered, and there hath been little cost bestowed 

upon it; but it is intended that it shortly be well repaired and a strong bawn built to it. 

The Castle Glinogie with the hall were burnt by the rebels in the late war; but it is 

likewise intended to be shortly repaired ... There are two or three other castles upon 

this Seignory well repaired by the tenants' ( ib id .). 'The Castle of Askeaton ... was 

much repaired ...' (ib id ., 131). 'The castle of Cockgraig ... is well repaired ... which cost 

him £200' (ib id ., 132). 'The Castle of Castleton is well repaired ...' (ib id ., 133). 'The 

Castle of Meane is decayed and unrepaired, but the Undertaker intends to get it into
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his own hands ... and to repair it' (ib id ., 134). 'The house of Newcastle ... is a fair large 

castle, which hath been somewhat ruinous, but it is now much repaired and is in

continual reparation ' ( ib id .) . However, the county was once more plunged into 

turmoil twenty years later and, for reasons to be discussed in Chapter 8, we should

consider the age of the tower house at an end by the mid 17th century.

4.6 ADAPTATION AND ABANDONMENT

Apart for a few tower houses and castles adopted for use by the New Model Army as 

barracks, garrisons or 'cidadels' (to use the term by which they were referred to in 

The Civil Survey: for example, Simington 1938, 400) in City and in countryside, only a 

few buildings remained in occupation into the 18th and 19th centuries. The

adaptation and transformation of tower houses during this period has recently been 

investigated by McCullough (1994, 53-86) in a work which graphically highlights the 

processes of alteration and expansion, often 'to absorb or soften the rude verticality 

of the castle' (ib id ., 57). Palladian, Baroque or Romantic wings might be added to a 

medieval core, while within the tower house the rooms might be altered, levels 

changed, floor areas divided by new partitions and fireplaces inserted ( ib id ., 69). 

Processes such as those presented in McCullough's book were also recorded at some 

buildings in Co Limerick and the tower house might be repaired and adapted to 

continue in use as a home during the post-medieval period, as was evidently the case 

at Ballingarry (Gazetteer Site No. 11), Glenquin (Gazetteer Site No. 102), Lissamota

(Gazetteer Site No. 132) and Williamstown (Gazetteer Site No. 175). Other tower houses

were incorporated into the fabric of mansions or had new wings added (usually with 

their original lights widened and windows inserted) - Castle Garde (Gazetteer Site No. 

54), Castle Matrix (Gazetteer Site No. 57) and Maidstown (Gazetteer Site No. 135). A few 

were converted for use as servants' quarters - Ballyvorneen (Gazetteer Site No. 30) or 

Rathurd (Gazetteer Site No. 153), while some became habitations for the poor - Bruff 

(Gazetteer Site No. 38). King's Castle, Kilmallock (Gazetteer Site No. 120) was used as a 

meeting place and a forge. Those buildings located in farmyards could be converted 

for use as barns - Caherelly West (Gazetteer Site No. 43) and Ballyvoghan (Gazetteer 

Site No. 29). Group 5 in Appendix 3 [see Volume 2] lists 20 sites where either the site of

a tower house was reused for a later mansion or farmhouse or part of a tower house

was incorporated into a later building. The Sites and Monuments Record (Kirwan et al 

1991) have tentatively noted a further possible continuity of site use at 19 locations, 

but in each case the evidence is not conclusive [see Appendix 7 in Volume 2].

In 1991 only three structures were still inhabited - Castle Garde (Gazetteer Site No.

54), Castle Matrix (Gazetteer Site No. 57) and Rylaan's (Gazetteer Site No. 157).

Glenquin is in the care of the Office of Public Works and is in an excellent condition.
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Since 1840, however, 24 tower houses have been demolished (Group 6). Some of this

corpus were already in a fragmentary condition and their total obliteration would

have proved relatively easy - Aughinish (Gazetteer Site No. 3) or Derreen (Gazetteer 

Site No. 78) or Milltown (Gazetteer Site No. 138) - but there are also clear cases where 

substantial buildings were torn down to provide materials for the construction of

roads (Baggotstown - Gazetteer Site No. 4) and silos (Gormanstown - Gazetteer Site No. 

104). A number have suffered due to neglect, frost, stone robbing or ironically

efforts to render them more secure - Ballybricken (Gazetteer Site No. 15), Caherelly

West (Gazetteer Site No. 43), Creggane (Gazetteer Site No. 73) and Shanpallas 

(Gazetteer Site No. 163). The 36 tower houses listed in Group 1 and a further three sites 

in Group 3 - Ballygrennan (Gazetteer Site No. 21), Beagh (Gazetteer Site No. 32) and

Lisnacullia (Gazetteer Site No. 131) - have all of their walls standing. However, even

these buildings are under threat. Ballyallinan (Gazetteer Site No. 14) is in a dreadful 

condition due to stone robbing and Ballygrennan (Gazetteer Site No. 21) needs repair

work carried out to its south-west corner, while the vault over the first floor 

chamber is in a dangerous state.

Turning to the urban environment, the picture is even bleaker with only a handful 

of tower houses surviving. Kilmallock was once a thriving town and its merchants

and traders used tower houses as homes in which wares and wealth could also be

stored. The town stood at what has been called the cross roads of Munster, having

trade contacts with both of the port towns of Limerick and Cork. However, with the

fall of the Earl of Desmond its fortune waned and from the 17th century onwards its 

decline was swift. This phenomenon has been examined in detail by O'Connor (1987, 

Chapter 4). Lack of patronage, absentee landlords and eclipse by Charleville, nearby 

in Co Cork, are all given as reasons for the decay of the important medieval town. In 

1690 John Stevens wrote:

'Kilmallock lies in a bottom just under a high hill, which quite overlooks it, and is 
surrounded with a stone wall after the old manner with battlements, but not broad 
enough for two men to walk on it abreast. The ruins show it to have been a good town,
the houses being of stone, lofty and large, but most of them ruined, and but few of
those that remain inhabited, both parties [Jacobites and Williamites] having been in 
the place, and the greatest part of the inhabitants fled or at least had removed their
best effects' (Murray 1912, 189).

The painting of the town by John Mulvany [see Illustration 1.9] depicts a lively street

scene circa 1800 set amid the urban decay, with the large medieval town houses

roofless and abandoned. Westropp (1906-7, 189-91) recorded 19 urban castles in the 

town environs of which only King's Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 120) remains. One of the
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Illustration 1.9 John Mulvany's painting of Kilmallock, County Limerick, 
circa 1800.



urban tower houses, Sarsfield's House (Gazetteer Site No. 161) was demolished in the 

1930s or early 1940s.

In Limerick City the situation is much the same with only two partial ruins

remaining - Bourke's House (Gazetteer Site No. 36) and Fanning's Castle (Gazetteer

Site No. 86) - although Claire Land and Celie O’Rahilly (1989, pers comm) of the 

L im erick  Corporation have compiled significant cartographic work on the 17th- 
century town based on information held within the pages of The Civil Survey 

(Simington 1938). This has helped to elucidate the general locations of seven urban 

castles. The foundations of a further urban tower house were uncovered during 

archaeological excavation in 1989 (see Gazetteer Site No. 174) although similar efforts 

to find the foundations of Thom Core Castle, demolished in 1697, (Gazetteer Site No.

168) proved fruitless (Hodkinson 1991, 41).

The city also lost an important intact urban tower house in 1894, Galwey's Castle [see

Gazetteer Site No. 95 where the churlish reasons for its destruction are related]. It 

would be comforting to think that in modern times a building such as Galwey's Castle 

would have been saved from destruction, and that our present 'City Fathers' would not 

hold the same 'iconoclastic' views of their predecessors (the terms are those used by 

Barry in his 1894 article). Unfortunately this would be foolish for the destruction of 

the city's medieval past continues. The following passage was recently published by 

O'Rahilly (1993, 42):

'[The] walls of a late medieval house, located on the west side of Nicholas Street (NGR 
R578576), and which are mentioned in the Urban Survey [Bradley et al 1989, 263 - 
House B], were partly demolished under the Dangerous Buildings Act. No notice was 
given so it was not possible to record any features to the fronts of these walls. 
Demolition was stopped before they were totally razed and the round headed doorway 
in the north wall remains'.

In the present author's article of 1993 it was noted that

'faced with such a slow but steady erosion of numbers there is little that the 
archaeologist can do, save make accurate surveys of the buildings as they survive 
today. Any future restoration or consolidatory efforts must continue to be directed 
towards those tower houses that are already in a good state of preservation and are in 
areas that are, or have the potential to become, tourist centres. However, there are 
also a num ber of buildings which are of such significant architectural variation and 
value to the main corpus that their protection is warranted for the benefit of future 
generations ' (Donnelly 1993, 14).

While the tower houses of Ireland do have potential for generating finance from our 

heritage there are too many in existence throughout the land to even begin
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contem plating a full restoration project involving each and every one, even if the 

colossal cost of such a programme could be overcome. Besides, on a pragmatic level 

there are a great many buildings which are past the point of help and their fate has 

already been determined by nature, stone robbing and gelignite.

Sterling work, however, is being done. Projects such as that carried out by 'The 

Barryscourt Trust' for Barryscourt Castle, Co Cork (see Monk and Tobin 1991) are to be 

applauded, as too is the FAS scheme in operation at Desmond Hall, Newcastle West, Co 

Limerick, and the work by Shannon Development at the unique tower house at Castle 

Troy (see Gazetteer Site No. 62). If a list were to be set out of the tower houses in the 

county to which attention should be focused upon for conservation work it would 

most definitely include the following buildings: Ballingarry, Ballinveala (or

Tullovin), B allygrennan, Ballyvorneen, Beagh, Carrigareely, Court, Gortnetubbrid, 

Lisnacullia, Lissamota, Oola, Rathurd and Rockstown. The futures of Rylaan's and 

Castle Matrix should also be reviewed while that of Bourchier's Castle, Castle Garde 

and Castle Troy would seem healthy. Glenquin and King's Castle, Kilmallock are 

already safe. There are 20 tower houses in the list. Each has been selected for a

particular quality - its location, its state of preservation, its form; often the qualities

combine in individual buildings. The list represents the very best of our medieval 

tower house heritage in Co Limerick. By chance these buildings have survived four

or more centuries. For each one included in the list there are nine recorded in the 

gazetteer which have been destroyed or have been reduced to mere truncated ruins.

It is time a helping hand were given to enable the 20 to survive until well into the 

nex t  m il lenn ium .

4.7 CONCLUSION

In conlusion, Westropp's comprehensive paper survey (Westropp 1906-7) identified a 

corpus of over 400 castles in the county. While a few sites were overlooked by 

W estropp during the compilation of his work it remains apparent that a figure of

circa 400 castellated sites is the upper limit on the number of castles that ever existed

in the county over the time period of circa 1400 to 1650. Previous distribution maps

have illustrated the concentration of tower houses per county in Ireland. A map 

presented in this chapter (Map 1.6) has attempted to take the process a stage further

by com bining information obtained from Westropp's survey, other historical sources 

and fieldwork to present the location of all known tower house and castle sites in the 

county set against a topographical backdrop. This has highlighted a concentration of 

monuments in the county's fertile central plain. The clustering of settlement on good 

agricultural lands is explained by the fact that the economic wealth necessary to
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support a tower house construction industry would be generated by pastoral farming 

centred in this area.

The division of the corpus into 11 groups in Appendix 3 defined by their state of 

preservation or type shows that between 1650 and 1840 a total of 211 castles vanished 

from the landscape leaving no record of their exact location. The damage and/or 

destruction of substantial numbers of castles appears to have been effected from the 

late 16th century onwards, with only a few buildings continuing in use as dwelling 

places during the 18th and 19th centuries. In 1991 only three buildings were still 

inhabited and only 39 tower houses had all their walls standing. Even this small body 

is under threat from natural and/or deliberate forces of destruction. The chapter 

ends with a selection of 20 buildings which should be conserved and preserved for 

fu tu re  ge n e ra t io n s .
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CHAPTER FIVE: A TYPOLOGICAL STUDY OF THE TOWER HOUSES OF 
COUNTY LIMERICK

5.1 INTRODUCTION

During the course of fieldwork in Co Limerick there was never a case recorded where 

two or more tower houses were found to be identical replicas of each other. The same 

architectural 'package' of features occurring in one tower house - hanging eyes, 

peck decorated arched doorways, murder hole, base batter, vaulted embrasures with

ogee headed lights, etc [for a discussion of the architectural features at tower houses 

in Co Limerick see Chapter 6] - could also be present in a neighbouring building, 

thereby suggesting that both were erected at a similar general period, but the 

location, variety and/or number of architectural features could differ from one 

tower house to the next (for example, compare Bourchier's Castle, Gazetteer Site No. 35 

with Caherelly West, Gazetteer Site No. 43 or Carrigareely, Gazetteer Site No. 47). 

Fieldwork, however, produced evidence that some buildings not only shared 

architectural details but also basic but clearly recognisable floor plan formats and it 

became possible to see typological groupings of tower houses with shared forms of 

floor plan emerge within the 176 structures included in the gazetteer; as a result, the 

overall corpus of tower houses in the county could be divided up into ten typological 

groupings. This information is summarised in Table 1.4. While some of these

groupings are explicit in their definition, it must be confessed that the creation of

certain typological groupings can only be considered as an attempt by the present

author to place every castle site in the gazetteer within the framework of a 

typological grouping (see below for discussions on the castles contained in Groups 7

to 10).

Group 1 comprises a series of 21 tower houses which exhibited similar 'packages' of 

Irish Gothic architectural features. It was also noted that the rectangular floor plans

in these buildings revolved around the chosen positioning of the entrance lobby at 

ground floor level in each building. Five floor plan formats (sub-divisions A to E) 

existed within the corpus of 21 buildings. At least two buildings in the county, each

m irroring each other with similar floor plan, were required before a sub-division 

could be justified within Group 1. Other tower houses in the county sharing Irish

Gothic architectural features with those tower houses in Group 1, but each with their

own unique rectangular floor plan format, were placed in Group 5.

Group 2 consists of tower houses which had turrets incorporated into their floor

plans, while Group 3 contains a body of tower houses each of which had its own

particular floor plan which differed significantly in form from those recorded at

1 2 0



other tower houses in the county. The county had eight tower houses which belonged 

to the last phase of the construction industry in the county. It was felt that these late 

tower houses merited their own grouping and they are therefore classified together 

in Group 4. Group 5 consisted of other tower houses which exhibited floor plans 

unique to each individual site, though each building had architectural features 

which placed them firmly within the Irish Gothic tower house tradition.

Group 6 contained three buildings which were still inhabited. Since these tower 

houses are still in use as furnished homes the present author was not at liberty to 

carry out detailed plans and any observations had to be based on cursory visual 

examinations. Added to this was a realisation that all three buildings had evidently 

been altered by later renovations. In this process the floor plans which the buildings 

display today may have been altered dramatically from their original form. It was 

therefore decided to provide the buildings with their own grouping. Group 7 

consisted of those cases where a bawn survived but the tower house had been 

demolished. The sites reused for later buildings or parts of structures incorporated 

into later buildings comprised Group 8 and the county's 18 non-tower house 

castellated structures occupied Group 9. The 86 demolished or severely damaged 

castles in the gazetteer were allocated to Group 10. A comprehensive survey of all 

tower houses in Co Tipperary was not possible, but the typological information 

recorded at the 74 sites in Appendix 6 is integrated in this chapter with the results 

obtained from Co Limerick.

5.2 GROUP 1 TOWER HOUSES: AN INTRODUCTION

The photographic evidence included in Volume 2 of this thesis highlights a series of 

buildings with base battered walls, ogee headed lights, coursed masonry, well-cut 

quoin stones, machicolation boxes and arched doorways [see Photograph 7 - 

Ballyegnybeg; Photograph 9 - Ballyguilleataggle; Photograph 13 - Bourchier's Castle; 

Photograph 17 - Caherelly West; Photograph 19 - Carrigareely; Photograph 27 - 

Dunnaman; Photograph 31 - Garraunboy; Photograph 51 - Rathnasaer; and 

Photograph 53 - Rockstown]. Some of the buildings are in a better condition than 

others (for example, Rockstown or Carrigareely when compared to Caherelly West or 

Cullam) but they are all products of a single Irish Gothic building tradition and all 

have entrance lobbies incorporated into their floor plans. It was noted that the floor 

plans recorded at these sites revolved around the location of the entrance lobby.

There are, however, apparent variations from tower house to tower house in the 

choice of floor plan utilised by their builders. This could be used to form sub

divisions within Group 1, each sub-division comprising a group of buildings with 

directly similar floor plan formats yet set within the overall group of architecturally
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similar buildings, categorised in Appendix 4 in Volume 2 as Group 1 tower houses [see 

also Table 1.4].

5.3 GROUP 1, TYPE A

In Group 1, Type A (eg: Gazetteer Site No. 35, Bourchier's Castle) the ground floor 

entrance to the building leads to an entrance lobby. To one side of the entrance lobby 

is a doorway leading to a spiral staircase set in a corner of the building. To the other 

side is a doorway leading into a small chamber - the subsidiary chamber. The 

entrance lobby provides a direct route of access through to the main chamber. This is 

the form of ground floor plan at ten tower houses in Limerick. In Co Tipperary there 

was only one building visited which had this floor plan (see Appendix 6, T i l ,  

B a l l y f i n b o y ) .

5.4 GROUP 1, TYPE B

In Group 1, Type B (eg: Gazetteer Site No. 88, Fantstown) there is a slight variation to 

the floor plan. The ground floor main entrance to the building leads to an entrance 

lobby. To one side of the lobby is a doorway leading to a second lobby area which 

contains a spiral staircase and the doorway leading into the ground floor main 

chamber. To the other side of the entrance lobby is a doorway leading into the 

subsidiary chamber. This floor plan was recorded at two tower houses in the county, 

with no examples found in Co Tipperary.

5.5 GROUP 1, TYPE C

In Group 1, Type C (eg: Gazetteer Site No. 32, Beagh) the ground floor entrance to the 

building leads into a small entrance lobby set in the thickness of the wall which 

contains the entrance. There is no subsidiary chamber but to one side of the 

entrance lobby is a doorway leading into the spiral staircase. There were two 

examples of this floor plan identified in Co Limerick, but no examples were recorded 

in Co Tipperary.

5.6 GROUP 1, TYPED

Group 1, Type D (eg: Gazetteer Site No. 1, Amoganmore) is the second largest sub

division with five examples in Limerick and three in Co Tipperary. The entrance to 

the building is located in one of the tower house's long walls near a corner. The 

entrance lobby is set within the thickness of the long wall. There is no subsidiary 

chamber but on one side of the lobby is the doorway leading to a wall stair which 

rises up through the thickness of the long wall to provide access to the first and/or 

second floor level.
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TA BLE 1.4

GROUP NUMBER OF SITES IN 
COUNTY LIMERICK

GROUP DEFINITION

1 A 10 Irish Gothic tower houses 
with entrancelobbies. Each 
sub-division is based on a 
variation on the location of 
the entrance lobby in the 
tower house floor plan

B
C 2
D 5
E 2

2 5 Tower houses with turrets 
and/or side towers

3 7 Irregular tower houses
4 8 Late tower houses
5 24 Other tower houses
6 3 Tower houses still 

in h a b ite d
7 4 Bawn standing, tower house 

dem olished
8 18 Sites reused for later 

building /  part o f site 
incorporated into a later 
b u ild in g

9 18 Non-tow er house structure
1 0 . 86 Demolished / severely 

damaged castles
TO TA L N U M BER 
OF SITES IN 
T A B L E

1 9 4
( in c lu d in g  18 N o n 
to w e r house sites in 
G ro u p  9)

T able 1.4 The proportions of different groups of tower houses in County 
Limerick based on their typology.



5.7 GROUP 1, TYPE E

Group 1, Type E (eg: Gazetteer Site No. 152, Rathnasaer) consists of two buildings in Co 

Limerick and three buildings in Co Tipperary. In these tower houses the entrance at 

ground floor level leads into an entrance lobby. A doorway on one side of the 

entrance lobby leads into a mural recess. To the other side of the lobby is a doorway 

leading into a mural passage which connects with a spiral staircase located in a

corner of the building.

5.8 DISCUSSION ON GROUP 1 TOWER HOUSES

Only 12% of the tower houses included in the gazetteer (and 10% of the tower houses 

visited in Co Tipperary) can be included within the five sub-divisions of Group 1. If, 

however, we look at the Group 1 tower houses as a percentage of all standing tower 

houses in the county (that is, those buildings listed in Groups 2 to 6) then Group 1 

comprises of 31% of the total figure of 68 sites. Any conclusions, however, must be 

tempered by the fact that our architectural knowledge is restricted to those sites with

standing remains. One hundred and eight sites (Typological Corpus Inventory Groups 

7, 8 and 10) in the gazetteer could not be classified into anything other than 

generalised  categories, since the buildings have either been demolished, severely 

damaged or their sites re-used for later buildings. This represents some 60% of all the 

sites in the gazetteer. There may have been buildings in this corpus of demolished 

castles which belonged to Group l 's  sub-divisions, but this shall never be known. It is

also possible that some buildings in Groups 7, 8 or 10 had similar floor plans to

buildings included in Group 5 (Other Tower Houses) which would have warranted the 

creation of another grouping or Group 1 sub-division; again, this shall never be 

known. Taking all this into consideration, the tower houses within the five Group 1 

sub-divisions were plotted on a distribution map (Map 1.7). Each sub-division was 

given a symbol which is included in the map key. The 47 tower houses included in 

Groups 2 to 6 were also marked on the map to indicate the range of standing buildings 

which did not conform to the floor plans of Group 1 tower houses.

It has been stated that it is not known what types of floor plans existed at 108 sites; 

therefore, any conclusions reached from viewing the distribution map of Group 1

tower houses (Map 1.7) must be tentatively drawn; however, some degree of regional 

variation does seem apparent (real or otherwise) among the 21 buildings in the five

sub-divisions, with the buildings in each sub-division distributed in certain specific 

areas of the landscape. The ten Type A tower houses are present in a band running 

for approximately 18 miles across the middle of the county's fertile plain from

Cappagh, near Rathkeale (Gazetteer Site No. 45), to Carrigareely (Gazetteer Site No. 47)

and Bourchier's Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 35) in the east. The two Type B castles are
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located within four miles of each other in the south-east sector of the county. The two

Type C tower houses are in the north of the county, positioned on the shore of the

Shannon estuary, some six miles from each other. The five Type D tower houses are 

located in the vicinity of Askeaton and Kildimo in the north-west part of the fertile

plain. The two Type E tower houses are located to the south of Types A, C and D, in the

area around Ballingarry, some seven miles from each other. While the conclusions of 

this exercise are firmly based on the ruins which do survive for analysis, it does 

seem that there were particular areas of the county where a particular type of floor 

plan was more in evidence than elsewhere. The implications of this will be discussed 
in Chapter 9.

5.9 GROUP 2: TOWER HOUSES WITH TURRETS AND SIDE TOWERS

County Limerick has a small corpus of tower houses with turrets or corner/side 

towers, categorised as Group 2. Jordan (1990-1, 36) was dismissive of the use of 

features such as turrets in organising tower houses into categories. He expressed the 
view that

In order to merit a category of their own, towers should have a major difference (ie 
circular plan) or a num ber/"package” of particular features which link them and 
would differentiate from the "norm". Unless they are substantially different from the 
mainstream of other tower houses we are categorising only features. It is not enough 
to say that castle X" has a turret and therefore fits into "class Y" - one might as well 
say that "castle A" has a particular type of roof and therefore it belongs to "class A'"

The present author does not agree with this argument. First, the presence of a turret 

at a tower house (at least those tower houses in Co Limerick) is. a 'major difference' 

from the norm. They are 'substantially different' from the mainstream of other tower 

houses in the county by the fact that they do. have turrets. The majority of tower 

houses do not. A tower house with a floor plan which includes a turret is as equally 

worthy of its own category as a tower house which has a circular floor plan.

Secondly, there is a vast difference between a tower house that has a floor plan 

which includes a turret and a tower house which has a particular type of roof. The 

form er will influence the entire building operation from the moment work 

commences. The latter will not. While Jordan is prepared to use circular plans or 

packages of similar architectural features to divide tower houses into categories he 

attempts to put limitations on what can or cannot be used as the dividing factors. 

However, either it is possible to divide the buildings into categories based on their 

floor plans and/or architectural features or it is not. If attempts are made to place 

restrictions on the types of floor plan which are valid in the process of 

categorisation, then this in effect questions our ability to divide the buildings into 

any form of classification whatsoever.



Ballingarry (Gazetteer Site No. 11), Ballyvoghan (Gazetteer Site No. 29) and 

Lisnacullia (Gazetteer Site No. 131) are all examples of tower houses which have side 

towers. There is a general similarity in the location (but not form) of the side towers 

at Ballingarry and Lisnacullia; both are located at one end of the main block, both are

of one build with the adjoining main block, and both are fully integrated into the

organisation of space within the tower house. They were not added as afterthoughts 

to provide more space for the castle. Also of note is the fact that squinches are 

positioned at the upper floor levels between the tower and the main block to support 

spiral staircases (see Photograph 42). Ballycahane (Gazetteer Site No. 16) is also 

included in Group 2. The architectural form of this building has been discussed 

already (see Chapter 2). Unfortunately, the building is now surrounded by farmsheds 

(see Photograph 6) and during fieldwork it was not possible to identify the location of 

the turret referred to by Westropp (1906-7, 152). A final tower house which can be 

included in this category is Clonshire (Gazeteer Site No. 67). A tall Irish Gothic tower 

containing a spiral staircase was added to the north-west side of the castle's main 

block (see Photograph 24). While the King's Castle in Kilmallock (Gazetteer Site No. 

120) has a side turret (see Photograph 39) it is not included in Group 2 since it also 

has a floor plan which is highly irregular when compared with those of the other 

tower houses in the county and therefore it is included in Group 3. The number of 

castles encountered in Co Tipperary which had side towers or turrets is also small, 

with only three recorded out of corpus of 74 tower houses visited.

There are other buildings in the county which may have had side towers or turrets. 

O'Donovan (O'Donovan 1840, Vol 2, 12) wrote that Monymoyhill (Gazetteer Site No. 139) 

had a side turret, but the building is now demolished and is therefore listed in

Typological Corpus Group 10. If we move to the castles and tower houses which are

not included in the gazetteer we find a documentary reference from 1590 to a turret 

or side wing at the lost castle of Court Meanes (not to be confused with Mayne:

Gazetteer Site No. 136; see Westropp 1906-7, 239: Westropp Site No 375). Westropp (ibid., 

246) also mentions a site called Ballyegan that was in the same parish as Ballyvoghan.

The former castle was supposed to resemble the latter, which might be loosely

interpreted as suggesting that Ballyegan had a corner tower or turret. The 

information which Westropp used came from O'Donovan's Ordnance Survey Letters

(O'Donovan 1840, Vol 1, 26) but there is no other documentary evidence for a castle

with this name in the same parish as Ballyvoghan and there is no physical evidence, 

since its location is unknown and it has not been recorded on the 1840 Ordnance 

Survey six-inch map for the area. However, in the neighbouring parish of Clonagh, 

in Connello Lower barony, is Ballyegnybeg (Gazetteer Site No. 19). While O'Donovan
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gave entries for both Ballyegan (O'Donovan 1840, Vol 1, 26) and Ballyegnybeg 

(O'Donovan 1840, Vol 1, 49) in his Ordnance Survey Letters one must consider the 

possibility that he made an error or was misinformed.

5.10 GROUP 3: IRREGULAR TOWER HOUSES - A GENERAL DISCUSSION

Group 3 consists of a group of tower houses which have irregular floor plans which 

set them aside from the other tower houses in the county. The building at Court 

(Gazetteer Site No. 70) can only be described as an oddity. The date and form of the 

castle has been discussed in Chapter 2; it remains only to state here that this must 

have been an experimental building and that it is unique among the tower houses of 

the county, if not the entire country. At Castle Troy (Gazetteer Site No. 62) there is a 

unique and ingenious use of space within a building that does not conform to the 

rectangular plan found at the majority of other tower houses within the county. The 

location of the stairwell at the junction of the north-east and south-east walls, the use

of mezzanine and mural passages, the setting of vaults directly above one another 

over main and subsidiary chambers, and the pentagon-shaped plan of the building 

are highly original. However, the building is still recognisable as belonging to the 

tower house genre both in its architectural detail (wickerwork centred vaults, spiral 

staircase, hanging eyes, base batter, peck decorated arched doorways, machicolation

corbels, latrine chute) and the fact that the building is a self-contained high tower.

In conclusion, this building is an excellent example of the variety and versatility of

tower house construction within late medieval society in Co Limerick.

Kilfinny (Gazetteer Site No. 116) and Tomdeely (Gazetteer Site No. 169) are included in 

this study as buildings which belong to the tower house genre, but they are both 

large, oblong, horizontal structures. Neither building can be considered as hall 

houses though Tomdeely has some architectural similarities in style with the large 

halls found at the castle complexes at Askeaton, Adare and Newcastle West. The 

ground floor's double vaulted roof supported on pillars, however, is similar in 

arrangement to the three thick, square pillars which support the double vault 

inserted later over the ground floor chamber at Athenry, Co Galway. Kilfinny also 

has a double vaulted ground floor area, though the vaults are supported by a central 

wall. W hile both buildings do not conform to the general verticality expressed by 

typical tower houses they are included in the county's tower house corpus because 

they both functioned as free standing towers and (as far as is known) neither 

building was only a single element of a larger castle complex. Prior to the 

construction of the later houses within the bawn at Kilfinny, the tower was the 

central building at the site. Tomdeely has a church and deserted village located next
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to it, but there is no evidence that the tower was accompanied by any other 

ca s te l la ted  build ings.

The King's Castle at Kilmallock (Gazetteer Site No. 120) has a wide gateway and turret 

at ground floor level (see Photographs 38 and 39). It has been suggested (Seoighe

1988, 2) that this building was primarily used as a gateway into the town prior to the 

expansion of the settlement along what is now Sheares Street. It then performed the 

function of a central defensive point at the junction of Chapel Lane, Sarsfield Street 

and Sheares Street. Blossom's Gate (Gazetteer Site No. 33) is the last surviving example 

of the town's four gateways. Blossom's Gate is a smaller building than King's Castle 

and is only three storeys high, but it does have a similar floor plan, which reinforces 

the concept that the latter was originally a town gate.

5.11 GROUP 3: IRREGULAR TOWER HOUSES - ROUND TOWER HOUSES

Although a rare phenomenon, round tower houses do occur. They consist of a round 

build ing externally , with square, rectangular or round chambers internally , but

with all the architectural features associated with the common rectangular

buildings. Leask (1951, 108-111) refers to four examples - Ballynahow and Synone 

(both in Co Tipperary), Balief (Co Kilkenny), and Newtown (Co Clare) - while 

mentioning that other examples are to be found in the Burren region of Co Clare. 

However, he does not investigate the possible reasons for building in this style. Craig 

(1982, 103) lists a number of further examples - Doonagore and Faunarooska in the 

Burren (Co Clare), Carrigabrack (Co Cork), Newtown (Co Galway), Barrow (Co Kerry), 

Grantstown (Co Leix) and Ballysheeda, Crannagh, Farney, Golden and Knockagh (all 

in Co Tipperary). Again, however, no motive is postulated as to why anyone would 

wish to build (or live in) a round tower house. Cairns (1987, 10) remarks that 'one of 

the peculiarities of Tipperary is that it had at least twenty cylindrical tower houses'. 

Although he names no examples he adds that their plan was 'almost certainly copied

from the three early 13th century round keeps in the county: Nenagh, Kiltinan and

Ardfinnan'. There were three round tower houses recorded among the 74 buildings 

visited in Co Tipperary (see Appendix 6 in Volume 2), of which Drumbane (Appendix 

6: T40) is not referred to in either Leask or Craig's lists.

There is one round tower house in Co Limerick: Rathurd (Gazetteer Site No. 153). A 

second round building, Stoneville (Non-Tower House Castle No. XVIII) has not been 

included in the gazetteer since, although listed in Westropp's survey as Site No. 306 

(Westropp 1906-7, 209), it has feeble documentary evidence and the actual building 

has all the hallmarks of a post-medieval 'folly' and none of those comparable to a 

genuine round tower house, measuring only 7.60 m externally from north to south.
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Finally, the Desm ond__Survey (McEnery, no date, f l6d ,  paragraph 448) states that the

castle at Portrinard (Gazetteer Site No. 145) is 'built of round form'. As can be seen 

from consulting the gazetteer entry contained in Volume 2, the building which 

stands at Portrinard is certainly not round in form. It seems unusual that Co Limerick

should have only one survivng example of a round tower house when its

neighbouring county (Tipperary) has twenty examples. As previously noted, Cairns 

(1987, 10) sought the origin of the Tipperary examples from the earlier round keeps 

in the county; Limerick also has a round keep - Shanid Upper (Non Tower House 

Castle No. XVII) - yet this building does not seem to have been used as a source of

inspiration by the tower house builders in the county. Perhaps the answer lies in the

fact that Rathurd is in the barony of Clanwilliam which adjoins modern Tipperary 

and the tower house should be considered as belonging to the Tipperary series. The 

distribution of these buildings in Ireland is yet to be completed but it would seem that 

they are a type concentrated in Munster and Connaght. There are no known 

examples in Ulster (McNeill 1991, pers comm), none in the Pale (Davin 1982, Chapter 

2) and none in South Wexford (Nelis 1989).

Why build in this form at all? If we look at defensive considerations perhaps the 

round tower house offered greater defensive potential. Steane (1985, 43) wrote that 

the English and Welsh round keeps of the 13th century were

'less vulnerable to mining and tended to deflect missiles. In addition they rose from 
battered plinths, and missiles dropped from the battlements ricocheted with 
splintering force against an enemy approaching on foot'.

The round tower house would have had similar advantages but would such capability 

really have been necessary for Irish society? The high walls of the tower house - 

any tower house - protected the occupier and his extended family from raids. Rocks

dropped from the parapet of a round tower house onto the base batter below may

have been beneficial during a raid, but a rock dropped from the parapet of a square 

tower would have hit its base batter with similar force and achieved the same effect.

Was the round tower house more economical in its use of stone and did it produce a 

stronger structure? A feature at many of the towers is square or rectangular rooms

within the cylindrical external plan. This means that the external wall at each

corner of a room is thinner than elsewhere in the chamber. Nor did the round plan 

enable the easy layout of mural chamber. This was more a straight forward process 

in rectangular buildings, but the mural chambers and passages in a round tower

house had to be fitted into the pre-existing circular plan, curving around the main

chambers. With this came a lack of space and a weakening of the external walls. An
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argument that the round plan made for strong walls to counteract the downward 

thrust of the vaulting does not really work either since the chambers were normally 

under barrel vaults and the downward thrust would be on two walls alone - just as it 

was at a conventional tower house. The other two end walls of the chamber would be 

unnessessarily thick. Added to this was the fact that the mural passages, subsidiary 

chambers, wall stairs or spiral stairs were built in the thickness of the walls and this

would further weaken them.

It is possible that the round tower house was an experiment in format within an 

already established building corpus as well as an expression of a wish to be different 

from the norm. It must be judged that the experiment failed since, although of great 

interest, the round tower house makes up only a fraction of the entire corpus of 

tower houses in the country. The idea did not catch on. The actual architectural 

features and internal layout was not significantly different from those found at the 

square or rectangular tower houses. One series may differ in plan from the other, but 

the round tower houses still belong unmistakably to the same genre.

5.12 GROUP 4: THE LATE TOWER HOUSES

Group 4 consists of the tower houses in the county which belong to the last phase in 

the tower house construction industry, buildings such as Kilduff (Gazetteer Site No. 

114), Gortnetubbrid (Gazetteer Site No. 105) and Oola (Gazetteer Site No. 144), with 

architectural features including tourelles with shot holes, hood moulded and

mullioned windows, water spouts and cruciform roofs. However, Oola and Kilduff are

somewhat different from Gortnetubbrid. Neither of the former have vaults over their

main chambers at any level in the buildings while Gortnetubbrid does have a vault 

over the first floor main chamber. The former two tower houses had spiral staircases 

while Gortnetubbrid has a wall stair. There are direct similarities in the architectural 

style and features of these three castles and five castles in Co Tipperary and 

Derryhivenny in Co Galway, a tower house built in 1643 (compare Photograph 46

with Photograph 65). However, the differences noted between the three Co Limerick 

tower houses extend over the county border.

The presence of a vault at Gortnetubbrid makes it similar to Loughlohery (Appendix 

6: Site T58) which has a vault over the first floor main chamber and Nicholastown 

(T61) where a vault was positioned over the second floor level at the damaged tower 

house. Behanm ore (T19), Knockgraffon (T54), Shanballyduff (T69) and 

Derryhivenny are similar to Oola and Kilduff since they lack vaults over their main 

chambers. However, with the exception of Behanmore, the late tower houses in Co

Tipperary have wall stairs and in this respect they are similar to Gortnetubbrid. This
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is of interest since Gortnetubbrid is further away from the Tipperary border than 

Oola and Kilduff, which are both in east Limerick, but Behanmore in north Tipperary 

near the Offaly border and Derryhivenny both have spiral staircases. The chimneys 

and gables at Derryhivenny are set back from the parapet wall walk allowing 

complete access around the parapet circuit; at the other sites considered (where the 

evidence survives at any rate) this was not the case. Nor does Derryhivenny or 

Behanmore have cruciform roofs. All nine sites belong to a late building tradition

but they cannot be considered as identical. The greatest similarity is to be found

betw een G ortnetubbrid , Loughlohery  and N icholastown.

The other Group 4 tower houses in Limerick include Glebe Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 

100) and Williamstown (Gazetteer Site No. 175). While acknowledging that the fabric

of the former site has been subjected to renovation, the lack of internal vaults and 

timber staircase within the building would suggest that this was a late tower house,

perhaps like Newcastle Clanwilliam (Gazetteer Site No. 142). Williamstown was also a 

structure which was renovated, especially the parapet level; however, the lower

courses o f  the south-east corner tourelle are authentic and contain shot holes. The 

building also lacks a stone staircase. While the 19th century alterations are supposed 

to have included the widening of the windows, it would seem unlikely that all the 

building's wide, mullioned windows are inserts. Photograph 59 shows the west wall 

face and there is little evidence to suggest that the mullioned window at first floor 

level is a later insert.

Newcastle Clanwilliam (Photograph 45) is a building lacking vaults, with thin walls 

and large windows and no evidence surviving for a stone staircase. It has pitched

gables, indicating that it was originally covered with a cruciform roof. There are 

similarities between this building and the fortified house at Cullahill (T35) in 

Tipperary. W ithin Group 5 are three damaged, plain buildings - Carriganea (Gazetteer 

Site No. 46), Clogh East (Gazetteer Site No. 64) and Tooreen (Gazetteer Site No. 170) - 

with relatively thin walls and large window openings. It may be the case that these 

are the remains of fortified strong-houses similar to Newcastle Clanwilliam or 

Cullahill rather than tower houses. Unfortunately, they can not be included in Group 

4 since none of the three can be securely dated due to a lack of architectural features 

in their fabric. However, the thinness of their walls might suggest a late date (16th 

century or 17th century) since their walls are similar to late buildings like Castle

Baldwin, County Sligo or the extensions to Carrigareely (Gazetteer Site No. 47) and 

Rathcannon (Gazetteer Site No. 149).
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Limerick does not have an example of a building erected specifically as a 

Cromwellian garrison like that at Ireton's Castle (T47) in Co Tipperary. Nor does the

county have any late fortified mansions similar to those at Burntcourt (T22), built in

1641, or Killaleigh (T51), built in 1601. This is of particular note. The move away from

the tower house to the fortified mansion as the residence of a lord had begun in the

late 16th century with the erection of buildings like Carrick-on-Suir, Co Tipperary 

(1568), Portumna, Co Galway (1618) and Coppinger's Court, Co Cork (after 1616). 

Coppinger's Court (Samuel 1984) and Burntcourt (Leask 1951, 126-7) have

architectural origins definitely placed within the later tower house tradition as 

expressed in buildings like Oola or Loughlohery, but they contain a greater

elaboration in design and display using fashionable architectural features such as

large mullioned and transomed windows, tall chimneys, numerous fireplaces and 

internal division of floor space by means of timber screens to allow for more 

privacy. At the same time, however, defensive elements like yetts, shot holes, 

c renellation and machicolation boxes were also incorporated into the structures 

indicating a continuing wish for protective features.

An ambiguous statement in Fitzgerald and MacGregor's (1826-7, Vol 1, 304-5) text

provides a very slight possibility that the demolished building in the bawn at

Rawleystown Court (Gazetteer Site No. 154) could have been a building similar to

Burntcourt, Co Tipperary or Monkstown, Co Cork, with towers at each of the four

corners of a main block. However, while the same text dates the building to the reign 

of King James I, there is no remaining physical evidence to prove that this was the 

case. The only other evidence for a structure which might have been of this type is 

from The Civil Survey (Simington 1938, 357) where it is stated that in 'Ballynoemore' 

in the parish of 'Killcornane' in the barony of Kenry there was 'an intended stone 

worcke, or building of seaven foote heigh wth foure towers' belonging to 'Sir Geffrey

Gollway Baront late of Lymicke deceased Irish papist'. It is possible that this was a

fortified mansion which was never completed due to the war of the 1640s and 1650s.

There are a few other late buldings which should also be mentioned at this point.

Baggotstown (Gazetteer Site No 4) is now demolished. As such it is included in

Typological Corpus Group 10, but the sketch of the building included in the O r d n a n c e  

Survey Letters  and the documentary descriptions which have survived (O 'Donovan 

1840, Vol 1, 80-2) indicate a late tower house with gabled walls, ornate chimneys and a 

side wing. The demolished castle at Milltown (Gazetteer Site No. 138) is also described 

as having a tall chimney and a side wing (Westropp 1906-7, 208), again suggesting a 

late building. It is significant that both these demolished tower houses had L-shaped 

plans; none of the surviving tower houses in the county have this type of floor plan.
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The extension to the tower house at Maidstown (Gazetteer Site No. 135) has large hood 

moulded windows. The presence of this late architectural feature would suggest that 

the extension was added at a late date. The building is listed under Typological Corpus 

Group 8 since the site was reused and incorporated into a Georgian mansion.

5.13 GROUP 5: OTHER TOWER HOUSES

Group 5 comprises a mixed selection of buildings which all have rectangular floor 

plans. However, in some cases the buildings have been so altered by later renovation 

(eg: Glenquin - Gazetteer Site No. 102, or Ballinoe, Gazetteer Site No. 12) that it is not

possible to tell if it belonged to one of the sub-divisions of Group 1. Castle Mahon

(Gazetteer Site No. 56) has been totally gutted internally and is now no more than an 

empty, internally defaced shell. The sketch of Lickadoon (Gazetteer Site No. 129) 

included with O'Donovan's Ordnance Survey Letters (1840, Vol 2, 53) shows a building 

which is similar externally to buildings in Group 1, but the damaged remnants that 

survive at the site today could belong to either sub-divisions Type A, B, C or E. The 

majority of the tower houses listed in Group 5 share architectural details with the 

Group 1 tower houses (see Ballyallinan - Gazetteer Site No. 14; Ballygrennan - 

Gazetteer Site No. 21; Bolane - Gazetteer Site No. 34; Bulgaden Eady - Gazetteer Site No. 

40; Knockainy White Castle - Gazetteer Site No. 122; and Rathmore - Gazetteer Site No.

151) but each has a floor plan which is unique in the county and, therefore, they can

not be included in Group 1. The floor plans at each of these tower houses is discussed 

in full in each individual gazetteer entry and there is no need to go into further 

detail at this point other than to state that Bolane has similarities with Minard in Co 

Kerry (Cuppage 1986, 375-8), Woodstock has a floor arrangement not unsimilar to 

that of a Northumbrian bastle such as Hole (Ward 1990, 37), and Portrinard has 

triangular planes on its external wall faces which are defensive features noted also 

at Ballynamona, Co Cork (Craig 1982, 103 & 107; Illustration 66), Ballymacady, Co 

Tipperary (Cairns 1984, Vol 2, Plate 16) and Castle Cove, Co Kerry (MacAuliffe 1992,

Vol 2, Plate 11). It is also of interest to note that a small, tall and slender building like 

Lissamota (Gazetteer Site No. 132) is similar on external viewing to Ballincollig, Co 

Cork (McCullough and Mulvin 1987, 38-9), yet it has a floor plan unique to itself. Both 

of these buildings must still be considered alongside the conventional Irish Gothic 

buildings of Group 1 as examples of the diversity in form which is evident among the 

tower houses in the country.

The variation of tower house form, however, is not restricted to Co Limerick. Group 5 

in the County Tipperary Typological Corpus Inventory (see Appendix 6 in Volume 2) 

contains buildings where little can be said concerning floor plans since the castles 

have suffered from stone robbing or collapse (eg: Kilfeale, T50 or Knockgraffon, T53)
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or they have been closed to viewing (eg: Castlelough, T26). However, the tower houses 

at Ardmayle/Castle Moyle (T2) and Lackeen (T56) have floor plans unlike those 

viewed at the other 72 buildings visited elsewhere in Co Tipperary. They are also 

unique when compared to the floor plans of Co Limerick tower houses. Redwood (T67) 

- and perhaps also Drominagh (T39) - is a building with similar floor plan to the 

gatehouse tower houses of Co Down (Jope 1966, 120-1; 124) and the corner-towered 

castles like Bunratty, Co Clare (Leask 1951, 116-7) and some tower houses in the Pale 

(Davin 1982, 41-3).

5.14 GROUP 6: TOWER HOUSES STILL INHABITED

Group 6 of the inventory contains three tower houses which were still in use as 

residences in 1991. T h e  Turret' (Gazetteer Site No. 157) is a flanker which was 

incorporated into the construction of a house in the 17th century. The floor plans at

Castle Matrix (Gazetteer Site No. 57) and Castle Garde (Gazetteer Site No. 54) are

discussed in the gazetteer entries (see Volume 2). Both buildings have been renovated 

with large windows inserted into their original fabric (see Photographs 21 and 23) 

and detailed surveys could not be carried out since the buildings are fully furnished 

and in use as homes. However, Castle Matrix may have belonged to Group 1, Type E 

although the evidence is not conclusive and the building may have had a unique 

floor plan. If the spiral staircase and doorway marked as 'b' on Plan 20a (see Vol 2) of 

Castle Garde are original medieval features (as they probably are), then this building 

also exhibited a unique floor plan.

5.15 GROUPS 7, 8, 9 AND 10

As was stated in the introduction to this chapter, the creation of some typological

groupings can only be considered as an attempt by the present author to place every

site listed in the gazetteer (see Volume 2) within the framework of a typological

grouping. This is the case with those sites which are listed in the Typological Corpus

Inventory under Groups 7 to 10. All the sites listed in Groups 7, 8 and 10 are of known

location (hence their inclusion in the gazetteer) but the buildings themselves have

been either demolished or severely damaged, or have had parts of their fabric 

incorporated into the structure of a later building or have had their location reused 

as the site for a later building. Group 7 consists of the four sites in the county where 

the tower house or castle has been demolished but remnants of the accompanying 

bawn have survived. Group 8 comprises eighteen sites of castles which have been 

either reused as the location for a later building, or have had parts of the tower 

house incorporated into a later building. Group 9 contains eighteen of the county's 

non-tower house structures, ranging from the motte at Brittas to the major castle 

complexes at Adare, Askeaton, Carrigogunnell, Castleconnell, King John's Castle in
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the city and Newcastle West. There are 86 totally demolished or severely damaged 

tower houses or castles in the county and these are listed under Group 10. The 

remainder of this chapter now turns to a review of the evidence for a particular type 

of construction technique identified at a number of surviving tower houses in the 

c o u n t y .

5.16 TWO-SECTION TOWER HOUSES

Salter (1993, 16) focused attention on a neglected aspect of tower house architecture:

'Some towers in Limerick, Clare, and Galway have clear indications that the thick end 
wall containing the staircase and small chambers was partially or wholly erected 
before the main body. The joins can be clearly seen at Ballinalacken, Seefin, and 
Bourchiers. At Mannin and Cratloekeel the main body was either never added or has 
been entirely dismantled to provide materials for the much later and slighter farm
buildings now adjoining. At Leamaneh an L-planned stronghouse was later added 
instead of the intended more modestly sized main body'.

The actual number of definite two-section tower houses in Co Limerick is low with 

only six examples identified during research. However, there may be some others in 

existence, but damage to walls and overgrowth on external wall faces prevents their 

recognition. One example of this may be the castle of Carrigareely (Gazetteer Site No. 

47). Bourchier's Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 35: Photograph 14), mentioned in passing 

by Salter (1993, 16), is an example where the two-section tower house has survived 

without later alterations. This building displays the classic form of the genre. The 

spiral staircase/subsidiary chamber one-third of the castle is built in a unit with its 

own corner quoins and bonded into the two-thirds accommodating the main chamber 

of the building with 'through stones' (Grene Barry 1903, 197) or projecting stone 

slabs. From the evidence displayed at Ballinveala (Gazetteer Site No. 13; see 

Photograph 5) there were nine sets of these stone slabs projecting from the 

surviving spiral staircase/subsidiary chamber section, rising up layer by layer from 

ground to fourth floor level. Both of the sections were constructed on the same base 

b a tte red  foundation .

At Fantstown (Gazetteer Site No. 88) there was another example of this type of 

building technique in use; however, the castle here has been renovated (probably in 

the 16th century) and the original floor levels above first floor level replaced. The 

floor plan of this castle was different to that of Bourchier's Castle (the former

belongs to Typological Corpus Group 1, Type B, while the latter is Group 1, Type A),

which suggests that the principle of the two-section tower house was not restricted to 

any one plan type. At Rockstown (Gazetteer Site No. 156) there is a clear two-section 

break between the subsidiary chamber/spiral staircase one-third of the building and
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the main chamber which rises up the west wall of the castle. However, no such break 

could be seen on the corresponding east wall. O'Donovan's description of Lickadoon 

(O'Donovan 1840, Vol 2, 53: see Gazetteer Site No. 129) suggests that this building was 

also a two-section tower house.

Ballinveala has been previously noted, and the final castle belonging to the genre is 

Tullovin (Gazetteer Site No. 173; see Photograph 58). Both of these castles - like 

Mannin and Cratloekeel (Salter 1993, 16) - are examples where the main chamber 

two-thirds of the building have been removed, leaving the spiral 

sta ircase/subsid iary  chamber one-third free standing. Ballinveala  is of immense 

importance since no later structure was added to the west wall face and, as mentioned 

above, the means by which the two sections of the building were bonded together has 

survived. At Tullovin, however, a later building was constructed against the west wall 

face. The roof raggle line where the pitched roof of this later building lay up against 

the old tower house remains is still visible. The process of constructing this new 

wing damaged the 'through stones'. The later wing of the castle was in turn 

demolished, with the result that the spiral staircase/subsidiary chamber section is 

now a free standing structure like Ballinveala.

If we move outside the boundaries of Co Limerick and turn our attention to Co Clare, 

some interesting information can be recovered from two sites. Salter (1993, 16)

m entioned Lemaneagh in his commentary. Like Tullovin, a later wing was added in

1643 (W estropp 1900, 404) to the earlier 15th-century spiral staircase/subsidiary

chamber section of a two-section tower house. Although a famous site, little 

emphasise has been made of the fact that it is only a section of the earlier tower 

house that was incorporated into the later building programme (see W estropp 1900, 

403-406; Harbison 1970, 45-46; de Breffny 1977, 160-61; Bence Jones 1990, 183-84). 

Obviously, it made sense to the builders or planners engaged in constructing the new

wings at both Tullovin and Lemaneagh to keep the pre-existing spiral staircase areas 

and incorporate them into their own buildings since this was a way of reducing their 

costs; why spend money constructing a new staircase, probably of wood, when there 

was already a perfectly good stone staircase already in existence? All that was needed 

was for the old main chamber wing to be demolished. The nature of the construction 

technique used in the building of a two-section tower house would have meant that 

the old main chamber block could be demolished without serious damage being done 

to the spiral staircase/subsidiary chamber section - a fact that those in charge at 

Tullovin and Lemaneagh seem to have recognised.
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At Ballinalackan, Co Clare the entire two section tower house has survived. It may 

have been the case that Bourchier's Castle had a similar roofing design as that at 

Ballinalackan (see Vol 2, Illustration 2.6), but since the original parapet/roof area at

the former site has been renovated this is only supposition. Dineley's sketch (see

Volume 2, Illustration 2.6 and also Illustration 1.1 in this volume) may have attempted

to illustrate two separate roofs over the two sections of the castle, or it may simply 

record a spiral staircase/subsidiary chamber section that rose a further storey above 

the rest of the building. While the illustration suggests the roofing arrangements

that were possibly used in two-section tower houses, this form of parapet/roof design 

was not exclusively used at two-section tower houses alone; it is found also at 

Rathmore (Gazetteer Site No. 151) and the corner-towered site of Ballingarry 

(Gazetteer Site No. 11).

The benefits of using this form of construction technique is not clear. In 1903 Grene 

Barry (1903, 197) asked the rhetorical question 'why were these keeps of the 15th 

century built in this way?'. In reply, he suggested that it was a defensive measure

whereby a garrison could continue to fight on against an enemy even if they ceded 

the ground floor to their opponent. The thick vaults over the ground floor would

prevent fire from reaching the upper regions of the building, while the added

strength of the dividing wall between the two sections would prevent the enemy 

from being able to burrow through the walls and make their way into the vital spiral

staircase, 'and the tower being quite independent of the rest of the structure, and a

storey higher than it, would be likely to escape when the rest of the structure was

destroyed' ( ib id ., 197). This hypotheses, however, supposes that the tower house was 

to be subjected to a serious, prolonged attack by a determined enemy. From studies 

carried out on the nature of warfare in late medieval Ireland it would appear that the

short surprise raid was favoured by combatants (Simms 1975; Frame 1984; Lucas 

1989). It was not until the Desmond Rebellion of the late 16th century and the wars of 

the 17th century that tower houses in general faced concerted attacks by a well

organised and equipped foe. A second possibility is that the two-section tower houses

were designed to absorb stress in the infra-structure of the building. If the land on

which a castle was built was not well compacted, then even limited subsidence would 

produce cracks in the walls. However, this theory does not acknowledge the fact that 

the horizontal stone courses and inner rubble fill of medieval walls can absorb stress

much more readily than the concrete buildings of the modern period (McNeill 1991, 

pers comm).

Finally, it may have been the case that the building was constructed over a time 

period of a few years. Finances may have been directed towards building the spiral
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s ta ircase/subsidiary chamber section in one seasons work. Provision would have 

been made for integration of this section with the remaining section yet to be built,

in the form of the rows of protruding stone slabs that can be seen at Ballinveala.

Such an arrangement would also mean that the owners of the partly-built tower 

house would have some nature of defence between building seasons. Sites such as

Ballinveala, Tullovin and Lemaneagh may never have been completed as intended.

The blocking of doorways opening onto the east wall of Ballinveala may have been 

an attempt to render defensive an unfinished tower house, while Tullovin and 

Lemaneagh had their main chamber wings added to them at a much later date. Such a

view is in agreement with Samuels (1984, 61) who wrote that 'tower houses seem to

have been built slowly according to the money available'.

5.17 CONCLUSIONS

This chapter has attempted to divide the corpus of tower houses in Co Limerick into 

groupings based on typological classification. While it is to be admitted that this 

might be perceived as a somewhat subjective exercise, with some of the resultant 

groupings of limited value (see Groups 7 to 10) to typological discussions, the chapter

has clearly identified that there is a definite group of tower houses in the county 

(Group 1) which display similar Irish Gothic architecture and whose corpus members 

can be further divided up into a series of five sub-divisions (Types A to E) based on 

the location of the entrance lobby at ground floor level in the floor plans recorded in

the buildings. Each sub-division contains a number of tower houses, each displaying

the sub-division's ascribed type of floor plan. When the locations of all the Group 1

tower houses was plotted on a map (Map 1.7) it was tentatively noted that each of 

Group l 's  five sub-divisions were distributed in their own particular specific area in 

the Limerick landscape. This point shall be discussed further in Chapter 9.

The chapter also focused on the wide variety of different types of buildings within 

the county's tower house population. Tower houses with turrets or side towers are a 

relatively rare phenomenon in Limerick, but the few that do exist were highlighted

for discussion, as too were those buildings which exhibit irregular floor plans. This 

group of buildings includes the county's only example of a round tower house and a

detailed investigation of this building type was offered. The county also has a number 

of tower houses which belong to the last phase of the building tradition, when new 

architectural features and construction forms had been introduced to the industry. 

Eight examples of these later tower houses were identified and their collective 

anatomy was discussed. The chapter ends with the two-section tower houses, a small 

group of buildings in the county and elsewhere in Ireland where a unique type of 

construction technique was employed during the erection of the castles.
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CHAPTER SIX: AN ARCHITECTURAL STUDY OF THE TOWER HOUSES 
OF COUNTY LIMERICK

6.1 INTRODUCTION

The following chapter does not consist of a check list of every architectural feature 

at every tower house in Co Limerick. It is, rather, a study of the variety of types of 

architectural features found at tower houses in the county, illustrated by use of 

representative examples. Examples where the architectural details stray from the 

conventional are also presented. For information on how individual tower houses 

functioned as self-contained units the reader is referred to the gazetteer of sites 

included in Volume 2 of the thesis. 1

6.2 TOWER HOUSE DIMENSIONS AND THEIR SOCIAL RELEVANCE

The gazetteer and accompanying floor plans (see Volume 2) provide a record of the 

internal dimensions for all surviving tower houses in the county. The floor plans 

show that the dimensions of no two buildings are identical and that the buildings are 

either larger or smaller when compared with each other. However, while it is 

apparent there is a variety of different sized buildings in the county it is possible to 

divide the buildings into three very loose categories based on the external

dimensions of their floor plans. At the top of the range is a group of large tower

houses including Lisnacullia (Gazetteer Site No. 131 - Ground floor 19.50 m long, 

including turret, by 9.75 m wide), Newcastle Clanwilliam (Gazetteer Site No. 142 - 

Ground floor over 19 m long by 10.20 m wide), Kilfinny (Gazetteer Site No. 116 - 

Ground floor 16.50 m long by 8.85 m wide), Ballinahinch (Gazetteer Site No. 7 - Ground 

floor 16.10 m long by 10.40 m wide), Bourchier's Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 35 - Ground

floor 15.40 m long by 10.85 m wide), Dunnaman (Gazetteer Site No. 84 - Ground floor

14.85 m long by 10.20 m wide), Kilduff (Gazetteer Site No. 114 - Ground floor 

approximately 14.50 m long by 11 m wide), Gortnetubbrid (Gazetteer Site No. 105 - 

Ground floor 14.30 m long by 9.90 m wide), Ballingarry (Gazetteer Site No. 11 - Ground 

floor 14.20 m long, including turret, by 8.75 m wide), Garraunboy (Gazetteer Site No.

97 - Ground floor 14.15 m long by 9.40 m wide), Fantstown (Gazetteer Site No. 88 - 

Ground floor 13.75 m long by 9.40 m wide), Rockstown (Gazetteer Site No. 156 - Ground 

floor 13 m long by 9.15 m wide) and Ballyallinan (Gazetteer Site No. 14 - Ground floor

13 m long by 8.90 m wide).

The last few examples listed are approaching the (admittedly arbitary) cross-over 

point between what can be perceived as the corpus of large tower houses and what 

appears to be a range of medium sized buildings which includes Ballyvoghan 

(Gazetteer Site No. 29 - Ground floor including turret 12.80 m long by 11.90 m wide),
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Cappagh (Gazetteer Site No. 45 - Ground floor 12.65 m long), Portrinard (Gazetteer Site 

No. 145 - 12.60 m long by 9.40 m wide), Castle Hewson (Gazetteer Site No. 55 - 12 m long 

by 8.75 m wide), Shanpallas (Gazetteer Site No. 163 - Ground floor 12 m long by 8.60 m 

wide), Oola (Gazetteer Site No. 144 - Ground floor 11.80 long by 9.40 m wide),

Ballybricken (Gazetteer Site No. 15 - Ground floor 11.45 m long by 8.85 m wide),

Knocklong (Gazetteer Site No. 124 - 11.25 m long by 9.35 m wide), Bulgaden Eady 

(Gazetteer Site No. 40 - Ground floor 11.25 m long by 9.55 m wide), Carrigareely 

(Gazetteer Site No. 47 - Ground floor 11.10 m long by 8.70 m wide), Rathmore 

(Gazetteer Site No. 151 - Ground floor 11 m long by 9.10 m wide), Knockainey 

(Gazetteer Site No. 122 - Ground floor 11 m long by 8.40 m wide), Ballyegnybeg 

(Gazetteer Site No. 19 - Ground floor 10.75 m long by 8.75 m wide), Ballyguilleataggle

(Gazetteer Site No. 22 - Ground floor 10.85 m long by 8.40 m wide), Kilbeheney

(Gazetteer Site No. I l l  - Ground floor 10.50 m long by 9.40 m wide), Caherelly West

(Gazetteer Site No. 43 - Ground floor 10.40 long by 7.80 m wide), and Beagh (Gazetteer

Site No. 32 - Ground floor 10.20 m long by 8.60 m wide)

At the bottom of the range are a number of very small tower houses, including 

Woodstock (Gazetteer Site No. 176 - Ground floor 8.90 m long by 8.05 m wide), Dysert 

(Gazetteer Site No. 85 - Ground floor original external dimensions 8.90 m long by 5.95 

m wide), Rathnasaer (Gazetteer Site No. 152 - Ground floor 8.85 m long by 7.40 m 

wide), Lissamota (Gazetteer Site No. 132 - Ground floor 8.80 m long by 6.85 m wide), 

Amoganmore (Gazetteer Site No. 1 - Ground floor 8.65 m long by 6.75 m wide) and

Williamstown (Gazetteer Site No. 175 - Ground floor 8.35 m long by 7.20 m wide).

However, the question must be asked, what can this assembled information really tell

us about the Limerick tower houses?

It comes as no surprise that Bourchier's Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 35), the Earl of 

Desmond's tower house at Lough Gur, is among the largest in the county with 

external ground floor dimensions 15.40 m long by 10.85 m wide. This might suggest 

that a large building reflects the economic and social power of its owner. However, a 

few points must be borne in mind. First, any concept that the size of a tower house as 

an indication of the status of its owner within medieval society must be tempered

with the acknowledgement that the real forces of power in the medieval county, the

great magnates such as the Earl of Desmond, were living in large castle complexes 

like Carrigogunnell, Newcastle West and Askeaton, and not in tower houses. The 

county is also lacking buildings like Redwood, Co Tipperary and Bunratty, Co Clare or 

examples of 16th century and 17th century fortified mansions, such as Monkstown in 

Co Cork or Burntcourt in Co Tipperary
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Second, our concepts of what constitutes an impressive or unimpressive tower house 

cannot really be decided on the single issue of a building's size. The quality of the 

architectural details incorporated into the building is of equal importance. The 

architectural details of the medium sized tower house at Caherelly West are much 

more impressive than those found at the larger castle at Kilfinny. Perhaps Caherelly 

West was actually the more expensive and prestigious building of the two.

Ballinahinch (Gazetteer Site No. 7 - Ground floor 16.10 m long by 10.45 m wide) is a 

larger building than Ballygrennan (Gazetteer Site No. 21 - Ground floor 13.75 m long 

by 7.80 m wide), yet both buildings have equally impressive architectural details. Can 

we really say that one was a more prestigeous building than the other based on its 

dimensions alone? Even the small tower houses have their advantages. A compact 

building like Lissamota with a floor plan which puts to good use all available internal 

space may be just as preferable a building to live in as a larger structure. For 

example, it may prove to be an easier building to heat. It is also evident that the size

of a tower house has no bearing on the type of floor plan utilised by its builders. For

example, Amoganmore is a smaller building than Castle Hewson, yet both belong to

Typological Corpus Group 1 Type D (see Chapter 5 and Appendix 4) while there is also

a difference in scale between Ballyguilleataggle and Rathnasaer, yet both belong to 

Typological Corpus Group 1 Type E.

6.3 BASE BATTER

The external wall faces of the majority of tower houses in Co Limerick and at those 

buildings visited in Co Tipperary (see Appendix 6 in Volume 2) have a base batter at 

ground floor level. The base batter may have been designed to provide the building 

with strong foundations to support the weight of the upper floor levels above. The 

height of the base batter varies from building to building, from Amoganmore 

(Gazetteer Site No. 1: 2.10 m high) and Ballyallinan (Gazetteer Site No. 14: 2.30 m high) 

to Castle Mahon (Gazetteer Site No. 56: 1 m to 1.50 m high) and Castle Troy (Gazetteer 

Site No. 62: 1.50 m high). At some buildings the base batter can be very slight and 

prolonged, such as Ballinveala (Gazetteer Site No. 13), while at Kilduff (Gazetteer Site 

No. 114), a building which belongs to the last phase of the tower house construction 

industry, there is no base batter as such, but the entire walls are battered and taper 

upwards. At Newcastle Clanwilliam (Gazetteer Site No. 142), a building with a 

comparable late date, the building's thin walls are not battered. Base batter could also 

be added to a pre-standing building which lacked this feature, as occurred at Dysert 

(Gazetteer Site No. 85) were a base batter of masonry between 75 to 85 cm thick was 

added to the ground floor external wall faces on three sides. Beagh (Gazetteer Site No. 

32) is an example of a tower house which does not have base battered walls. At some 

sites the base batter was restricted to specific sections of the building. At Court
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(Gazetteer Site No. 70) only the east wall had a base batter, while at Shanpallas

(Gazetteer Site No. 163) both of the long walls had base batter, but it was not present
on either of the end walls.

6.4 WALL THICKNESS AT GROUND FLOOR LEVEL

Since they are required to support the upper levels of the building and also any 

mural passages which might be incorporated into the upper floor plans, it is not 

surprising that the ground floor walls of the tower houses are thick, although this

factor is somewhat determined by the floor plan of a particular building. For

exam ple, the end walls which contain the entrance lobby/subsidiary  chamber/spiral 

staircase at ground floor level in Typological Corpus Group 1, Type A tower houses 

(eg. Bourchier s Castle, Gazetteer Site No. 35), Type B tower houses (eg: Fantstown, 

Gazetteer Site No. 88) or Type E tower houses (eg: Ballyguilleataggle, Gazetteer Site No. 

22) have front walls which are thinner than the side walls or back end walls. For 

example, at its thickest point the front wall (in this case the east wall) in the ground 

floor subsidiary chamber at Bourchier's Castle is 1.30 m thick, including base batter, 

while the long northern side wall is 2.45 m thick, including base batter, and the west 

end wall 1.90 m thick, including base batter. At Fantstown the thickest point in the 

front (east) wall at ground floor level in the subsidiary chamber is 1.25 m thick, 

including base batter, while the northern side wall is 2 m thick, including base 

batter, and the west end wall is also 2 m thick, including base batter. At 

Ballyguilleataggle the front (east) wall at ground floor level on the wall stair is 1 m 

thick, including base batter; the northern side wall is 1.90 m thick, including base 

batter, and the west end wall is 1.85 m thick, including base batter. The fact that the 

end walls contain ing the spiral staircase/entrance lobby/subsidiary  cham ber at 

these tower houses have thinner walls than at other points in the building's 

perim eter might leave these walls weaker and more prone to destruction. This might 

explain why buildings such as Ballybricken (Gazetteer Site No. 15), Garraunboy 

(Gazetteer Site No. 97) and Cragg (Appendix 6, T34) have had their front end walls 
r e m o v e d .

At Beagh, a Typological Corpus Group 1, Type C tower house (Gazetteer Site No. 32) the 

floor plan does not have a subsidiary chamber in the front end wall of the building. 

The ground floor walls do not have base batter but the walls are very thick, with the 

northern side wall 2.20 m thick, the southern side wall 2.40 m thick, the western end 

wall 2.15 m thick and the front end wall containing the entrance 2.40 m thick. At 

Castle Hewson, a Typological Corpus Group 1, Type D tower house (Gazetteer Site No.

55) the entrance is located in the south side wall and a subsidiary chamber is not 

incorporated into the building's floor plan. The ground floor south wall containing

141



the wall stair is 2.10 m thick, while the northern side wall is 1.85 m thick, the east end 

wall is 2.10 m thick and the west end wall is 2 m thick (all measurements include base 

batter). Evidently the presence of the mural staircase required the south wall to be 

thicker than those walls which only contained embrasures and small mural 

chambers, since this would help to counter any weakness created by its location in 
the wall thickness.

6.5 NICHES

A few tower houses have a niche placed directly over the doorway into the building.

It is probable that the niche once held either an heraldic emblem or a date stone with 

an inscription, perhaps similar in content to the example recorded on a stone now set 

in the archway of the stables at 18th-century Glin Castle (see Gazetteer Site No. 103). 

Niches are found above the original entrance to the tower house at Ballinahinch 

(Gazetteer Site No. 7), above the entrance to the stair tower extension at Clonshire 

(Gazetteer Site No. 67) and at Oola (Gazetteer Site No. 144). There was also a niche 

above the doorway at Shanballyduff (Appendix 6, T69).

6.6 DOORWAYS

The ubiquitous form of doorway identified at the entrances to tower houses is the 

arched doorway. A variety of forms of lintel construction were noted and Illustration

1.10 depicts five identified types. The most common was the two-voussoir arched 

doorway, followed by the four-voussoir type, all the voussoirs being close fitted and 

matching. The doorway at Carrigareely (Gazetteer Site No. 47) is a curious affair, for 

its arch is made up of three voussoirs, the apex comprising of a single arched 

voussoir. The jambs can also be made up of one, two or even more close fitting pieces. 

The door frame at the entrance to many tower houses has been peck decorated (see 

Illustration 2.15 in Volume 2). Peck decorated arched doorways are to be found at 

many sites including Amoganmore (Gazetteer Site No. 1), Ballyegnybeg (Gazetteer 

Site No. 19), Castle Hewson (Gazetteer Site No. 55), Knockainey (Gazetteer Site No. 122) 

and Oola (Gazetteer Site No. 144). The peck decorated arched doorway at Ballyvorneen 

(Gazetteer Site No. 30) was the crucial piece of evidence which helped to identify that 

the lower section of a tower house had been used as the foundations for a later 

farmhouse. Decoration can also be more flamboyant; at Dunnaman (Gazetteer Site No. 

84) the jambs have been peck decorated to produce a 'chess-board' pattern (see Vol 2, 
Pho tog raph  28).

A variation in form to the arched doorway is the semi-circular arched doorway, as 

recorded at Ballinveala (Gazetteer Site No. 13), Fannings Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 86) 

and Ireton's Castle (Appendix 6, T47); however, the internal doorways at Ballinveala
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are arched in form, and not semi-circular arched. The entrance to Ballingarry 

(Gazetteer Site No. 11) does not have a stone doorframe but rather it has an arch made 

up of segments of cut sandstone. The doorway into Beagh (Gazetteer Site No. 32) does 

not have a peck decorated frame made up of jamb and lintel voussoirs; the frame 

comprises of numerous updressed stones which act as the jambs, with a relieving 

arch set over the doorway (see Vol 2, Photograph 11).

Doorways can also have flat lintels, though this is usually an internal feature 

recorded, for example, at the doorway leading into the ground floor wall stair lobby

at Amoganmore (Gazetteer Site No. 1), the doorway into the second floor main

chamber at Ballingarry (Gazetteer Site No. 11), the doorway into the first floor mural 

recess over the entrance lobby at Ballyegnybeg (Gazetteer Site No. 19) and the 

doorway into the corner tower latrine at first floor level in Ballyvoghan (Gazetteer

Site No. 29). However, it is more usually the case that the internal doorways are of the 

arched variety: for example the doorways on the spiral staircases in Ballyallinan 

(Gazetteer Site No. 14), Carrigareely (Gazetteer Site No. 47), Rathurd (Gazetteer Site No. 

153) and Rockstown (Gazetteer Site No. 156). The south-east front containing the 

entrance area at Garraunboy (Gazetteer Site No. 97) has been demolished but

Photograph 31 shows that the doorways on the stairwell inside the building are peck

decorated and arched. Another type of doorway is recorded in the historical

documentation (see O'Donovan 1840, Vol 2, 36-7) which reports the presence of a

tapering quadrangular doorway at the entrance to the demolished castle at Bruff 

(Gazetteer Site No. 38), but no similar example was recorded among the surviving 

tower houses in the county.

6.7 BOX MACHICOLATIONS

The doorway was the point in the perimeter of a tower house which was most 

vulnerable to attack. If an aggressor managed to break through the door then the

entire building could be lost to the attacker. It is of no surprise, therefore, that the

area around the doorway was provided with a number of defensive features. Box

m achicolations are small, square, stone-built galleries set on corbels which project 

outwards over the entrance area below and have openings in their floor through 

which missiles could be dropped on the heads of assailants. The remnants of box 

machicolations survive at Rockstown (Gazetteer Site No. 156), Tullovin (Gazetteer Site 

No. 173) and Carrigareely (Gazetteer Site No. 47), but they are a rare feature in the 

county. This may, however, be due more to the fact that the parapet levels at 

Limerick tower houses have, in general, been poorly preserved (ie: the level of 

survival for box machicolations as well as other parapet features is low) rather than 

taken as evidence to suggest that the feature was never commonly adopted. Some
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form of hooded defensive structure projecting from the wall face at first floor level 

overlooks the doorway at Castle Troy (Gazetteer Site No. 62). While the county does not 

have any examples of continuous machicolations (as found at Blarney, Co Cork),

Castle Troy also has a series of five machicolation corbels along the south-east/south 

corner at parapet level, positioned to cover the area to the west of the entrance at 

ground floor below.

6.8 YETTS

A second architectural feature designed to provide the doorway with protection was 

the yett. As will be seen below, the yett has been a neglected feature in most previous 

research on tower houses. For this reason a detailed discussion is presented here. The 

presence of a guide hole and funnel in the jamb of a doorway leading into a tower 

house is the most obvious evidence for a yett. A yett is a 'hinged, cross barred 

wrought iron gate' (Tabraham 1986, 23) set at the outside of the doorway into a tower 

house to protect the inner wooden door from attack. The yett is hinged on the outer

rebate of the stone doorway, on iron hinges secured into either one of the jambs. It

closes into the external rebate and is shut fast by means of a chain which passes

through a guide hole in the corresponding jamb, and then via an angled funnel into 

the interior of the tower house where the chain is tied firmly into position. Wood

could be fixed between the bars of the iron grill, in effect forming a double door at

the entrance, as was the case at Naworth Castle, Cumberland (Pound 1990, 289).

The yett could withstand an attack using battering rams and even if it were set on 

fire or a hole axed through its wooden parts, the interior door still had to be dealt 

with and the iron frame would still be in place, preventing entry to an attacker. The 

yett is a well known defensive feature in Scotland, with surviving examples at

Blackness [Central] and Greenknowe [Borders] (Tabraham 1986, 23). There is only one 

known surviving example in Ireland, at Ballea, Co Cork (Waterman 1961, Plate 31). 

However, while the iron grilles at Irish tower houses may have been removed, 

sufficient architectural features often survive at doorways to indicate whether or not 

a yett had once been in position.

Leask (1951) does not mention yetts in his general account but elsewhere, in his

article on Derryhivenny Castle, Co Galway (Leask 1938-9, 75), he states that there

were 'musket loops at the apex of the arch and in both jambs of the door, flanking it 

from above and from each side'. In another article (Leask 1945-6, 33) he states that 

'musket loops at the apex of the arch and in the angles of the jambs are common. 

Sometimes there is provision for an external grill or grate, opening outwards, a 

defence additional to the timber door within'. While he was, therefore, aware of the
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existence of yetts, it would appear that he mistook the guide holes and angled funnels 

for hand-gun defences, although he may have been correct about the function of the 

apex aperture .

In recent years there has been a small number of brief reports published which 

have been concerned with this aspect of defensive architecture at tower houses in 

Ireland. Moore (1989, 39) reported seven sites in Co Wexford where evidence for yetts 

was encountered during fieldwork. His assertion, however, that yetts were 

'comparatively rare in the rest of the country' has since been undermined. Higgins 

published two articles on yetts at tower houses in Co Galway (Higgins 1989, 17-18:

1991, 4-5), with some examples from Counties Tipperary, Offaly and Clare also 

included in his work. The Archaeological Survey of Countv Down (Jope 1966, 238 & 

241) had identified examples at Narrow Water and Kirkistown and an example was 

recorded at Termon McGrath, Co Donegal (Lacy 1983, 351). An article was also 

published by the present author which identified 15 definite cases in Co Limerick

where a yett was present at a tower house and three cases where there was 

documentary evidence for a yett (Donnelly 1991, 10-11). The yett was a defensive 

feature not restricted to any particular region of Ireland, but was part of a set of 

(albeit more visible) features such as machicolations, murder holes and tourelles 

used to defend the home against intruders.

Indeed, while the technology for closing a yett is the same as elsewhere in Ireland, 

the evidence from Limerick points to a regional variation of the type hoped for by

Higgins (1989, 17). He had noted in Co Galway a preference for the guide hole and 

funnel to be located in the right hand jamb of the doorway (as viewed from outside 

the building) while the hinge slots were set in the left hand jamb. The reverse is the 

case in Co Wexford (Moore 1989, 39) and this is also true for Limerick where 14 of the 

15 buildings had guide holes piercing the left hand jamb (Donnelly 1991, 10).

In Limerick, like Galway, the guide hole is cut between two voussoirs of the

segmental door jamb and never directly through a single jamb voussoir (Higgins

1989, 17). Three different variations of guide hole design were identified in Co 

Limerick (see Illustration 1.10). 'Type A' was a U-shaped groove, cut into the top 

surface of the lower jamb piece (there are four examples). In 'Type C' an inverted U- 

shaped groove is cut into the bottom surface of the upper jamb piece (there were 

three examples which displayed this form). 'Type B' is a combination of the previous 

two types, with a U-shaped groove cut in the top surface of the lower jamb piece and 

a corresponding inverted U-shaped groove cut into the bottom surface of the upper 

jam b piece, both combining to form an oval shaped guide hole. This type of guide
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GUIDE HOLES 
a: U -  Shaped b: Ovai Shaped c: Inverted U -  Shape

eg: Ballygrennan, Lissamota, 
Bourchier's Castle.

eg: Clonshire, Tullovin, 
Knockainy.

eg: Ballinveala, Dunnaman, 
Oola, Rathnasaer.

ARCHED DOORWAYS (including apex apertures)

eg: Amoganmore, Dunnaman, eg: Carrigareeiy
Oola, Rathnasaer,
Knockainy.

eg: Tullovin eg: Ballinveala, Bourchier's Castle, 
Clonshire

eg: Lissamota
I l lu s tra tio n  1.10 Examples of the types of guide holes and arched

Limerick.



hole was found at three sites. At the remaining five sites in the corpus evidence for

the type of guide hole in use did not survive. In all cases the guide hole was located in

the corner of the doorway's external rebate.

At Shanballyduff, Co Tipperary (Appendix 6, T69), there was a ring of corroded iron 

lining the mouth of the guide hole, set in a shallow rebate cut into the stone surface 

of the oval guide hole, suggesting that the guide hole had been lined with an iron 

hoop. At Dunnaman (Gazetteer Site No. 84) a similar rebate was noted at the mouth of 

the guide hole. There were no examples in Limerick of two guide holes in one door 

jamb (see Higgins 1991, 4), nor were there any cases of a guide hole in each jamb of a 

doorway. Iron hinges (used to hang the yett) are found in the door jamb which does 

not contain the guide hole (see Photograph 15). In most cases the yett was hung on 

two hinges, but at Dunnaman (Gazetteer Site No. 84) and Tullovin (Gazetteer Site No. 

173) the slots for three hinges were present in the north jamb.

The hinge slots were present in the join between two jamb voussoirs. The hinge 

would have been placed in the slot at the time when the doorway was being

constructed. It is evident that the decision to include a yett at a doorway had to be

adopted into the plan of construction prior to work commencing; there is no 

evidence in Limerick of yetts being added as additions to earlier structures. At 

Rockstown (Gazetteer Site No. 156) a corroded lump of metal lodged in the remnants of 

the east jam b is all that survives of a hinge. At Tullovin, all three hinge slots

contained traces of iron hinges.

6.9 APEX APERTURES

In Co Galway 'not many of the ... castles with yett holes in the jambs of their doorways

have the hole at the apex of the arch as well' (Higgins 1989, 17), but in Limerick

there were seven definite combinations of the two features. The arches at a further

four sites were destroyed and it cannot be stated if the entrances had or had not been

provisioned with apex apertures, but there are only four sites with positive evidence

that they did not have apex apertures (see Table 1.5). The apex aperture was located in

the corner of the arched doorway's external rebate, usually at the point where two

voussoirs met. This again indicates a degree of pre-planning as to where or not to

include an apex aperture in the fabric at the doorway. In only one case, Carrigareely 

(Gazetteer Site No. 47), was the apex aperture cut directly through an arched 

doorway's voussoir (see Photograph 20), and in this case, as we have already seen, the

doorway's arched head comprised of a single carved voussoir.
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T able 1.5 Yetts at tower houses in County Limerick.

Y Evidence of a particular feature present.
D -  Evidence of a particular feature destroyed/unavailable 

~ No evidence of a particular feature present.

^ockstown 
Shanp alias

ullovin

EVIDENCE OF 
HINGE SLOTS

SITE NAME GUIDE HOLE 
IN L. H. S. 

JAMB

GUIDE HOLE 
IN R. H. S. 

JAMB

Amoganmore
Ballinveala
Ballygrennan
Bourchier's
Castle
Carrigareely
Clonshire
Dunnaman
rantstown

.^athnasaer

APEX 
APERTURE 
PRESENT

.’Cnockainey 
White Castle

issamota



The function of the apex aperture is not certain. While Leask (1938-9, 75) viewed all 

the doorway apertures at Derryhivenny, Co Galway as having been designed for use 

with hand-guns, Moore (1989, 39) proposed that the apex aperture was a guide hole 

for a (secondary) chain to further secure the yett. The apex apertures may have been 

shot holes, used to provide added defensive power to the vulnerable entrance area. 

That they are generally lacking in tower houses in Co Galway may suggest that they 

were not directly related to the working of a yett at a doorway. While apertures 

located in the jambs of a doorway can be readily associated with the hanging or 

closing of a yett, it is not clear how an apex aperture would assist in this action. If it 

were used as a guide hole for a secondary chain to secure the yett, then it would only 

be of direct use in prevention of attempts to prise the yett away from the top of the 

d o o rw a y .

Termon McGrath, Co Donegal, has a yett chain guide hole in the north jamb of the 

doorway. It also has an apex aperture, described as a gunloop 'served from the room 

above the entrance at first floor level' (Lacy 1983, 252). At the Limerick tower houses 

of Ballinveala (Gazetteer Site No. 13) and Tullovin (Gazetteer Site No. 173) - and also 

possibly Bourchier's Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 35) - a similar system was operated, 

with the apex apertures being served from a wall recess in the subsidiary chamber 

above the entrance lobby. At the other four (possibly five) sites the apex aperture - 

if it was for use as a shot hole - would have been operated from the entrance lobby 

and the field of vision would be restricted. However, even a gun fired with a limited 

view of where the enemy was outside a doorway could act as a deterrent since an 

attacker would not want to stand anywhere directly in front of the doorway lest a 

random shot proved fatal.

6.10 A RARE SURVIVAL: A WOODEN DOOR

Photograph 15 shows the wooden door at Bourchier's Castle. The door is certainly

centuries old and cut through the planking near the centre is an aperture. The

round hole may have been used in conjunction with the guide-hole and apex 

aperture to fasten the yett securely by means of chains. Alternatively, it is more 

probable that this was a shot hole through which an attacker could be fired at.

Perhaps if more wooden doors survived in situ at other tower houses it could be 

demonstrated that shot holes set in wooden doors was another common defensive 

feature at doorways.

6.11 ASSOMMOIRS

Higgins (1989, 18) has suggested that Caheravoley, Co Galway had a yett and a

portcullis slot as an 'additional defensive precaution'. In Co Limerick three tower
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houses had slots over the entrances - Dysert (Gazetteer Site No. 85), Fantstown 

(Gazetteer Site No. 88) and Williamstown (Gazetteer Site No. 175: see Photograph 59) - 

each operated from the subsidiary chamber at first floor level. At Fantstown there 

was evidence for a yett, hung on the south jamb and fastened by means of a guide 

hole and funnel in the north jamb. No vertical grooves could be traced at the sides of 

the slot at Fantstown - or at either of the other two tower houses - which might 

indicate where a portcullis was lowered and raised. It is, therefore, more probable 

that these are assommoirs. An assommoir is a cross between a murder hole and a box

machicolation in that it gives the defender the ability to despatch at close range any

attacker outside the building, while still remaining safely within the tower house. It

could also be used for extinguishing fires lighted at the wooden door. There is an

assommoir at the entrance to the Cromwellian citadel of Ireton's Castle, Co Tipperary 

(Appendix 6, T47) and an example of an assommoir in England can be found at 

Pengersick Castle, Cornwall (Pound 1990, 282, Illustration 11.3). At the entrance to 

Oola (Gazetteer Site No. 144: Photograph 47) the north-east voussoir of the two-piece 

arched doorway has been carved with a recess in the rebate to allow the yett to open 

outwards from the arched doorway unhindered.

6.12 DOCUMENTARY EVIDENCE FOR YETTS

The Desm ond Survey (McEnery, no date, f6, paragraph 391: f67, paragraph 644: f5, 

paragraph 388) records 'an iron door' at the entrance to Rathmore (Gazetteer Site No. 

151), another at Rathurd (Gazetteer Site No. 153) and a third example, at Bourchier's 

Castle. The original entrance area at Rathurd was altered when a farm house was 

built against the south/south-east side of the building and the doorway at Rathmore 

has been badly damaged. At Bourchier's Castle, however, the doorway survives in 

excellent condition (see Photograph 15) and there is definite physical evidence that 

there was a yett in place. The Civil Survey (Simington 1938, 246) also refers to 'a

Castle and an Iron Grate thereunto' at 'Garrlieasy'. The castle is included in

Westropp's survey as Garrynlease, Site No. 266 (Westropp 1906-7, 193-4), but this is 

the only documentary reference to a castle in this townland and Westropp thought it 

possible that this castle was confused with Kilfinnane, Site No. 265 in his survey. The 

entrance area of Kilfinane Castle is now destroyed (see Gazetteer Site No. 115). In T h e  

O rm ond Deeds (Curtis 1941, Vol 5, 22-3) there is a letter dated April 15th 1547, ordering 

the construction of a castle 'to be built on the land of Bretasse'. Amid the instructions 

it is stated that 'the neither gate of the castell' was to have 'a goode grate of iron'. It is

more than probable that this is a direct reference to a yett.
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6.13 A DISTRIBUTION MAP OF YETTS IN COUNTY LIMERICK

A distribution map was compiled by the present author to show the location of the 

tower houses which display evidence for yetts (Map 1.8). The map was published in 

1991 but neglected to include the possible documentary evidence for a yett at 

Kilfinnane. This has been rectified in the edition of the map presented here. The 

objective of the map was to check if any regional concentrations could be discerned. 

The tower houses that were included on the map (76 sites) all had surviving standing 

masonry, although at 27 sites the entrances had been destroyed. This corpus of 27

sites was included on the map since some of them may have had yetts - we will never

know. At a further 31 sites there was definite evidence that their intact doorways 

never had yetts. The 14 sites with surviving physical evidence for yetts are named in

the accompanying key for the map. Also included are the three sites with

documentary references suggesting that they were supplied with yetts. A separate

grouping was made for Bourchier's Castle since at this site the physical and

docum en tary  evidence  combined.

6.14 HANGING EYES AND PIVOT HOLES

Hanging eyes are stone blocks, carved with a hole located on the top inner side of a

doorway inside a tower house.

'These eyes are rather bulky pieces of stone, sometimes bevelled [see Photograph 60] 
and always pierced with a round hole. Into this the rounded top of the door stile was 
inserted and its other end, possibly shod with iron, had its bearing in the pivot hole 
below' (Leask 1951, 97).

The hanging eye can often be the only evidence remaining to identify where a

wooden door once hung. They can be crudely fashioned (see Photograph 61), like

examples at Ballyguilleataggle (Gazetteer Site No. 22) or Ballyvoghan (Gazetteer Site 

No. 29), but the more common example is very well carved and peck decorated (see 

Photograph 60), such as the examples found at Castle Troy (Gazetteer Site No. 62), 

Rathurd (Gazetteer Site No. 153), Rockstown (Gazetteer Site No. 156) and Ballyallinan 

(Gazetteer Site No. 14). At Ballinaveala (Gazetteer Site No. 13) there is a peck decorated 

and well carved hanging eye at ground floor level but the same building has crude 

examples located at doorways at first and upper floor levels. Leask (1951, 97) records a 

wooden hanging eye at Derryhivenny Castle 'shaped to enclose the head of. the door

stile and driven hard into a square hole in the masonry of the jamb'.

A second method used for hanging doors involved the use of pivot holes. These are 

small holes, the lower one of which is drilled into the doorstep with a matching 

upper hole drilled into the under-surface of the door lintel. The method used for
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hanging the door is much the same as that used with the hanging eye: the rounded

top of the door stile was inserted into the top hole, with the bottom of the stile placed 

in the lower hole. Examples where pivot holes are present include third floor, fourth 

floor and parapet level in the side tower at Ballingarry (Gazetteer Site No. 11), the 

entrance to the first floor chamber at Ballyegnybeg (Gazetteer Site No. 19), and first 

floor level in Rathmore (Gazetteer Site No. 151).

6.15 D RAW BAR CHANNELS

The second architectural feature associated with entrances and doorways in tower

houses is the draw bar channel.

'The use of sliding wooden draw-bars to secure gates or doors, which continues into 
modern times, has an even greater antiquity, dating back to prehistory' (Stell 1985, 
202).

The draw bar seems to have been the principal manner used for fastening shut a 

door. Located in the thickness of the wall to the internal side of a doorway, the sliding 

bolt of wood was housed in the channel when the door was open. When the occupants 

wished to close the door securely the wooden draw bar was drawn across the back of 

the door and the end of the beam was housed in a corresponding notch in the 

opposite side of the doorway. At sites where the fabric of the building has been stone 

robbed or demolished the identification of a draw bar channel may be the only 

architectural feature remaining which can indicate the location of a doorway. This 

was certainly the case at Kilfinny (Gazetteer Site No. 116), Finnitterstown (Gazetteer 

Site No. 92), Castle Troy (Gazetteer Site No. 62) and Tomdeely (Gazetteer Site No. 169).

6.16 ENTRANCE LOBBIES

The entrance lobby was the contact point with the immediate internal area of a tower 

house. At the Typological Corpus Group 1 Type A, B and E tower houses (see Appendix 

4 in Vol 2) the lobby was framed by the entrance to a subsidiary chamber on one side, 

the entrance to a spiral staircase on the other, and the doorway through to the main 

chamber directly in front. At Group 1 Type D tower houses do not have spiral

staircase but utilise wall stairs, while subsidiary chambers are lacking. However, the

entrance lobby still performed a similar function as at those sites which belong to 

Typological Corpus Group 1 Types A, B and E tower houses. At Group 1 Type E tower 

houses the lobby was located in the thickness of the end wall which contained the 

entrance; again the subsidiary chamber was lacking, but access to the spiral 

staircase was from the lobby.
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The lobbies at most sites had wickerwork centred vaults as roofs, as at Ballinahinch

(Gazetteer Site No. 7), Ballyegnybeg (Gazetteer Site No. 19), Ballyguilleataggle

(Gazetteer Site No. 22), Castle Hewson (Gazetteer Site No. 55), Dunnaman (Gazetteer Site 

No. 84) and Fantstown (Gazetteer Site No. 88). Even the crude little building at Court 

(Gazetteer Site No. 70) had a wickerwork centred vault roofing the lobby. Variations 

do, however, occur. At Bolane (Gazetteer Site No. 34) the entrance lobby appears not 

to have had a stone-built roof, but a roof formed from timber beams, while at Beagh

(Gazetteer Site No. 32) the roof of the lobby was centred on timber beams and not

wickerwork. The lobby in the stair tower at Clonshire (Gazetteer Site No. 67) is plank 

centred and the entrance lobby at Dysert (Gazetteer Site No. 85) is under a flat stone 

slab corbelled roof. Ballyvoghan (Gazetteer Site No. 29) is an example of a building 

where no entrance lobby was present.

6.17 MURDER HOLES

The doorways leading off from the lobby each had a draw bar channel on the other 

side so that a visitor could not proceed any further into the building without 

permission. The roof of the lobby could also contain a murder hole, a small square 

opening through which the residents of the tower house could throw missiles or fire

shot or arrows at intruders as they attempted to force their way further into the 

building. However, not all lobbies have murder holes; the feature is not present, for 

example, at Amoganmore (Gazetteer Site No. 1), Court (Gazetteer Site No. 70), 

Ballyguilleataggle (Gazetteer Site No. 22), Rockstown (Gazetteer Site No. 156) or 

Shanpallas (Gazetteer Site No. 163). Where murder holes are present they can be

operated from a number of locations. At Ballinveala (Gazetteer Site No. 13),

Bourchier's Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 35), Fantstown (Gazetteer Site No. 88),

Carrigareely (Gazetteer Site No. 47), Dunnaman (Gazetteer Site No. 84), Rathnasaer 

(Gazetteer Site No. 152), Rathurd (Gazetteer Site No. 153) and Glenquin (Gazetteer Site 

No. 102) they are served from the subsidiary chamber at first floor level in the 

building. The murder hole over the original entrance at Ballyallinan (Gazetteer Site 

No. 14) is served from a mural recess at first floor level, but there is a hole in the flat

stone slab corbelled roof of the mural recess, set directly above the first floor

opening which allowed a defender to drop missiles down from first an d  second floor 

levels. The murder holes at Ballyegnybeg (Gazetteer Site No. 19) and Castle Hewson 

(Gazetteer Site No. 55) are also served from mural recesses at first floor level, while at

Gortnetubbrid (Gazetteer Site No. 105) the murder hole is operated from a small mural

chamber at first floor level. At Lismakeery (Gazetteer Site No. 130) and Lissamota 

(Gazetteer Site No. 132) the operating point is set in the floor of the entrances into 

first floor mural chambers which contain latrines. At Knockainey (Gazetteer Site No. 

122) the murder hole was served from a first floor lobby and at Beagh (Gazetteer Site

151



No. 32) the opening is located directly in front of the doorway leading into the first 

floor level from the spiral staircase. Presumably in this case the murder hole 

opening was covered over when not in use. At Ballinahinch (Gazetteer Site No. 7) a 

shot hole (see below) is an added defensive feature, set in the wickerwork centred 

roof of the entrance lobby.

6.18 SPIRAL STAIRCASES

The staircases in tower houses provided access to the upper levels of the buildings. 

The location of the spiral staircase in a Limerick tower house can be on either side of

the entrance lobby, in one end-corner of the building. At 26 buildings with spiral

staircases at ground floor level it was found that nine examples (35%) had staircases

on the right hand side of the lobby upon entering the building. The other 17

examples (approximately 65%) had staircases located on the left hand side of the

lobby upon entering the building from outside. The spiral staircases normally run 

upwards in a clockwise fashion; this was found to be the case at 23 out of 25 spiral

staircases, with spiral staircases running in an anti-clockwise direction found only

at Knockainey (Gazetteer Site No. 122) and the staircase which commences at first 

floor level in Rathmore (Gazetteer Site No. 151). The staircases are lit by narrow

lights and the steps are normally one slab of stone locked into position around a

central newel, as, for example, at Bourchier's Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 35). At Beagh

(Gazetteer Site No. 32), however, the narrow steps are formed from two slabs placed

together to make each step. The base of the newels at Dunnaman (Gazetteer Site No.

84) and Tullovin (Gazetteer Site No. 173) are carved with sets of finely moulded torus

and scotia.

At Ballingarry (Gazetteer Site No. 11) and Lisnacullia (Gazetteer Site No. 131) the 

upper levels in the buildings are reached by spiral staircases set in squinches placed

in the area between each buildings' main block and side turret. The spiral staircase 

that runs from ground floor upwards at Glenquin (Gazetteer Site No. 102) terminates 

at fourth floor level, where it is replaced by a second spiral staircase which is set 

directly over the lower example; the second staircase runs upwards to sixth floor

level and the parapet cap house. At Rathmore (Gazetteer Site No. 151) the spiral 

staircase begins at first floor level and terminates at third floor level where it too is

replaced by a second spiral staircase set directly over the lower example; the second

staircase runs up to the fifth floor subsidiary chamber. At Clonshire (Gazetteer Site 

No. 67) a spiral staircase in the central main block which linked the ground floor

chamber with the first floor chamber was made redundant when a tower containing

a spiral staircase was added to the north-west side of the building. At Ballinahinch

(Gazetteer Site No. 7), Ballygrennan (Gazetteer Site No. 21) and Oola (Gazetteer Site No.
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144) the steps on the stairwell have been torn out, while at Rathmore (Gazetteer Site

No. 151) the steps have been removed from the upper parts of the staircase and the

upper levels of the spiral staircases at Dunnaman (Gazetteer Site No. 84), Rathnasaer 

(Gazetteer Site No. 152) and Rathurd (Gazetteer Site No. 153) have all been cut down 

when the top sections of the buildings were removed. All that survives of the spiral 

staircases at Ballybricken (Gazetteer Site No. 15), Bolane (Gazetteer Site No. 34), Castle 

Mahon (Gazetteer Site No. 56), Kilduff (Gazetteer Site No. 114), Lickadoon (Gazetteer 

Site No. 129), and Garraunboy (Gazetteer Site No. 97) are parts of the circular 

stairwells. At a number of sites the portion of the building which presumably housed 

the staircase has been totally demolished. Examples of this include Cappagh 

(Gazetteer Site No. 45), possibly Portrinard (Gazetteer Site No. 145), Kilfinnane

(Gazetteer Site No. 115) and Kilbeheney (Gazetteer Site No. 111).

6.19 WALL STAIRS

Some buildings were provided with wall stairs rather than spiral staircases. Wall 

stairs comprise straight flights of steps set in the thickness of a tower house wall. 

Typological Corpus Group 1 Type D contains five sites where this was the case; wall 

stairs are also found at Ballyvoghan (Gazetteer Site No. 29), King's Castle (Gazetteer 

Site No. 120), Kilfinny (Gazetteer Site No. 116), Tomdeely (Gazetteer Site No. 169),

Gortnetubbrid (Gazetteer Site No. 105) and Bulgaden Eady (Gazetteer Site No. 40). The

wall stairs are normally lit by narrow lights although Ballyvoghan does not have 

any lights on the staircase. The wall stair at this site connects with a first floor lobby, 

then turns and continues to rise up to second floor level through the thickness of the 

east wall. Court (Gazetteer Site No. 70) has a curving wall stair. The wall stairs are 

normally covered with stone slab corbels, either stepped or lain flat, although the 

lower portion of the wall stair at Gortnetubbrid is under wickerwork centred 

vaulting. At Ballyvoghan (Gazetteer Site No. 29) the stepped corbel roof is provided 

with added support from corbels which are placed under the main corbels (see Vol 2, 

Illustration 2.4). The location of the staircase at-Fanning 's  Castle (Gazetteer Site No.

86) is not apparent. At other sites such as Carriganea (Gazetteer Site No. 46), Clogh 

East (Gazetteer Site no. 64) and Tooreen (Gazetteer Site No. 170) a wooden staircase 

may have been in existence. Glebe Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 100) has an internal 

wooden staircase in place, but it cannot be said if this is an original feature since

access could not be gained to the building.

6.20 SUBSIDIARY CHAMBERS

The subsidiary chambers are usually located in the front end of a building which also 

contains the entrance. They are found at Typological Corpus Group 1 Type A, B, and E 

tower houses (see Appendix 4 in Vol 2) and a variety of other tower houses such as
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Castle Troy (Gazetteer Site No. 62), Lisnacullia (Gazetteer Site No. 131), Rathurd 

(Gazetteer Site No. 153), Oola (Gazetteer Site No. 144), Ballyallinan (Gazetteer Site No. 

14), Ballygrennan (Gazetteer Site No. 21), Glenquin (Gazetteer Site No. 102),

Knockainey (Gazetteer Site No. 122) and Rathmore (Gazetteer Site No. 151). As their 

name implies, they are small chambers, subsidiary to the main chambers in a 

building and presumably used as private chambers or bedrooms. At Typological 

Corpus Group 1 Type A, B and E tower houses (eg: Bourchier's Castle, Gazetteer Site No. 

35; Fantstown, Gazetteer Site No. 88; Rathnasaer, Gazetteer Site No. 152) the subsidiary 

chambers in the buildings rest one over the other per floor level and entrance to 

them is usually gained at upper floor levels from the spiral staircase. Since the 

ground floor level in these buildings also contains the entrance lobby, the subsidiary 

chamber at this level is usually very small and popular tradition often refers to them 

as guard rooms, though there is no direct evidence that they ever performed such a 

function. In a large building like Bourchier's Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 35) or 

Carrigareely (Gazetteer Site No. 47) the chamber at ground floor can still be quite 

spacious, but at smaller castles such as Rathnasaer (Gazetteer Site No. 152) they are 

little more than cubby holes. At Ballybricken (Gazetteer Site No. 15) the chamber has 

a cruciform plan at ground floor level, while Tullovin (Gazetteer Site No. 173) has two 

subsidiary chambers at this floor level. The first floor level at Court (Gazetteer Site 

No. 70) also has two subsidiary chambers.

Access to the subsidiary chamber can be directly from the spiral staircase, as at first 

floor level in Ballyguilleataggle (Gazetteer Site No. 22) or at first and second floor 

levels in Carrigareely (Gazetteer Site No. 47). However, variations do occur in the 

location and route of access to subsidiary chambers at some buildings. For example, at 

Ballingarry (Gazetteer Site No. 11) the subsidiary chambers located in the side turret 

at ground, first and second floor level are all reached directly from the main

chamber but above second floor level the subsidiary chambers in the side turret are 

reached by means of a spiral staircase contained in a squinch. At Ballyallinan 

(Gazetteer Site No. 14) the third floor subsidiary chamber is not entered from the 

spiral staircase. A doorway from the spiral staircase leads into the main chamber and

a doorway in the east wall connects this large room with the subsidiary chamber. The

second floor level at Dunnaman (Gazetteer Site No. 84) also has a subsidiary chamber 

which is entered from the main chamber.

6.21 FLOORING ARRANGEMENTS IN SUBSIDIARY CHAMBERS

It is particularly common for the ground floor subsidiary chamber to lie under a 

w ickerw ork centred vault, with the upper subsidiary chambers under wooden floors. 

There is, however, no fixed rule as to the number of subsidiary chambers in a
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building which will have vaulted roofs, as the following examples will highlight. At

Bourchier's Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 35) the ground floor subsidiary chamber is 

under a vault; the subsidiary chambers at first, second and third floor levels in the 

building lie under wooden floors while the fourth floor is provided with a vault. The 

subsidiary chamber at Ballinahinch (Gazetteer Site No. 7) is under a vault at ground 

floor level. The corbels and put-log holes in the walls of the chamber may have been 

used to support the vault centring during construction, or they may have carried a

small loft. The subsidiary chambers at ground floor level, mezzanine level and second

floor level at Ballingarry (Gazetteer Site No. 11) are under vaults. At Ballyallinan 

(Gazetteer Site No. 14) the ground floor has two compartments at the east end of the 

building which lie under parallel vaults The first floor subsidiary chamber lies

under a vault and the second floor subsidiary chamber was originally under a 

wooden floor supported by put-log holes and corbels. The third floor chamber is also 

under a vault.

At Cappagh (Gazetteer Site No. 45) the ground, first, and third floor levels in the 

subsidiary chamber were covered by vaults. The evidence from fourth floor level 

does not survive. At Garraunboy (Gazetteer Site No. 97) the ground, first and fourth 

floor subsidiary chambers were all under vaults. Fantstown (Gazetteer Site No. 88) has

a vault over the ground floor subsidiary chamber and the first floor example was

under a wooden floor; however, the two floor levels above this do not have subsidiary 

chambers and the entire floor levels are both open plan. Wooden partitions, 

however, may have been used to divide up this area into chambers. Such an 

arrangement is also envisaged for Newcastle Clanwilliam (Gazetteer Site No. 142) and

Tooreen (Gazetteer Site No. 170).

6.22 MURAL CHAMBERS AND RECESSES

In some buildings subsidiary chambers are not provided; instead the builders made 

mural recesses and chambers in the thickness of the tower house walls. This was the

case at Typological Corpus Group 1 Type C (eg: Beagh, Gazetteer Site No 32, and Dysert, 

Gazetteer Site No. 85) and Type D tower houses (eg: Amoganmore, Gazetteer Site No. 1, 

and Castle Hewson, Gazetteer Site No. 55). The recesses and chambers can be covered 

by vaults, as at the first floor level example over the entrance lobby at Gortnetubbrid 

(Gazetteer Site No. 105), or they can be corbel roofed with flat stone slabs, as at first 

floor level in Dysert (Gazetteer Site No. 85). One of the most elaborate large mural 

recesses is in the second floor north-east wall at Ballingarry (Gazetteer Site No. 11). 

The recess has a vaulted roof, a fine ogee headed window, a cupboard and stoup.

6.23 M AIN CHAMBERS



The main chambers in the buildings were the centres of domestic life in the tower 

houses. When we compare the ground floor dimensions of these buildings it can be 

seen that there is a variation in the size of the chambers: Ballyallinan (Gazetteer Site 

No. 14: 10.50 m long by 5.95 m wide), Lisnacullia (Gazetteer Site No. 131: 10.30 m long 

by 5.30 m wide), Gortnetubbrid (Gazetteer Site No. 105: 10.30 m long by 5.30 m wide), 

Ballinahinch (Gazetteer Site No. 7: 8.60 m long by 7.05 m wide), Kilduff (Gazetteer Site 

No. 114: 8.35 m long by 6.85 m wide), Bourchier's Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 35: 8.15 m 

long by 6.35 m wide), Garraunboy (Gazetteer Site No. 97: 7.90 m long by 4.80 m wide), 

Castle Hewson (Gazetteer Site No. 55: 7.80 m long by 4.80 m wide), Lismakeery 

(Gazetteer Site No. 130: 7.70 m long by 5.80 m wide), Ballingarry (Gazetteer Site No. 11:

7.60 m long by 5.25 m wide), Ballygrennan (Gazetteer Site No. 21: 7.65 m long by 4.90 

m wide), Portrinard (Gazetteer Site No. 145: 7.55 m long by 5.80 m wide), Cappagh 

(Gazetteer Site No. 45: 7.30 m long by 5.75 m wide), Fantstown (Gazetteer Site No. 88:

7.20 m long by 5.25 m wide), Dunnaman (Gazetteer Site No. 84: 7.20 m long by 5.10 m 

wide), Ballyvoghan (Gazetteer Site No. 29: 7.15 m long by 5.15 m wide), Bulgaden Eady 

(Gazetteer Site No.40: 6.95 m long by 5.50 m wide), Knockainey (Gazetteer Site No. 122:

6.60 m long by 4.05 m wide), Woodstock (Gazetteer Site No. 176: 6.55 m long by 4.65 m 

wide), Rathurd (Gazetteer Site No. 153: first floor 6.05 m long by 6 m wide), Knocklong 

(Gazetteer Site No. 124: 6.40 m long by 5.35 m wide), Oola (Gazetteer Site No. 144: 6.35 m 

long by 5.50 m wide), Rockstown (Gazetteer Site No. 156: 6.30 m long by 5.10 m wide), 

Ballyegnybeg (Gazetteer Site No. 19: 6.20 m long by 4 m wide), Rathmore (Gazetteer 

Site No. 151: 6 m long by 5 m wide), Carrigareely (Gazetteer Site No. 47: 5.70 m long by

4.30 m wide), Dysert (Gazetteer Site No. 85: 5.85 m long by 3.90 m wide), Caherelly West

(Gazetteer Site No. 43: 5.50 m long by 4.65 m wide, Ballyguilleataggle (Gazetteer Site

No. 22: 5.65 m long by 4.40 m wide), Beagh (Gazetteer Site No. 32: 5.50 m long by 4 m 

wide), Bolane (Gazetteer Site No. 34: 5.40 m long by 4.45 m wide), Amoganmore 

(Gazetteer Site No. 1: 5 m long by 2.80 m wide), Williamstown (Gazetteer Site No. 175: 

4.85 m long by 3.35 m wide), Lissamota (Gazetteer Site No. 132: 4.35 m by 3.30 m wide), 

Court (Gazetteer Site No. 70: Ground floor 3m long by 3 m wide),

The size of a main chamber will evidently be determined by the external size of the 

building, but the type of floor plan used in the building will also enable what are 

quite small buildings (eg: Dysert and Beagh, which are both Typological Corpus 

Group 1, Type C buildings or Castle Hewson which is a Typological Corpus Group 1, 

Type D tower house) to have quite large main chambers; however, this must be

tempered with the knowledge that neither of the Typological Corpus formats

discussed incorporate subsidiary chambers in their floor plans and the overall 

amount of living space available within the tower houses will therefore be low
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compared to Typological Corpus Type A, B or E tower houses. At some sites an open 

plan can be favoured at upper floor levels, as at Fantstown (Gazetteer Site No. 88).

6.24 FLOORING ARRANGEMENTS IN MAIN CHAMBERS: 1. Vaults

A wickerwork centred vault and/or a wooden floor were used to provide the roof over 

a main chamber as well as a floor for the main chamber above. The methods used in 

the construction of vaults in tower houses have been discussed by Leask (1951, 86-87: 

see also Illustration 1.2 in this volume) and McKenna (1984b, 172). Rather than

repeat their findings at this point, the reader is referred to both of these works for

further information. At the majority of sites the two methods are used together in the 

one building, as the following representative examples will illustrate. At Ballyallinan 

(Gazetteer Site No. 14) the ground floor was under a wooden floor, the first floor was 

under a vault, the second floor was under a wooden floor and the third floor was 

under a vault. At Bourchier's Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 35) the ground floor was under 

a wooden floor, the first floor was under a vault, the second floor was under a wooden 

floor, the third floor was also under a wooden floor and the fourth floor was under a 

vault. At Cappagh (Gazetteer Site No. 45) the ground floor was under a wooden floor, 

the first floor was under a vault, the second floor was under a wooden floor, the third 

floor was under a vault and the fourth floor was also under a vault. At Rathmore

(Gazetteer Site No. 151) the ground floor is under a vault, the first floor was under a

wooden floor, the second floor was under a vault and the third floor was under either 

a wooden floor or roof. At Lissamota (Gazetteer Site No. 132) the ground floor was 

under a wooden floor, the first floor was under a vault, the second floor was under a 

wooden floor, and the third floor was under a wooden floor.

In all cases examined, the vault springs from the long sides of the building.

The ground floor main chamber can be covered by a vault with an upper chamber 

also covered by a vault (see Amoganmore, Gazetteer Site No. 1; Beagh, Gazetteer Site 

No. 32; Dysert, Gazetteer Site No. 85; Bolane, Gazetteer Site No. 34; or Clonshire,

Gazetteer Site No. 67) but the first floor main chamber can also be the first level in 

the building to be covered by a vault (see for examples, Ballingarry, Gazetteer Site No. 

11; Ballyallinan, Gazetteer Site No. 14; Ballyguilleataggle, Gazetteer Site No. 22; 

Bourchier's Castle, Gazetteer Site No.35; Castle Hewson, Gazetteer Site No. 55;

Dunnaman, Gazetteer Site No. 84; or Rathmore, Gazetteer Site No. 151). At Garraunboy 

(Gazetteer Site No. 97) and Carrigareely (Gazetteer Site No. 47) only the second floor 

main chambers were under vaults.

The stress placed on the long walls of a building by the incorporation of more than 

one vault in the construction probably kept the number of vaults per building at a
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low level. Two vaults are the normal number, one at a lower level (perhaps ground or

first floor) and the other placed at a higher level (perhaps second or third floor

level). This would divide the strain between the lower and upper sections of the 

building. However, this was not always the case: as was noted above, Cappagh has 

three vaults, the upper two of which are placed directly over one another at the top

of the castle, while Castle Troy (Gazetteer Site No. 62) has vaults over both the ground 

and first floor main chambers.

It is only at the buildings erected during the later phase of the tower house 

construction industry that we find evidence that all the floor levels in a castle were

covered with wooden floors, for example Kilduff (Gazetteer Site No. 114),

Shanballyduff (Appendix 6, T69), Newcastle Clanwilliam (Gazetteer Site No. 142), 

Knockgraffon, Appendix 6, T54), and Oola (Gazetteer Site No. 144). They are, however,

late tower houses which are provisioned with a vault over one of the main chambers,

such as the examples over the first floor main chamber at Gortnetubbrid (Gazetteer

Site No. 105) and the first floor main chamber at Loughlohery (Appendix 6, T58).

2. Lofts

In a few cases there may have been a loft under the arch of the vault in a main

chamber, with no access to the loft from either a spiral staircase or a wall stair. At

Amoganmore (Gazetteer Site No. 1) a possible loft is located under the vault over the

ground floor main chamber and a second loft or a gallery under the wickerwork

centred vault at second floor level. Similar lofts located under vaults in main 

chambers can be found at Ballyegnybeg (Gazetteer Site No. 19), Beagh (Gazetteer Site 

No. 32), Bolane (Gazetteer Site No. 34), Bulgaden Eady (Gazetteer Site No. 40),

Knockainey (Gazetteer Site No. 122), and Woodstock (Gazetteer Site No. 176).

3. Wooden floors

Duggan (1982, 117-24) believed that the form of floor construction used at a tower 

house could act as an indication of the date when the tower house was erected. He 

believed that the presence of a 'double floor' indicated a date before the last quarter 

of the 15th century or after c irc a  1575, while a 'wall plate' (or wall beam) floor 

belonged to the period circa 1475 to 1575. A 'double floor' consists of a floor where the 

joists on which the floor boards are placed on cross-beams running across the 

chamber from one side wall to the other, with their ends housed in put-log holes. A 

'wall plate' floor consists of a floor where stone corbels along the side walls support 

timber beams laid longitudinally, with their ends housed in put-log holes in the end 

walls of the chamber. The beams form the 'wall plate' on which are placed the cross

beams or joists, over which in turn are set the floor boards.



While it would be of immense benefit to dating studies if Duggan were to be proved 

correct, McKenna's work (McKenna 1984a & 1984b) suggests that other factors may 

have been responsible for the type of floor construction used at tower houses. She 

identified that a regional variation existed between Co Down and Co Tipperary. There 

was a preference for the use of double floors at tower houses in Co Down and a 

preference for the use of wall plates at tower houses in Co Tipperary. In the light of 

this we must approach Duggan's theory with caution. It shall also be seen, from the 

evidence which will be reviewed below, that there are a number of cases where 

Duggan's clear-cut definitions cannot be applied to categorise the types of floor 

construction used at particular buildings. The 'double floor' was categorised as Floor 

Type 2 in McKenna's work, while the 'wall plate' was categorised as Floor Type 3, or 

the 'corbel and socket' method. McKenna's Type 1 comprised of buildings where the 

wooden floors which were supported on offset ledges (McKenna 1984b, 172), a type of 

floor construction which Duggan did not identify at any of the buildings included in 

his research .

Double floors were found at ground floor level in the main chambers at 

Ballygrennan (Gazetteer Site No. 21), Ballyguilleataggle (Gazetteer Site No. 22), 

Ballyvoghan (Gazetteer Site No. 29) and Shanpallas (Gazetteer Site No. 163). They were 

also found at first floor level in the main chamber at Amoganmore (Gazetteer Site No. 

1). Wall Plate or Wall Beam floors were recorded at ground floor level in the main 

chambers at Bolane (Gazetteer Site No. 34), Bulgaden - where the corbels had been 

torn out (Gazetteer Site No. 40), Cappagh - where the corbels had also been torn out 

(Gazetteer Site No. 45), Dunnaman (Gazetteer Site No. 84), Kilbeheny (Gazetteer Site 

No. I l l ) ,  Kilduff (Gazetteer Site No. 114), Castle Hewson (Gazetteer Site No. 55) and 

Lisnacullia (Gazetteer Site No. 131). This type of floor construction was also recorded 

at first floor level in the main chambers at Beagh (Gazetteer Site No. 32) and Dysert 

(Gazetteer Site No. 85).

Variations from the normal arrangements are found at the following sites: At 

Fantstown (Gazetteer Site No. 88) and Ballinahinch (Gazetteer Site No. 7) the ground 

floor level had double floors which were provided with additional support from stone 

corbels set underneath the line of the put-log holes. At Carrigareely (Gazetteer Site 

No. 47) a combination of corbels and put-log holes are used to support what must have 

been some form of double floor, while the first floor level in the same building has a 

proper double floor. This is similar to Rockstown (Gazetteer Site No. 156) where the 

ground floor level was under a double floor which was given added support from 

corbels in the end walls of the chamber. Conversely, at Ballyallinan (Gazetteer Site
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No. 14) the ground floor was covered by a wooden floor supported on a motley 

selection of put-log holes and corbels while the second floor level is under a wall 

plate floor. At Knockainey (Gazetteer Site No. 122) there is a wall plate floor at ground 

floor level, a double floor at first floor level and a combination of double and wall

plate floor at second floor level. At Bourchier's Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 35) there is a

combination of double floor and wall plate used to cover the ground floor main 

chamber while the second floor main chamber has a floor supported on a wall plate.

At Ballingarry (Gazetteer Site No. 11) the wall plate floor at ground floor level was not 

supplied with put-log holes in the end walls of the chamber; the same is the case in 

the first floor level of the south-east extension at Clonshire (Gazetteer Site No. 67), at 

ground floor level in Lismakeery (Gazetteer Site No. 130) and at Williamstown 

(Gazetteer Site No. 175). Double floors were used at ground and third floor levels in

Lissamota (Gazetteer Site No. 132) but, presumably due to the small size of the

chambers in the building, the second floor level was under a wooden floor supported

on what resembles a wall plate floor though it lacks any supporting corbels. This was 

also the case at ground floor level in Rathnasaer (Gazetteer Site No. 152). Offsets were 

used to support the floor over the ground floor chamber at Ballinoe (Gazetteer Site 

No. 12). At Court (Gazetteer Site No. 70) the ground floor main chamber was under a 

double floor which was provided with additional support from offset ledges along the

end walls. At Garraunboy (Gazetteer Site No. 97) the ground floor main chamber was 

under a wall plate floor provided with additional support from offset ledges, while the 

first floor level had a wall plate floor which was later replaced by a double floor. At 

Gortnetubbrid (Gazetteer Site No. 105) the second floor main chamber was under a

wall plate floor which also seems to have been replaced by a double floor. At

Rathmore (Gazetteer Site No. 151) the first floor main chamber was originally floored

by a double floor which ran the le n g th  of the room, but which was replaced by a 

second double floor which (returning to conventional methods) was supported on

beams spanning the chamber from side wall to side wall, with their ends housed in

put-log holes crudely cut into the wall fabric.

6.25 EMBRASURES

The embrasures in tower houses are covered with either wickerwork centred vaults 

or with flat laid stone slab corbels. The gazetteer highlights the fact that both types

can be found in the one building, but it is usual for the small embrasures on spiral 

staircases, in mural passages or in subsidiary chambers to have flat stone slab

corbelled roofs. Vaulted embrasures may be used in main chambers which are

covered by wooden floors, with corbel roofs preferred over embrasures set in the

springing line of a vault over a main chamber. At Cappagh (Gazetteer Site No. 45) all
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the embrasures which survive in the building are under vaults, but this is an 

exception to the general rule. A few variations do occur, however, as at Tomdeely 

(Gazetteer Site No. 169) where the embrasures at first floor level have been centred 

using planks instead of wickerwork, and at Tooreen (Gazetteer Site No. 170) where 

small strips of wood had been used for centering the roofs of the embrasures.

The window openings in the embrasures are usually splayed on the inside and the 

degree of the splay can be sharp, as at ground floor level in Court (Gazetteer Site No. 

70), first floor level in Castle Troy (Gazetteer Site No. 62) and ground floor level in 

Dunnaman (Gazetteer Site No. 84), or more rectangular, as at first floor level in 

W oodstock (Gazetteer Site No. 176) or first floor level in Knockainey (Gazetteer Site 

No. 122). There are cases where the light/window openings of an embrasure have 

been double splayed. Ballyegnybeg (Gazetteer Site No. 19) has two corbel roofed 

embrasures at ground floor level with double splayed openings. There is a double 

splayed embrasure with stone slab corbelled roof in the south wall of the ground 

floor main chamber at Gortnetubbrid (Gazetteer Site No. 105). The ground floor light

in the west wall at Bruree (Gazetteer Site No. 39) is double splayed. At Court (Gazetteer

Site No. 70) the embrasure in the first subsidiary chamber at first floor level is 

double splayed while at Dysert (Gazetteer Site No. 85) the addition of a base batter to 

the original structure meant that the ground floor openings would either have been 

blocked or made very thin and narrow; the builders, therefore, added a splay to their 

outside face to make the openings double splayed. This also occurred in the west wall 

at ground floor level in Kilfinnane (Gazetteer Site No. 115). At Kilbeheney (Gazetteer 

Site No. I l l )  the ground floor south wall contains a double splayed embrasure while 

the east wall embrasure has an inverted splay. The use of inverted splays was also 

noted at ground floor level in Bulgaden Eady (Gazetteer Site No. 40). At Woodstock 

(Gazetteer Site No. 176) the north-west wall contains a corbel roofed embrasure at 

ground floor level which slopes upwards to a light at first floor level

6.26 CORNER EMBRASURES

While it is usual for embrasures to be set in either the side or end walls in a chamber, 

corner embrasures are found at a few sites. At Rathurd (Gazetteer Site No. 153) there 

is a corner embrasure in the east angle of the second floor main chamber. There are 

two corbel roofed corner embrasures in the second floor level in the main chamber 

at Bourchier's Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 35). At Garraunboy (Gazetteer Site No. 97) 

there is a vault roofed corner embrasure at first floor level in the west corner and a 

second example in the north corner at second floor level. At Rockstown (Gazetteer

Site No. 156) there is a corner loop on the spiral staircase at second floor level in the

south-east corner of the building and corner embrasures with stone slab roofs in the
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north-east and north-west corners of the first floor main chamber. At Caherelly West

(Gazetteer Site No. 43) there is a corner loop at the second floor south-east angle of

the building. At Carrigareely (Gazetteer Site No. 47) there is a corner embrasure in 

the ground floor main chamber and another in the ground floor subsidiary chamber. 

At ground floor level in the north corner of the main chamber of Lisnacullia 

(Gazetteer Site No. 131) there is what might be considered a double splayed corner 

embrasure. At Bolane (Gazetteer Site No. 34) there are long narrow corner

embrasures at ground floor level which may have been designed for use with hand

g u n s .

6.27 EMBRASURES WITH SIDE SEATS, CUPBOARDS AND SIDE-EMBRASURES

The embrasures in upper main chambers can often contain side seats. There are 

examples in the north wall embrasure at second floor level in Lissamota (Gazetteer 

Site No. 132), the south wall embrasure at third floor level in Amoganmore (Gazetteer 

Site No. 1), second floor level in Ballingarry (Gazetteer Site No. 11), first, second and 

third floor levels in the south wall at Fannings's Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 86), the 

embrasure in the south-west wall at first floor level and the south-east wall at second 

floor level in Lisnacullia (Gazetteer Site No. 131), the south-west wall at second floor 

level in Clonshire (Gazetteer Site No.67) and possibly at the embrasure in the north

wall at third floor level in Cappagh (Gazetteer Site No. 45). The south and east walls in

the subsidiary chamber at fifth floor level in Rathmore (Gazetteer Site No. 151) 

contain embrasures with side seats.

The side walls of embrasures can also house cupboards (the ground floor embrasure 

in the north wall at Knocklong, Gazetteer Site No. 124) or entrances to mural recesses 

(first floor level in Ballyegnybeg, Gazetteer Site No. 19; first floor level in 

Ballyvoghan, Gazetteer Site No. 29; first floor level in Dysert, Gazetteer Site No. 85;

first floor level in Knockainey, Gazetteer Site No. 122; and first floor level in

Lismakeery, Gazetteer Site No. 130). There are also cases where the side walls of an 

embrasure contain small subsidiary gun loop embrasures (eg: Rathurd, Gazetteer Site 

No. 153; Fantstown, Gazetteer Site No. 88; Ballinahinch, Gazetteer Site No. 7; 

Gortnetubbrid, Gazetteer Site No. 105; Oola, Gazetteer Site No. 144; and Tullovin, 

Gazetteer Site No. 173)

6.28 LIGHTS AND WINDOWS

The majority of the narrow lights that exist at tower houses have plain flat lintelled 

heads but the ogee headed light is a common feature which tends to be used at upper 

floor levels, in both the main chambers (eg: second floor level in Knockainey, 

Gazetteer Site No. 122) and in the subsidiary chambers (eg: second and third floor
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levels in Ballygrennan, Gazetteer Site No. 21). At Ballyallinan there is a particularly 

delicately carved example lighting the spiral staircase at third floor level, with an 

ogee headed light in the third floor subsidiary chamber as well. The windows in 

upper floor main chambers can also have double ogee heads; for example, the south

east wall and north-west wall in the second floor main chamber at Ballingarry 

(Gazetteer Site No. 11) each have embrasures with hood moulded, double ogee headed 

opes. Cappagh (Gazetteer Site No. 45) also has a fine double ogee headed window at 

fourth floor level, as does Clonshire (Gazetteer Site No. 67) in the second floor main 

block's south-west wall (see Photograph 24). Other buildings with double ogee headed 

windows include Beagh (Gazetteer Site No. 32), Caherelly West (Gazetteer Site No. 43), 

Dysert (Gazetteer Site No. 85), Glenquin (Gazetteer Site No. 102) and Rathurd 

(Gazetteer Site No. 153). Fanning's Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 86) has large double ogee

shaped windowheads but they are simply shaped pieces of stone lacking any of the

intricate detail found at the other tower houses in the county. At Caherelly East 

(Gazetteer Site No. 42) an ogee curved window-head was removed from the demolished 

tower house and is now inserted into the wall of a modern out-house in a nearby 

f a r m .

In some of the tower houses (eg: Bolane, Gazetteer Site No. 34; Bourchier's Castle, 

Gazetteer Site No. 35; Caherelly West, Gazetteer Site No. 43; Rockstown, Gazetteer Site 

No. 156; and Williamstown, Gazetteer Site No. 175) the ogee headed lights and double 

ogee headed windows are provided with hood moulds or drip stones, cut-stone

mouldings set on the external wall face over the window or light which throw rain

water away from the opening. The moulding usually ends in an outward bend away

from the aperture. At Dunnaman (Gazetteer Site No. 84) the ogee headed lights in the 

subsidiary chamber's east wall at first floor and second floor levels both have hood

moulds with ornamented ends. In the late tower houses, buildings like Oola (Gazetteer

Site No. 144), Gortnetubbrid (Gazetteer Site No. 105) and Kilduff (Gazetteer Site No.

114), hood moulds are commonly found over lights located in the subsidiary 

chambers and also over the large mullioned and transomed windows in the main

chambers at upper floor levels. Large mullioned and transomed windows could be 

inserted into an earlier building, as happened at second and third floor levels in 

Ballygrennan (Gazetteer Site No. 21). The windows at Ballinahinch (Gazetteer Site No. 

7) are hood moulded and mullioned although the ground floor 'Romanesque-style' 

window (see Photograph 2) has similarities with the window at the deserted medieval 

church at Rockstown, Co Limerick (SMR Monument No. 22:109/1: see Kirwan et al 

1991, 88) and the sixth storey window in the staircase section of Lemaneagh, Co Clare. 

Lancet windows are found at first floor level in Ballingarry (Gazetteer Site No. 11)
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and at King's Castle, Kilmallock (Gazetteer Site No. 120), but these seem to be later 

adaptations of  earlier openings.

6.29 GUN LOOPS AND SHOT HOLES

Rathnasaer (Gazetteer Site No. 152) was the only example of a tower house which had 

a cross loop (see Photograph 51). Other buildings show signs that they had lights 

adapted for use with hand-guns. The good example of an earlier light reused as a gun 

loop can be seen at Castle Mahon (Gazetteer Site No. 56; see Photograph 62) At Beagh 

(Gazetteer Site No. 32) three loops in the first floor mural passage in the east wall 

leading to a latrine had been modified for use as gun loops. The lights on the wall 

stair at Castle Hewson (Gazetteer Site No. 55) were modified for use with hand-guns 

and the second floor mural passage leading to a latrine in Rathurd (Gazetteer Site No. 

153) was lit by three small ogee headed lights which had shot holes inserted into 

their apertures. At Knockainey (Gazetteer Site No. 122) the mural passage leading to a 

latrine at third floor level has a shot hole centrally placed along the run of the west 

wall (see Photograph 40).

Other tower houses were provided with gun-defence in the form of gun-embrasures 

and accompanying shot holes located in the side walls of embrasures in subsidiary 

and main chambers (see discussion on embrasures above for examples where this 

was the case). At the surviving section of Portrinard (Gazetteer Site No. 145) there are 

two triangular planes along the north wall and another along the west wall, each 

with a shot hole in the apex of the plain which is operated from first floor level 

inside the building.

6.30 CUPBOARDS

The number of cupboards provided for storage purposes in any room can vary from 

floor level to floor level and from tower house to tower house. For example, 

Amoganmore (Gazetteer Site No. 1) has two cupboards in the ground floor main 

chamber and three cupboards in the first floor main chamber. At Ballyguilleataggle

(Gazetteer Site No. 22) the ground floor chamber has three cupboards and two wall 

recesses. There is a small wall recess with a vaulted roof in the ground floor level at 

Garraunboy (Gazetteer Site No. 97); this floor level also contained three cupboards 

and the recess may also have been used for storage. There is a cupboard on the 

stairwell of the spiral staircase at Dunnaman (Gazetteer Site No. 84). The second floor

fireplace in the south wall at Gortnetubbrid (Gazetteer Site No. 105) contains a storage

feature, a 'keeping hole' (Kinmouth 1993, 125), in its eastern side wall that is more 

commonly associated with later vernacular buildings. The 'keeping holes' of the 19th 

century could be used to store tobacco, pipes, snuff, tea or salt ( ib id .)  and it is possible



that the niche provided at Gortnetubbrid could have been used to store any, or all, of 

these items.

6.31 FIREPLACES

Not all tower houses were provided with fireplaces. In the two floor levels which 

survive at Ballyvoghan (Gazetteer Site No. 29) and Castle Hewson (Gazetteer Site No.

55) none are present and likewise at the three floor levels surveyed at Dysert 

(Gazetteer Site No. 85). In tower houses where fireplaces had evidently not been 

incorporated into the original building they were in some cases inserted at a later 

date by the adaptation of existing fabric. The fireplace in the first floor main 

chamber at Amoganmore (Gazetteer Site No. 1) is an example of one such insert. The 

jam b that supports the chimney-piece was inserted into the south wall and the 

fireplace flue was cut through the springing line of the vault over the second floor 

level above. A brick-lined fireplace was inserted into the first floor main chamber's 

south-west wall at Ballyegnybeg (Gazetteer Site No. 19); again the inserted flue cut 

through the springing line of the vault over the second floor main chamber above. A 

similar occurrence was recorded at first floor level in Ballyguilleataggle (Gazetteer 

Site No. 22) and Knockainey (Gazetteer Site No. 122) where vaulted embrasures had 

their light blocked and a flue cut through their roofs. There was also a fireplace 

inserted into the south-west wall fabric at third floor level in the main block at 

Clonshire (Gazetteer Site No. 67) and a brick-lined example was inserted into the 

north-west wall at second floor main chamber in Rathurd (Gazetteer Site No. 153).

The most extreme example of this renovation occurring is, however, at Ballinahinch 

(Gazetteer Site No. 7) where all of the original hood moulded and mullioned windows 

in the west wall had their outer sides blocked with masonry (see Photograph 2). The 

embrasures at first floor, second floor, and third floor/attic level were then reused to 

house fireplaces which fed into a flue which was lined in red brick. The curious fact 

about this case is that the original building had already been well provisioned with 

large fireplaces, set in the east wall of the subsidiary chambers and also in the main

chamber's first floor north wall and second floor south wall.

It is not certain, however, that all the inserted fireplaces belong to late medieval

renovations at tower houses. The presence of red brick lining the fireplaces and 

flues at Ballyegnybeg, Rathurd and Ballinahinch might suggest that an early modern 

date is more appropriate, perhaps reflecting attempts by the inhabitants of the tower

houses to update the old buildings and make them more comfortable to live in.
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There is an original fireplace at ground floor level in the main chamber at 

Carrigareely (Gazetteer Site No. 47) with another example at first floor level; at Castle 

Mahon (Gazetteer Site No. 56) an original fireplace at ground floor level had been 

reused as a doorway and there were also fireplace at first floor and second floor 

levels, all feeding into the one flue in the thickness of the west wall. Fanning's Castle 

(Gazetteer Site No. 86), an urban tower house, also has a ground floor fireplace, as too 

does Kilmacow (Gazetteer Site No. 119) and Rathmore (Gazetteer Site No. 151).

Fireplaces are normally restricted to the main chamber areas in tower houses, but 

(perhaps significantly) the Earl of Desmond's tower house, Bourchier's Castle 

(Gazetteer Site No. 35), does have fireplaces in the ground floor, first floor, and 

second floor subsidiary chambers. The fifth floor subsidiary chamber at Rathmore 

(Gazetteer Site No. 151) also has a fireplace.

Original fireplaces are present in the main chambers at first floor level at a number 

of sites including Ballingarry (Gazetteer Site No. 11), Ballygrennan (Gazetteer Site No. 

21), Beagh (Gazetteer Site No. 32), Carrigareely (Gazetteer Site No. 47), Castle Troy 

(Gazetteer Site No. 62), Dunnaman (Gazetteer Site No. 84), Lisnacullia (Gazetteer Site 

No. 131) and Rathmore (Gazetteer Site No. 151). Ballyallinan (Gazetteer Site No. 14) has 

an original fireplace in the second floor main chamber with perhaps another at 

third floor level in the same wall. Bourchier's Castle has an original fireplace in the 

second floor main chamber. The modern concrete third floor fireplace reuses the 

chim ney-piece from an old fireplace. Fantstown has two fireplaces in the open-plan 

third floor level. A chimney-piece was taken from Kilmallock and inserted into one 

of the fireplaces at Ballingarry, later to be removed to Newcastle West. The tower 

houses which belong to the last phases of the building tradition were well 

provisioned with fireplaces in their upper floor areas, for example, see Kilduff 

(Gazetteer Site No. 114; Illustration 2.7), Oola (Gazetteer Site No 144: Illustration 2.10) 

and Newcastle Clanwilliam (Gazetteer Site No. 142). There were no instances recorded 

where a tower house contained an oven; the only case where this feature was noted 

was at Cullahill, Co Tipperary (Appendix 6, T35), although it should be noted that a 

possible domed oven was discovered during excavation within the bawn at Aughinish 

(Gazetteer Site No. 3: see Lynch 1975, 22).

6.32 MEZZANINES

Occasionally there are mezzanine levels present in tower houses. The mezzanine 

levels often take the form of mural passages containing small chambers with 

latrines. At Ballingarry (Gazetteer Site No. 11) the mezzanine is located between the 

first and second floor levels. A doorway from the spiral staircase leads into a mural 

chamber covered by a vault. The small chamber then connects with a subsidiary
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chamber located in the building's side tower. The subsidiary chamber is also under a 

vaulted roof. At Ballyegnybeg (Gazetteer Site No. 19) the second floor level of the 

main chamber may have been in use as a loft since there is no doorway into the 

chamber from the spiral staircase. At a comparable level to this 'loft', between first 

floor proper and third floor proper, there is a mezzanine connecting with the spiral 

staircase in the building's east corner and containing a latrine. At Bourchier's Castle 

(Gazetteer Site No. 35) a mezzanine mural passage set between the fouth and fifth 

floor levels contains a latrine. The mezzanine between ground floor level and first 

floor level at Castle Troy (Gazetteer Site No. 62) leads off from the spiral staircase into 

a mural passage containing a latrine.

6.33 LATRINES

Mural passages are housed in the thickness of the tower house walls. Invariably the 

passages lead either to a latrine (eg: second floor level at Rathurd, Gazetteer Site No. 

153, or first floor level at Lismakeery, Gazetteer Site No. 129, or second floor level at 

Carrigareely, Gazetteer Site No. 47, or second floor level at Dunnaman, Gazetteer Site 

No. 84, or the long passage which runs around the north and west sides at third floor 

level in Knockainey, Gazetteer Site No. 122) or else to a subsidiary chamber or a 

mural recess (eg: first floor level in Castle Hewson, Gazetteer Site No 55, or first floor 

level Gortnetubbrid, Gazetteer Site No. 105). They are usually covered by a corbelled 

roof of flat stone slabs although at Ballyguilleataggle (Gazetteer Site No. 22) the stone 

slabs are provided with additional supporting corbels. The flat stone slab corbel 

roofed mural passage at Dysert (Gazetteer Site No. 85) leads into a first floor latrine 

chamber in the south-east corner which became redundant when a base batter was 

added to the original external wall face at ground floor level; the base batter blocked 

up the latrine chute exit point. At Fantstown (Gazetteer Site No. 88) the eastern 

quarter of the ground floor main chamber is under a vaulted arch. The arch is used 

to support a flat stone slab corbel roofed mural passage at first floor level which runs 

across the building from north to south. In the passage's west wall is the doorway 

into the first floor main chamber, while at the south end of the passage is a latrine. 

This floor plan is similar to Fiddaun, Co Galway (Craig 1982, 102) and Westropp (1898- 

1900, 357) noted a similar floor plan at Ballyportry, Magowna and possibly Ralahine, 

all tower houses in Co Clare.

Latrines are a common feature at the tower houses. They are usually located in small 

subsidiary chambers or mural recesses (as at second floor level in Amoganmore, 

Gazetteer Site No. 1, first floor level in Lismakeery, Gazetteer Site No. 130, the second 

floor level in the side turret at Lisnacullia, Gazetteer Site No. 131, or first floor level 

in Lissamota, Gazetteer Site No. 132) or in mural passages at first floor level and above



(as at second floor level in Carrigareely, Gazetteer Site No. 47, second floor level in 

Bourchier's Castle, Gazetteer Site No. 35, and first floor level in Finnitterstown, 

Gazetteer Site No. 92). The latrine's down-chute works like an inverted fireplace flue, 

served at the upper levels in the tower house, and emptying from an opening in the 

external wall face at ground floor level. There were no cases identified of latrines 

without chutes (close garderobes or dry closets) and all the latrines had a down-chute 

of some form; even the rare example of a ground floor latrine in Castle Hewson 

(Gazetteer Site No. 55) makes use of a short down-chute. At Ballinahinch (Gazetteer 

Site No. 7) the latrine chute was reused as a murder hole when a later doorway was 

driven through the north wall. The latrine chute had originally been served from a 

mural chamber at first floor level. It is the usual case that the latrine chute is located 

in the thickness of one of the long walls. However, variations do occur. At 

Ballingarry (Gazetteer Site No. 11) the latrine chute exit occupied the majority of the 

building's side tower at ground floor level, fed from second floor and fourth floor 

levels. This is similar to Ballyvoghan (Gazetteer Site No. 29) which has a double

latrine at first floor level in the side tower. At Lissamota (Gazetteer Site No. 132) the

latrine chute empties at ground floor level directly beside the entrance into the

building. Rathnasaer (Gazetteer Site No. 152) has two latrine chutes: the first is

located in the south-west wall with its chute exit on the external wall face at ground

floor level, though it must have been served from the demolished third floor level or 

above since there is no latrine chamber evident at ground, first or second floor

levels. The second latrine exit is located in the north-east wall, emptying at second 

floor level where there is a large stone slab positioned to prevent the waste from 

soiling the wall face; again, the latrine chamber must have been located in the now 

demolished upper level of the building.

A curious tower was added to the original fabric of Dysert's south wall (Gazetteer Site

No. 85: see also Plan 28); the original latrine at first floor level had been made

redundant when base batter was added on the external wall face at ground floor level.

The tower may have been used as a latrine chute but there are no latrines emptying

out into it from the floor levels that survive in the building. The latrines normally 

empty out onto the ground surface directly beside the tower house, though the

example at Tullovin (Gazetteer Site No. 173) empties at first floor level along the south 

wall. At Beagh (Gazetteer Site No. 32) the exit of the chute at ground floor level on the 

external face of the north wall would have allowed waste materials to fall directly 

into the River Shannon. Castle Troy (Gazetteer Site No. 62) has a latrine chute which 

empties into a small stream running by the north side of the castle.

6.34 SLOP STONES
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Slop stones also allowed waste matter to be jettisoned from the upper levels of a tower 

house. They usually consist of an opening in the wall, near to or beneath a window or 

light, which contains a projecting, sloping stone spout. Example of this feature are 

found in the third floor main chamber at Amoganmore (Gazetteer Site No. 1), in the 

north-west wall in the main chamber at second floor level in Ballingarry (Gazetteer 

Site No. 11) and the first floor main chamber at Ballygrennan (Gazetteer Site No. 21). 

Slop stones can also be located on spiral staircases, as at second floor level at 

Ballinveala (Gazetteer Site No. 13), at fourth floor level in Glenquin (Gazetteer Site No. 

102), at second floor level in Rathnasaer (Gazetteer Site No. 152) and at second floor 

level at Carrigareely (Gazetteer Site No. 47). A slop stone is present at Ballyegnybeg

(Gazetteer Site No. 19) in the mural passage leading to the latrine at first floor level

and there is an example in the mural passage leading to the second floor latrine at 

Bourchier's Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 35). The third floor level latrine at Knockainey 

(Gazetteer Site No. 122) has a large slop stone near the floor of the passage.

6.35 PRISONS AND PITS

The evidence for prisons and/or hidden rooms at tower houses is not substantial.

There is a basement level (perhaps better described as a basement 'pit') under the

ground floor subsidiary chamber at Bourchier's Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 35). The 

vaulted ground floor subidiary chamber at Finnitterstown (Gazetteer Site No. 92) does

not have any loops to light it; this in itself, however, is not sufficient evidence with 

which to argue that the chamber functioned as a prison; it may have been used as a 

cool storage area. At ground floor level in Castle Hewson (Gazetteer Site No. 55) there

are a series of stone steps which lead downwards to some form of (now obliterated)

subterranean level. The best example of a chamber which was probably used as a 

prison is found at Shanpallas (Gazetteer Site No. 163) where the eastern half of the 

ground floor area is occupied by a chamber under a vaulted roof with no lights and

no doorway into it, except for a small hole - a trap door - in the vault roof, which is

served from the lobby on the wall stair above at first floor level.

6.36 ROOFING EVIDENCE

Evidence which might indicate the methods used in the roofing of the tower houses, 

and the types of roof structures, parapets and wall walks used, is very limited. 

Amoganmore (Gazetteer Site No. 1), Ballinoe (Gazetteer Site No. 12), Ballybricken 

(Gazetteer Site No. 15), Ballyegnybeg (Gazetteer Site No. 19), Ballyguilleataggle 

(Gazetteer Site No. 22), Ballyvoghan (Gazetteer Site No. 29), Beagh (Gazetteer Site No.

32), Bulgaden Eady (Gazetteer Site No. 40), Carrigareely (Gazetteer Site No. 47), Castle 

Hewson (Gazetteer Site No. 55), Castle Mahon (Gazetteer Site No. 56), Castle Troy 

(Gazetteer Site No. 62), Court (Gazetteer Site No. 70), Dunnaman (Gazetteer Site No. 84),
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Dysert (Gazetteer Site No. 85), Fantstown (Gazetteer Site No. 88), Garraunboy 

(Gazetteer Site No. 97), Glin (Gazetteer Site No. 103), Kilfinny (Gazetteer Site No. 116), 

Knockainey (Gazetteer Site No. 122), Knocklong (Gazetteer Site No. 124), Lismakeery 

(Gazetteer Site No. 130), Portrinard (Gazetteer Site No. 145), Rathcannon (Gazetteer 

Site No. 149), Rathnasaer (Gazetteer Site No. 152), Rathurd (Gazetteer Site No. 153), 

Tomdeely (Gazetteer Site No. 169) and Woodstock (Gazetteer Site No. 176) are all 

examples of tower houses where substantial remains of tower houses survive but 

where the upper floor levels have been cut down by stone robbing and/or efforts to 

make the buildings safer, thereby removing all significant evidence on how the 

buildings were roofed.

Ballingarry (Gazetteer Site No. 11), Ballyvorneen (Gazetteer Site No. 30), Bourchier's 

Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 35), Castle Matrix (Gazetteer Site No. 57), Glenquin (Gazetteer 

Site No. 102), King's Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 120), Lisnacullia (Gazetteer Site No. 131), 

Lissamota (Gazetteer Site No. 132) and Williamstown (Gazetteer Site No. 175) are all 

examples where the upper floor levels and/or parapet levels have been re-edified, a 

process which has in some cases erased crucial evidence which would indicate how 

the buildings were originally roofed. The sections of the parapet levels which 

survive at Ballyallinan (Gazetteer Site No. 14), Bolane (Gazetteer Site No. 34),

Caherelly West (Gazetteer Site No. 43), Cappagh (Gazetteer Site No. 45), Rockstown 

(Gazetteer Site No. 156) and Shanpallas (Gazetteer Site No. 163) are all inaccessible for 

close inspection. This leaves very little evidence from which to establish the roofing 

methods used at tower houses in the county.

However, some strands of information do survive. The roofing evidence which 

survives at Ballingarry (Gazetteer Site No. 11), Clonshire (Gazetteer Site No. 67), 

Lisnacullia (Gazetteer Site No. 131) and Rathmore (Gazetteer Site No. 151) indicates 

that the main chamber sections of the buildings were covered by pitched roofs, with 

the main chamber block terminating at a lower level to the section of the building 

containing the spiral staircase and subsidiary chambers. A gable at one end of the 

building supports a pitched roof which abuts the inner face of the staircase/ 

subsidiary chamber section (see Illustration 2.6 in Volume 2). The presence of a 

small fireplace in the south-west gable at Ballingarry (Gazetteer Site No. 11), and a 

small square window looking onto the area under the pitched roof from the side 

tower's subsidiary chamber might suggest that the area here was in use as an attic. 

The main block at Clonshire was under a pitched roof supported by three timber 

beams; the line of roof raggle on the south-east wall of the stair tower indicates that 

this wall was used as the gable to support the main block's roof. At Ballygrennan 

(Gazetteer Site No. 21) a gable wall survives at the west end of the building, indicating
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that a pitched roof running from east to west covered the tower house and at 

Lissamota (Gazetteer Site No. 132) a line of roof raggle along the internal face of the 

west wall of the staircase turret or caphouse indicates that the attic level was under a 

pitched roof running from east to west.

6.37 CRUCIFORM ROOFS A T  LATER TOWER HOUSES

A second group of buildings which can be considered at this point are those tower 

houses which belong to the last phase of the building tradition - Gortnetubbrid 

(Gazetteer Site No. 105), Kilduff (Gazetteer Site No. 114), Oola (Gazetteer Site No. 144), 

Newcastle Clanwilliam (Gazetteer Site No. 142). They provide evidence that the 

cruciform roof had become fashionable at this period; each of the four walls of the 

tower house are crowned with gables. Cross purlins run across from opposed gables 

to produce a cross-shaped ridge. Each of the four lengths of the ridge then support 

pitched roof rafters. In effect, the building is covered with four pitched roofs which 

integrate with each other in the centre, at the point where the purlins cross. A 

surviving example of this type of roof can be seen at Monkstown, Co Cork (see Salter 

1993, 122 or Bence-Jones 1990, 209: see also Craig 1982, 159, Illustrations 119 & 120 for 

examples of later 17th century buildings in Dublin where this technique of roofing 

was used). The cruciform roof does not incorporate a wall walk into its plan and 

rainwater falling on the pitched roofs is carried away by rainwater chutes set at the 

angles of the building. Ballinahinch (Gazetteer Site No. 7) may also have been under 

a cruciform roof but the building was renovated and the gables on the north and 

south walls removed to produce a more house-like structure (Craig 1982, 100). The

location of fireplaces in the north and south walls of the main chamber would

suggest that these walls were originally crowned by chimneys. The renovated 

structure was under a pitched roof supported on the gables at the east and west ends 

of the building.

6.38 CRENELLATIONS AND WALL WALKS

The parapet embrasures and merlons consist of thin walls built on the outer edge of 

the wall walk. The wall walk, in turn, has a sloping surface that allows rain water to 

escape from the top of the building. The crenellation is, therefore, susceptible to 

decay through stone robbing, vandalism, frost or wind unless repair work is carried 

out on it from time to time. Lissamota (Gazetteer Site No. 132) continued in use as a 

dwelling place until the end of the 18th century when Mr George Cornwall lived in it

'whence its good repair' (Westropp 1906-7, 225), and the parapet crenellation

survives intact. Similarly, Ballingarry (Gazetteer Site No. 11) has a long and varied 

history of occupation and repair which continued into the 19th century. Here too the 

parape t rem ained  intact.



6.39 RAINWATER SPOUTS AND OPENINGS

At Clonshire (Gazetteer Site No. 67) doorways from the stair tower leads out onto the 

wall walk on both of the side walls of the main block. Rainwater spouts were 

positioned along the wall walks to allow rainwater to drain off them. At Ballingarry 

(Gazetteer Site No. 11) the attic/parapet level in the main block had wall walks along 

the south-east and north-west walls, with rainwater spouts present to remove excess 

water pouring off the pitched roof from the wall walk surface. The wall walks on the 

main chamber section were accessible from doorways off the side turret and were 

protected by stepped crenellation. Rainwater spouts can sometimes be the only 

evidence surviving to indicate the location of a wall walk (eg: Ballyallinan, Site No.

14 or Fantstown, Gazetteer Site No. 88) or a pitched roof (eg: rainwater spouts set 

along the run of the north and south parapet walls at Ballygrennan, Gazetteer Site 

No. 21, carried the water off the pitched roof). At Caherelly West (Gazetteer Site No.

43) and Glenquin (Gazetteer Site No. 102) small square openings along the run of the

wall walks allowed rain water to escape from the roof area of the building.

6.40 ARCADES AND CAP HOUSES

Arcades could be used to provide extra space to support a wall walk at the parapet 

level in a building. The fourth floor subsidiary chamber in the side tower at

Ballingarry (Gazetteer Site No. 11) uses a single arcade on the north-west and south

west sides of the room to provide the support for a wall walk on the parapet. Glenquin 

(Gazetteer Site No. 102), Clonshire (Gazetteer Site No. 67), Lissamota (Gazetteer Site No. 

132), Ballingarry (Gazetteer Site No. 11), Rathmore (Gazetteer Site No. 151) and 

Rockstown (Gazetteer Site No. 156) all have cap houses or pinnacle areas. Mulvany's 

painting of circa 1800 (Illustration 1.9) depicts a cap house at King's Castle,

Kilmallock (Gazetteer Site No. 120), but this feature is now no longer present at the 

b u i l d i n g .

6.41 TOURELLES

While the roof level at Castle Matrix (Gazetteer Site No. 57) has been heavily restored, 

the crenellation is in excellent condition (see Photograph 23) and the square 

bartizans or tourelles at the north-east and south-west corners provide an 

impression of how those at Ballyallinan (Gazetteer Site No. 14) and Ballygrennan 

(Gazetteer Site No. 21) may once have looked. Round tourelles are also to be found at 

parapet level at Gortnetubbrid (Gazetteer Site No. 105), Kilduff (Gazetteer Site No. 114), 

Oola (Gazetteer Site No. 144) and Williamstown (Gazetteer Site No. 175). The presence 

of shot holes in the latter tourelles might suggest that they are an architectural 

series which belongs to a late period in the tower house building tradition. Corner
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machicolations are square stone boxes, set on corbels at the external angle of a 

building, jutting out at second, third or fourth floor levels. The floor is open to allow 

missiles to be dropped on the heads of aggressors below. The examples at Caherelly 

West (Gazetteer Site No. 43), Fantstown (Gazetteer Site No. 88) and Kilduff (Gazetteer 

Site No. 114) are all supported on similar v-shaped corbels and are operated from the 

corners of chambers inside the tower house. A lone corbel located in the external 

face of the west wall at first floor level at Ballybricken (Gazetteer Site No. 15) and two 

corbels at the north-west corner above third floor level at Knockainey (Gazetteer Site 

No. 122: see Photograph 40) may have been used to support corner machicolations at 

these  bu ild ings.

6.42 STRING COURSES AND STONE CARVINGS

String courses, narrow bands of cut-stone moulding set horizontally along the 

external wall of a tower house and designed to prevent rain water staining the sides 

of the walls, are found at Ballyallinan (Gazetteer Site No. 14 - at fourth floor level; it 

runs around three sides of the building but terminates midway along the north wall), 

Bourchier's Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 35 - the north wall next the north-east corner: 

see Photograph 13), Bolane (Gazetteer Site No. 34), Caherelly West (Gazetteer Site No. 

43), Castle Matrix (Gazetteer Site No. 57), Williamstown (Gazetteer Site No. 175) and 

Derryhivenny, Co Galway (see Photograph 65). At Ballingarry (Gazetteer Site No. 11) 

there is a gargoyle or human head projecting from the external face of the north

west wall at second floor level. At Ballyvorneen (Gazetteer Site No. 30) a small carved 

stone human head is set in the external face of the north wall (see Photograph 10). 

Photograph 18 shows a delicately carved interlace motif carved on a windowhead at 

the south-east corner at second floor level at Caherelly West (Gazetteer Site No. 43). At 

Baggotstown (Gazetteer Site No. 4) a possible date stone was reported by O'Donovan 

(1840, Vol 1, 80-82; see Illustration 2.2).

6.43 A POSSIBLE 'IHS' MONOGRAPH

Some symbols are carved in high relief on the west jamb of a mullioned and 

transomed window in the north wall at second floor level in Gortnetubbrid (Gazetteer 

Site No. 105; see Photograph 35), one of the county's late tower houses (see Chapter 5). 

The central carved symbol resembles a form of the 'IHS' or 'Jesus' monograph, a 

symbol of the Counter-Reformation associated with the Society of Jesus, more 

commonly known as the Jesuits (Bryce and Roberts 1993, 369).

'The symbol originated in a medieval cult of the Holy Name of Jesus as a Latinized 
version of the Greek abbreviation "I H (E O Y) E" for "J E (S O U) S". The letters have 
also been interpreted (with conscious intention of enriching the meaning) as I e s u s
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H om inum  Sa lva tor  for "Jesus Saviour of Mankind", and In Hac Salus, "In This (Cross) 
Salvation" ' ( ib id .)

Bryce and Roberts (1993, 363-72) have discussed the presence of similar Roman 

Catholic images associated with secular buildings in north-east Scotland, notably 

those placed on the walls of castles and houses. The symbols in Scotland were dated to 

the mid 17th century onwards, when the return of Catholic exiles in the latter part of 

that century caused a resurgence of religious imagery; the latest example dated to the 

mid 18th century (ib id ., 371).

The dating evidence from Scotland might suggest that the carving at Gortnetubbrid 

was added to the tower house's pre-existing window jamb during the later 17th 

century or later. The carving, however, does not have the same finesse as the 

Scottish examples depicted in Bryce and Robert's article (ib id ., 369, Illustration 4 & 

370, Illustration 5); it lacks the precise detail and clearcut arrangement of stylised 

imagery which is shown in the Scottish monographs. There are two possible 

explanations for this. First, the monograph was deliberately carved in its cryptic 

style to prevent its detection by non-Catholic eyes. Second, it is an early example of 

the use of the monograph, perhaps dating to the mid to late 16th century or the early 

17th century, at a date when the later stylised format for the use of the symbols had 

yet to develop. In either case, the presence of the monograph cannot be taken as 

evidence that the tower house was constructed in the mid to late 17th century.

W hat is of interest is the fact that the monograph did not fall prey to iconoclastic 

attentions, especially when it is considered that the tower house was used as a 

barrack for the New Model Army during the early 1650s (Westropp 1906-7, 236: 

Westropp 1907a, 164). Orders for the destruction of Catholic symbols in Scotland are

presented in Bryce and Robert's article (Bryce and Roberts 1993, 365), yet it is 

possible that the true relevance of the symbols was lost on the Cromwellian garrison 

at Gortnetubbrid: the same article provides an example of a late 16th century Roman 

Catholic coffin slab at Cairnie Kirk in Strathbobie which was mutilated by Calvinists. 

However, while the Calvinists vented their fury on the coffin slab they did not

destroy its central feature, a figure exhibiting its heart.

'Devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus was popularized by the Jesuits in the late 16th
century. Tombs of this kind were liable to suffer damage when the Calvinist party 
took to arms, although at Cairnie the iconoclasts cannot have recognized a central 
part of the symbolism as Catholic' (ib id ., 363 & Illustration 1).

Another possiblity is that the monograph at Gortnetubbrid was concealed from the 

view of the Commonwealth soldiers garrisoned at the tower house (perhaps with
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some form of wooden casement) and hence its survival. Again, Bryce and Roberts 

( ib id ., 370) have provided an example where this was the case in Scotland.

Four early 17th century examples of the 'IHS' monograph in Co Limerick are 

recorded in Lenihan's text (Lenihan 1866). The earliest of the four examples dates to 

1633 and was carved on a mantelpiece (or chimney piece) in a house in Mary Street 

in Limerick City (ib id ., 152, footnote 1). The second example records the date 1638 on a 

limestone mantlepiece placed in the Desmond hall at Newcastle West. This chimney 

piece originally came from a house in Kilmallock and was removed from there and 

set in the Lacy Castle in Ballingarry (Gazetteer Site No. 11), before being removed to 

Newcastle West (ib id ., 737: see also further discussion under Gazetteer Site No. 11 in 

Volume 2). A chimney piece in a house in Broad Street in the city's Irishtown had a 

monograph carved on it, accompanied with the date 1640 (ib id ., 357, footnote 4). The 

last of the early 17th century monographs dates to 1645 and was inserted in a wall of

the old hospital in the city ( ib id ., 371).

6.44 SHEELA-NA-GIGS

The tower houses of the county have three examples of that those most enigmatic 

(and somewhat controversial) of medieval stone carvings, the 'Sheela-na-gig '. One 

example was discovered near to the site of the demolished castle in Caherelly East 

(Gazetteer Site No. 42); the castle was considered as the most likely source for the 

carving and it is now held in the Hunt Collection at Plassey House, near Limerick City 

(Cherry 1992, 9: Spellissy and O'Brien 1989, 101). At Dunnaman (Gazetteer Site No. 84) 

a 'Sheela-na-gig' is set in the external face of the east wall at second floor level. The 

third example is at Tullovin (Gazetteer Site No. 173), located on the external face of 

the south wall next the south-east corner at second floor level.

6.45 THE LACK OF EVIDENCE FOR WELLS

No wells were identified inside any surviving tower houses in Co Limerick. This is a

situation similar to that recorded elsewhere in Ireland. Westropp (1898-1900, 357) was

not aware of any well existing inside a tower house or its accompanying outworks in 

Co Clare, while in Co Down (Jope 1966, 126) 'arrangements for water supply are rarely 

seen, though at Sketrick a covered underground passage leads out of the bawn to a 

corbelled spring'. Cairns (1984, 224) noted that the tower house at Kiltinan in Co 

Tipperary may have had a well, and that there were two other sites which had wells 

present today, although he added that one of these (Cully) might be comparatively 

modern. MacAuliffe (1992, Vol 1, 119) noted examples of tower houses with aqueous 

locations in Co Kerry, but stated that for every site built near a river, stream or lake 

there were one to two sites which did not have any obvious access to fresh water.



The general lack of wells at the Irish buildings differs from the situation observed at 

tower houses in the United Kingdom. Ruckley's research (Ruckley 1990, 14-26) on 423 

castles reported 40% of archaeologically investigated keeps and tower houses with no 

internal water supply ( ib id ., 23). Only ten of the 48 tower houses had no known water 

supply ( ib id .,  25). Presumably the occupants of Irish tower houses either used 

cisterns or barrels to collect rainwater, or else used water from a local spring, stream 

or river. This is certainly to be envisaged for buildings such as Castle Troy (Gazetteer 

Site No. 62), Court (Gazetteer Site No. 70) or Glin (Gazetteer Site No. 103: see also 

Illustration 1.11). Alternatively, wells may have been located in the bawns 

accom panying tower houses. Unfortunately, direct evidence for this is lacking.

The lack of wells at tower house sites finds support in the historical documentation. 

The siege of 1642 at Castletown Waller (Gazetteer Site No. 63) was victorious for the 

rebels after the garrison had to surrender for want of water (O'Corrbui 1975, 58-9), 

while during the siege of Bourchier's Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 35) in 1642 the rebels 

did not allow the besieged 'one dropp of milck or springe water' (see Appendix 8 in 

Vol 2 for contemporary account of the siege). This suggests that there were no wells 

within the precincts of either castle. The testament of the besieged at Ballyaly Castle, 

Co Clare in the same year states that the water supply grew scarce and even their 

attempts to save rainwater with sheets and vessels could not trap enough to quench 

the thirst of all those who had taken refuge within the castle (Croker 1841, 20).

6.46 EARTHWORKS AT TOWER HOUSE SITES

A number of the tower houses stood within or upon earthworks. The demolished 

castle at Drombanny (Gazetteer Site No. 81) was set within a double banked earthwork 

and Killeedy is located on the summit of a small flat-topped rectangular earthen 

mound (Gazetteer Site No. 118). Milltown is located inside a substantial circular stone 

enclosure (Gazetteer Site No. 138) and Raheen stands inside a circular earthwork 

(Gazetteer Site No. 147). The nature of the earthworks at each site has never been 

investigated by archaeological excavation but it might be the ease that each is an 

earlier earthwork structure reutilised to serve as a bawn for the occupants of later 

stone castles and tower houses. This phenomenon was discussed by McCullough (1994, 

14-15), who provided two examples of this process in action; a Plantation house at 

Dundonnell in Co Roscommon which was built within a rath, and an unnamed tower 

house from Co Tipperary which was also erected within a rath.

'Bartlett's maps and drawings of the Ulster Wars [circa 1600] show culturally
im possible images of raths adapted for modern war with spear-shaped Renaissance
flankers such as still survives on top of Legar Hill in Co Armagh' ( ib id ., 16).
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Care, however, must be taken on this issue, especially when attention is focused on 

Stanihurst's statement (Lennon 1981, 147) that the Gaelic Irish had 'courtyards 

surrounded by great ramparts and ditches and hedged around with thorn-bushes and 

shubbery'. While it is possible that the courtyards referred to in the text were reused 

raths, it is equally possible that they were late medieval constructions. As a 

consequence, it would be imprudent to classify all earthworks found at tower houses 

as remnants of earlier defensive structures adapted for reuse as bawns by the tower

house builders. Excavations adjacent to a castle in Swords, Co Dublin identified a 

substantial moat ditch which encircled the outer face of the castle wall (Swan 1994,

33).

The stone enclosure at Milltown certainly has all the hallmarks of having been an

Early Christian cashel. It is recorded as such by the Sites and Monuments record for 

the county (Kirwan et al 1991, 70) and is under Office of Public Works protection. The 

mound at Killeedy is probably some form of motte, but the earthwork encircling 

Raheen is of a more suspect character. It might be a reused rath or a reused 

ringwork; it might even be contemporary in date with the tower house. Only by 

excavation could we hope to elucidate the true nature of this particular earthwork.

6.47 BAWNS

Surviving examples of bawns are found at the following tower houses: Ballygrennan 

(Gazetteer Site No. 21), Beagh (Gazetteer Site No. 32), Cappagh (Gazetteer Site No. 45), 

Finnitterstown (Gazetteer Site No. 92), Garraunboy (Gazetteer Site No. 97), Kilfinny

(Gazetteer Site No. 116), Lisnacullia (Gazetteer Site No. 131), Rathcannon (Gazetteer 

Site No. 149), Shanpallas (Gazetteer Site No. 163) and Tooreen (Gazetteer Site No. 170). 

At Holly Park (Gazetteer Site No. 108), Kilmacow (Gazetteer Site No. 119), Morgans 

(Gazetteer Site No. 140) and Rawleystown (Gazetteer Site No. 154) parts of the bawn 

have survived but the tower houses have been either heavily damaged or totally

demolished. There are, however, documentary references to bawns at a number of 

other sites, including Aughinish (Gazetteer Site No. 3), Ballybricken (Gazetteer Site 

No. 15), Dysert (Gazetteer Site No. 85), Fantstown (Gazetteer Site No. 88), Glin 

(Gazetteer Site No. 103), Lickadoon (Gazetteer Site No. 129), Rathmore (Gazetteer Site 

No. 151), and Tullovin (Gazetteer Site No. 173).

W ell preserved large bawns can be found at Ballygrennan (Gazetteer Site No. 21: 

divided into two large courtyards), Cappagh (Gazetteer Site No. 45) and Kilfinny 

(Gazetteer Site No. 116). The bawns at Finnitterstown (Gazetteer Site No. 92) and 

Garraunboy (Gazetteer Site No. 97) enclose small areas directly around the centrally
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positioned tower houses. There would be little space for soft buildings within either 

enclosure and they may have been more defensive in nature than other bawns. 

Garraunboy has D-shaped flankers at each of the four corners of the bawn. At 

Lisnacullia (Gazetteer Site No. 131) and Holly Park (Gazetteer Site No. 108) square 

flanking towers survive while round flankers are situated next the tower houses at 

Gortnetubbrid (Gazetteer Site No. 105) and Shanpallas (Gazetteer Site No. 163); another

example stood at Castle Mahon (Gazetteer Site No. 56) but it has now been demolished.

At Kilmacow (Gazetteer Site No. 119) a round flanker is incorporated into the

structure of the tower house at the north-east corner of the building. The stone 

corbels which project from the top of the external face of the bawn wall at two points

along the perimeter of the bawn at Kilmacow may have supported either a turret or 

else, perhaps, a machicolation which was similar to the example shown above the 

entrance into the bawn at Glin (Gazetteer Site No. 103) in an illustration included in 

the Pacata  Hibernia (O'Grady 1896, Vol. 1, Illustration facing page 89: see also 

Illustration 1.11 in this volume for O'Donovan's version of this drawing). A latrine 

turret is present along the stretch of bawn wall surviving at Morgans (Gazetteer Site 

No. 140).

6.48 CONCLUSIONS

It is hoped that the preceding chapter has illustrated the different architectural 

features which are found at the tower houses in the county. While an evident limit 

exists in the variety of types of different features used, and also in the construction 

methods available to the medieval builders, the variations which do exist, when 

combined together in a castle, are sufficient to enable it to be confidently stated that 

each and every tower house is a unique building; while tower houses may be divided 

into typological groupings based on shared floor plans (see Appendix 4), such an 

exercise cannot be extended to their architectural details since there are no two 

tower houses totally identical to each other. Similar architectural features can exist 

at more than one site, but the overall package and/or location of the architectural 

details at one tower house will be different from those present at another.
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PART THREE

CHAPTER SEVEN: DOMESTIC LIFE AT THE TOWER HOUSES OF 

COUNTY LIMERICK

7.1 INTRODUCTION

Westropp (1906-7, 71) stated that Irish tower houses 'rarely played any part in war, 

and are devoid of those thrilling memories which cling like the ivy round the walls 

of the castles of England, France, and the Rhine land'. With defences designed to 

resist petty plunderers rather than marching armies, the tower house was not a 

citadel but more the country mansion of its time, the centre of a rural community, 

bustling with the activities of everyday home life. Therefore, the domestic role

played by the tower house in medieval Irish society is investigated in the following 

chapter. The chapter begins with a review of historical sources and the information 

which they contain on the lifestyle of the tower house's occupants. It continues with 

a cautionary discussion on problems which can be faced when attempting to equate 

docum entary  references to a particular building with the surviving physical 

evidence at the same building today. However, evident concerns for domestic comfort 

can be identified in the architectural features present in tower houses and this 

information is also contemplated during the course of the chapter. The chapter also 

reflects on the furnishings one might expect to find in a typical tower house, the 

occupant's social life and concerns for privacy, the evidence for halls and other 'soft

buildings' located in bawns, and the general economic and social role that tower

houses perform ed within medieval rural society.

7.2 DOCUMENTARY EVIDENCE

We are fortunate to have a few contemporary descriptions of domestic life in the

tower house. Westropp (1898-1900, 359-60) brought attention to the comments made 

by the French traveller Bouillaye le Gouz, who wrote in 1644 that:

'The castles or houses of the nobility consist of four walls, extremely high and
thatched with straw; but to tell the truth, they are nothing but square towers without
windows, or at least having such small apertures as to give no more light than is in a
prison. They have little furniture, and cover their rooms with rushes, of which they 
make their beds in summer, and straw in winter. They put the rushes a foot deep on 
their floor and on their windows, and many of them ornament their ceiling with 
b r a n c h e s ' .

In 1620 Luke Gernon, probably an Englishman resident in Limerick (Falkiner 1904,

345-7), wrote an entertaining discourse on Ireland in which he takes his reader on a 

trip through the landscape describing the people and places ( 'Lett us converse wth
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the people. Lord, what makes you so squeamish - be not affrayd. The Irishman is no

Canniball to eate you up nor no lowsy Jack to offend you'), eventually coming to the

castle of the gentleman.

'See the company yonder, they are ryding to a coshering, lett us strike in among 
them. (Cosherings are publick invitations, by occasion of marriages, neighbourhood
or the like, and for the present open house) ...

We are come to the castle already. The castles are built very strong, and wth narow
stayres, for security. The hall is the uppermost room, lett us go up, you shall not come
downe agayne till tomorow. Take no care of yo' horses, they shall be sessed among the 
tenants, the lady of the house meets you wth her trayne. I have instructed you before 
how to accost them. Salutations paste, you shall be presented wth all the drinkes in 
the house, first the ordinary beere, then aquavitae, then sacke, then olde-ale, the 
lady tastes it, you must not refuse it. The fyre is prepared in the middle of the hall, 
where you may sollace yorselfe till supper time, you shall not want sacke and 
tobacco. By this time the table is spread and plentifully furnished wth variety of 
meates, but ill cooked, and wth out sauce. Neyther shall there be wanting a pasty or 
two of redd deare (that is more common wth us then the fallow). The dishe wch I
make choyce of is the swelld mutton, and it is prepared thus. They take a principall
westher, and before they kill him, it is fitt that he be shorne, being killed they singe 
him in his woolly skynne like a bacon, and rost him by ioynts wth the skynne on, 
and so serve it to the table, they say that it makes the flesh more firme, and preserves 
the fatt. I make chiyce of it to avoyd uncleanely dressing, they feast together with 
great iollyty and healths around; towards the middle of supper the harper beginns to 
tune and singeth Irish rymes of auncient making. If he be a good rymer, he will 
make one song to the present occasion. Supper being ended, it is at your liberty to sitt 
up, or to depart to yor lodgeing, you shall have company in both kind. When you 
come to yor chamber, do not expect canopy and curtaynes. It is very well if your bedd 
content you, and if the company be greate, you may happen to be bodkin in the 
middle. In the morning there will be brought unto you a cupp of aquavitae. The 
aquavitae or usquebath of Ireland is not such an extraction, as is made in England, 
but farre more qualifyed, and sweetened with licorrissh. It is made potable, and is of 
the colour of Muscadine. It is a very wholsome drinke, and naturall to digest the 
crudityes of the Irish feeding. You may drink a knaggin wthout offence, that is the 
fourth parte of a pynte. Breakfast is but the repetitions of supper. When you are 
disposing of yourself to depart, they call for Dogh a dores, that is, to drink at the 
doore, there you are presented agayne wth all the drinkes in the house, as at yor first 
entrance. Smacke them over, and lett us departe' (Falkiner 1904, 360-61).

7.3 A COMPARISON OF DOCUMENTARY EVIDENCE AND PHYSICAL EVIDENCE 

Evidently the standing and wealth of a family would influence the size and design of 

a tower house. However, is it possible to identify a hierarchy of chambers in the 

tower houses from the surviving architecture? Gernon's account would suggest that 

the uppermost level in the tower house was where the hall was located. We might 

therefore expect the upper levels in the buildings to have better architectural details 

than the lower levels. However, such an approach meets immediate difficulties. 

Chapter 6 highlighted 28 examples of tower houses in the county which have had 

their upper levels removed, 17 of which belong to State of Preservation Group 1 (see 

Appendix 3 in Vol 2). This undoubtly limits the amount of information available for
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use in the identification of any hierarchy in the chambers, although where upper 

levels do survive they do tend to contain features such as fireplaces, side-seated 

embrasures and double ogee headed windows. This would suggest that the upper 

levels may have contained the most prestigious chambers in a tower house. However, 

can the presence of these features in a chamber, and the location of a latrine near to 

the chamber, be taken as direct evidence that the upper levels of the buildings were 

used as halls?

It should perhaps be noted at this point that there may be danger involved in 

overworking the historical sources. Bouillaye le Gouz states that the buildings are 

'without windows, or at least having such small apertures as to give no more light 

than is in a prison' (Westropp 1898-1900, 359-60). This is certainly an exaggeration 

on his part; the double ogee headed windows at Dysert (Gazetteer Site No. 85),

Ballingarry (Gazetteer Site No. 11), Cappagh (Gazetteer Site No. 45) and other

examples listed in Chapter 6 could never be considered as 'small apertures', and at 

those sites where the evidence survives the tower houses have large windows at 

upper floor levels. Likewise, Gernon may only be recording a specific case where a

feast which he attended was held in a hall in the 'uppermost room' in a tower house.

Stanihurst's text of 1584 (Lennon 1981, 146) includes a brief discussion on castles 

which will be investigated in detail later in this chapter. However, it should be stated

at this point that he identified the hall as a 'soft' building located in the bawn and a 

separate construction from the tower house.

The presence of good quality architectural details in a chamber and the close location 

of a latrine can also be used as evidence to argue for the private nature of chambers 

in the upper levels of a tower house. At Rathmore (Gazetteer Site No. 151) the spiral 

staircase ends at the entrance to the third floor main chamber. The main chamber 

section of the building ends at this level, but a second spiral staircase then provides

access from this floor level to the fourth and fifth floor levels in the subsidiary

chamber tower. The chambers in this tower are effectively cut off from all other

areas of the building. The fourth floor contains a latrine chamber and the fifth floor

contains a small chamber with a fireplace, two cupboards, and two vault roofed 

embrasures with side seats. It would appear that this was a private chamber.

However, the following question must be asked; who was the resident of this private 

chamber? Stanihurst made the following statement in his text: 'Moreover they keep 

armed guards to prevent violence being done to them while they sleep. To avoid such

an occurrence they post sentries atop the castle, as in a watchtower, who frequently 

call out and remain vigilant throughout the night' (Lennon 1981, 146-7). Was the

parapet room at Rathmore the private chamber for the lord, or was it the private
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chamber for the family steward or constable, responsible for either keeping the 

watch or making sure that others were keeping the watch?

There can be no denying that the Desmond tower house Bourchier's Castle (Gazetteer 

Site No. 35) is a particularly fine building, and the presence of fireplaces in the 

subsidiary chambers indicates a provision for comfort which is lacking in other

tower houses. The castle is reported in The Desmond Survey as having 'nine sleeping 

rooms and two reception rooms' (McEnery, no date, f5, paragraph 388). The 

terminology used to describe the chambers in the Elizabethan text suggests that only

two of the chambers in the castle were used as public areas. But what chambers in

the building were used as the two reception rooms?

Leaving aside the 'pit' under the ground floor subsidiary chamber, the tower house 

presently contains two chambers at ground floor level, two chambers at first floor 

level, two chambers at second floor level, two chambers at third floor level, two

chambers at fourth floor level and a mezzanine passage containing a latrine between 

fouth floor level and the fifth floor level, now the roof of the building. The 

mezzanine level cannot really be considered by any stretch of the imagination as 

having been either a reception room or a sleeping room. There are, therefore, ten 

rooms in the building as it stands today. The text's use of the term 'reception' suggests 

that these two rooms were where people were received into the building. Were they, 

therefore, the two ground floor chambers in the tower house? Was one of these two

chambers (presumably the large main chamber) in use as the castle hall? What of

the 's leeping rooms'?

The text lists nine sleeping rooms and the building today has ten chambers. However, 

some two of these chambers must be subtracted from the modern tally since, 

according to the Elizabethan surveyors, two rooms were in use as reception areas.

This leaves eight chambers in the monument as it survives today which might equate 

with the Elizabethan 'sleeping rooms', but what happened to the ninth chamber? Was 

there another chamber at fifth floor level, now demolished? Can the Elizabethan 

document be trusted? What if the surveyors made a mistake in their counting? Can it 

even be said that it is known what constituted a 'sleeping room' in the minds of the 

surveyors? The above questions are unanswerable but they highlight some of the 

problems faced when attempting to equate physical evidence with documentary 

evidence, even when the physical evidence is near perfect and the documentary 

evidence is detailed. For example, the same document states that there were five

rooms in the upper levels of the castle at Shanid Lower (Gazetteer Site No. 164: 

McEnery, no date, f 11, paragraph 426) and nine rooms in the 'very fine and large
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castle of Kilmackhwoo' (Gazetteer Site No. 119: ib id ., f68, paragraph 645). Since Shanid 

is now demolished and Kilmacow is reduced to a poor ruin it is not even possible to 

engage in an attempt to identify the physical evidence with the documentary 

evidence at these sites.

7.4 PRIVATE CHAMBERS

Some buildings, however, were clearly divided on each floor level into separate 

chambers (especially those which belong to Typological Corpus Group 1). This 

division into main chambers and subsidiary chambers may suggest a concern for 

privacy in the buildings, though at times when there were numerous guests in the 

house, at events such as Gernon's coshering, residents and visitors probably shared 

rooms. The lord and lady, however, presumably remained undisturbed in their own 

chamber. Stanihurst (Lennon 1981, 150), writing on Irish celebrations, states that 

during a feast, and in the presence of the guests, the woman of a household 'and her 

husband share a strange silence, she alone of them being his intimate companion of 

the bed-chamber'. At Castle Troy (Gazetteer Site No. 62) the first floor subsidiary 

chamber, though lacking latrine and fireplace, did not have a doorway into the 

chamber from the spiral staircase, but could only be entered from the first floor 

main chamber. A similar arrangement is found at other tower houses, such as 

Ballyallinan (Gazetteer Site No. 14). In itself, however, this is not enough to argue 

that these chambers were any more private than those which had chamber 

entrances set on the stairwell.

At Knockainey's White Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 122) the second floor subsidiary 

chamber is increased in size at the expense of the main chamber. Both chambers 

were independently connected with the spiral staircase and both may have held a

similar status. While there may have been fireplaces inserted into the main 

chambers at ground and first floor levels, neither of the second floor chambers 

contain fireplaces. At third floor level there is another large subsidiary chamber but 

there is no access to what should be the main chamber area at this floor level. Since 

this area lies under a vault it may perhaps have been in use as a loft. The building 

was cut down above third floor level; it cannot, therefore, be stated if there was a 

large main chamber or subsidiary chamber at fourth floor level (perhaps complete 

with fireplace). The open-plan arrangement at second and third floor levels in

Fantstown (Gazetteer Site No. 88) may be deceptive since the floor levels could have 

been divided up into rooms using wooden partitions; this is the probable

arrangement at late tower houses such as Newcastle Clanwilliam (Gazetteer Site No. 

142) or Cullahill (Appendix 6: T35).
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7.5 FIREPLACES

The presence of fireplaces as original features in the ground floor level of a tower 

house, as at Carrigareely (Gazetteer Site No. 47) or Castle Mahon (Gazetteer Site No.

56), would argue against the lowest level in the building having always been used as 

a storage area. A fireplace at this level would provide a cheerful welcome to residents 

or arriving visitors on a crisp mid-winter morning. Alternatively, the fireplaces 

may have been used for cooking, with the ground floor level in use as a kitchen. 

MacAuliffe (1992, 173) recorded ground floor fireplaces at two sites in Co Kerry,

Killaha and Barrow. At Knockainey (Gazetteer Site No. 122) it would seem that a 

fireplace was inserted into the original fabric of the ground and first floor main 

chambers. The insertion of fireplaces in the main chambers at first and second floor 

levels in sites such as Amoganmore (Gazetteer Site No. 1), Ballinahinch (Gazetteer Site 

No. 7), Ballyguilleataggle (Gazetteer Site No. 22) or Clonshire (Gazetteer Site No. 67) 

indicates a greater awareness of comfort, particularly in the case of Ballinahinch

which had already been provisioned with fireplaces at other points in the building. 

These inserted fireplaces may have replaced the use of braziers as a source of 

warmth, although Gernon's reference (Falkiner 1904, 360-61) to a fire kindled in the 

middle of the hall would suggest that the brazier had not gone out of fashion at all

tower houses, even by the 17th century. The surviving evidence from tower houses

such as Castle Hewson (Gazetteer Site No. 55) and Dysert (Gazetteer Site No. 85) points

to buildings where the fireplaces were located in the very uppermost - and now 

demolished or unreachable - chambers of the buildings, if they were present at all.

The red brick lining of the flue at Ballyegnybeg may indicate that the insertion of

fireplaces occurred late in the life of some tower houses.

7.6 LATRINES AND SANITATION

Sanitation was also provided for in the tower houses. This usually took the form of a

latrine located in a mural passage, as at Rathurd (Gazetteer Site No. 153), Castle Troy

(Gazetteer Site No. 62) and Carrigareely (Gazetteer Site No. 47) or the elaborate third

floor mural passage at Knockainey White Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 122), though no

close garderobes or dry closets were identified at any tower house in the county. The 

latrine could also be located in a small chamber, as at Ballyvoghan (Gazetteer Site No. 

29), with its possible two-seated latrine, or the second floor subsidiary chamber and

the fourth floor side chamber, both located in the side tower at Ballingarry (Gazetteer 

Site No. 11). Latrine niches, such as those at Finnitterstown (Gazetteer Site No. 92) or 

Rathurd (Gazetteer Site No. 153) may have contained the medieval 'equivalent of toilet 

paper' (Cairns 1987, 15), or perhaps a candle to light the dark passage or chamber at 

night. The absence of evidence for latrines in later buildings like Newcastle 

Clanwilliam (Gazetteer Site No. 142) may indicate that the fashionable chamber pot
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had made its way into Limerick society. Slop stones project beneath a window at an 

upper level in a tower house (for example, Glenquin, Gazetteer Site No. 102 or 

Bourchier's Castle, Gazetteer Site No. 35) allowed waste water, perhaps used in

washing hands or plates for example, to be poured out of the building without

staining the external wall face below.

W hile the present author would agree with Cairns' view that the spiral staircase 

would have made life trying for the old and ill (Cairns 1987, 14), it could also, no 

doubt, have proved treacherous for the drunk. Gernon's statement that, upon 

climbing the staircase to the hall in the uppermost room, 'you shall not come downe

agayne till tomorrow' (Falkiner 1904, 360) is normally assumed to be an expression of

praise for the hospitality that awaited one in the tower house; dare it be suggested 

that it could also have contained cautionary advice to the visitor who has just quaffed 

copious amounts of alcoholic beverages not to a t t e mp t  to go down again until the next

d a y  ?

7.7 FURNITURE

Kinm outh 's  research (Kinmouth 1993) on Irish vernacular furniture suggested to

her that their prototypes were to be found in the

'tower houses and mansions of the gentry from the 17th and 18th centuries. The 
strongest links between common furniture and that of the servants' quarters and
kitchens of these so-called "big houses" can be traced through inventories from the 
1600s' (ib id ., 3).

No doubt this is true, but a distinction may have to be drawn between the houses of 

the English and the houses of the Irish. The description of 1644 by Bouillaye le Gouz 

(Westropp 1898-1900, 359-60) states that the tower houses were largely without 

furniture. W hile Kinmouth has identified references to 'Testers' and 'Standing Beds' 

(ie: four poster beds) occurring regularly in household inventories from the 1500

onwards (Kinmouth 1993, 158), it should be remembered that in Gernon s discourse 

(Falkiner 1904, 345-7) we are told that the beds do not have these draught-excluding 

additions. Simms (1978, 93) has suggested that the

'surplus wealth which the Gaelic Irish chieftains directed entirely towards feasting 
and poetry corresponded to funds laid out by the ruling classes of other European 
countries partly on entertainment, but also on m agnificent processions, statues, 
pictures, jew ellery  and imposing architecture. The subsistence economy and 
disturbed political conditions of Gaelic Ireland did not lend themselves to investment 
in material possessions, but a poem could be neither stolen nor destroyed, and could 
ensure a more widespread and lasting fame for its patron than any object, however 
beautifu l or costly'.
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This concept can also be applied to Anglo-Irish lordship in Limerick, with the 

expense of Gernon's coshering, with its feast, drink and 'rymer', perhaps accounting 

for the lack of good beds in the castle.

Possibly a more practical reason for the lack of furniture, however, could be the 

difficulties of moving large fittings into the upper levels in the building.

MacLysaght (1950, 94) reminisced of his days spent as a child at Lohort Castle, Co 

Cork:

'The winding staircase led up to the dining room on the first floor. All the furniture, 
except quite small pieces, in this and other upstairs apartments had to be made inside 
the rooms themselves, the narrow stairway and narrower windows making it 
impossible to bring in from outside anything like a table or press'.

Cairns (1987, 24) stated that most tower houses in Co Tipperary

'would have had stairs too cramped for long objects to be manoevred up. Long planks 
and beams would have had to be swung in through the windows of the rooms where 
they were wanted, very likely using pulleys from beams fixed into the drainage holes 
under the battlem ents '.

A similar case can be argued for the tower houses in Co Limerick: it would be very 

difficult to move any large piece of furniture up a spiral staircase. Even in those 

buildings which had straight-flight wall stairs (eg: Castle Hewson, Gazetteer Site No. 

55) the right-angle turn at the top of the passage would be impossible to negotiate 

with a long plank or table. There are, however, smaller pieces of furniture included 

in Kinmouth's work (Kinmouth 1993) which could have prototypes in the 17th 

century and which could be transported into a tower house with more ease: items 

such as benches, cradles, low stools, back stools, chests, dug out chairs, clothes chests 

and mether cups. Yet it must be admitted that these fittings would not compare with 

those listed in the inventory of rich belongings taken from Castletown Waller 

(Gazetteer Site No. 63) by the rebels of 1642 (St John Seymour 1909-11, 255-8) which 

included tapestries, cushions, pewter dishes, brass candlesticks, a clock, books, 

carpets, chamber pots and tables. This inventory may be more indicative of the types 

of furniture and fittings to be found in an English settler's household than the 

household of an Irish lord.

7.8 SOCIAL LIFE IN TOWER HOUSES

Within the main chambers we might expect to find cupboards (for storage of clothes, 

possessions or food), some pieces of furniture (perhaps stools, chairs, chests and a 

table), rushes scattered on the floor and embrasures, and a fire burning either in a
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brazier in the middle of the chamber or in a fireplace. The internals walls might be 

plastered, as survives at Ballyegnybeg (Gazetteer Site No. 19), and if plastered they 

may also have been whitewashed. Bouillaye le Gouz's statement (Westropp 1898-1900, 

359-60) that the ceilings of many chambers were adorned with branches has been 

recognised by Johnson (1991, 192) as a reference to Irish masons probably leaving 

the vault's wickerwork centering in place after the vault supports had been 'struck'. 

The historical source would suggest that the wickerwork was not plastered over in all 

c a se s .

Stanihurst's statement (Lennon 1981, 147) that the lords 'recreate themselves by 

walking through the fields with their retainers, or else they head for the mountain 

meeting-places ' finds an echo in MacLysaght's remark that the 17th-century gentry

'lived much out of doors; hunting, shooting, the supervision of the work going on on 
their estates and the long time occupied in travelling over bad roads when going to
visit friends, or to the nearest town, filled up most of their days, and few hours were
spent indoors, except during meals or in wet weather perhaps, when there would be 
guns and rods to be attended to or handy jobs to be done by men who were more at 
home when using their hands than their intellects, the ordinary country gentleman
did not read much, and indeed the lack of artificial light, which was the normal
condition after dark, did not encourage even those of them who were at all studiously 
inclined, there was little to do but sit around the fire, drinking whiskey and talking' 
(McLysaght 1950, 110-1).

Simms (1978, 94) has cautiously suggested that a degree of continuity may have 

survived in the social attitudes of the English settlers which derived from those of 

the old lords whom they replaced and that they 'adopted the cult of hospitality 

themselves by the 18th century'. The argument is helped by the fact that by the 

fourth decade of that century some 1000 Irish families of landowning rank had been 

converted (at least nominally) from Catholicism ( ib id .) .

'The generally  accepted picture of the hospitable, feckless, hard-drinking, fearless, 
fox-hunting, fire-eating Irish landlord, which is probably no caricature, belongs 
properly to the 18th century, but the type was already by no means uncommon in the 
reign of Charles II' (MacLysaght 1950, 90-91).

It is possible to see their ancestors as the hosts at Gernon's feast (Falkiner 1904, 345- 

7). However, the centre for the hosting had changed from tower house to 'big house'.

7.9 THE EVIDENCE FOR HALLS AND 'SOFTBUILDINGS'

Stanihurst wrote in 1584 that the Irish lords possessed

'castles which are strongly constructed and fortified with masses of stone. Adjoining 
them are reasonably big and spacious palaces made from white clay and mud. They
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are not roofed with quarried slabs or slates but with thatch. In the palace they hold 
their banquets but they prefer to sleep in the castle rather than the palace because 
their enemies can easily apply torches to the roofs which catch fire rapidly if there 
is but the slightest breeze' (Lennon 1981, 146).

This statement appears to be at variance with that expressed by Gernon (Falkiner 

1904, 345-7), who describes a coshering which evidently took place in s id e  a tower 

house. However, there is a division of over thirty years duration which separates the 

periods when the two accounts were written; social organisation may have changed 

or Stanihurst's experiences of Irish life may have been different from those of 

Gernon, hence the disparity displayed in the two accounts. What Stanihurst's account 

does suggest is the presence of important 'soft' buildings, or 'palaces' within the 

confines of the bawn.

Tabraham 's research on Scottish sites (Tabraham 1988) has suggested that the

concept of the tower house as a free standing and self contained unit may not have

always been the case. The evidence which he used to support his theory was obtained 

from excavations at Smailholm Tower and Threave Castle.

'Prior to excavation, it was widely assumed that the residence of the Pringle laird 
[Smailholm] was confined within the towerhouse, with service offices - kitchens,
bakehouse, brewhouse, stables, etc - grouped around it in the barmkin enclosure. 
That perception is now somewhat altered as a result of the excavation, which has 
brought to light a second residential unit, comprising probably an outer hall and
chamber, standing alongside the towerhouse and very likely contemporary with it' 
(ib id ., 268).

Excavation at Threave Castle had also unearthed two substantial buildings, which 

were also judged to be contemporary with the tower house and again interpreted as 

having served as residential buildings.

'Certainly, the towerhouse still stands at the heart of the complex, the chief 
residential unit and the most secure in troubled times. But it can no longer be viewed 
as an isolated dwelling house, surrounded by mere "farmyard attachments". As at 
Threave, the home of his master the earl of Douglas, so at Smailholm the Pringle 
laird, albeit in a more humble manner, had a residence somewhat more elaborate 
than we had hitherto imagined' ( ib id ., 275).

The quotation obtained from Stanihurst's text (Lennon 1981, 146) could suggest that a 

similar situation may have existed at Irish tower house sites, but is there any 

evidence available which might support such a view?

Excavations have occurred at a number of tower house sites in Co Limerick. At 

Aughinish (Gazetteer Site No. 3) excavation within the bawn discovered a possible
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domed oven, but no traces of any 'soft' buildings (Lynch 1975, 22). A drawing of Glin 

Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 103) in Pacata Hibernia (O'Grady, 1896, Vol 1, illustration 

facing page 89: see also Westropp's version of the drawing in Illustration 1.1 and 

O'Donovan's version of the drawing in Illustration 1.11) shows a substantial hall set 

in the north-west corner of the bawn. An excavation was undertaken in a field 

immediately north of the tower house but no structural remains of either the bawn 

or its buildings were found (O'Rahilly 1992, 31). The assembled documentary evidence 

for Bourchier's Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 35) suggests that the tower house was

surrounded by a variety of ancillary buildings. However, there are no references in

the texts to an adjoining hall. Archaeological evidence of medieval settlement was 

found in the area due-east of the tower house. A 13th-century house, a late 13th to 

early 14th century house, a yard enclosure, a stone built hearth, a possible corn 

drying kiln and a trackway leading towards the castle were all discovered, but there 

was no evidence found which might indicate a more substantial building existed in 

the vicinity of the tower house (Cleary 1982b, 84 & 89: Cleary 1983, 63 & 77).

Admittedly the level of excavation at tower houses in the county has been limited, but

at the three sites which have been investigated there has been no evidence produced 

for 'soft' buildings which might have been 'palaces'.

Excavations have also occurred at tower house sites elsewhere in Ireland. At 

Ballyhack Castle, Co Wexford a garderobe deposit, containing an associated group of 

17th-century imported pottery, a clay pipe and a portion of a metal chafing-dish, was 

discovered during conservation work (Fanning and Hurst 1975, 103). The foundations 

of a tower house were discovered under the cobbled courtyard of the later Plantation 

complex at Parke's Castle, Co Leitrim (Barry 1987, 189). At Ballinskelligs, Co Kerry 

(Sheehan 1989, 20: Sheehan 1992, 23) the badly eroded remains of two probable post- 

medieval buildings were discovered, one on either side of the castle doorway, but 

further excavation to test the possibility that ancillary structures abutted the north

west wall of the tower house proved fruitless. Trial trenching was carried out to 

investigate a queried bawn wall to the north of Tyrellspass Castle, Co Westmeath 

(Meenan 1992, 47), but the wall proved to be of recent construction. Excavations at 

Dunboy Castle, Co Cork (Gowen 1978, 1-49) identified the stump of a late 15th century 

tower house and two bawn walls, the latter example dating to circa 1602. A patch of 

cobbled stones were found south-east of the tower house at Newtown, Co Clare 

(Lavelle 1994, 5) and a stretch of bawn wall foundations were discovered at the 

northern end of a trial trench at Rathbarry Castle, Co Cork (Crumlish 1994, 8). 

Excavation at Drimnagh Castle, Co Dublin (Mullins 1994, 13-14) revealed a modern

stony ground surface. Removal of the base of this stony layer produced a mixture of

modern delph, three sherds of 17th century pottery and some locally made ware of
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13th to 15th century date. Underneath the stony layer lay two horizons of brown sod

like material. The first layer was most clearly defined on the east side of the trial

trench. On the west side of the trench it lay on the natural boulder clay. A second, 

slightly stonier layer lay under the first layer at the east end of the trench and it 

occupied a hollow in the natural boulder clay. 'Towards the north this hollow formed 

a bottle-neck before flaring out again on either side. Both these soddy layers

produced exclusively medieval pottery' ( ib id ., 14). A damp, circular area at the

hollow's northern end proved to be the top of a 1 m deep funnel-shaped pit cut into

the natural clay and filled with stones. The pit also contained sherds of 13th to 15th 

century pottery. It is possible that the hollow was some form of drainage channel and 

that the pit was a soakage sump ( ib id .) .

Archaeological excavations on the Cork to Dublin Gas Pipeline in 1981-82 investigated 

the areas adjacent to four tower houses, but substantial information was retrieved 

only at Drumlummin, Co Tipperary (Cleary 1987, 116-45) where a 17th-century house 

was discovered in an excavated strip across 190 m adjacent to the now levelled castle

(see Appendix 6, T41 in Vol 2). The gas pipeline did not encroach on the castle

buildings but part of a deep defensive ditch due-north of the castle was partially

excavated ( ib id ., 125-6 & 139-40). The excavations at this site and also at Rochestown, 

Co Tipperary (MacLeod 1987, 146-50) during the same project provided information 

on the agricultural usage of land in the vicinity of the castles and this shall be 

discussed later in the present chapter. However, as Barry (1987, 190) was forced to 

conclude: 'These excavations have not really added much to our general knowledge of

the subsidiary buildings likely to be found in the tower house bawns'.

Historical depictions of tower houses and castles are, however, another source of 

information available for scrutiny. Illustration 1.1 shows historical sketches of 

castles and tower houses compiled by Westropp from a variety of documentary 

sources (Westropp 1906-7, Plate XIII). What is of note in four of the sketches, each 

dating from the 17th century - Ballinagarde (Gazetteer Site No. 6), Ballybricken

(Gazetteer Site No. 15), Ballyvorneen (Gazetteer Site No. 30), and Killacollum (a site 

not included in Westropp's catalogue but presumably Killacolla, Gazetteer Site No.

117) - are buildings which are directly associated with the main tower house. The 

tower houses at Ballinagarde and Killacolla are now demolished, while Ballyvoreen

has been radically altered but there are earthworks which survive around the ruins 

of the tower house at Ballybricken and some of these may mark the last vestiges of 

the associated building depicted on The Down Survey map (Ordnance Survey 1908, 

Sheet 65).
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It should be noted, however, that these may be depictions of buildings of early 

modern date, similar to the ruined examples found adjoining the tower houses at 

Carrigareely (Gazetteer Site No. 47) and Rathcannon (Gazetteer Site No. 149) or located 

in the bawns at Ballygrennan (Gazetteer Site No. 21) and Kilfinny (Gazetteer Site No. 

116). They cannot be used as conclusive evidence that during the medieval period the

tower houses in the county were also accompanied by major adjoining buildings. The

materials used in the construction of the 'palaces' which Stanihurst describes 

(Lennon 1981, 146) were organic and therefore easily subject to decay or destruction,

hence examples of these buildings have not survived. It is possible that the 'palaces' 

may have been constructed using organic materials by lesser lords with restricted 

economic power who were attempting to mimic the stone-built halls of the greater 

lords such as those at the castle complexes at Askeaton and Newcastle West in Co 

Limerick. However, while it is understandable that the Earl of Desmond would need a 

hall in which to entertain his assembled retinue, is it likely that every lesser lord of 

free-tenant status in the county would also require a hall? It would appear that

further research based on the specific archaeological excavation of bawns will be 

the only way of establishing the accuracy of Stanihurst's statement, while also 

identifying if cases exist where the domestic arrangements at Irish tower houses

were similar to those which existed at Smailholm and Threave in Scotland.

7.10 BAWNS AND OTHER ECONOMIC STRUCTURES
It was mentioned in Chapter 4 that 20% of the castles recorded in The Civil Survey 

(Simington 1938) also had accompanying bawns. This represents a total of 45 bawns 

present at 181 castles. There are only 14 bawns surviving among the 176 sites 

contained in the gazetteer. The poor preservation record is probably associated with 

the fact that bawn walls are thin and therefore more easily prone to destruction by 

stone robbing; however, the question must be asked, were all tower houses

surrounded by stone-built bawns? Stanihurst's text (Lennon 1981, 147) states that

'The princes also have courtyards surrounded by great ramparts and ditches, and 
hedged around with thorn-bushes and shubbery. They thrust their cattle into these
confined and protected compounds when the need arises to guard them from the
attacks and stratagems of robbers'.

There is an apparent similarity in function between the compounds which 

Stanihurst describes and the bawns which Moryson, the early 17th century writer,

discusses (Falkiner 1904, 222: see Chapter 4 in this volume). The deep defensive ditch 

discovered during excavation at Drumlummin, Co Tipperary (Cleary 1987, 125-6 & 139-

40) may have been an example of the former. Perhaps some of the tower houses in 

Limerick were also encircled with earthen banks and ditches which acted as bawns
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and which were destroyed by later agricultural use of the landscape. Such enclosures 

would now only be identified by excavation or geophysical surveying.

The combination of a tower house or castle with other economic structures and 

features is well attested to in the historical documentation. The Desm ond Survey 

reports a dovecot within the precinct of the bawn at Knockainey (Gazetteer Site No. 

121: McEnery, no date, f4, paragraph 385). A dovecot is also reported at Rathurd 

(Gazetteer Site No. 153: ib id ., f67, paragraph 644) while there is a substantial

settlement around Bourchier's Castle at Lough Gur (Gazetteer Site No. 35: ib id ., f5,

paragraph 388), with cottages, gardens, and an orchard. At Kilmacow (Gazetteer Site 

No. 119) there is a an orchard and broken mill ( ib id ., f68, paragraph 645) and gardens 

and a watermill are listed at 'Donmoylin' [Dunmoylan - Westropp Site No. 389:

Westropp 1906-7, 244] (ib id ., f68, paragraph 649). Kilfinny (Gazetteer Site No. 116) had 

'gardens, yards, orchards and other buildings and a mill' ( ib id ., f70, paragraph 659),

while in the direct vicinity of 'Downekeepe' [Dunkip - Westropp Site No. 172:

Westropp 1906-7, 165-6] and Lismackeery (Gazetteer Site No. 130) there were gardens 

and crofts ( ib id ., f71, paragraph 660 & f71d).

Further evidence of contemporary agricultural activity in the vicinity of tower 

houses has been established by archaeological excavation. A trackway was discovered 

during excavation in the vicinity of the tower house and ruined church at 

Rochestown, Co Tipperary (MacLeod 1987, 146-50). The site of the excavation lay 

across a series of cultivation terraces situated on the south slope of the low limestone

ridge on which the medieval buildings stood, about 100 m south of the tower house.

'The trackway gave easy access to each terrace from the vicinity of the tower house 
and presumably also to some associated settlement, which if it existed would probably
have shared the hill top with both the tower house and church. The finds suggest 
that the terraces were used for tillage until the latter half of the 17th century. The
apparent scarcity of finds post-dating this period suggests that at this time the area
underwent some changes in land use, possibly from tillage to use as pasture.
Certainly many old village communities suffered or disappeared altogether as a result 
of the Cromwellian plantations' ( ib id ., 150).

The terraces may be examples of the gardens and crofts referred to in the historical 

documentation, possibly abandoned in the latter half of the 17th century after the

tower house was besieged and burnt by Inchiquin in 1647, an event which perhaps 

slowly facilitated the death of this particular rural community ( ib id ., 146). At 

Drumlummin (Cleary 1987, 140) excavation provided information on the types of

cultivation techniques used in the proximity of a castle between the 15th and mid

17th centuries. 'The land divisions were probably shallow ditches with low earthen
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banks. The method of cultivation was ridge and furrow. The furrows were wide and 

suitable for corn cultivation'. At Gorteens Castle, Co Kilkenny (King 1994, 48-9) the 

excavator discovered the foundations of two houses to the north-east of the castle. 

Cultivation furrows within a ditched enclosure to the north were thought to be 

contemporary with the houses, though no actual date is offered for any of these

features. Evidence for post-medieval iron working was discovered to the west of the

castle ( ib id ., 49).

There are 48 occasions recorded in The Civil Survey (Simington, 1938) where a 

'castle' is named in conjunction with mills or millseates and on 14 other occasions a 

'castle', mill or millseate and an orchard are listed together. In a further 19 cases a 

'castle' and an orchard are associated with each other. At 'Ballibrickine' (Gazetteer 

Site No. 15) a castle, bawn, orchard, dovecot and fishpond are listed (Simington, 1938, 

77). The White Abbey at Adare was associated with a castle, bawn, pigeon house, 

garden and tucking mill (ib id ., 147), while at Islandmore [Westropp Site No. 155: 

Westropp 1906-7, 159] there was a castle, 16 cottages, pigeon house, weare and 

orchard (Simington 1938, 353). The association of castles with orchards survives at

the redundant orchard at Shanballyduff in Co Tipperary (Appendix 6: T69 in Vol 2)

with its wild fig trees. The frequent association of castles with cabins and cottages 

also reported in the documents suggests that the castle could be the focus of 

settlement in a locality. Perhaps these lesser building were the homes of the lord's 

servants, workers and other dependants, as was the case at Bourchier's Castle 

(McEnery, no date, f5, paragraph 388).

The location of 'at least 30' churches in close proximity with tower houses may 

indicate further evidence for centres of medieval settlement nucleation in the 

county (O'Connor 1987, 14: see also footnote 38 where he states that 'Here reference is 

made to situations where the distance between castle and church did not exceed 200 

metres') and brings to mind Gernon's statement (Falkiner 1904, 355) that in every 

village there was a castle and church, with the villages 'distant each from other 

about two miles'. In Limerick there are two castle sites which have deserted villages

and ruined medieval churches associated with them, Raheen (Gazetteer Site No. 147)

and Tomdeely (Gazetteer Site No. 169). While the landscape surrounding the former

site has been the subject of a detailed survey (Fanning and O'Brien 1973-4), neither 

site has been excavated. The date, therefore, when either settlement was abandoned

remains unknown. It may have been during the medieval period or perhaps during 

the early modern era, as was the situation at Ardmayle, Co Tipperary (Barry 1988a, 

354: see also Appendix 6, T2 in Vol 2).
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It would also seem that part-ownership of a 'castle' could occur. The Civil Survey 

states that the 'said castle [Sryghane - Westropp Site No. 69: Westropp 1906-7, 95] and 

sixtie two acres belongeth to the said White [Lawrence White, Irish papist from 

Limerick] exceptinge one chamber wch belongs to Dominicke Creagh of the said 

Castle' (Simington 1938, 67) while in the city itself a castle was divided up with the 

'shop and seller ... the interest of Sr Nichollas Comye, the midle Roomes to Gabrieli 

Gallway, and the uper parte to Lawrenc Comyn morgadged to the said Gabrieli 

Gallway for 50 li' (ib id ., 427). Westropp (1906-7, 151) also reports how the castle at 

Derryknockane was captured by the English under Lord Grey in 1536. The O'Briens 

bribed a man named Sexten with a grant of a park and a chamber in the castle if he 

would restore the castle to them.

7.77 CONCLUSIONS

It would be wrong to perceive the tower house as a grim, dank dwelling. What we see 

on the landscape today are the mere shells of these once proud defensive homes. The

quote from the French traveller indicates a rough warmness - certainly there were

not the items of comfort listed as present in Castletown Waller in 1642 (Gazetteer Site 

No. 63) - but when roofed, plastered, whitewashed, heated and with a liberal 

scattering of rushes on the floors the inhabitants of a tower house were in a much 

better habitation than those who lived in the humbler sodhouse or cabin such as

those excavated at Lough Gur (Gazetteer Site No. 35) and Caherguilleamore (Gazetteer 

Site No. 44) or referred to with great frequency in The Civil Survey (see throughout 

the pages of Simington 1938), and not only for concerns of comfort: 'The ordinary 

inhabitants of the countryside were much less secure in the sporadic military 

rivalry of the magnates of the period, and enjoyed little protection against raid or 

reprisal' (Cullen 1968, 31). They were, however, hidden dangers in living in a tall

building: Westropp (1906-7, 199) reports how one man fell to his death from the wall 

of Clouboyn Castle, caught by a gust of wind.
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CHAPTER EIGHT: DEFENSIVE LIFE AT THE TOWER HOUSE OF 

COUNTY LIMERICK

8.1 INTRODUCTION

In this chapter focus is placed on the defensive life of the tower house during later 

medieval and early modern times. Defensive elements present in the architecture of

tower houses were identified in Chapter 6. The defence of a tower house would 

require the concerted use of such features and a theory is offered on how they would 

have been applied and operated in the defence of a building. Having defined the 

theoretical application of the architectural features in the defence of the tower 

house, the chapter continues with a review of contemporary documentation in an 

effort to identify if the theory can be supported by historical fact. The effect of 

ordnance on warfare in the 16th and 17th centuries is then considered, and 17th

century accounts of sieges are examined for what they reveal concerning the role of 

the tower house in later conflicts. The chapter begins, however, by exploring the 

siting of tower houses in the Limerick landscape in an attempt to identify if any 

tactical advantage was made of the county's topography.

8.2 DEFENSIVE CONSIDERATIONS AND THE SITING OF LIMERICK'S TOWER HOUSES

At a number of tower houses in Co Limerick the defence of the building was 

evidently taken into consideration when the site was being choosen for its 

construction. At Beagh the tower house was located at a ferry crossing point over to

Co Clare (Gazetteer Site No. 32). Bourchier's Castle was situated on what was

effectively an island surrounded by the waters of Lough Gur and marshlands 

(Gazetteer Site No. 35). Carriganea was positioned on the summit of a rocky knoll 

surrounded by a bog (Gazetteer Site No. 46). Carrigarreely was built on another rocky 

knoll, with its north and west walls set on the very edge of the rock face (Gazetteer 

Site No. 47). Cappagh was similarly positioned (Gazetteer Site No. 45), as too was Bolane 

(Gazetteer Site No. 34), Grange (Gazetteer Site No. 106) and Knockshanecashlane 

(Gazetteer Site No. 127). Rockstown (Gazetteer Site No. 156) and Rathcannon (Gazetteer 

Site No. 149) were built on the summit of hills, which provided them with views of the 

surrounding  countryside in all directions.

For each example given above, however, there are other tower houses where any 

tactical advantage that may have once existed is no longer apparent. This applies to 

tower houses which are now surrounded by farmsheds - Amoganmore (Gazetteer Site 

No. 1), Ballyvoghan (Gazetteer Site No. 29), Dunnaman (Gazetteer Site No. 84) or 

Rathurd (Gazeteer Site No. 153), for example. At other sites it is not even apparent 

that tactical planning affected the location at all; for example, Ballygrennan
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(Gazetteer Site No. 21) or Clonshire (Gazetteer Site No. 67). There are also tower houses 

which are overlooked from higher ground, such as Knockainey's White Castle 

(Gazetteer Site No. 122), Kilfinny (Gazetteer Site No. 116), Glebe Castle (Gazetteer Site 

No. 100) and the entire settlement at Ballingarry. In some other cases a castle located 

in a valley or pass may have been set there to control movement (for example, see 

discussion concerning Portrinard below). For Scotland, Stell (1985, 197-8) identified a 

number of pertinent points relating to the siting of tower houses, many of which 

apply equally to the tower houses in Co Limerick:

'So far as castles and towers are concerned, it is difficult to know what is the rule and 
what the exception. Among thoses that clearly possess a defensive purpose in their 
setting some ... were placed where they could be easily overlooked from higher
ground near by. Other sites have what might be described as a lurking quality, 
perhaps tucked into a hollow or behind a hillock ... Where castles occupy 
commanding but overlooked sites set into a hillside, or stand on mounds of dubious 
tactical advantage, it is difficult for us to believe that defence was the exclusive, or 
even the paramount, concern of their builders. Firm and relatively dry rocky 
outcrops, natural terraces and sloping ground offered constructional benefits for 
wall foundations and drainage, as well as providing workable tracts of associated 
a g r ic u l tu ra l  land '.

The strategic use of tower houses and other defensive buildings can be seen on the 

English side during the Elizabethan wars. Spenser (Anon 1860, 587) wrote in 1596

that measures should be taken to enable the safe (and government controlled)

m ovem ent of travellers:

'that bridges were built upon the rivers, and all the fordes marred and split, so as 
none might passe any other way but by those bridges, and every bridge to have a 
gate and a gate house set thereon, whereof this good will come that no hight stealths 
which are commonly driven in by-wayes, and by blinde fordes unused of any but
such like, shall not be conveyed out of one country into another, as they use, but 
they must passe by those bridges, where they may either be haply encountred, or 
easily tracked, or not suffered to passe at all, by meanes of those gate-houses 
t h e r e o n ' .

Cloghatacka (Gazetteer Site No. 65) is a possible example of a castle erected by Sir 

George Carew to command a major crossing over the River Maigue (Lewis 1837, Vol 2, 

101). W estropp (1906-7, 149), however, provides documentary evidence for a castle in 

this townland during the late 16th century and does not make any reference to 

Carew's associations with the site. Either Lewis is incorrect, or Carew (recognising 

the tactical strength of the castle) reused and garrisoned an earlier structure, or he 

did indeed build a new castle to control the crossing.

A memorandum in The Desmond Survey (MacEnery, no date, f 17, paragraph 449) 

advises that an English force should garrison the castle at Portrinard (Gazetteer Site
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No. 145) to command a route of access into Co Kerry . In the aftermath of the 

Crom wellian settlement pre-existing castles were garrisoned as a means of holding 

open major roads and keeping the countryside at peace.

'Galbally, Kilmallock, Lough Gur, Greenane, Ballyvoreneen, Brittas, and Tough along 
the eastern border, [held] the road from Limerick to Cashel, Emly and Kilmallock. In 
the rest of the county, Castletown (Kenry), Ballingarry, Gortnatobrett and 
Doonm oylen were retained, evidently as barracks, rather than as commanding the 
roads' (Westropp 1907a, 164).

Was this strategic planning? Or was it the expedient exploitation of tactically 

positioned buildings which were already there in the landscape?

Chapter 7 focused on the tower house as a home for a landowner and his or her

family. An article by MacCurtain (1988) on the Geraldine castles and tower houses of

the Shannon estuary sets great importance on an overall strategic plan which lay 

behind their construction and she illustrates her argument with a map of all the 

castles and tower houses referred to in her text (see Map 1.9 in this volume).

'What emerges about the castles and tower houses along the Shannon estuary from 
the standpoint of their function in the Desmond Rebellion was their strategic
locations. It would appear that the tower houses were constructed at irregular 
distances from each other in three "lines" running east-west, so that each line acted
as a protective barrier for the one behind it in this last war. Thus the tower houses of 
the O'Connors, the Knights of Kerry and of Glin, and those in the possession of the 
earl or immediately under his control, became waves of communal defence' 
(MacCurtain 1988, 439).

While the distribution map included in this work (Map 1.6) does show that the tower 

houses (and castles) of Co Limerick are indeed constructed at irregular distances 

from each other, and the buildings were probably used for communal defence (they 

certainly were used for this purpose during the year 1642 - see Chapter 3 and also 

Appendix 8 in Vol 2), the present author can see no evidence to argue for three lines 

of tower houses runing across the landscape from east to west and, intentionally or 

otherwise, acting as defensive barriers along the Shannon estuary, as M acCurtain 

would argue from her map. Rather, the tower houses are randomly scattered across 

the entire landscape of the county's fertile central plain, with concentrations at 

Rathkeale , Ballingarry  and Kilmallock.

Any discussion on the functions tower houses played in medieval society must strike 

a balance between their evident role in domestic life (as discussed in Chapter 7) and 

the role they played in defending their occupants in times of danger. Such a balance 

is not readily apparent in MacCurtain's work since her suggestion of some
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overbearing stategic plan removes the tower house from its function as a defended 

home and a centre for economic life, and places it on a par with the Napoleonic 

Martello towers or the pillboxs of southern England during World War Two. 

MacCurtain 's theory would seem to imply that the tower houses were built 

throughout the 15th and 16th centuries in strategic lines to prepare for some 

prophesised medieval 'doomsday' scenario. However, while accepting that the 

domestic role of the tower house was important, the architectural evidence also 

betrays an evident concern with domestic safety. Given the different types of 

defensive architectural features found at the tower houses (see Chapter 6), how

might it be expected that each feature would have worked in the overall defence of a

b u i l d i n g ?

8.3 DEFENSIVE ARCHITECTURE AND ITS THEORETICAL APPLICATION DURING ATTACK 

It would seem that the architectural features can be divided into two categories. 

Category 1 consists of features which are designed to keep an enemy at a distance.

The provision of a bawn will enclose an area around the tower house; the bawn wall 

is an obstacle in the path of an aggressor who wishes to get to the main building. If 

the bawn wall is provisioned with arrowloops or gunloops and has flankers at its 

corners then the enemy's path is further hindered since the enemy must stay at a 

range which is out of the field of fire of the defender's weapons. The tower house can 

also be supplied with defensive features designed to keep an enemy at a distance. 

These features include narrow loops, corner loops and shot holes positioned at

different points in the building. The crenellated parapet could also be used as a

defended position from which to fire at an enemy. If, however, the outer works fail 

in their defensive function and the bawn falls to the enemy, all is not lost. The 

defensive features in the tower house can still hold the enemy away from its walls.

However, what if the enemy came upon the tower house before the Category 1

defences could be brought into action? If this were to happen then the second

category of defensive features, Category 2, would come into play. Features such as

machicolations and tourelles are designed to defend the building from the wall head, 

by dropping missiles onto the heads of the assailants as they attempt to gain entrance 

into the tower house. These features, therefore, can be positioned to overlook the

doorway at ground floor level below since this would be the weakest point in the 

perimeter of the building. The doorway is also provisioned with defensive features - 

the yett, the apex aperture, the assommoir - to prevent an enemy gaining entrance. 

Even if  the enemy did break through into the entrance lobby, the defenders could 

retreat into the main chamber or the subsidiary chamber or onto the spiral staircase 

and securely draw bar shut the doorways as they went. The enemy would have to
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smash their way through these doorways to proceed any further into the building. 

While they stood in the entrance lobby attempting to do this they would fall victim to 

the final defensive feature, the murder hole. The above discussion can indicate how 

the individual defensive features at a tower house might each be used in the overall 

defence of the building, but how does this defensive theory correlate with the 

physical evidence as recorded at the surviving buildings in the county?

An examination of the physical evidence for Category 1 type defensive features 

shows that the number of surviving bawns in the county is low. There are 14 sites 

where bawns were recorded; flanking towers survive at four of these sites. The 

documentary evidence suggests that more bawns did exist at tower houses in the 

county, but they have evidently been destroyed (see Chapter 6 and Chapter 7). Of the 

bawns which do survive only those at Finnitterstown (Gazetteer Site No. 92) and 

Garraunboy (Gazetteer Site No. 97) appear to have been constructed primarily for 

defensive reasons. The narrow lights or loops which are found at all tower houses 

could no doubt have been utilised for defensive purposes if the need arose but corner 

loops are more rare with only six, possibly eight, tower houses displaying the 

feature. The upper levels and parapets at the majority of surviving tower houses in

the county have either been badly damaged or totally destroyed. Ballingarry 

(Gazetteer Site No. 11) and Lissamota (Gazetteer Site No. 132) are among the few sites 

where access can be gained to a parapet and where the crenellations survive intact.

Moving to the defensive features listed under Category 2 it is found that those 

features which Stell (1985, 200) termed 'drop on the head' forms of defence have also

had a poor survival rate. At Castle Troy (Gazetteer Site No. 62) there was a possible

stone-hooded defensive feature at first floor level overlooking the entrance to the 

castle at ground level below. The same building also had some form of machicolation 

at third floor level which also overlooked the entrance area. The box machicolation is 

a common feature at tower houses in other parts of Ireland, but the number of 

surviving examples in County Limerick is peculiarly low, with the remnants of only

three being identified during fieldwork (Rockstown - Gazetteer Site No. 156; Tullovin 

- Gazetteer Site No. 173; Carrigareely - Gazetteer Site No. 47). However, as previously 

stated, this may in part be due to the general poor preservation of parapet levels at 

tower houses in the county and the box machicolation may have been more common 

than their present number suggests. The same may be true for square bartizans since 

examples were only recorded at Castle Matrix (Gazetteer Site No. 57), Ballyallinan 

(Gazetteer Site No. 14) and Ballygrennan (Gazetteer Site No. 21). At four of the later 

tower houses in the county round tourelles pierced with shot holes were located at 

the corners of the buildings at roof level, looking down on the entrance area and
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ground level surrounding the tower house. Corner machicolations were also 

identified at only three, possibly five, sites.

Not all doorways into tower houses were provisioned with yetts. There were 15 

buildings which definitely had yetts and another 31 buildings which definitely did 

not have yetts. At 27 sites, however, the entrance areas had been destroyed and it is 

not possible to state whether or not any of these buildings had yetts. It would seem 

probable that all tower houses did possess a stout wooden door at their entrances 

(perhaps like the example surviving at Bourchier's Castle, with its shot hole.

Gazetteer Site No. 35; see also Photograph 15), which could be closed securely by 

means of a draw bar. Assommoirs were rare, with examples identified at only three 

tower houses (Fantstown - Gazetteer Site No. 88; Dysert - Gazetteer Site No. 85; 

Williamstown - Gazetteer Site No. 175). However, the murder hole seems to be the 

defensive feature most common among the sites, with only five tower houses 

definitely lacking the feature. At Ballinahinch (Gazetteer Site No. 7) a shot hole in 

the roof of the entrance lobby was an added defensive feature which was also 

recorded at Ardmayle/Castle Moyle in Co Tipperary (see Appendix 6, T2 in Vol 2).

It is clear that poor preservation restricts our knowledge of the exact defensive 

features which were provided at each and every tower house in the county. However, 

while bearing this in mind, the surviving physical evidence at individual sites does 

suggest that not all of the defensive features classified in Categories 1 and 2 were 

incorporated into the architecture of every tower house. Expectations of how

defensive features might combine together to protect the buildings and their 

inhabitants in times of danger must be tempered by this fact. However, the surviving

physical evidence does highlight that each tower house was evidently provided with

at least some defensive features, be it only narrow lights and/or a murder hole. When

these features are considered in conjunction with the very nature of the buildings 

(tall, thick walled towers with limited points of access), it becomes clear that even a 

building with relatively few definite defensive features must still be seen as having

defensive capabilities. It also follows that these defensive features were there for a

very real purpose and that they were meant to be used in times of trouble. The

discussion so far has used architectural evidence to propose a theory on how 

defensive features could be utilised to protect a building during an attack, but does 

this theory find any support in the contemporary documentary evidence of the later

m edieval period?
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8.4 DOCUMENTARY EVIDENCE FOR THE DEFENSIVE ROLE OF TOWER HOUSES 

Simms (1975) has noted that the primary forms of warfare exercised in Gaelic Ireland 

during the later medieval period were harrying and cattle-raiding. Harrying was 

designed to terrorize a civilian population into submission to the will of an aggressor 

( ib id . ,  100), while cattle-raiding provided the aggressor with economic strength 

since cows were the only commodity of any real value within society ( ib id .,  102).

These tactics, however, were not restricted to Gaelic Ireland. The Anglo-Irish lords 

were equally capable of harrying and cattle-raiding. The architecture highlighted 

earlier in this chapter would suggest that the defensive features identified at tower 

houses and their accompanying bawns were more than capable of providing 

protection from the attentions of either reivers or raiders. However, is there any 

historical evidence to support tower houses performing such tasks?

The origins of cattle-raiding date to the Early Christian period, as was emphasised by

Lucas (1989, 125-99) in his examination of the evidence from Irish sources. Cattle- 

raiding only ended in the aftermath of the Williamite Wars ( ib id .,  150). Unfortunately 

Lucas did not provide any references to cattle-raiding in Limerick except for a major 

foray into Thomond in 1115, led by Toirrdhealbhach O Connor, the king of

Connaught, which reached as far as Limerick town ( ib id .,  198). Lucas ( ib id .,  148-9)

stated that the Annals of the Four Masters (O'Donovan 1848-56) recorded over 500 

unambiguous references to cattle raids and a great many other contexts in which 

raiding is less overtly involved, but that the various Irish annals provide no basis for 

accurate statistical assessment and numerous raids probably went unreported (Lucas 

1989, 149). It is curious, however, that there are no references in his assembled

documentation to raids by, or on, Desmond in the later medieval period. Curious, but 

no real cause for concern since Chapter 3 has highlighted that the Desmonds did 

involve themselves in raids and counter-raids. Indeed, Maurice fitz Thomas, the 

propagator of the Desmond earldom, excelled at raiding his neighbours (Lydon 1973,

55). There were also raids into Desmond territory by the O'Briens of Thomond in the 

late 14th century, at a time when Desmond power was weak, and James, the 6th earl of 

Desmond, was a strong leader who harried neighbouring territory during his period 

of rule (1411 to 1462). For example, in 1430

'Great war [arose] this year between Mag Carthaig the Grey and the Earl. The castle of
Cellbrita[i]n [Kilbrittain, Co Cork] was taken by the Earl, namely, James, from 
MacCarthaig the Grey, and the Earl gave it to Donchadh Mag Carthaigh, that is, the 
brother of [the] Mag Carthaigh, who was along with himself at the taking of that
castle and so forth' (MacCarthy 1895, 111-3).

Brady (1980-1, 291-2) has discussed the Desmond necessity to display martial prowess,
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'for every Desmond earl had to confront a number of grave challenges to his 
position. First, he faced a threat from amongst the Geraldines themselves, even from 
his own near relatives who eagerly sought to test the extent of the autonomy he could 
allow them. A second and more persistent challenge came from the Desmond vassal- 
lords, Anglo-Norman and Gaelic landlords in their own right, who continually
refused to acknowledge the feudal services Desmond demanded of them unless they 
were compelled to. A futher threat to Desmond's political influence emanated from 
the independent lesser Anglo-Norman lords of west Cork who owed no overt
allegiance to Desmond and constantly sought to break free from the informal 
constraits in which he held them. All these groups looked for succour from the oldest 
and most powerful opponents of Desmond influence in Munster: the Butlers'.

The Desmond response to these threats was the use of force to bend their opponents to 

the earl's will, and the best means of doing this was by harrying their territories.

'The earls were compelled to mount a major demonstration of their physical strength
only occasionally. But their status within the province rested at all times upon their 
continuing potential to have resort to violence. They collected their rents and 
extracted their services by destraint. Ultimately they could not be sure of a single 
iota, if they were not confident of their ability to extort it' ( ib id .) .

As for the Butlers, they too could be reminded of Desmond power, as occurred in 1514

when the Desmonds burnt and wrecked south Tipperary (MacCarthy 1895, 513). At 

other times, however, the two sides could reach agreement over territorial claims

without resorting to battle, as happened in 1560 when both Desmond and Ormond 

faced each other with their assembled armies, but

'the great God sent the angel of peace to them, so that concord was established 
between the hosts, for, having reflected concerning the battle, they parted without 
coming to any engagement on that occasion' (O'Donovan 1848-56, 1579-81).

A strong earl was also able to keep a check on the activities of the neighouring 

Burkes of Clanrickard and the O'Briens of Thomond, as was the case in 1559 when

Gerald, the 14th earl, defeated both in battle in Co Clare (O'Donovan 1848-56, 1571-3).

By such strong-arm tactics an earl could gain a reputation for himself such as that 

earned by James, the 13th earl. His obituary of 1558 records that

'the loss of this good man was woeful to his country, for there was no need to watch
cattle, or close doors, from Dun-caoin [Dunquin] in Kerry, to the green-bordered 
meeting of the three waters [the confluence of the Rivers Suir, Nore and Barrow 
near Waterford], on the confines of the province of Eochaidh, the son of Luchta 
[north Munster], and Leinster' ( ib id .,  1561).

The account of the 6th earl's actions in Co Cork in 1430 (MacCarthy 1895, 111-3) 

highlights the fact that castles played a role in harrying, but it must be admitted that 

there is little if no evidence in the annals for cattle-raids involving castles. This
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might reflect Simms' view (Simm 1975, 104) that the object of Irish warfare was not 

the killing of one's enemy. The aim of the cattle-raiders was to round-up the beasts 

and make off with them before the owners were alerted, and not to inflict or receive 

casualties. It would, therefore, be much easier to prey on animals which were not 

corralled in a bawn, and this might explain why cattle and castles are not associated 

together in the annals. McCormick (1995, 33-7) has suggested that Early Christian

raths might have provided a similar protective function, acting as enclosures where 

cattle could be kept safe from raiders. Attention should also be brought to Grene 

Barry's folk-tale of Caherelly West (Grene Barry 1905-8, 134-8: see Gazetteer Site No.

43), which recounts how seven of the earl of Desmond's men launched an

unsuccessful cattle-raid on the Bourkes of Clanwilliam while the latter were off 

helping their kinsfolk at Castleconnell in a quarrel with the O'Briens of Thomond. 

While it is to be accepted that an oral folk-tale might not be considered as an ideal 

source of evidence for raiding practises in later medieval times, the story does have 

an air of authenticity surrounding it. The night-raiders did not attack the tower 

house and they were concerned only in stealing cattle from the neighbourhood 

while the Bourkes were preoccupied elsewhere in the county.

When we move away from accounts of cattle-raids we find that the prominence of 

castles in other forms of warfare is well attested to in the Irish documentary sources 

and there are numerous annalistic references to castles being captured. No real 

attempt is made, however, to explain the mechanisms by which they were taken (see 

for example MacCarthy 1895, 333 or O'Donovan 1848-56, 1335). A typical account 

which emphasises this point can be found in The Annals of Ulster (MacCarthy 1895,

491-3) under the year 1510:

'A host [was led] by Gerald, Earl of Kildare, namely, Justiciary of Ireland, into the
province of Munster, when he built a castle in despite of the Gaidhil of Munster in 
Carraic-Cital [Carrigkittle, Gazetteer Site No. 48]. And Ua Domnaill, namely, Aodh, son 
of Aodh the Red, follows him through Meath into Munster with a small force and they 
march together into Ella and take the castle of Cenn-tuirc [Kanturk, Co Cork] and 
harry the country and go after that into great Desmond and take the castle of Pailis 
[Palace Castle which stood near Beaufort, north of the Lower Lake, Killarney] and the
castles along the Maing in [their] entirety [the castles of Castlemaine, Clonmellane,
Molahiffe, Castle Firies and Castle Island] and go safe backwards into county
L i m e r i c k '

While the account records the capture of seven castles by the war-band, in no case 

are we informed of the methods used in the assaults or the actions of the besieged.

The Annals of Ulster (ibid..  519) also reports that in 1515

'the castle of Aine [Knockainey, Gazetteer Site No. 121] was taken from John, son of
the earl of Desmond, by James, son of the earl of Desmond and he sits then under the
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castle of Loch-gair [Lough Gur, Gazetteer Site No. 35] and it was in great straits from 
him, until the Sil-Briain [O'Briens] and Sil-Cerbaill [O'Carrolls] and Sil-Aodha 
[O'Shaughnessys] put him from it'.

Here we have definite example of an Irish medieval siege, yet no information is 

forwarded to explain the tactics used by the besiegers at Lough Gur or how they 

captured Knockainey. An account of an attack on the castle of Lisnax in 1577 does

include one interesting particular. It states that a young abbot was slain by the shot

of a ball in the doorway of the castle during the siege (O'Donovan 1848-56, 1699). Did 

the abbot die during a rush on the doorway of the castle? Was he struck down by a 

gun fired through an apex aperture set in the framework of the doorway? We shall

never  know.

In addition to this is the fact that the exact physical nature of the castles mentioned 

in the annals can remain obscure. In some cases they were undoubtedly tower 

houses, but in other cases we cannot be so sure. The annal's account of James' raid 

into Co Cork in 1430 referred to above (MacCarthy 1895, 111-3) mentions a castle at 

Kilbrittain. A tower house does exist at Kilbrittain, Co Cork (Power 1992, 327-8), but an 

inscribed stone removed from the building (and now in the grounds of Upton House 

near Inishannon) bears the date 1596. Was the tower house built in the late 16th 

century or was an earlier structure (the building referred to in 1430) refurbished in 

1596?

In conclusion, the Irish annals indicate that castles undoubtedly played a role in late 

medieval warfare and, at times, this role could lead to other military developments. 

When three O'Kelly castles in Galway were demolished by the Burkes of Clanricard 

during a territorial dispute in 1504, the O'Kellys appealed to the 8th earl of Kildare 

(the Lord Deputy in Ireland) for assistance which led the earl and his allies to 

Connaught to do battle with the Burkes at Knockdoe (O'Donovan 1848-56, 1275-81). It 

must be concluded, however, that the mechanisms of siege warfare are not explained 

in the annals. Perhaps further information awaits discovery overseas. W riting in 

1929, Ronayne mentions that the documents and personal data of the earls of 

Desmond were removed to Spain after the death of Gerald, the 14th earl. 'When in 

Spain I would have examined the Geraldine records in Madrid and Salamanca but the 

official difficulties would have been many and tedious' ( ib id .,  7: see also Curtis 1932-

43, Vol 3, vi, who states that 'The loss of the records of the Geraldine line of Desmond 

at the time of their forfeiture in 1583 has greatly limited our knowledge of this 

interesting family ...'). It is possible that more detailed accounts of Irish siege 

warfare are contained in this assemblage of documents. For more comprehensive
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reports on the use of castles in siege and warfare we must turn to English 

d o c u m e n t a t i o n .

O'Brien's Bridge was regarded by successive governors of the Anglo-Irish colony as a

target for demolition since it provided the O'Briens of Thomond with a crossing point

over the Shannon and into north Munster (Lennon 1994, 5). The O'Brien's erected a

bridge here around 1506 and in 1510 the 8th earl of Kildare destroyed the

construction during his campaign in Munster (Ellis 1985, 88-9). In 1536 Lord Grey 

destroyed a second bridge at this location and contemporary accounts which describe

the Lord Deputy's siege tactics have survived in the pages of the Carew  M anuscr ip ts  

(Brewer and Bullen 1867, 101-7). James, the son of Sir John, had declared himself the

earl of Desmond, and the Lord Deputy with his Council of Ireland decided to repress

this claim by force. They therefore moved into Desmond's territory and marched to

his manor at Lough Gur (Gazetteer Site No. 35). 'As Sir John of Desmond's sons would 

incline to no good conformity, we foraged and committed semblable destruction'

wrote Lord James Butler in a letter to Thomas Cromwell ( ibid., 106). The castle at 

Lough Gur was taken easily since the Desmonds had left it with no ward. They had, 

however, attempted to leave the building unusable by removing the doors and

windows and burning the roof (ib id .).  Butler claims that he 'set up doors and made it

defensible, and warded it with my own men' ( ib id .) .

After capturing the castle at Carrigogunnell the Lord Deputy's force moved towards

Co Clare and the River Shannon. A son of the O'Brien led Grey's army with its demi- 

culverin and other ordnance to O'Brien's Bridge along 'a secret and unknown way on

this side of the water, where never English host or carts came before' ( ib id . ,  102). The 

timber bridge was well defended with stone castles at either end, 'both built in the 

water at some distance from the land. At this end [the Limerick side] they had broken 

four arches of the bridge betwixt the castle and the land' (ibid). Grey began his

attack with a barrage of fire from his ordnance. This tactic, however, made little

effect on the buildings since they were

'edified after the manner of blockhouses, were of hard stone, strongly builded, not 
thoroughly finished, in such wise [sic] that neither one culverin nor yet six falcons 
and a sacre of brass could very scarcely perish them, but at certain lopes, and that 
was very little' ( ib id .,  104).

The castles were well warded with gunners, gallowglasses and horsemen 'having 

made such fortifications of timber and hogsheads of earth as the like have not been 

seen in this land' ( ib id .,  102). The defenders had also mounted ordnance in the castles. 

As Grey's shot was now running low and he decided on a change of tactic. Each man
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was ordered to make a faggot 'to fill that part of the water betwixt the land and the 

castle' ( ib id .) .  They also prepared scaling ladders and an assault party was chosen to 

launch an outright attack on the fortress. The assault party was so successful that the 

defenders ran away and Grey's men had no need to use their scaling ladders ( ib id .,  

104). 'And so they lost the bridge, the castles, their ordnance, and all else that was 

within' ( ib id . ,  102). Grey had not brought with him the necessary equipment 

required for the demolition of the castles - 'mattocks, pickaxes, crows of iron, spades, 

shovels and other ordnances' ( ib id .,  104) - but he ordered his men to break down the 

fortresses with 'bills, swords, daggers, stakes and mattes' ( ib id .).  Evidently the

O'Briens attempted to rebuild their fortified bridge for Grey had cause to return to 

O'Brien's Bridge in 1538 'where was re-edified one of the castles, and the other 

builded strongly, 15 or 16 foot high above the water, and 7 arches of the said bridge, 

which I brake down, both castle and bridge, hand smooth, and there camped two

nights' ( ib id . ,  146).

8.5 STEALTH

While direct attacks on a tower house undoubtedly occurred, it would also be likely 

that stealth was a tactic which could be used by an aggressor. MacDonald Fraser 

(1989, 112-3) reported an example of how a Scottish tower house at Loch wood was 

taken by a group of Scottish and English reivers led by Sir Thomas Carleton in 1547.

'They reached the tower about an hour before dawn. It was a fine model of the Border 
fortress, having an encircling barnekin [bawn] wall which enclosed a hall, kitchen, 
stables, and sleeping quarters, and the main keep. Isolated among the moss and
massively strong, even with its depleted garrison it could only be taken by surprise. 
Carleton's attack was thoroughly professional. His men slipped through the marsh in 
silence, and ringed the outer wall. Then a dozen of them climbed the wall, "stole close 
into the house within the barnekin, and took the wenches, and", adds Carleton 
discreetly, "kept them secure in the house till daylight". There remained the tower, 
still fast and secure, and housing the unsuspecting men of the garrison. In fact,
there proved to be only two of them, and one girl, but for all the chance a frontal 
assault would have stood, they might as well have been a hundred. The reivers waited 
in silence; at dawn one of the men in the tower appeared on the tower-head in his 
shirt, saw everything quiet, and ordered the girl to open the tower door and rouse the 
sleepers in the outer building. There were two doors, an iron one within and then a 
wooden one, and as she opened the second, the plan nearly misfired. "Our men within 
the barnekin brake a little too soon", says Carleton, the girl saw them, sprang back, 
and almost had the outer door closed when the leading reiver got to it. She must have 
been a strong girl, for Carleton's story suggests that she managed to hold them out 
for a moment, but then they were in, and Lochwood Tower was in English hands'.

When we move to Ireland we find evidence that similar stealth and treachery could 

lead to the fall of a stronghold. Bourchier's Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 35) was captured 

by Carew in 1600 when Owen Grome 'a stranger of the north (to whose charge John 

FitzThomas had committed the custody of the castle), sent word, that, for his pardon
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and a competent sum of money, he would deliver it up unto Her Majesty's use'

(O'Grady 1896, Vol 1, 58-9). The fortress was surrendered for £60 (Westropp 1907a,

156). During the rebellion of 1642 the tower house of Castle Mahon (Gazetteer Site No.

56) was captured from the English besieged within by the treachery of Robert Casey 

(for a full contemporary account of this episode see Appendix 8 in Vol 2). Croker 

(1841, 112) also relates how Drummolan Castle, Co Clare was taken from its English 

custodian Robert Starkey during the same rebellion:

'Mr Starkey selected for his confidential servant an Irishman, named Moran, who 
could speak English, by whom Drumoland was betrayed to Connor O'Brien and 
M clnerhenny, the leaders of the Irish force. Moran having persuaded his master to 
go out and look at some cattle, Connor O'Brien, and his captain Mclnerhenny, 
knowing where the key was hid, got into the castle and surprised the ward. Starkey, 
when he heard two or three shots which were fired, suspected his attendant Moran of 
treachery, attempted to shoot him, but he found his blunderbuss loaded with dust 
instead of gunpowder. Perceiving he was betrayed, Starkey sprung on the back of a 
black horse and made his escape'.

8.6 ORDNANCE AND ITS EFFECT ON 16th AND 17th CENTURY WARFARE 

The use of gunpowder alone was not sufficent to cower the occupants of a tower 

house into submission. As we have seen, the defenders at O'Brien's Bridge matched 

shot for shot (Brewer and Bullen 1867, 102), while the later tower houses in the 

county were provisioned with gun loops and shot holes designed for use with anti

personnel weapons (for example, Kilduff, Gazetteer Site No. 114, or Gortnetubbrid, 

Gazetteer Site No. 105). Older buildings could also have their loops remodelled for use 

with guns (for example, Beagh, Gazetteer Site No. 32, or Castle Hewson, Gazetteer Site 

No. 55: see also Photograph 62). At Lissamota (Gazetteer Site No. 132) each merlon on 

the parapet has a square shot hole through its centre. These would have been equally 

suited for use with a cross-bow or a gun. At Portrinard (Gazetteer Site No. 145) shot 

holes at the apex of the triangular recesses on the external wall faces commanded the 

whole wall at ground floor level. If tower houses were supplied with such devices for 

their defence, it is equally likely that they came under fire from the guns of those 

engaged in offensive action. De Hoir (1982) has collected a variety of historical 

references to the use of guns and ordnance in Ireland. The first allusions date to the 

late 14th century, with the references becoming more common during the late 15th 

century. 'From the beginning of the 16th century the number of references to guns 

shows that their use was spreading, but they were still very much a minority weapon 

in the country' (De Hoir, 1982, 82). However, the use of hand guns in an attack on a 

tower house is very much different from the use of larger ordnance such as that used 

by the English at the siege of Maynooth in 1535. Although his ordnance was 

ineffective against the blockhouse castles of O'Brien's Bridge, Lord Grey in 1536 put 

his artillery to better use at Carrigogunnell Castle in Co Limerick where fire was
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concentrated on the gate into the lower courtyard with great effect and then 'bent on

the dungeon of the great Castle' (Westropp 1906-7, 145).

One of the major problems in using large ordnance in Ireland was the difficulties 

involved in transporting the pieces through a land with poor roads. 'Even as late as 

the 16th century, the English tried to move their heavy guns guns by sea, if possible' 

(De Hoir 1982, 87). Carew brought his cannon to Glin Castle by boat from Limerick in 

1600 (see account in Appendix 8 in Vol 2). McCormish (1969) identified three reasons 

why the introduction of cannon and gunpowder had little impact on the military 

potential of the Irish castle, of which the 'impassable nature of much of the Irish 

countryside ' ( ib id . ,  16) was one. Lack of experienced gunners and engineers was a 

second reason, and the inferior quality of many guns which were in use was a third 

reason ( ib id . ,  18-19). While hand guns and other anti-personnel firearms may have 

been used in attack and defence of tower houses, the use of heavy artillery does not 

seem to have been commonly used, except by great lords such as Kildare or Ormond 

and Grey's army. When such weapons were left out of the equation the tower house 

performed a task it had successfully effected for two centuries. It is in the 

contemporary accounts of engagements such as that at Glin Castle in 1600 that we can

identify the impact of the cannon on siege warfare at castles (see Appendix 8 in Vol

2: see also Illustration 1.11, O'Donovan's tracing of Glin Castle during the siege taken 
from Pacata  H ib e rn ia l  The prospect of a 3,000-strong relief army probably gave the 

defenders good heart for the fight, but Carew's demi-cannon and saker played on the 

great hall and opened a breach in its walls through which the English soldiers 

entered the building and captured it. But even the cannon could not force the 

defenders to surrender and they retreated into the tower house. The English set fire 

to the wooden doorway onto the spiral staircase, a technique designed to smoke the 

garrison out; when the smoke had cleared they had then to climb the staircase in file. 

However, the smoke seems to have done its job for all the defenders had vacanted the 

upper rooms and gone onto the parapet; there they were massacred by the victorious 

E n g l i s h .

The increasing use of artillery in warfare is, however, only one element of change 

which had occurred at this time. Hayes-McCoy (1969) identified the mid to late 16th 

century as a period of change in Irish warfare in general. After two centuries of 

localised, m inor warfare, the Tudor reigns saw battles assuming increasingly wider 

significance. The English government's determination to bring all of Ireland under 

its control brought on,
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'in the last decade of the 16th century, a war which was prolonged and widespread, a 
war in which, since it involved the movement and maintenance of large forces, and
since the Irish, being without towns, were resilient, the nature of the terrain was a 
factor of utmost significance' ( ib id .,  8).

Hugh O'Neill, second Earl of Ulster, was well versed in modern military affairs and 

recognised that if his plans were to succeed he had to match - in tactics, size, 

equipment and organisation - the large English army in the field and keep them out

of Ulster, prolonging the fight until either Elizabeth died or she was compelled to 

abandon her policy of conquest ( ib id .,  91). One thousand seven hundred and fifty 

English soldiers were involved in the debacle at Clontibret in 1595 and 4,300 at the 

Yellow Ford in 1598 (ibid.,  94 & 117). The English estimated that O'Neill had 4,000 men

armed with calivers and musket, 1,000 pikemen and 1,000 horse. This army was an

equal to anything the English had, and as long as O'Neill fought a defensive war all

went well. It was the disaster at Kinsale in 1601 which destroyed O'Neill and his army.

The destruction of the Ulster field army in this one engagement effectively won the 

war for the English. If one side cannot place an army in the field then the other side 

is given free reign. In warfare such as this the tower house was out of its league. 

Carew's advance through Munster in 1600 is proof of this. Only a direct contest with 

his army would have saved the day for the Munster rebels. They were given their 

chance while he lay at Glin Castle; they did nothing.

8.7 SIEGE WARFARE DURING THE REBELLION IN MUNSTER, 1642

The start of the Great Civil War in 1641-2 took the form of a return to the earlier style

of Irish warfare - the raid. 'Most of the outrages named in the depositions were

ordinary acts of war, "commandeering" horses, cattle, and supplies, cutting off scouts

and messengers, and laying ambuscades' (Westropp 1907a, 159). Missing from this 

list, however, is the action of taking part in actual battles. With no actual field army 

available to either side and with the English settlers standing guard in their tower 

houses and castles, the rebel strategy in Co Clare was reduced to 'beseedge and take all 

the English castells in the county', beginning with Ballyaly Castle

'where thaie expected to recovar both welth and stores of peeces, and powthar and 
bullets, which would inabell them much for taking othar castels, and that the taking
of that castell would bee a great danting to all othar English of the county' (Croker
1841, 11).

The early stages of the conflict involved sheep and cattle raids, presumably to

deprive the English of their economic strength and/or food source. This in turn led 

to counter-raids organised by the likes of the indomitable Lady Dowdall at Kilfinny 

Castle (see account contained in Appendix 8 in Vol 2). The rebels were poorly
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equipped and forced to steal what guns they could from whatever source was 

available to them.

'About the 22nd of January, at night, Connor O'Brien, Esq. of Balemacodon, and 
Connor O'Brien of Lemenegh, with companies, broke up William Maras howse, and 
caried awaie what muskets and peeces and peternells that the said Maras had then in 
his howse, which was neere about thirty-six, which hee had then amending of the 
Earle of Thormondes, and othar Englishmen, muskets and peeces' (Croker 1841, 11).

Faced with a lack of artillery, the rebels used their engineering skills to build 'sows'. 

We are fortunate that a contemporary description of a 'sow' and a 'lesser sow' still 

s u r v i v e :

'The great sow was 35 foote long and 9 foote broade; it was made upon 4 wheeles mad 
of whole timbar, bound aboutt with hoopes of iron, there axell trees where one she 
run was great round bars of iron, the beames she was bult upon being timbar. Thaie 
had cros beames within to worck with there levars, to forse har along as thaie plesed 
to gide har. The hindar parts of the sow was left open for there men to goe in and outt
at. The for parte of the sow had 4 dowres, 2 in the ruffe and 2 one the lower parte,
which did hang upon great iron huckes, but were not to open tell thaye came close to 
the wale of the castell, where thaie intended to worck through the castell with there 
tooles thaie had provided. The ruffe of the sow was bult lick the ruffe of a howse, with 
a very sharp ridge; the lower part as the wales of a howse. She was dubell plancked 
with manie thik oken planckes, and driven very thick with 5 stroke nailes, which
nailes cost 5 li. being intended for a howse of corection which should have bin bult at
Inish. This sow was lickwaies covard ovar with 2 rowes of hides and 2 rowes of sheepe
skinnes, so that noe musket bullet or steele arow could pearse it, of which triell was
often made. The lesar sow was made only to goe before to cleere the waie, being but 6
foote long and 3 foote brod, bult strong, as above, only run but upon one whele like a 
wheele barow, and cheefely inployd to goe for vittell for the great sow to the camp, 
and for any to com to the bigg sow when thaie desired' ( ib id .,  17-18).

The sows employed at Ballyaly Castle and Kilfinny Castle (Gazetteer Site No. 116) 

proved ineffective. The sows at the latter site were so heavy that sixteen horses could 

hardly drag them (see account in Appendix 8 in Vol 2) but they may not have been as 

elaborate as those used at Ballyaly since they were made of dried wood and the 

defenders had prepared to use burning straw faggots and fireworks to set them 

ablaze; also iron bullets did pierce the sow walls; the sows were eventually captured

and burned before any damage had been done to the castle by the attackers (see 

Appendix 8 for contemporary account of the siege at Kilfinny). At Ballyaly the sows 

were attacked and captured by the besieged, again before they had completed their 

task. It is interesting to note the items which were carried in the sow:

'one great fowling piece, i houlbard, one sword, 4 skeanes, 4 pikes, 3 halfe pickes, 2 
gread iron sledges, 2 great iron bares, 2 pickaxes, 4 spades, 5 shovels, 1 great hamer, 
one boriar, 1 paire quarnes' (Croker 1841, 21).
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The crew had been well equipped with tools to do damage to the masonry of the tower 

h o u s e .

It was only when cannon became available with the fall of King John's Castle in 

Limerick that the rebels became more effective in their attacks, for the tower house 

was no match for cannon. Lady Dowdall in Kilfinny Castle had bravely seen off rebel 

forces numbering 3,000 (by her estimation, admittedly), but the threat of a fifth shot 

from the rebel ordnance was enough to force her to cry quarter. She relates that 

after the surrender of her castle, the rest of the strongholds in the county were 

taken by 'paper bullets' (see account in Appendix 8 in Vol 2). If we consider the poor 

defences offered to the besieged in a tower house when faced with an enemy in the 

possession of artillery we should not be surprised that they followed Lady Dowdall 

and surrendered  their positions.

8.8 THE NEW MODEL ARMY AND ITS SIEGE TRAIN

The arrival of the New Model Army in Ireland in 1649 introduced a force of 12,000 

soldiers into the country, complete with siege train. Parliament so much realised the 

importance and value of siege engineers and their trade that when the New Model 

Army was formed in 1645 special arrangements were made for an engineer 

establishment. By comparing the engineer establishment of this new force with that 

of its predecessor in 1642, Ross (1887, 26) revealed that 'a considerable augmentation 

of engineers had been carried out'. The actual organisation at its inception included 

the following command line:

1 Engineer General: Peter Manteau van Dalem 

1 Engineer Extraordinary: Captain Hooper

1 Chief Engineer: Eval Tercene

2 Engineers: M aster Lyon and Master Tomlinson

1 Captain of Pioneers: Captain Cheese

These men had all been tested in the previous three years of conflict, 1642-45, and 

now their experience was being used in a highly-organised and well-provisioned 

force to help bring 'a languishing war to a quick conclusion' ( ib id .)  by 1646.

By 1652 the number of New Model Army soldiers in Ireland had risen to 33,000. 

M acCarthy-M orrogh (1986b, 176) has argued that the roads and road system in 

Munster during the early 17th century was not particularly bad. No doubt this 

enabled the easier movem ent of Parliamentarian artillery through the countryside. 

However, in many cases the presence of artillery would be largely irrelevant to the 

garrison of a tower house faced by this new military force in the conflict. What hope 

did the defenders of Kilbeheney (Gazetteer Site No. I l l )  really have in February 1650
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when faced by 'Old Noll' and his Ironsides - a detachment of twelve troops of horse, 

three troops of dragoons and between 200 and 300 infantry (Carlyle 1904, 24-5) - 

fresh out of winter quarters and on the march? As was the case in the Nine-Years 

War, a substantial force such the New Model Army had to be met in direct battle by 

the Irish Confederates and Royalists if they hoped to win the war. Ormond had 3,000 

men at his disposal with which he could have at least harried the New Model Army as 

they set about their siege of Drogheda - investing in a siege is always a dangerous 

time for any army - but no attempt was made to do so. The only major battle fought 

against the New Model Army was in Ulster at Scarriffhollis in 1650 and that proved to

be a total disaster, due in no small measure to the appointment of a cleric with no

military experience as their leader. Of a force of 6,000 Confederates, 3,000 were killed 

and the main Catholic army in Ireland was lost (Gentles 1992, 375-6).

Once the Ulster Confederates had been crushed at Scarriffhollis the pattern of events

in Ireland takes on a marked similarity with what had happened at the end of the

first Civil War in England. The summer of 1645 saw the annihilation of the King's 

army by the New Model Army at Naseby:

'Parliament lost less than 200 men on the field ... whereas Royalist losses totalled 
nearly 1000 killed and 4500 captured. It was a battle with a most definite result. King 
Charles had lost his infantry, his baggage train, his artillery, his private papers and 
effectively his throne' (Smurthwaite 1984, 169).

The remnants of the Royalist army fought on, defeated at Langport in July 1645, and 

then retreated to their walled towns and castles. The New Model Army followed them 

and by May 1646 nothing remained except the systematical reduction of the last 

Cavalier fortresses which refused to surrender. In the words of Hutton (1982, 199)

'the last Royalist warlords behaved like madmen or heroes'. Those who had not 

surrendered after the king had given himself up to the Scots settled down to fight on. 

However, a brave spirit was not enough to defend even the most fortified position 

when there was no relieving army to come to the rescue and each garrison fell to 

Fairfax's men. In Ireland after 1650 the New Model Army also moved through the 

country taking one garrison after another. Again, there was no relieving army to 

come to the rescue of the besieged. 'The surrender of Galway in 1652, followed by the 

island outpost of Inishbofin ... marked the end of practical resistance by the Irish 

forces' (Kerrigan 1980-1, 4).

The role played by the New Model Army in siege warfare during its Irish campaign 

has recently come under unfavourable academic scrutiny by Burke (1990-1, 1-29). 

While this is neither the time nor place to engage in a detailed critique of Burke's
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article, a few points must be raised. First, Burke's work largely comprises a

straightforward use of contemporary accounts, yet siege warfare is considered 

separately from the New Model Army's other military actions in Ireland, as well as

political developments both in Ireland and England. Both of these factors are crucial 

to any understanding of the New Model Army's activities in Ireland. Second, very

little attention is given to the Parliamentarian's actual siege operations in England 

during the first period of the war (1642 to 1646), even in that period after February 

1645 when the New Model Army had been formed. A deeper investigation would have 

indicated that siege warfare during this conflict was of a more complex nature than

Burke has implied.

Third, save for a few vague statements on the strength of fortifications in England 

and Ireland (for example, see pages 8, 16 and 19), little attempt is made to identify the 

exact forms of architectural defences faced by the New Model Army in either 

country. Having not undertaken a detailed investigation Burke is not qualified to

state that 'the unavoidable weakness of defensive fortifications allied to the 

demoralised condition of the Royalist armies, exaggerated the impact of the New

Model Army on the siege warfare of the First Civil War' (ib id .,  28). Fourth, Burke does 

not stress the very real dangers of engaging in a siege. If the enemy had a field army 

available in the vicinity then there was always the threat of attack on the besieging 

force as they sat in their camp and trenches. The besieged could also launch surprise 

attacks with the aim of killing the sappers in the trenches, destroying trenchworks 

and capturing ot 'spiking' the besieger's cannon. In addition boredom, desertion and 

plague were all factors that could weaken a besieging force as it camped outside the 

enemy fortress for it was not only the besieged who were forced to live in squalor.

All these concerns would have been on Cromwell's mind as he undertook military

operations in Ireland. Added to them would have been a knowledge of the heavy

financial burden that a prolonged Irish campaign would bring to the fledgeling

Parliam ent's  rule in England.

Finally, Burke's statement that 'despite the prevalence of sieges during the civil wars

and in contemporary European conflicts, the New Model failed to develop a

sa tisfac tory  engineering capability ' ( ib id . ,  28) simply flies in the face of historical 

reality: Ireland never produced any match for the New Model Army during any of 

the sieges that it undertook or on any battlefield where Parliament's colours were 

raised. Even Hugh O'Neill's brave success at Clonmel was shortlived and he had to flee 

from the town by cover of night.
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The Cromwellian Settlement heralded a period of major activity in fortifications as 

Parliament set the seal on its military conquest of Ireland.

'town walls were repaired, citadels were constructed at cities and towns such as
Galway, Limerick and Clonmel, and forts were built for coastal defence, to protect
settlements and at strategic positions such as river crossings. Existing castles were in 
some instances occupied as garrisons or citadels' (Kerrigan 1980-1, 4).

It has been stated previously above that in Co Limerick a number of tower houses and 

castles were reused for such purposes (Westropp 1907a, 164) but Limerick does not 

have any surviving citadels like Ireton's Castle, Co Tipperary (Appendix 6, T47) built

between 1650-54 and, like other forts and castles among those listed by Kerrigan 

(1980-1, 5), designed to control a crossing point over the Shannon to and from 

Connaught. Where a tower house was reused then a distinction must be made between 

the role it played in the late medieval period when it was a defended home and centre 

of economic activity for a landowner, and the role it performed in the mid 17th 

century when it was a defended garrison. With large ordnance concentrated solely in 

their hands, the Cromwellians recognised the defensive strength that a re-edified 

tower house provided against raids by Tories.

Cairns (1991, 6) has recently stated that Ireton's Castle is the last extant datable 

example of a tower house in Ireland. However, while the building does have 

architectural similarities with late tower houses, it did not perform the function of a 

tower house. 'The Tower' at Ballybrood, Co Limerick is a castellated building used as a 

constabulary station during the 19th century (O'Dwyer 1967, 485 & Figure 1). It is 

evidently a construction of the early modern era with architectural similarities to 

buildings such as the Napoleonic signalling tower at Malin Beg, Co Donegal (Herity 

1993, 52 & Plate 13) and the early 19th century barracks of Ballinskelligs Bay, Co 

Kerry (Pochin Mould 1994, 22-4). All of these buildings have a rectangular form 

similar to that of a tower house (the owners of 'The Tower' are of the opinion that it 

was built by the Normans) and unless differentiation is made between the function of 

the medieval Irish tower house and the function of an early modern 

barrack/garrison then it follows that the latter buildings must be considered, in 

effect, as tower houses.

8.9 CONCLUSIONS

The tower houses which survived into the Cromwellian Settlement found themselves 

in a changed society (see Chapter 3). The genre had belonged to an era when its walls 

were needed to protect the occupants within from raids and forays by neighbouring 

families while providing a much better habitation than that endured by the majority
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of the population living in their sodhouses and cabins. However, the 17th century

saw a change in the nature of society. A strong central government had been 

established in Dublin and English control of the entire country had been achieved. 

The fall of the tower house into ruin must be viewed against this background as a 

direct result of their lack of purpose in society and the fact that they were viewed as 

an object on the landscape which could be dispensed with. Greater comfort was 

demanded by the new landowners and this the tower house could not provide. It 

therefore lost its position as the principal form of lordly residence within society, at

first to plain buildings such as Morgans House (Gazetteer Site No. 140) and 'The 

Turret' (Gazetteer Site No. 157), but later to the new wave of more spacious, grandiose

and fashionable country houses and mansions. A perusal through Bence-Jones' book

(1990) will indicate that these new buildings soon became as numerous on the 

landscape as the tower houses which went before them.
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CHAPTER NINE: THE EVIDENCE FOR A MEDIEVAL BUILDING 

IN D U ST R Y

9.1 INTRODUCTION

By this stage in the present work it should be obvious to the reader that there are 

copious numbers of tower houses in Ireland. A conservative estimate of the numbers 

of castles in the country amounts to a figure of 2,900 buildings (Leask 1951, 153-62: 

see Chapter 4 in this volume). If, for the sake of argument, only approximately two- 

thirds of this figure are identified as tower houses (circa 2,000 examples - a very low 

estimate, assuredly) and, if again for the sake of argument, tower houses are viewed 

as a building series which originated circa 1400 (see discussion in Chapter 2) and 

term inated circa 1650 (see Chapter 4 and also Chapters 7 and 8), then there were, on 

average, eight tower houses erected in any given year during this time period of 250 

years. The mathmatics are simple (the logic perhaps even naive), but this exercise 

helps to emphasise a pertinent point; the construction of all these tower houses 

would have required the backing of some form of building industry. It also implies 

that the construction of tower houses would have played a major financial role 

within the same building industry. What evidence exists, then, which might help to 

identify the existence, nature and organisation of this industry?

It is to be noted that historical documentation is generally lacking for the processes 

by which private, secular, medieval buildings were constructed in Ireland. However, 

a few relevant strands of documentary evidence do exist in the sources and these are 

scrutinised in this chapter for any clues which they might contain on the medieval 

building industry. In view of the general dearth of historical documentation, other 

sources of evidence are also sought and investigated. A study of modern rural 

building methods in Ireland is presented in order to highlight possible parallels with 

the activities of the medieval masons. The architecture of tower houses was discussed 

in Chapter 6. Physical evidence, therefore, is also reviewed in this chapter for what 

information it might relate about the building industry. Evidence for the 

organisation of materials for use in the buildings and the cost of building tower 

houses is also considered. In Chapter 5 a distribution map (Map 1.7) of Typological 

Corpus Group 1 tower houses (see Appendix 4 in Vol 2) was presented. It was 

suggested that the cartographic information contained in the map could have 

relevance to our understanding of the medieval building industry in the county. The 

chapter begins, therefore, with a further discussion on this topic.
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9.2 EVIDENCE FOR LOCAL SCHOOLS OF MASONS IN COUNTY LIMERICK

Stell (1977, 165) has written that in the 15th century 'there are slight indications of a 

gradual emergence of local schools of stone-building throughout most of Scotland, 

extending by degrees to a widening circle of patrons'. The surviving evidence 

suggests that it is possible that similar forms of local building schools were also in 

operation around this time, or slightly later, in Co Limerick. In Chapter 5 the 

typological division of Limerick tower houses and castles into ten groups was 

discussed (see Table 1.4: see also Appendix 4 in Vol 2). The tower houses in Group 1

were divided into five sub-divisions based on their floor plans and then plotted on a

distribution map (Map 1.7). Admittedly this exercise was based only on a knowledge of

standing buildings, and the floor plans at 108 'lost' sites are not known, but there does

seem to be regional variation with each sub-division distributed in a specific area of 

the landscape. It is possible to see each sub-division as the work of a regionally based 

mason and perhaps erected by the same workmen. These would be the same masons 

whom Stalley (1984, 77) regarded as local craftsmen with introspective and archaic 

ideas on architecture who took over the industry after the general decline of 

immigration from England in the late 13th century.

9.3 DOCUMENTARY EVIDENCE FOR A BUILDING INDUSTRY

A document included in Curtis' calendar of The Ormond Deeds (Curtis 1932-43, Vol 5, 

22-3) and dated to the 15th April 1547 contains information on the building of a castle 

on the lands of Richard fitz William fitz John Butler at Bretasse:

'the same castell to be of thre loftes besides the rofe, and the same substancially
builded; the first loft to be with a vault and to be xiiii fote hy, and the other ii loftes to
be every pf them x fote hy; and the rofe to be substancially covered with slate and 
the gutters with gutterstone well embatelde; and to be furnissed with a chymney in 
every of the ii over lofts and a substanciall persoum (?) with drawghtes accordinge;
the same castell to have a goode substanciall berbikan of stone as is at Pollywherie,
and to the neither gate of the castell to have a goode grate of iron; and said castell to 
be substancially buylded with good lyme and stone, the walls to be vi fote thick undre 
the vaulte and iiii fote above, and furnisshed with dores and wyndowes and all other 
things necessarie to a castell, as shalbe thought goode by the iudgement of Mr Derby 
Ryan and the tresoror of Lismore, calling to them one mason and one carpenter'.

The description of the tall building which was to be erected, with its thick walls, 

vaulted lower chamber, slate roof, and battlements, may be considered as a probable 

tower house. Cairns (1984, 277) has also produced a document of 1610, letting the 

castle of Bansha to Richard Fitz Piers Butler, providing that he should repair the 

castle within 10 years, raising it

'two storeys higher than the same is at present with lime and stone, and each storey 
to be ten foot high and shall also build with lime and stone four good turrets with
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sufficient flankers upon them and upon the battlements of the said castle for the
better defence thereof [quotation from page 174 of TB Butler's Calendar of Ormond 
M a n u s c r i p t s l .

Both of these historical texts contain orders on what is to be constructed. In many

ways they resemble the earlier statute of Henry VI [1429] which laid down

specifications on the dimensions required to be met in order that those who wished to 

build fortified towers in the Pale would receive £10 by way of subsidy from the 

government (Leask 1951, 76-7). However, the orders in the two later documents are 

much more detailed in their specifications. This may be a reflection of the fact that 

both were private contracts rather than government decrees. The order that a yett 

should be incorporated into the structure at Bretase was discussed in Chapter 6 and 

the evidence for yetts at tower houses in Limerick was also investigated in that 

chapter. The tower houses which had yetts were plotted on a distribution map, Map 

1.8. However, no apparent regional concentrations of yetts could be identified. This 

may suggest that in the tower house construction industry the yett was an example of

an optional feature that could be included in a building at the instruction of the 

developer; a view that finds support in the quotation from The Ormond Deeds and the 

fact that 31 standing buildings in the county had no evidence of having had yetts. 

Perhaps if it were felt that other defensive provisions were suffice, or that the cost of 

installing a yett was too high, then it may have been deemed that the yett was a

surplus defensive feature not required at a particular building.

M acLysaght (1950, 98) states that the landlords of 17th-century Ireland

'were their own architects and with the help of their agents and intelligent 
tradesmen they built what they wanted with very few plans and drawings. W henever 
building was of sufficient importance to be done in stone it was solid and unhurried.
Dr Arthur's house in Limerick took three years to complete and the additions and 
alterations, for which a special limekiln was set up on the site, occupied workmen 
from June 1645 to September 1649'.

The documents of 1547 and 1610 would suggest that a similar arrangement was in play 

in earlier times. A landowner set down, either verbally or in writing, the building 

required and the architectural features desired but, as the 1547 document shows, the 

actual plan of the building is not stressed and presumably this was left to the builder. 

It is also to be noted that professional men, a mason and a carpenter, were to be called 

upon to inspect the completed work at Bretasse.

Jordan (1990-91, 51) identified a series of distinctive doorways with chamfered edges 

at a number of buildings in Co Wexford (including Mountgarrett, Newbawn, and
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Artramon) which were dated to the early 15th century. At two other sites, Barrystown 

and Coolhill, similar doorway existed but they lacked the chamfered edge. Since both 

of these buildings were considered to date from between the mid 15th century to mid 

16th century he considered it possible that their doorways had been copied from the 

earlier series. The chamfer-edged doorways were so distinctive and similar that he

viewed them as either the work of the same school of masons or else 'common 

drawings or plans may have been used', presumably passed and/or copied from one

mason to the next. Cairns (1984, 276) also states that a letter from Henry VIII in 1540

requests that the Dublin government send him "plots" of the various "Towyers, pyles 

and fortresses" he planned to build "upon the Straytes and Passages of the Yryshe". 

However, while drawn plans may have been used they would not be essential. It is 

probable that there is a difference between the bureaucracy of government and 

what occurred in the areas outside their control where the skills and knowledge 

possessed by one generation would be passed on and taught to the next generation 

through work experience and where the apprentice would learn from the master by 

taking part in actual construction work. Cairns (1984, 278) has suggested that, just as 

there were families of lawyers (coarbs and eranaghs) in Gaelic society (Nicholls 

1972, 111-13), there may have been families of builders.

9.4 COMPARISONS WITH THE BUILDING INDUSTRY IN MODERN RURAL IRELAND 

If we look at what happens in comparible rural situations today we might find an 

insight into the medieval world. If a farmer wants to construct a new building, 

perhaps a cubicle shed for cattle to overwinter in, he (or she) may find that there is 

a government subsidy which can be applied for which will provide financial 

assistance. However, grant aid will only be paid out after the building has been 

completed to the specifications of the awarding body within a set period of time. 

Perhaps the effluent tanks must be a certain depth or the building a certain height. 

The farmer then goes to the local construction firm. This firm can usually comprise

of just a few workers and is usually run by one builder who has worked in the trade 

for perhaps twenty or more years, starting out after leaving school as an apprentice

with a relative. A son or daughter, in turn, is now working as an apprentice in the

firm. The builder comes out to the farm and assesses the site, envisages what work

needs to be done and what materials will be needed. The materials are then ordered

and soon arrive at the farm in a large lorry from the suppliers.

M eanwhile, the farmer has been visiting some neighbours who have recently 

erected similar cubicle houses. The farmer may wish to include some of the 

architectural features seen at these houses into the shed about to be constructed but 

one of the neighbours tells of a major weakness in their own shed: the central
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passage should have been made wider since it has proved troublesome to reverse the 

tractor down the narrow passage. The farmer decides to incorporate a wide central 

passage into his (or her) cubicle house, knowing that its inclusion will not jeopardise

the grant aid. This decision is communicated to the builder and work commences a 

few weeks later.

The walls of the building must be parallel to one another or problems will be 

encountered when it comes to adding the roof. To get a 'square' building the 

foundations also have to be 'square'. Remembering the dimensions of the building 

that the farmer wants, the builder will go to the site where the house is to be erected 

and use tape measures to measure diagonals on the ground from the proposed top 

right corner to the bottom left corner and the proposed top left corner to the bottom 

right corner. When the measurements of the diagonals are found to be equal pegs are

driven into the ground at each corner. The foundations will now be dug using a 

m echanical excavator. In order that the driver will dig straight foundation trenches, 

lines of string may be attached from one peg to the other (or lime can be sprinkled 

on the ground) to act as a guide. Plans have not been used at any stage in the process. 

This is not to say that the builder could not follow plans if it were needed (perhaps if 

a dwelling house was being constructed) but for a straight forward construction the

builder relies on experience gained over the years working on similar projects.

Many builders have a 'good eye' for their work; an ability to judge when something 

such as a foundation line or wall is straight. It would be fair to say that a 'good eye' 

and a spirit-level account for the construction of most large farmsheds in Ireland.

9.5 ARCHITECTURAL EVIDENCE

W hat evidence then can the architectural details found at the tower houses of County 

Limerick add to our knowledge of the medieval building industry? This issue must be

approached with care since there is danger in confusing similarities in the style of 

the architectural details at the buildings with a concept that they were therefore the 

work of one group of masons, for the same package of Irish Gothic architectural 

features recur at buildings throughout Munster, Leinster and Connaught. This point 

is apparent from Leask's work (see Illustration 1.3). His ability to produce a brief 

guide to the typical features found at Irish tower houses illustrates the point that the

architectural style present in one building is repeated at many other buildings. We

should expect this to have been the case in a conservative industry where 

introspective and archaic ideas (Stalley 1984, 77) had produced an widely accepted

architectural style. This makes the identification of localised building traditions a 

d ifficult  task.
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Certainly Castle Troy (Gazetteer Site No. 62) and Court (Gazetteer Site No. 70) are 

buildings which must be considered as unique expressions of an ability to 

experim ent within the boundaries of the genre. The resultant buildings are unique 

in floor plan and, therefore, restricted to a particular locality, but the key word here 

is 'experiment'. The builders who were responsible for the erection of Castle Troy 

could no doubt have turned their hands to building conventional rectangular, even 

round, tower houses, and the building's actual architectural details (the lights and 

their embrasures, the spiral staircase, the arched doorways, the machicolation 

corbels, the latrine chute, the hanging eyes, the wickerwork centred vaults, and the

mural passages under stone slab corbelled roofs) all belong to the architectural 

tradition of the Irish Gothic school, being identical to those details found at castles 

such as Caherelly West (Gazetteer Site No. 43), Carrigareely (Gazetteer Site No. 47), 

Rathurd (Gazetteer Site No. 153) or Rockstown (Gazetteer Site No. 156). Court, on the 

other hand, is a freak; a lone building set amid the greater corpus with some 

elements drawn from the tower house tradition (wickerwork centred vaults, 

subsidiary chambers, and a ground floor entrance) but whose crude form might 

suggest that it was erected by inexperienced builders with only a limited concept of

what they were attempting to achieve, other than to create a defensive builiding.

Can we identify any particular architectural features unique to the tower houses of 

the county? Higgins (1989, 17) noted a preference for yett guide holes and their

accompanying funnels to be located in the right hand jamb of the doorways in Co 

Galway. A reversed arrangement was identified at 14 out of the 15 tower houses in Co 

Limerick which had evidence for yetts. This information can be used to suggest that a 

regional variation existed between the construction methods used in Co Galway and 

those used in Co Limerick. However, the preference for guide holes to be set in the 

left hand jamb of a doorway into a Co Limerick tower house is not restricted to this 

county alone; a similar preference was identified by Moore (1989, 39) in Co Wexford. 

The supported stone slab corbelled roofs set over the mural passage at 

Ballyguilleataggle (Gazetteer Site No. 22) and the wall stair at Ballyvoghan (Gazetteer 

Site No. 29) are of a type restricted to these two buildings, yet Cairns (1984, Vol 2, 

Figure 2) has also recorded the feature at Dromenahane, Co Tipperary. The feature 

may yet be found at further tower houses in southern Ireland, but the information 

available at present might argue that the feature may have been the common work 

of one mason who was employed in both counties. The other option is that the feature 

was copied by other builders from an original single source. A similar case might be 

argued for the three triangular planes with shot holes at their apexes found on the 

surviving walls at Portrinard (Gazetteer Site No. 145). Again this feature is not 

restricted to Limerick, but is also found at Ballymacady, Co Tipperary (Cairns 1984,
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Vol 2, Plate 16) and Castle Cove, Co Kerry (MacAuliffe 1992, Vol 2, Plate 11). In 

conclusion, the architectural details present at the tower houses of Co Limerick

belong to a general Irish school of medieval work and are found utilised at tower 

houses located outside the modern boundaries of the county.

While peck decoration was applied to the surfaces of coign stones, hanging eyes (see

Photograph 60), the jambs and lintels of doorways and windows (see Illustration

2.15), the tapered endings with associated carved decorations on the hoodmoulds at 

Dunnaman (Gazetteer Site No. 84) may indicate that the abilities of some stone masons 

may have been more flamboyant than those of others. The chequered peck

decoration on the jambs of the doorway at the same castle (see Photograph 28) and a 

record of similar excessive ornamentation at the entrance into Gormanstown Grady

(Gazetteer Site No. 104) reported by O'Donovan (1840, Vol 2, 81) are further examples 

of how added decoration could be applied to enhance the appearance of a building. 

One curious architectural detail not found at any of the surviving tower houses in 

Limerick is the ventilator (see 'n' on Illustration 1.3: see also Manning 1994, 26). As 

was m entioned earlier in this chapter during a discussion on yetts, the incorporation 

of a particular architectural feature (or numbers of a particular architectural

feature) at a tower house may have been as the result of an expressed command for 

its inclusion by the person for whom the building was being erected and/or the size

of the purse held by that same individual.

9.6 THE ORGANISATION OF THE BUILDING INDUSTRY

W riting on 15th-century Scottish architecture Stell (1977, 164) found that

'Little information is yet available on the general organisation of the quarrying and 
building industries in this period, particularly concerning the ways in which 
masons met the demands placed upon them in various parts of the country'.

This is also true for Ireland from the 15th century to the 17th century. It is evident 

that the master mason would have had to employ a craftsperson skilled in cutting and

working limestone to produce the well fitting voussoirs of an arched doorway (eg: 

Ballinveala, Gazetteer Site No. 13), the peck decorated hanging eyes (eg: Bourchier's 

Castle, Gazetteer Site No. 35), the stone steps of a spiral staircase (eg: Tullovin,

Gazetteer Site No. 173), the corbels to support a corner machicolation (eg: Fantstown, 

Gazetteer Site No. 88) or the ubiquitous ogee windowheads for the lights (eg:

Caherelly West, Gazetteer Site No. 43, or Rathnasaer, Gazetteer Site No. 152).

It would be also preferable, no doubt, to have the worker (or workers) responsible 

for the production of these features to be actually present on the work site. This
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would enable the builders to ensure that the stone masons were preparing pieces

which were of the type, scale and numbers required in the building. Bungled work

could still occur of course: At Lisnacullia (Gazetteer Site No. 131) the two voussoirs 

which formed an ogee windowhead at a light in the south-east wall at second floor

level were too large to fit properly into the opening and the resultant ogee is mis

shaped. Perhaps the cost in money and time for cutting a smaller replacement pair of

voussoirs was considered prohibitive and the builders made the best of a bad job.

A few strands of information on the organisation of the Irish building industry are 

available, however, and some crucial elements of the medieval building industry can

be discerned from them, notably Boate's Irelands Naturall History (Anon 1860, 1-148) 

of 1652, published for 'the Common Good of Ireland, and more especially, for the 

benefit of  the Adventurers and Planters therein' ( ib id . ,  1), which contains

discussions on the natural resources of the country, including the woods and rock 

types, and how lime and brick were manufactured. The provision of natural

resources in the environment is of importance to our study since stone, timber, sand 

and lime - the raw materials needed by the builders - had to be available for

constructing  the tower house.

1. Stone

The stone which is used in the majority of tower houses in Co Limerick is limestone. 

This is hardly surprising considering the geology of the county's fertile plain (see 

Chapter 4), but tower houses built of red sandstone also exist. Ballingarry (Gazetteer 

Site No. 11), Ballyallinan (Gazetteer Site No. 14) and Kilfinnane (Gazetteer Site No.

115) are all examples. The former two buildings are located in the vicinity of the

Ballingarry Hills, while the latter is situated in the Ballyhoura Mountains. The hilly

or mountainous areas of the county are formed from Silurian and Old Red Sandstone 

rocks. It would seem probable that the rock-type in an area influenced the stone used 

in the construction of a tower house since local stone would be used. Jordan (1990-1, 

49) identified a similar situation in Co Wexford, where

'limestone is rare, and consequently sandstone continued in use for a longer period;
both it, and the more common granite are used in trimming opes and arches. The 
choice of stone was determined by local availability and thus, type of stone is not so 
much a function of time as of location and supply'.

Jordan's concern with the chronological use of stone types arises from a perceived 

difference with Leask (1951, 34) on the use of sandstone in the medieval building 

i n d u s t r y :
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'Leask in using materials as a date indicator notes that "the use o f  sandstone  ... 
characteristic o f  the early period ... and c l 260 native limestone came into use". Might 
we assume from this that structures which may have sandstone cut doorways or 
windows - as indeed a number of Wexford structures do - predate 1260? This would not
be a valid assumption' ( ib id .,  49).

If it were to be identified that Leask had made such an assumption then Jordan would 

be correct in his censure. However, on reading Leask's work (1951, 34) it is apparent 

that no such assumption was suggested. While discussing the 13th century Anglo- 

Norman castle at Trim, Co Meath, Leask stated that the main doorways have segmental 

heads and the round-arched window embrasures have bold mouldings in wrought 

sandstone. Leask continued:

'Both forms are characteristic of the period, as is the use of sandstone. In all Irish 
buildings this free-working stone was in use from the 12th to the middle of the 13th 
century for all wrought work about windows and doors, for pillars and their capitals 
and bases; it was not until about 1260 that the abundant native limestone came into 
use for these purposes though it had long served as the ordinary material of plain 
walls' ( ib id .) .

When Jordan's presentation of Leask's text (as supplied in the quotation in his 

article) and Leask's own statement are compared it becomes apparent that Jordan has 

been selective in his use of Leask's work, to the extent that Leask's intended original 

meaning is obscured. When Leask's statement is considered in its entirety two 

fundamental points become apparent. First, Leask is clearly no t using sandstone as a 

date indicator. He is merely stating that sandstone was used prior to 1260 for wrought 

work but after that date limestone (which had been in use as the ordinary material of 

palin walls) began to be used for wrought work. Second, Leask is not arguing that 

limestone replaced sandstone as the material used for wrought stonework after 1260; 

only that limestone came into use as a material used for wrought stonework after 

1260. Carboniferous limestone is a very hard stone to work. Perhaps it only became 

more commonly used for wrought stonework after circa 1260 when stronger tools 

more suited to working the stone had become available (McNeill 1994, pers comm).

The limestone of the county was widely used in the construction industry. Fr David

Wolfe's description of Limerick City in 1574 'is probably the earliest account 

surviving which describes in any detail the city as it was in late medieval times' 

(Bradshaw 1975, 47). In it he writes: 'For the most part the houses are made of 

quadrangular blocks of black marble and built in the style of towers or fortresses' 

( ib id .) .  Dineley (1864-7, 440) wrote that in the city the quarries of 'black marble are 

in such plenty about the town', with King John's Castle, the citadels, the walls and 

bridges, the houses and even the pavement in the streets all constructed from the
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stone. In a footnote which accompanies Shirley's edition of Dineley's text ( ib id .)  

Lenihan noted that 'the quarries at Garryowen, Altamira, Rossbrien, Ballysimon & Co 

produce very fine black marble, and limestone, with which many of the buildings of 

modern Limerick have been constructed'. The nature of the black marble mentioned 

in these texts was discussed by Bradshaw (1975, 49):

'The modern reader tends to be confused because we think of marble as the highly 
polished crystallised limestone used for sculpture and the embellishment of the
interiors of buildings. That is not what is meant here. Rather it is the unpolished blue 
limestone quarried locally and utilised extensively for building purposes up to quite
r e c e n t l y ' .

The Civil Survey (Simington 1938) is a valuable source of information on the 

existence of quarries in the county, with twelve quarries listed in the document: two 

slate quarries ( ib id .,  71 & 74), five 'marbel' or 'marble' quarries ( ib id .,  74, 76, 78 & 79),

an 'open' quarry ( ib id ., 271), a stone quarry ( ib id .,  450), two quarries ( ib id .,  294 & 213)

and a 'yellow' quarry ( ib id .,  487). Twelve quarries, however, can scarcely be

considered sufficient to have been responsible for the supply of materials for the 

entire building industry of the county, especially when we remember the

descriptions of the city by Wolfe and Dineley. It would be more probable that these 

were quarries which were in production in the mid 17th century and were therefore 

of economic value; hence the interest of the Cromwellian surveyors. The quarries

which provided stone for the erection of tower houses need not have been large

workings and could have been opened for that specific purpose and then abandoned 

after the project was completed. However, care must be taken when ascribing all 

quarries to the construction industry. The Desm ond Survey reports 'a quarry for mill

stones on the top of the mountain called Knockfearyny in the parish of Ballingarry 

worth yearly 10 s' (McEnery, no date, f26d, paragraph 504).

2. Timber

The other major material required for the building industry was timber. Using the 

information from The Civil Survey Rackham (1986, 113) has argued that only some 

3% of Ireland was wooded in the 1650s and this scarcity of woodland may have been

longstanding, dating back at least to 1600.

'17th century Ireland had less than a third as much woodland as England in relation
to its area; but the uneven distribution gave many visitors the illusion of a well- 
wooded country. The woods of south Wicklow, Wexford, Waterford, and around 
Limerick were in prosperous and easily-accessible parts of the south. Midland 
Ireland was entirely farmland and bogs and even a small wood was a rarity'.
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The limited supply of woodland dwindled during the period 1700 to 1840 with 

increasing pressure for agricultural land due to a fourfold rise in the population 

( ib id . ,  115-6). However, Boate, a contemporary writer, would not agree with this 

(Anon 1860, 100). He perceived the number of trees and forests to have shrunk from 

1600 onwards, with the timber not used for 'the ordinary uses of building and firing 

... but to make merchandise of, and for the making of Charcoal for the Iron works'. In 

the Viking and medieval period, however, there had been a coppicing tradition.

'Excavations have revealed the immense importance of wattle-work in Cork and 
Dublin; whole buildings were made of it. It implies the management of woodland on a 
large scale. Irish cities had timber framed buildings, but these were an exclusively 
urban tradition not necessarily related to local woods ... W oodmanship continued into 
the 17th century. The Civil Survey very often records "underwoods" and "copps"; 
where land values are given, as in Co Waterford, underwood was worth little less than 
arable' (Rackham 1986, 115).

A map included in Rackham's work ( ibid., 114: see Map 1.10 in this volume) illustrates 

the number of known woodlands in Ireland in the 1650s. Each dot represents 250 

modern acres of woodland as recorded in The Civil Survey (Simington 1938). In Co 

Limerick there is a liberal scattering of woods across the majority of the central 

fertile plain, with a particular concentration in the north-east near Limerick City. 

There is, however, a marked absence of any woodland in the south-east section of the 

county in the Kilmallock region. There may be two reasons for this: either the land 

was so intensify farmed and/or the timber resources so heavily exploited that the 

woodlands had all been destroyed by the 1650s, or the Cromwellian surveyors were 

not as particular in the recording of the woodlands in the baronies of Small County 

and Coshlea and the town and liberties of Kilmallock as they had been in other 

baronies like Connello or Owneybeg. O'Connor (1987, 21) has highlighted that there 

are problems using this multi-authored document as a source of evidence for studies 

of settlement development in the county since it lacks standardisation. What if

similar problems exist when it is used as an indicator of the amount of woodland in

the county? Perhaps McCracken's estimate that one-eighth of Ireland was covered in 

forested areas c irca  1600 is correct after all (McCracken 1971, 15). There must have 

been some  woods in the vicinity of Kilmallock, at least in the late 16th century, since 

The Desmond Survey mentions John Wale, who paid no rent to the Earl of Desmond 

'but was accustomed to bring and supply the late Earl of Desmond with wood and fuel

from the Earl's woods and underwoods near Kilmallock' (McEnery, no date, f6d,

pa rag raph  397).

In any case, Hill's estimate that 30% of the houses in the city were timber framed 

(Hill 1991, 42) would argue that there was a supply of timber available to the
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M ap 1.10 Woodland in Ireland in the 1650s (Rackham 1986, 114, Figure 
5.14).



construction industry in the late medieval county. The county had its great forests, 

often famed in the historical documentation as the lair of Irish rebels.

'In the south of Limerick, woods lay against the north-facing slopes of the 
M ullagharerik  mountains from Feenagh westwards to Broadford, and continued to 
Newcastle through Ardagh to Shanagolden and Loghill on the coast, where there 
were iron-works. The southern section of these woods, known as Clonish, was the
gathering place of James Fitzgerald when he rebelled in 1579. In the northern part 
the Earl of Essex treated with Tyrone in 1599' (McCracken 1971, 44).

Abandoned schemes by the English government to cut down the woods of Munster at

Agherlow, Drumfin, Glenmore and Glenflesk in the period 1579 to 1585 were designed 

to rid the Irish rebels of their hiding places ( ib id .,  27). The great forest of Kilmore 

which occupied the Limerick-Cork border also acted as a barrier against English

movement into the area in the 17th century ( ib id . ,  48).

'Woods stretched eastwards from Rathkeale to link up with the long tract of forest 
that lay between Charleville and Kilmallock in south Limerick and reached the 
Shannon at Pallaskenry. This forest occupied the valley of the River Maigue ... and 
the military reports of the period are full of references to this "great wood" ... 
Northwards of Croom there were intermittent woods and bogs to Limerick town. From
Limerick the woods reached to the foot of the Slieve Felim hills skirting the northern
edge of the Golden Vale to Cappamore and Doon' (ibid.,  44-5).

The timber used in the construction of scaffolding, floors and roofs in tower houses 

were probably obtained from these forests.

3. Limestone and sand

In a landscape such as that of Co Limerick a third necessary building requisite would 

not be hard to find. Lumps of limestone could be burnt in kilns to produce the lime

needed for the mortar to bond the stones in the building together. Duggan (1982, 14)

suggests that a mixture of one part lime to two or three parts sand may have been 

used, with water added to make a mixture of the correct consistency. A reference to 

the construction of a lime kiln at the site of Dr Arthur's house in the city was

included in MacLysaght's work (MacLysaght 1950, 98). The only other direct

reference to a lime kiln encountered in the historical documentation for the county

occurs in The Civil Survey (Simington 1938, 454) which records a 'plott whereon the 

lyme kill pitt stands wth some Tenemts and a little garden thereunto belonginge' in

the parish of St Nicholas in the North Liberties. Boate (Anon 1860, 126-8) provides us 

with information on the process of lime production. Limestone was considered the 

best m aterial.

'This stone is of a gray colour, tending to a dark blew, which being broke, a white 
dust out of it doth fly abroad; and it is very common throughout all Ireland, but
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especially in the Provinces of Munster and Connaught, lying not deep within the 
ground, but very near to the surface of it, and in many places above ground' ( ib id . ,  
126).

A pit was dug into the side of a hill and lined with a wall of lime and stone, 'at whose 

outside near the bottom a hole or door is left' ( ib id .,  127). An iron grate was placed on 

top of the wall and the broken lumps of limestone placed on this. 'Upon that they lay 

another of Lime-stone, and so by turns, until the whole kiln be filled ... which being 

done, the kiln is set afire until all be burnt' ( ib id .).  This process could produce 40 or 

50 barrels of lime. Boate ( ib id .)  also describes how larger kilns - 'French kilns' - 

capable of producing 300 barrels of lime were also in operation, which burnt whole 

stones and required wood alone as the fuel. The process took longer and consumed 

more fuel 'it being necessary from time to time to put new wood into them, to which 

end three or four men day and night do stand by the Kiln to keep the fire from 

decaying or slackning'. This second method was more expensive than the first and 

the French kilns 'which never had been very generall in Ireland' ( ib id . ,  128) were 

becoming less commonly used. It is probable that a small kiln would have been 

capable of supplying the demands needed for the construction of a tower house.

Cairns (1984, 273) states that the lime kilns would be constructed near the site where 

the castle was being erected. This would make good practical sense. However, the 

presence of a lime kiln at a tower house site today is probably associated with later 

agricultural practises and should not be considered as the kiln used in the medieval 

building process. The example at Finnitterstown (Gazetteer Site No. 92) is certainly 

not original since it stands in a break in the circuit of the bawn wall. The location of 

a later kiln next to a tower house has probably more to do with the ready availablity 

of stone from the ruined castle for use in constructing the kiln than anything else. A 

spread of burnt limestone was discovered during an archaeological excavation in a 

field adjoining Barryscourt Castle, Co Cork. The excavator tentatively suggested that

the spread of burnt stones might represent the remnants of a f u la c h t  f ia d h  (Lennon

1989, 11). However, given the close proximity between the spread of burnt limestone

and the castle, could it be possible that this was the residual trace of limestone which

had been burnt to produce lime for use in the construction of the castle?

Evidence for the availability of the fourth raw material required by the medieval 

building industry is more difficult to find. Sand was needed for mixing with the lime 

to produce mortar. It is not apparent if the builders obtained their supplies from sand 

quarries on the land or from coastal areas. Boates does not record any information on
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the country's sand resources in his text, except to say that sand was imported from 

England for use in glass manufacture at Birr (Anon 1860, 130).

9.7 FINANCIAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Cairns (1984, 278-9) has stated that a

'tower builder, it seems, often compelled his tenants to foot the bill for his castle, as it 
was common to use the system of "coign and livery", exactions in return for 
protection, both to billet workmen on locals, and to force the locals themselves to do
the less skilled jobs. As early as 1297 Irish kings forced subjects to thatch houses and
build ramparts and in 1348 the Irish had to rebuild the walls of Nenagh, which they 
had pulled down. In 1537 Tipperary gentlemen complained about the billeting of 
"workmen ... called mostrons" (masons)'.

The Desm ond Survey (McEnery, no date) illustrates that similar demands were made 

on the tenants of the Earl of Desmond. For example, the free tenants of the manor of 

Mayne were not charged with rent, exactions or impositions but 'the musteron' 

whereby, among other duties, they helped to fund the Earl's fortifications and

repairs to his castles and bridges (McEnery, no date, f 15, paragraph 444). The free

tenants in the barony of Connello were also expected to provide similar aid ( ib id . ,  f  18,

paragraph 450). However, not every landowner in the county could call on such 

powers when building a tower house; it is more conceivable that it was up to each 

landowner to fund and arrange for the building of their own tower house, rather 

than expect an overlord or neighbours to help in the project.

It is fortunate that some evidence of the cost of constructing castles or tower houses 

has survived to us in the pages of a government survey of 1622 (Dunlop 1924, 128-46). 

It should be noted, however, that this document belongs to a late period in the history 

of tower houses and the figures quoted below should probably be taken as the

maximum amounts expended on any castle. The Earl of Thomond built 'a fair castle, 

containing about 30 rooms, which cost him as much as £1000' on his property at

'Cullin' ( ib id .,  129). O'Connor (1987, 30) states that this castle was built in the village

of Knockainey, but this is an error. Part of the seignory of Any had been sold by the 

original undertaker's son. Cullin was 'sold to Rowland Delahide to the use of the Earl 

of Thomond' (Dunlop 1924, 129). The castle is listed in Westropp's survey as Site No.

104 (Westropp 1906-7, 107), Cullen, but it is now located inside the boundaries of 

modern Co Tipperary. It cost Francis Trenchard £200 to repair Corgrig (Gazetteer Site 

No. 69), but while three other repaired castles are listed in the same seignory the cost 

of the work is not given (Dunlop 1924, 132). The house added in the bawn at Kilfinny 

(Gazetteer Site No. 116) cost £700, while two stone houses built on 'The Seignory of 

Annesley's Lot' (presumably this is Rathurd: see Table 1.2 in Chapter 3) cost 'about
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£50 or £60' ( ib id .,  135-6). For a quick-witted individual, however, the cost of building

could be defrayed by other means. Legend informs us that Anastasia, wife of John

Archdekin, erected Monkstown Castle, Co Cork in 1636 when her husband was away 

serving in the Spanish army. The old castle on the site was demolished and it is said 

that she spent no more than 4d on the new building since she cunningly bargained 

with the workmen that during the time of construction they would buy all their 

goods and provisions from her. She then bought a large store wholesale and made 

such a profit on the sale of the goods to the workmen that it covered the cost of the 

construction (Healy 1988, 143: Bence-Jones 1990, 209).

9.8 CONCLUSIONS

'When, for economic and tenurial reasons, a 15th-century laird was in a position to 
erect a more permanent dwelling for himself, his choice would presumably be 
conditioned by several factors - contemporary fashions, considerations of finance, 
and the need to employ craftsmen who had had some experience in the winning and 
working of readily available materials' (Stell 1977, 164).

No doubt similar considerations played a part in Irish society as well. The

construction of a tower house required a well organised building industry and it 

would seem that the process whereby a tower house was erected was dependent upon 

a number of factors. First, the individual responsible for taking the decision to build 

had to have disposable wealth available to pay for the construction. Second, they had 

to have some concept of what they wanted to be built using their wealth. Third, they 

had to engage trained masons able to carry the work through to a successful 

conclusion. Fourth, the masons had to be informed of the architectural details and 

form which were desired by the wage-payer. Fifth, raw materials (such as building 

stone, timber and lime) had to be available for the duration of the project. Without 

wealth or trained masons or raw materials a tower house could not be built.
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CHAPTER TEN: CONCLUSION

The classification of the Irish tower house as a distinct category of castellated 

building has its origins in a paper by the eminent English antiquarian John Henry 

Parker (1860); the classification has continued in use since that time. The first major 

research on the tower houses of Co Limerick was initiated by Thomas J Westropp 

(1906-7; 1907a). Westropp's survey of historical evidence for castles and tower houses 

(Westropp 1906-7) produced a corpus of 405 castellated sites. This survey acted as the 

foundation for the present study, in which the overall number of castellated 

buildings in the county was raised to 413. The locations of 176 castle sites are still 

known in the landscape, although it is by no means certain that tower houses existed 

at all of these sites; at 102 sites the monuments have either been totally demolished or 

substantially damaged. Field survey (the results of which are presented in the

gazetteer contained in Volume 2) identified tower houses in a good state of 

preservation at only 46 sites; the damaged remnants of a further 28 tower houses 

were also recorded.

The available historical and architectural evidence suggests that the tower houses in

Co Limerick date from the 15th century to the mid 17th century, and that they were 

the defended homes of a free tenant class of landowners who came to prominence in 

the aftermath of changes which took place in the social, economic and political 

organisation of Irish medieval society during the 14th century. The proliferation of 

lesser lordship in the 15th century was reflected by a proliferation of tower houses 

on the landscape. The tower houses showed a marked concentrated in the county's 

fertile central plain (see Map 1.5 & Map 1.6). The rich land would have produced 

excellent pasture land for cattle, and this would have been a key factor in generating

wealth for the landowners who resided on the good lands. While acting as a display of

wealth, the tower house and bawn could also protect a landowner and his or her 

extended family from raids and forays. The tower houses were well designed both for 

the domestic and the defensive needs of their inhabitants in late medieval society.

W hile similar 'packages' of architectural features are found at tower houses 

throughout the county, there was never a case recorded during fieldwork where two 

or more tower houses were found to be replicas of each other, since the location, 

variety and/or numbers of architectural features were different for each building. 

There are, however, a number of buildings which share common floor plans and it 

was possible to categorise these tower houses into five distinct sub-divisions within 

one large group of 21 buildings with similar architectural features (see Appendix 4 

in Vol 2, Typological Corpus Group 1). When the five Group 1 sub-divisions were
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plotted onto a distribution map (Map 1.7) certain regional concentrations were 

apparent. This might indicate that each sub-division represented the work of 

regionally based masons who were responsible for the construction of tower houses

with a particular floor plan within a specific region.

A series of tower houses were identified which had gabled walls, cruciform roofs, 

large m ullioned and transomed windows and gun defences. These buildings belonged 

to the last phase in the developmental sequence of tower houses ( c l5 5 0  onwards). 

Throughout the late medieval period the county was under the control of the Earls of 

Desmond. In the late 16th century the Earldom was abolished in the aftermath of a 

rebellion against the English Crown. Control of the county passed to the English 

government who initiated a plantation which distributed forfeited lands to new 

settlers from England. The wake of the civil wars of the mid 17th century led to 

further changes in the social hierarchy of the county due to the Cromwellian 

s e t t l e m e n t .

Changes also occurred in warfare from the late 16th century onwards with an 

increase in the size of the armies engaged in military campaigns and the use of 

heavy artillery. The defences of the tower houses were not designed to cope with 

either o f  these military developments and many buildings suffered heavily in the 

wars and sieges which occurred between 1579 and 1652. While a few tower houses

continued in use as citadels, the majority were abandoned during the 18th century as 

the landowning classes chose to reside in newly-built, spacious and comfortable 

country mansions; these new buildings soon became as numerous on the landscape as 

the tower houses before them. In conclusion, in this new era the tower house lacked 

both a domestic and a defensive purpose. Consequently, its life as the principal form

of lordly residence in Irish society came to an end.
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