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Project Manager’s Message

Hello everyone and welcome to the 
October 2023 edition of the Walled 
Town Crier. 

As Samhain approaches, and the evenings 
draw in, it’s been a busy couple of months 
for the network. 

Grant-aided Events and Interpretation 
projects are all complete, and Conservation/
Capital projects will be finishing up soon 
too, ahead of their November deadline. We 
had a fantastic training day on soft-capping 
in Castledermot earlier this month – with 
many thanks to all involved! – and our 
annual conference is only a month away. 
There are details on both in this issue.

Our regular ‘Getting to Know..’ feature 
focuses on Fore this time around, one of our 
newest – and smallest – member towns, but 
one with a huge amount of archaeological 
potential. 

I’m continuing my town visits as ever – and 
have been really enjoying getting out and 
about to member towns. It’s always such 
a treat to visit any town in the company of 
people who care so much about it. 

I hope you enjoy the latest issue of the 
Walled Town Crier.

Warmest Regards, 

Eimear 
Eimear O’Connell, IWTN Project Manager

Members of the IWTN and friends enjoying a tour of 
Castledermot Abbey led by Sharon Greene, archaeologist. 
Image: Eimear O’Connell. 



It’s off to Limerick City for this year’s 
annual conference, where we’ll be taking 
a closer look at early buildings in our 
historic towns. 

‘Early buildings’ in this context, means 
buildings dating to pre-1700. We’ll be focusing 
on the early buildings that are often hidden 
or overlooked within our historic urban 
streetscapes.

Our programme will take place over one and a 
half days. 

On Friday 24th November, we’ll have a full day 
of presentations, including some on:

⚫	 Early Buildings in Our Historic Towns

⚫	 The Stone Mansion and Kilmallock’s 
Merchant Houses

⚫	 The Buildings of Dublin’s Early Immigrant 
Communities

⚫	 Recording Kilkenny’s Tudor Buildings

⚫	 The Hidden Heritages Project

⚫	 Organising an Annual Festival in Youghal’s 
College Gardens

⚫	 Recent Conservation Works at Court 
Devenish House, Athlone

On the morning of Saturday 25th November, 
we’ll have a number of tours and site visits, 
including to King John’s Castle, and – of 
course – Limerick’s city walls and defences.

You’ll find full details and all the practicalities 
at the Eventbrite link HERE. 

Please register by clicking ‘Get Tickets’ and 
following the prompts to secure your place. 

IWTN Annual Conference 2023

King John’s Castle and Thomond 
Bridge, Limerick.  
Image via irishwalledtownsnetwork.ie

24-25 November, The Absolute Hotel, Limerick.

https://www.eventbrite.com/e/iwtn-conference-2023-early-buildings-in-our-historic-towns-tickets-743543678157?aff=oddtdtcreator


One of the IWTN’s newest members, 
Fore is an extensive ecclesiastical 
site and historic town dedicated 
to St Feichin in Co Westmeath. 7L 
Architects are currently completing 
a Conservation Management Plan for 
the town defences, with funding from 
the IWTN’s Conservation/Capital Grant 
Scheme. They have kindly supplied 
some of their research, so that we can 
all get to know Fore a little better.

The historic settlement of Fore (Irish: Baile 
Fobhair – the town of the spring) is located 
within the civil parish of St Feighin and barony 

of Fore in County Westmeath. The village is 
set within a picturesque valley with the Ben 
of Fore to the north, and the Rock of Fore to 
the south. The medieval town covers an area 
of eight hectares, which makes it among the 
smaller of the medieval towns with defences. It 
boasts an impressive collection of ecclesiastical 
ruins including the Benedictine priory, 
eleventh-century church and late medieval 
parish church. 

The town’s medieval street pattern can still 
be seen, set around a long main street aligned 
east-west. Burgage plot boundaries survive in 
places, indicating that some remnants of the 
earlier houses could survive also. 

Getting to Know Fore

Westmeath Heritage Officer, 
Melanie McQuade, and members 
of the Fore Heritage and Amenity 
Group at the North Gate, Fore. 
Image: Eimear O’Connell. 



Saint Feichin’s Monastery

The village owes its origins to Saint Feichin, 
who founded a monastery here in the seventh 
century. Associated with churches and 
monasteries at Ballysadare, Co. Sligo; Omey 
Island, Co. Galway; Ard Oilean or High Island, 
Co. Galway; Cong, Co. Mayo; and Termonfeckin, 
Co. Louth, Feichin founded his monastery 
at Fore around 630 and within a relatively 
short time some 300 monks were recorded in 
residence there. He died on 20th January 664 
or 665 of the yellow fever, which raged across 
Ireland at that time.  

A church building associated with St. Feichin’s 
monastery survives today. It was originally 
a simple rectangular building and displays 
the classic features of early Irish church 
architecture: steeply pitched gables, antae, and 
a lintelled west doorway with inclined jambs. 
The massive lintel bears a Greek cross in a circle. 
A 10th-century date for this church is quite 
possible. After the Anglo-Norman conquest the 
church was adapted to serve as a parish church 
for the new town, and a chancel was added in 
the early 13th century to provide additional 
space. The chancel arch, which was rebuilt in 
the 1930s from elements found laying around 
the church, was originally inserted into the east 
wall of the old church, to join the two buildings. 

Heritage Week visit to Old St. Feichin’s Church, Fore. 
Image: Westmeath Heritage Office, via Facebook.

Heritage Week group looking northeast from the Rock of 
Fore down towards the Benedictine Priory. Old St. Feichin’s 
Church is visible behind the speaker.  
Image: Westmeath Heritage Office via Facebook.

The Benedictine Priory

The monastery of St Feichin was succeeded in 
the 13th century by the establishment, to the 
north of the old church, of the Benedictine 
Priory. Extensive remains of this priory survive 
today and it is known locally as ‘Fore Abbey’. 

The priory is located within its own defended 
precinct, off the summit of a natural hillock 
known as Knocknamonaster (Irish: Cnoc 
na mainistir - the hill of the monastery). 
The hillock has been scarped and fortified 
with a large fosse and external bank on the 
west, north, and east sides, with traces of an 
entrance on the north side. At the south-west 
angle of the priory enclosure are the remains 
of a round-arched gateway, while the main 
entrance on the south-east is defended by 
a two-storey (largely re-built and modified) 
gatehouse with two towers on the east 
facade. The main priory buildings occupy the 
south-eastern angle of the enclosed area, but 
earthworks and wall footings are visible in 
other parts of the enclosure also. 

The priory owes its origins to Anglo-Norman 
Hugh de Lacy, who in 1171 was granted the 
lordship of Meath, which he ruled from Trim 
Castle. Soon after 1180 de Lacey had a motte 



and bailey constructed at Fore, consolidating 
his hold on the area. Still visible in the 
landscape today, some 400 m east of the 
village, it is sited on a ridge overlooking the 
town, with commanding views to the west 
and south. The motte is oval in plan with a 
roughly square bailey to the south-west. Both 
are surrounded by a large fosse with outer 
bank, while another fosse separates motte and 
bailey. 

Hugh de Lacy’s decision to establish a 
Benedictine priory at Fore – likely in the early 
years of the thirteenth century - may have 
been related to his status as Lord of Meath: the 
Benedictines were considered the social elite 
of the religious orders. De Lacey’s decision to 
endow the establishment in Evreux in France 
and not in England was to have far-reaching 
impacts on the site’s subsequent history. 
Initially part of the Anglo-Norman colonial 
presence in Ireland, it was soon caught in the 
middle of a conflict between England and 
France, where as an alien priory, Fore had its 
revenues retained by Edward III to prevent 
their export to the enemy country. 

Various guardians were appointed to the 
priory by the English crown during the 
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries as conflict 
between England and France waxed and 
waned. It is possible that the priory may have 

fallen partly into ruin during the latter part 
of the thirteenth and the early years of the 
fourteenth centuries.

By the start of the fifteenth century Fore’s 
role was to change again. With the advance 
of the Gaelic chiefs and a collapse in the 
government’s ability to defend its frontiers, 
Fore became an outpost of the Pale. The lands 
of Fore suffered raids by the Gaelic lords in 
1423, when granges were burned, and in 1428, 
when - in addition to cattle being raided - the 
town itself was burned.

A charter of murage was granted to the provost 
and community of Fore in 1436, and it is to 
this time that the town gates and much of 
the earthen defences – as well as many of the 
surviving priory buildings - may be dated. 

In 1449 Fore became an independent priory, 
no longer subject to Evreux. The last prior 
of Fore, William Nugent, surrendered the 
priory to Henry VIII in 1539, which at that time 
consisted of 1,150 acres of land and rectories 
to the annual value of £109 6s. 8d. In 1588 
the abbey and its estates were granted on 
lease to Christopher, Baron of Delvin and the 
buildings remained in the hands of the Greville 
Nugent family until vested by them in the 
Commissioners for maintenance as ancient 
monuments.  

The Benedictine Priory. Image: Michelle Lyons.



Town defences

In response to the attacks on the town which 
took place in the early years of the fifteenth 
century, Fore began to take defensive 
measures. The 1436 murage grant allowed 
the collection of taxes ‘to defray the expense 
of paving the town and to build a ditch or 
stone wall around it’. This work included the 
construction of two gateways, traditionally 
known as the North Gate and the South gate. 
These survive today. The two gates are set 
some 450 m apart, joined by a single street on 
the line of the medieval roadway - although 
this has been realigned to bypass the gateways 
at either end. 

The north gate is the smaller and simpler of the 
two, consisting of a rectangular structure with 
a central round-arched opening. A murder 
hole in the soffit of the arch indicates that 
there was an upper floor, but no trace of this, 
or of the rear of the gatehouse, survives. The 
south gate (south-east of the modern village) 
is a slightly more elaborate structure, with a 
segmental-arched opening and a spiral stair to 
one side leading to an upper floor.  

The position of the gates indicates how much 
larger the medieval town was than the modern 
village. The medieval town was one property 
plot deep from the street front along the main 
street as far as the defensive circuit.  Near 

Above: South Gate. 

Right: Town defences running 
southwest from the South Gate.  
Images: Melanie McQuade.

the south-eastern end of the town the street 
widened into a triangular marketplace, with 
a street running off to the north towards the 
priory, and another to the east towards the 
motte-and-bailey castle.  

Other than the two gates, the nineteenth 
century descriptions only mention an earthen 
bank and ditch on one side and a ditch or 
‘canal’ on the other. O’Donovan (O.S Letters) 
records that ‘the town was fortified on the 
north side by a canal and on the south by a 
mound and ditch extending under the Rock (a 
hill so called) from one gate to the other. This 
rampart is still traceable’.

Bradley noted that ‘There is no sign of defences 
on the north side of Fore and presumably 
the wet marsh which occupies this area was 
regarded as defense enough. The Benedictine 
priory was protected by its own defences’.

Today, the line of the town defences can be 
traced with some certainty from a point 90 
m to the northwest of the North Gate and 
running 195 m to the southwest, before turning 
to the southeast for 450 m, utilizing the cliff 
face of the Rock of Fore, finally tuning back 
to the northeast for 50 m to the site of the 



This image, from the draft Conservation Plan, is taken from the Benedictine Priory, looking southwest towards the Rock of 
Fore. The north gate and ramparts are visible to the right of the image. The early monastic site is marked by the building 
labelled ‘Church’. The southern ramparts are visible to the left of the image. The present day village is located to the left of the 
image, beginning at and partially obscured by the stand of trees. Image: 7L Architects.

South Gate. There is slight evidence for the 
defences continuing across the old graveyard, 
with a suggestion of a return to the northwest, 
immediately north of St Mary’s old church. 
Beyond this there is no certain evidence on the 
ground.

The small length of ditch noted in the old 
graveyard to the northeast of the South 
Gate is intriguing. It appears to return to the 
northwest forming a corner which, if it does, 
would indicate that the width of the medieval 
town may be narrower than suggested by some 
authors. In addition, the Ordnance Survey 4th 
ed. appears to record a number of burgage 
plots extending to the northeast between the 
site of an old mill and the cluster of building 
around the core of the village. It is tempting to 
see the northeastern extent of these plots as 
marking the potential limit of the town on this 
side. 

Such a proposed layout would effectively mean 
that the town would have occupied slightly 
higher and drier ground running along the 
southern side of the valley, with the priory 
complex occupying the area close to the 
rising ground of Knocknamonaster, both sites 
skirting the marshy wet ground between.  

Archaeological potential

Having remained relatively undeveloped 
since the medieval period, Fore has great 
archaeological potential – and the survival of 
earthen ramparts is particularly significant. 
Although some obvious standing sections 
of the former town defences survive much 
remains to be discovered about their design 
and extent. There is tentative evidence for an 
entire town defensive circuit detectable in 
earthworks, water courses, town gates, street 
alignments and burgage plots. It is hoped that 
over time these will provide vital information 
as to the design and scale of the town defences.

Edited by the IWTN project manager from text 
kindly provided by 7L Architects. Any errors or 
omissions PM’s own. 

Original text draws on a number of sources, 
including: HG Leask, Fore, Co. Westmeath: St. 
Fechin’s Chruch, The town gateways and the 
Benedictine priory (1938); John Bradley, Recent 
Archaeological Research on the Irish Town 
(1987); Avril Thomas, The Walled Towns of 
Ireland (1992); John Bradley, Walled Towns in 
Ireland (1995); Tadhgh O’Keeffe, Medieval Fore. 
An Archaeological Wonder in the Westmeath 
Landscape (2004); Andrew Halpin and Conor 
Newman, Ireland: An Oxford Archaeological 
Guide to Sites from Earliest Times to AD 1600 
(2006); Rory Masterson, Medieval Fore, County 
Westmeath (2014).



An IWTN Training Day on the Soft Capping of 
Historic Masonry took place in Castledermot 
on 05 October. Sharon Greene, Castledermot 
Local History Group; Aoife Howard, David Kelly 
Partnership; and Tom Pollard, Stone Mason 
delivered a really useful and informative 
training event. 

Castledermot Community Centre (Teach 
Diarmada) was our welcoming venue for 
the introductory presentations. This was 
followed by a tour of Castledermot’s historic 
monuments and then – after lunch – an 
on-site demonstration on the grounds of 
Castledermot Library, where a section of the 
town wall has been soft-capped in two phases 
over the last two years. 

Many thanks to all of the people and venues 
listed above – and to Kildare Heritage  
Officer, Bridget Loughlin – for facilitating a 
great day out. 

Tom Pollard, stone mason, demonstrates soft-capping 
techniques. Image: Eimear O’Connell. 

IWTN Capital/Conservation Grants Scheme 2024 
Open for applications: 14 November 2023
Closing date: 15 January 2024
Offers issued: End February 2024
Drawdown: November 2024

IWTN Interpretation and Events Grants Scheme 
2024
Open for applications: 16 February 2024
Closing date: 18 March 2024
Offers issued: Early May 2024
Drawdown: October 2024

Grants 2024

IWTN Soft Capping Training Day

News and Updates

As previously communicated, there will 
be a change to the grants timetable for 
2024. Please note the key dates.



Europe’s biggest Halloween festival will take 
place in Derry from 28-31 October. All the 
details HERE.

Lú Festival of Light will take place in Drogheda 
from 27-31 October, and 2-4 November. All the 
details HERE.

The Heritage Council is currently looking for new 
groups to join its Adopt A Monument Programme 
and adopt a monument in their locality. The Adopt a 
Monument scheme provides expertise, mentoring, 
support and networking to help to preserve and 
protect the monument for future generations. 
Further details and application form available at the 
following link:

www.heritagecouncil.ie/projects/aam 

The closing date for receipt of applications is 13th 
November 2023 at 5:00pm.

Congratulations to all of the winners in this 
year’s Heritage Week Awards, and especially 
to our members at Derry City and Strabane 
District Council and at Navan and District 
Historical Society who were both winners in 
the County Awards category. 

A full list of County Awards winners is 
available HERE.

Adopt a Monument Scheme 
open for applications

Heritage Week Awards Upcoming Events in 
Member Towns

Moygara Castle, Co. Sligo. An Adopt-a-Monument 
project. Image: the Heritage Council. 

At the ‘Navan: Its People and its Past’ seminar in the 
Solstice Arts Centre, Navan. Image: Clare Ryan.  

https://derryhalloween.com/
http://www.lufestivaloflight.com/
https://www.heritageweek.ie/news/national-heritage-week-2023-county-winners


 @HeritageHubIRE

 TheHeritageCouncil

 @theheritagecouncil

Thanks to everyone as always for sending on 
social media content. Please continue to use the 
hashtag #IWTN on all network-related posts and 
to tag the relevant Heritage Council account:

Social Media

Contact Us:

Please do get in touch at 
iwtn@heritagecouncil.ie  
if you would like us to promote news or 
projects happening in your walled town 
over the coming months. 

www.irishwalledtownsnetwork.ie

The view from Youghal’s College 
Gardens on a recent visit.  
Image: Eimear O’Connell. 

The IWTN is funded by the Heritage 
Council and delivered in partnership with 
Local Authorities and community groups.
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