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Foreword          
It is with great pleasure that I mark the publication of the Walled Towns of 
Tipperary booklet. One of the key aims of our County Heritage Plan has 
been to raise awareness of the rich and diverse history of the county and this 
publication is shining a spotlight on our Walled Towns.

 County Tipperary has 4 towns currently in the Irish Walled Town Network 
(IWTN): Cashel, Clonmel, Carrick on Suir and Fethard. That membership 
has been very beneficial to the county over the  last 20 years. Significant 
investment has been made for capital projects to  conserve the walls in each 
town and the Conservation Management Plans that informed these works 
greatly enhanced our understanding of the structure and function of medieval 
walled towns. The towns have also benefitted from investment in  various 
interpretative projects and events which have enhanced the cultural and social 
life of these towns. 

Membership has also benefitted groups within these towns who have availed 
of training and advice over the years, which along with the AGM has always 
provided an opportunity to engage with groups from similar towns around the 
country and share experiences and ideas.

This book looks at each of the towns, the history of their walls and highlights 
some of the interesting and unusual features that can be found in each. The 
town walls are not only a reminder of the long history of some of our towns 
but are now significant heritage assets in the county.

Councillor Roger Kennedy
Cathaoirleach, Tipperary County Council
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What is a walled town?
The walled towns of Tipperary encapsulate the story of our past, from the 
modern day right back to the arrival of the Anglo-Normans in the 12th century 
– in some cases even further.

Apart from the Viking port towns like Dublin, Waterford and Limerick, most Irish 
settlement was rural when the Anglo-Normans arrived at the end of the 12th 
century. This was a time that saw unprecedented urban growth across Europe, 
and Ireland was no exception. The colonising lords and the king quickly began 
to establish manors and towns in the Irish countryside, often placing settlers 
from England and elsewhere as residents. Many of them were French speaking 
but over time English took over as the main spoken language and the residents 
became identified as ‘English’. In later centuries an ‘Irish’ settlement sometimes 
sprung up close to the town that would be known as ‘Irishtown’.

Medieval towns were issued charters granting them borough status. At first 
the town might have been surrounded by a large ditch and earthen bank 
with a wooden palisade on top, but as time went on murage grants became 
very sought after. A murage grant from the king allowed the town to collect 
tolls or taxes from people entering to trade. This money went towards the 
construction and maintenance of large stone walls.

These walls were an impressive display of the town’s wealth and power. A town 
wall formed a distinct boundary between the town ‘within’ and everything else 
‘without’. Part of the security it provided was not just military, but an economic 
security that came from a protected market place and an easy method of 
collecting tolls. Toll agents were usually based at the gates, of which there were 
rarely more than four. As well as gate houses, the wall circuit could also be 
punctuated by towers where lookouts and archers would be posted. 

The most important function of walled towns was as a market centre for 
trading goods from the town and its agricultural hinterland. The kind of trades 
in towns that are recorded both in historical records and archaeological 
evidence include brewing, woodworking, shoemaking, smithing, tanning and 
pottery making. Both locally made pottery and vessels from elsewhere in 
Ireland and abroad have been found in excavations, giving us clues as to the 
extent of the trade network at the time.
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Markets were held weekly in an open area within the town, while the larger 
annual fairs took place outside the walls. The fairs would have been attended 
by merchants from further afield, even overseas, selling luxury goods like 
spices, wine and fine cloth.

Most buildings within the town would have been built of wood. Stone was 
reserved for higher status buildings such as the lord’s residence or castle, the 
parish church and the one or more religious houses usually located just outside 
the town gates. Parish churches were usually located in a corner of the walled 
circuit and sometimes the wall circuit took a slight detour to enclose an older 
church and graveyard that predated the foundation of the town.

The head of each household within the town was known as a burgess and the 
piece of property they were granted was known as a burgage plot. These plots 
were long and narrow with a house at the front facing onto the street and a 
long back garden that might contain outhouses, workshops and animal pens. 
The pattern of burgage plots can still be traced in many towns today.

The age of gunpowder and cannon and a prohibition on the fortification of 
Irish towns in 1700 saw the beginning of the end of medieval town walls. From 
then they began to suffer from neglect and even demolition to make way for 
new developments.

Today our walled towns are recognised as important national heritage assets. 
They link their communities to their past, while shaping the current and 
future form and fabric of our modern towns. When effectively conserved, 
managed and promoted, surviving walls or their former circuits contribute to 
a unique sense of place, belonging and identity. They are an important long 
term source of civic pride and a focus for tourism and cultural and economic 
development. Conservation and management of historic walls contributes 
to an enhanced quality of life for residents and visitors alike, so should be 
treasured long into the future.

Where are Tipperary’s walled towns?
There are eight medieval walled towns recorded in County Tipperary of 
which four are members of the Irish Walled Towns Network. Some of these 
towns have survived to be busy urban centres today, such as Clonmel, while 
others, like Emly, were destined for a more modest existence. There are many 
possible reasons for this including the continued importance of the route they 
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were situated on and the impacts of the Black Death in 1338-9, a pandemic 
that devastated urban populations in particular, leading to some towns being 
completely abandoned.

As well as being attracted to the rich and fertile land of the River Suir valley, 
the locations of Tipperary’s walled towns were influenced by the cross-country 
trade routes that ran between important coastal ports. Most walled towns 
were connected by a series of routes based on rivers for which the ports at their 
mouths acted as vital links with the wider world. Many of the Tipperary walled 
towns are on a route between the south-east (Waterford) and Limerick along 
the River Suir. Carrick-on-Suir, Clonmel and Thurles are directly on the river, 
while Fethard and Tipperary are on tributaries of it and Cashel is only 5km from 
it. Emly and Tipperary were staging posts on the route from Limerick to Cashel 
and from there merchants could travel either south via Clonmel to Waterford, or 
north-east via Fethard and Kilkenny to pick up the Dublin – Waterford route.

Map of  Walled Towns in County Tipperary
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Rock of Cashel overlooking the medieval town. Photo: Neil Jackman, Abarta Heritage
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There is no question that the most significant 
feature of Cashel is the Rock of Cashel, which 
was the focus of both political and ecclesiastical 
power for centuries before and after the 
arrival of the Anglo-Normans. The Rock and 
the impressive structures that were built on 
it through the medieval years, is an imposing 
feature of the Tipperary landscape and would 
have looked down on the people living in the 
medieval town that grew up at its feet.

Initially the principal stronghold for the Kings 
of Munster, it was granted to the church by 
Murtagh Ó Brian in 1101 and just five years later 
was made an archbishopric. The twelfth century 
saw significant changes in church organisation 
in Ireland, including the Synod of Rathbreasil, 
a few miles to the north of Cashel, which 
established the diocesan episcopy. Cormac’s 
Chapel, built by Munster king Cormac Mac 
Carthaig, was consecrated in 1134.

In 1169, the very year that the Anglo-
Normans arrived, Donal Mór Ó Brien, king of 
Munster, founded the cathedral on the Rock. 
The significance of the place at the time is 
highlighted by the fact that when Henry II 
of England arrive in Waterford in 1171, he 
immediately order a synod to be held at Cashel. 
This took place the following year. The Norman 
presence was not readily accepted, as seen by 
the fact that Strongbow was defeated by Donal 
Mór Ó Brien in a battle nearby in 1174.

Cashel
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THE Anglo-Norman town
Cashel remained a prominent episcopal town throughout the medieval period. 
When the Anglo-Normans arrived they planned the town in the Norman style 
with a main street that expanded at the eastern end to form the marketplace 
and lesser streets and lanes running away from it.

Having received a murage grant from Edward II, Cashel’s walls were built 
between 1319 and 1324. Further sources record the shape of the wall as an 
irregular rectangle, 1,550m in perimeter. Church land appears to account for 
some irregularities in the wall circuit. It extended in the south-west to include 
the precinct of St John’s, while there is an indent in the circuit in the north-
west, excluding St Dominics. The widening of Main Street where it meets 
Lower Gate Street, may have originated as a location for markets or fairs 
outside the town gate.

One of the Hackett effigies set into the town wall. Photo: Neil Jackman, Abarta Heritage
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Five gates are recorded, though none of the gatehouses survive. Moor Gate 
(or Our Lady Gate) opened beside St Dominic’s Abbey to the north. Canopy 
Gate (also known as Upper or Dublin Gate) and West Gate (also known as 
Lower or St Nicholas Gate) were located as the east and west ends of the 
Main Street. St John’s Gate and Friar Gate were located either side of St John’s 
precinct, at the end of side streets of the same names running from the Main 
Street to the south. There were possibly up to two towers that guarded Cashel, 
in the north-west and south-east corners.

The town wall can be viewed in a number of locations around the town. The 
most interesting part can be found inside the grounds of the Cathedral Church 
of St John the Baptist where four medieval stone effigies have been inserted. 
Outside the graveyard the wall can be seen along Feehan’s Road and into 
Friar Street where it turns into Agar’s Lane. Another section can be seen in 
Roselawn Close, near Cashel library and a small section of the north wall can 
be found close to the east gable of St Dominic’s Priory. 

 
As happened 

elsewhere, Cashel’s 
walls became obsolete 

in the 17th century. Over 
the following centuries, they 
began to fall down and were 
removed for town expansion, 
however the medieval street 

plan and plot boundaries 
can still be traced.
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The cathedral church dedicated to St John the Baptist, which stands at the site now, 
was built between 1759 and 1784 (to take the place of the cathedral on the Rock) and 
was one of only two Anglican cathedrals built in Britain or Ireland in that century.

Photo: Neil Jackman, Abarta Heritage
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Kearney’s Castle
The only known survivor of a group of fortified urban houses in the town of 
Cashel is Kearneys Castle on the Main Street. Built in the 15th century its 
inhabitants have included Father John Kearney who was hanged here in 1642 
and the infamous Lord Inchiquin, Murough Ó Brien, who attacked the town in 
1647 and slaughtered 3,000 of its inhabitants.

St John’s
On a slight rise immediately east of John Street, 
is the large rectangular graveyard associated 
with the medieval parish church of St. John. 
It is enclosed by a stone boundary, much of 
which is the town wall. The spire was added 
in 1812. Within the precinct is the Bolton 
Library which contains the important 
collection of books and manuscripts 
bequeathed to the diocese of Cashel by 
Archbishop Theophilus Bolton in 1744. 

A curious feature of the town wall boundary 
within the grounds of St John’s is a series of 
medieval effigies inserted upright into niches 
in the wall. Believed to represent Sir William 
Hackett (who died around 1260), his wife and 
family, they are known as the Hackett Effigies and 
are believed to have been brought here in the 
18th century from the site of the Franciscan 
Abbey, where they would have covered the 
burials of these wealthy individuals.

Franciscan Friary
Hackett’s Abbey, as the original Franciscan Friary in Cashel was known, was 
built to the east of the medieval town in 1265. As was frequently the case, it 
was kept outside the circuit of the town walls when they were built. Standing 
on the site now is Cashel Parish Church, one of the oldest Catholic churches in 
present day Ireland, which opened in 1795.

Hackett effigy at St John’s. 
Photo: Neil Jackman, Abarta Heritage
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St Dominic’s Abbey
Dominic’s Abbey, standing between the Rock and the walled town, was 
founded in 1243 by David Mac Kelly Ó Gillapatrick, Archbishop of Cashel. It 
was the third foundation of the Dominican order in a borough in Ireland after 
Mullingar, Co. Westmeath and Athenry, Co. Galway. A document dated to 
1480, describes the rebuilding of the abbey by Archbishop John Cantwell after 
it was destroyed by an accidental fire. This was done at his own cost and in 
recognition of the fact that he paid for this himself, he is recorded as a founder 
of the abbey.

By the time of the Reformation, in 1540, the friary was described as consisting 
of a church and belfry, a dormitory, a chamber with two cellars, a cemetery, 
two orchards, and two parks or gardens. It became the property of Walter 
Fleming, a merchant, in 1543. The Dominicans did return however, and the last 
Dominican recorded in Cashel was still there in 1850. Today the priory church 
survives in its entirety, including the south transept and side-aisle.

St Dominic’s Abbey, Cashel. Photo: Neil Jackman, Abarta Heritage
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Hore Abbey
This Cistercian Abbey, founded in 1272 from Mellifont, was the last Irish 
foundation of this order before the Reformation. The foundation was 
instigated by David McCarville, the archbishop of Cashel who reputedly 
wanted to replace the Benedictines of Cashel with the Cistercians after 
dreaming that they were conspiring to behead him. It was named St Mary’s 
Abbey of the Rock, indeed the cathedral on the Rock of Cashel dominates the 
view to the east. The name Hore Abbey is a reference to the grey colour of the 
monks’ tunics.

The monastery was dissolved in 1540. The chancel remained in use as a 
parish church, serviced by three of the former monks, while other parts of 
the monastery, including the nave, south transept and chapter house, were 
converted into private houses.

Much of this roofless abbey survives, including the abbey church with its north 
and south aisles and transepts, the sacristy, east range and chapter house, as 
well as wall-footings of the North and West range and cloister. 

Hore Abbey. Photo: Neil Jackman, Abarta Heritage
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The Old Bridge, Carrick-on-Suir. Photo: Neil Jackman, Abarta Heritage
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The medieval core of the modern town of Carrick-on-
Suir is on the northern shore of the river Suir. The island 
of raised ground formed by the river to the south and 
its tributary, was in a strategic location just below the 
tidal limit of the Suir and at the crossing point of an 
ancient road leading from the Waterford coast to Ossory 
(Kilkenny). Land here was granted to William Fitz Adelm 
in 1185 and within two generations the settlement there 
was associated strongly enough with the Griffyn family 
to be known as Carrickmagriffin. In 1315, the town was 
granted to Edmund Butler, justiciar and sixth chief Butler 
of Ireland, as a reward for his service during the Bruce 
invasion. He became Earl of Carrick and the town, which 
kept its name, became the seat of one of the most 
powerful families in medieval Ireland.

Town walls
The earliest mention of a town wall at Carrick-on-Suir 
comes from the Ormond deeds of 1324.  Unfortunately 
not much is known about the appearance or size of this 
early wall. Later in 1338 and 1344 King Edward III granted 
a town charter as well as charters of murage and pontage 
for the building of a wall and bridge of stone at Carrick-
on-Suir. Despite these additional defences the town was 
attacked and burned twice between the years 1435 and 
1450. According to the provost this was due to only half 
the town being well walled. Parliament offered another 
murage grant for the town in 1450.

Carrick-on-Suir
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The wall along the river shore appears to have been a late addition. It is not 
shown on the Down Survey map of 1657 so would appear to have been the last 
section built and was, perhaps the first to be removed, just over a century later.

The large main street ran from the castle, at its eastern end, to the West 
Gate, and curves to mirror the curve of the river to its south. Travellers from 
Waterford would have crossed the stone bridge and entered the town through 
the Bridge Street Gate, no longer standing but remembered in the name 
of the street. This meets the end of the main street, beside West Gate and 
the road to Clonmel. New Gate, leading to Kilkenny, was in the north wall. 
The Ormond Deeds mention the existence of an East Gate. Though its exact 
location is unclear, it may have brought travellers across the castle park to the 
Waterford road. Today, surviving portions of the medieval town wall can be 
seen in the northwest corner of Castle Park (where the remains of a lookout 
post or bartizan can also be seen), in the grounds of Castleview Lawn Tennis 
Club and at the back of Carrick-on-Suir Heritage Centre.

The 17th century was a turbulent time for Carrick. Cromwell’s army entered 
the town in 1649 and he may even have overwintered there himself. While 
they did cause damage to the town and the castle, which they took possession 
of, the town walls were not damaged. However, the prosperity and relative 
peace that followed meant that the walls were neglected and by the 19th 
century had fallen out of use.

The Tholsel
The towerhouse built on the north side of West Gate, known locally as ‘the 
Tholsel’, dates to about 1500 and still has a ‘murder hole’ over the stairs at 
ground level. The belfry which contains the town clock which was erected in 
1783 by James Galway, a wine merchant and salt manufacturer who was then 
living at the castle. It was replaced in 1872, but the original bell was kept.

Castle Park
As you stroll through Castle Park, admiring the front of Ormond Castle and 
the town wall remains, you may also be on the site of a disappeared religious 
foundation dedicated to St Thomas of Acre. In the early 13th century, Dionisia, 
the daughter of an Anglo-Norman lord, donated land in Carrickmagriffin to 
the order of St John for a hospital. Her nephew and heir, John Fitzgeoffrey of 
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Norragh, reconfirmed her grant of this land to the hospital of St John but only 
on the condition that it was transferred to the order of St Thomas of Acre. 
This order also ran hospitals as well as being crusaders and knights.  Its exact 
location is uncertain, however some documents suggest it was built in a plot of 
land west of the castle and south of the road to the north, where there was a 
‘garden of the Brethren of St Thomas the Martyr’.

The original dedication to St John was not immediately forgotten by the 
people of Carrick. There are references to ‘Seynt Johanestrete’ into the late 
14th century and the well of St John (now called Clareen well) was a source of 
water to the town from the 13th century.

         	
Carrick-on-

Suir’s wall circuit 
was about 1,550m long 
and enclosed 12 to 15 

hectares of land making 
it one of the larger Irish 

walled towns. 

Carrick-on-Suir Wall in Castle Park. Photo:

Remains of the town wall in Castle Park. Photo: Neil Jackman, Abarta Heritage
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The town and the river
The river Suir was an important trading route so the shore would have been a 
busy location with boats and people coming and going with goods to trade up 
or down the river.

Oven Lane ran from the ferry crossing point on the shore up to the Main 
Street and received its name because of a communal oven located close by. 
The flour for their bread may have been ground at the Bridge Mill, located 
close to the Old Bridge. There are records of a mill at this site from as early 
as the 14th century and as late as the 19th century. Part of the structure was 
discovered by archaeologists during the Main Drainage Scheme in 2003.

The 1344 murage grant specified the building of a bridge of stone and lime 
across the Suir. The roadway leading from the bridge to the main street was 
referred to as the highway to the west. Portions of the current bridge possibly 
date from this time but most of the present eight arch structure is believed 
to date to 1447. The southern arch was widened in the late 18th/early 19th 
century. Its massive triangular cutwaters on the upriver side were built up to 
parapet level to form pedestrian refuges, and the large rectangular refuge at 
the middle of the bridge is known as ‘Nailers House’.

St Nicholas’ church
Now home to the Heritage Centre, the former Protestant church that was 
built in 1813 replaced the medieval parish church of St Nicholas of Myra. 
Some clues to its presence can still be seen including a number of late 
medieval gravestones incorporated into the boundary wall. Here you can see 
the memorial to Piers FitzThomas Butler (1531-1601) an illegitimate son of 
Thomas, 10th Earl of Ormond and a stone statue of a bearded man dressed in 
a full length, hooded Franciscan habit and sandals that formerly stood in the 
grounds of the Franciscan Friary in Carrickbeg as well as other artefacts and 
photographs relating to the town.

Ormond Castle - Black Tom’s Tudor manor house
The first Butler castle was built at the beginning of the 14th century, allegedly 
on the site of a former Poor Clare convent of which no evidence survives. 
Its curtain walls enclosed a D-shaped area that had a water gate opening 
onto the river and cross-shaped arrow loops. In the later 1400s, two five-
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storey tower houses were added. The ground floors had vaulted ceilings. The 
principal living quarters were upstairs where, on the fourth floor of the eastern 
towerhouse, a pair of beautifully carved angels can be seen on either side of a 
blocked up archway.

One of the most famous members of the Butler family was Thomas or ‘Black 
Tom’, the 10th earl of Ormond. He spent his early years at the court of Henry 
VIII and attended the coronation of Edward VI, arriving in Ireland in 1554. This 
was a period of change that included the renewed conquest in Ireland by 
the Tudors, the Reformation and the arrival of new ideas and fashions from 
Europe inspired by the Renaissance. The impact of all of these can be seen at 
Ormond castle. Elizabeth I’s accession to the throne in 1558 brought Thomas, 
who was related to her through the Boleyn family, great power and wealth. He 
was appointed treasurer of Ireland and also served as commander-in-chief of 
her majesty’s forces in Ireland. A man in such an important position needed a 
modern and comfortable house to reflect his position, so he had a beautiful 
manor house added to Ormond castle, the chief home of the Butler family.

 Ormond Castle. Photo: Neil Jackman, Abarta Heritage 
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Built on the north side of the older castle, this elegant two-storey building 
is considered the best surviving Elizabethan manor house in Ireland. 
Extensively renovated in recent years, visitors can now admire features like 
the earliest known long gallery in Ireland, impressive stone fireplaces and 
beautiful plasterwork that displays both Continental influences and the close 
relationship with the English royal family. ‘Black Tom’ died here at the age of 
83 and was buried at St Canice’s Cathedral in Kilkenny.

Carrickbeg
While located outside the main walled town, the settlement on the opposite 
side of the river did begin as an extension of the medieval town. River towns 
sometimes had a suburb on the opposite shore to the main town, connected 
by either a ferry or a bridge. For Carrickmagriffin (which became known as 
Carrick Mór in the 1700s), this was Carrickbeg. Edmund Butler built a castle on 
the high ground here in 1309, overlooking the river and the town and in 1336 
James Butler, Earl of Desmond founded a Franciscan Friary. The first superior 
of Carrickbeg friary was John Clynn who is famous for his record of the arrival 
of the Black Death in Ireland in 1348. The friary was suppressed in 1540 and, 
along with all its possessions, given to Thomas Butler, 10th Earl of Ormond. 
The surviving remains of the friary were incorporated into the Roman Catholic 
church of St Molleran in 1827. The top of  a medieval effigy can still be seen 
against the inner face of the graveyard wall.
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One of the two 15th century tower houses at Ormond Castle. Photo: Neil Jackman, Abarta Heritage
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Reconstruction of Clonmel during the Cromwellian seige of 1650 by J. G. O’Donoghue. 
Courtesy of Tipperary County Council
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Clonmel stands on the banks of the River Suir. Most 
of the town is located on the north side of the river, 
where its origins lie, looking towards the Comeragh 
Mountains to the south and Slievenamon to the 
northeast. It is also situated within the Golden Vale, 
some of the richest farmland in Ireland.

The area was granted to William de Burgo in 
1205/1206 and it was probably his son Richard who 
founded the town. The earliest surviving reference 
to a town here is in the royal accounts of 1211-12. 
Henry III granted Richard de Burgo the right to hold 
an annual fair here in 1225. Ortho de Grandison was 
granted the manor of Clonmel and appointed sheriff 
in 1265. In 1328, Clonmel became the headquarters 
of the ‘County Palatine’, an administrative area 
controlled by the earls of Ormond, and in 1338 the 
manor of Clonmel was sold to Maurice Fitzgerald, 
the 1st Earl of Desmond. These two families are 
among the most powerful in medieval Ireland, which 
no doubt added to its importance. In 1531, the town 
finally came fully into the hands of the Butlers of 
Ormond as part of the dowry of a Fitzgerald bride.

No castle was ever built at Clonmel and its ruling 
manor was located a short distance from the 
town. Nonetheless, the importance of the town 
as an administrative centre and a marketplace 
on important land and river routes was enough 
for it to become one of the key urban centres in 
Tipperary right up to today.

Clonmel
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Town walls
The earliest evidence for walls surrounding Clonmel comes from a ten year 
murage charter acquired by Ortho de Grandison from Edward I in 1298. 
Supplementary murage grants for additional stone walls and the repair of the 
walls were given to Clonmel through the 14th and 15th centuries, including a 
long term grant of at least thirty years, authorised by Henry IV in 1408.

The town as defined by the walls was roughly rectangular in shape. Stone 
mural towers were located along the approximately 1500m length of the wall 
and there were at least three gates into the town.

While Clonmel was located at a bridging point on the Suir, the main overland 
route appears to have run parallel to the river, on the line of the main street 
connecting the East and West Gates and ultimately connecting Waterford and 

Aerial view of Clonmel. Photo: Neil Jackman, Abarta Heritage
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Limerick. The North Gate, located in the eastern end of the north wall, leads to 
the road to Fethard.

Like at Carrick-on-Suir, the riverbank does not appear to have been walled 
until much later and may never have been completely walled. There is no 
riverside wall depicted on the 1657 Down Survey map and only a partial one 
in later 17th century maps. There is a record of town walls and towers on the 
quay being demolished to make way for riverside improvements after 1756, so 
whatever wall was built there did not last long.

Nonetheless, there are mentions of Bridge and Quay Gates and a South Gate 
in the documentary sources. On the 12th of January 1355 Clonmel received 
a pontage grant from Edward III for the construction of a bridge. A property 
deed from 1388 describes a plot of land bounded by ‘the King’s way which 
goes to the great bridge on the west’. The Down Survey map of 1656 provides 

 
None of the 

medieval town gates 
survive, but West Gate was 

rebuilt in the 19th century in a 
Gothic castle design. Although we 
do not know what the original gate 

looked like, this impressive structure 
gives the viewer a good impression 

of the sense of the division 
between the space ‘within’ and 

without’ the town walls in 
medieval times.



28

The best surviving portion of the medieval town wall circuit can be seen in the 
grounds of St Mary’s Church where there is a rectangular corner tower, two 
mural towers, and the possible stump of a north corner tower. Part of another 
tower or bastion can be seen at the former northeast corner of the town. Other 
fragments of the town wall may have been incorporated into later boundaries, 
while evidence of the south and east walls have been found in archaeological 
excavations over the years. The badly damaged remains of a circular tower were 
also found at the southeast corner of the town.

Photo: Neil Jackman, Abarta Heritage
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a sketch of the walled town indicating the bridge towards the western end 
of the town’s riverbank. While the current bridge, Oldbridge, was rebuilt in 
around 1750, its stout piers are believed to belong to the medieval bridge.  The 
mention of a southern gate and bridge gate in 1463 must be referring to an 
access point from the bridge to the town.

St Mary’s Parish Church
The grounds of the medieval parish church 
of St Mary’s are still an attractive and 
imposing feature in Clonmel’s streetscape. 
The original church was possibly built by 
either William or Richard de Burgo on 
the foundation of the town, with the first 
reference dating to 1228. Although now 
in the centre of Clonmel, it was then in the 
northwest corner of the walled town with its 
precinct bounded by town walls and mural 
towers on its north and west sides. Its unusual 
style is a result of many phases of construction 
and reconstruction right up to the 19th century. 
The structure does contain medieval fabric. 
However the crenelations and the impressive 
octagonal tower are all later additions.

There is an interesting collection of seventeenth century grave slabs preserved 
in the church and graveyard. Inside the church a late 13th/14th-century effigy 
was discovered during alterations in the 1990s which can be seen in the floor 
of the nave. It features the body of a figure wearing a long loose gown. The 
head is missing, perhaps a victim of the Cromwellian attack in 1650.

Monastic foundations
A Franciscan Friary was founded in Clonmel in the 1260s, probably by Otho de 
Grandison. Unusually, it was located inside the town wall circuit, between the 
East Gate and the river. When the friary was suppressed in 1540 as part of the 
Reformation, the Friars remained in the town. By the 17th century they were 
living in Irishtown, which had developed outside the West Gate, but obtained 
the old friary once again in 1828 and re-opened it for Catholic worship.

St Mary’s Parish Church. 
Photo: Neil Jackman, Abarta Heritage
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The tower and part of the choir wall of the medieval friary are incorporated 
into the present church and some other interesting features are still preserved 
here including the tomb of the Barons of Cahir, an early trades-mans 
tombstone and a stone baptismal font.

There is also a record of a Dominican Friary being founded in Clonmel in 1269, 
however its former location is no longer known. A short distance to the west 
of the town, the Cistercians founded an abbey at Inishlounaght between 1142 
and 1148. It is believed to have stood slightly to the west of the 19th century 
St. Patrick’s Church graveyard, near the present day village of Marlfield. The 
modern church incorporates some fragments of the old abbey including the 
east window and a Romanesque doorway that dates from c. 1180 – 1200. A 
tomb slab built into the wall of the churchyard, decorated with an elaborate 
cross and inscription, is believed by some to be that of a Crusader.

The Main Guard, Clonmel. Photo: Neil Jackman, Abarta Heritage
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The 17th century
The 1600s was a dramatic period in Clonmel’s history. In 1608, King James I 
inaugurated the Corporation of Clonmel and the following year, he granted 
the town a charter. The town walls saw significant changes with the addition of 
bastion-type structures as additional defences and to house the small cannons 
in this new era of gunpowder. In 1650 the walls were breached by Cromwell 
and his New Model Army, after a tough month-long siege. 

In the more peaceful years that followed, 500 families of French-speaking 
Walloons were brought to Clonmel from Canterbury in England to establish 
a woolen industry in the town. Like the Huguenots, they had fled to England 
from religious persecution on the Continent and were strongly associated with 
the woolen trade.

The Main Guard on Sarsfield Street was built by James Butler, 1st Duke of 
Ormond between 1673 and 1684 as a prestigious courthouse for the Palatinate 
of County Tipperary, which had been restored to the duke by Charles II after 
his own Restoration. Some elements of its elegant design are believed to have 
been based on works by the famous Sir Christopher Wren. The current name 
comes from its later use as a barracks. In the eighteenth century it was the 
venue for the Clonmel Assizes. The most notable trial it witnessed was that of 
Father Nicholas Sheehy, the anti-Penal Laws agitator who was hanged, drawn 
and quartered. Today it is the home of an exhibition and event space.

Between 1688 and 1690, when the Battle of the Boyne took place, the town 
was held for James II, but it was surrendered to the forces of William III after 
the battle. In 1691 the town walls were repaired and strengthened but, as in 
other Irish walled towns,  they soon became victims of neglect and the growth 
of the modern town. The only exception to this is the use of the northwest 
tower as a magazine from the 1798 rebellion until 1805 and the rebuilding of 
the West Gate in 1831.
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Aerial view of Fethard. Photo: Neil Jackman, Abarta Heritage   
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The small town of Fethard is located on the 
north bank of the Clashawley River, a tributary 
of the river Suir, and on the road to Kilkenny. 
The medieval town was founded around 
the year 1201 when the area was granted to 
William de Braose, a favourite of King John. 
Unfortunately for William, he fell out with the 
king shortly afterwards and by 1215 the town 
had been given to the archbishops of Cashel. As 
an ecclesiastical town, it was dominated by its 
church, rather than a castle.

The Walled Town
The street pattern of Fethard is typical of a 
medieval town, consisting of a long main street 
that runs east to west and widens into a market 
area at its eastern end. Watergate Street runs 
north-south here giving an overall T-shape to 
the street plan. Either end of that street leads to 
one of the original town gate sites.

In 1292 Edward I of England gave a murage 
grant towards the enclosure of the town and 
the protection of its citizens. Construction was 
completed around 1299 and there were further 
murage grants between 1376 and 1480. These 
later grants specified a stone wall, so at least 
some of the earlier wall may have been built of 
earth and timber. Fethard’s battlemented town 
walls are between 1.5m and 7.8m tall. Towers, 

Fethard
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turrets, arrow-loops and gates can still be seen along its circuit. There were 
once five mural towers, but only two remain: the rectangular tower beside 
Holy Trinity Church and a round tower near Fethard GAA grounds.

The walls were tested more than once in Fethard’s history. In 1468, soldiers 
under Garret Fitzgerald managed to force their way into the town. The air 
was pierced with screams and anguished cries as much of Fethard went up in 
flames, including St John’s church. Fitzgerald was seeking vengeance for the 
execution of his brother the Earl of Desmond, who had been found guilty of 
treason. High on his list of people he felt were responsible were his bitter rivals 
the Butler Earls of Ormond, who had strong connections to Fethard.

Fethard’s town walls with a mural tower (left) and Edmond’s Castle (right).
Photo: Neil Jackman, Abarta Heritage
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Gates and bridges
There were five main gates in Fethard’s town walls: North Gate, West Gate 
(Madam’s Castle), Watergate, East Gate and the Wickett or Pierce Gate. 
North Gate is the only surviving medieval gate into the town. Known to locals 
as Sparagoleith, it dates from the 1400s and was once much taller than it 
is today. The unstable higher levels had to be removed for safety reasons, 
though the remains of a narrow room that once sat above the arch still 
survives. On the east side of the gate are traces of a rectangular two-story 
building, where the armed guards who patrolled the walls and watched the 
gates were stationed.

The remains of the former gatehouse of West Gate, known as Madam’s 
Castle, stand beside Madam’s Bridge at the west end of the town. This is one 
of two main bridges that cross the river into Fethard and has been a major 

Fethard 
has the most 

complete medieval 
town wall in Ireland 

with over 90% of the 
original 1,125m 

surviving.
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Underneath the main arch you can see the impressions of wickerwork in the plaster that 
are five hundred years old. Remarkably, these were left by the stonemasons who first built 

the gate using a wickerwork arch as a guide and support for the stone structure. Once 
the mortar between the stones had set, they pulled the wicker away, leaving behind this 

permanent reminder of their handiwork.

Madam’s Castle was once an imposing three-story building that controlled entry into Fethard. 
It was removed during the 1880s but a sketch by 19th century Irish artist George Victor du 

Noyer on 30th October 1857 shows us just how impressive and imposing it once was.

Photo: Neil Jackman, Abarta Heritage

Image reproduced courtesy of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland
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crossing point since medieval times. Much of the 
three-arched stone structure visible today was 
reconstructed in the 1700s using material 
from an earlier bridge. 

Although the gate structure at Water 
Gate does not survive, its memory is 
preserved in the name of the street that 
passed through it. A short distance to 
the east of the gate site, set high into 
the town wall, is a fantastic medieval 
carving known as a Sheela-na-Gig. 
These remarkable sculptures generally 
depict contorted female figures who are 
prominently displaying their genitalia. 
They are often associated with religious 
sites (there is another in the east wall of the 
Augustinian abbey church), and most appear 
to have been made between the 1300s and the 
1500s. Their original purpose has been lost to 
history but there are many theories including 
that they were fertility symbols, or were intended to ward off bad luck and the 
curse of the “Evil Eye”.

From Watergate Street a footpath runs west along the river, providing access to 
the most impressive section of the town wall and the back of Edmond’s Castle.
East Gate was one of the busiest parts of the medieval town. This road led 
to the important city of Kilkenny, so it saw a steady flow of merchants and 
pedlars. It was also the route townspeople took to visit the Augustinian Abbey, 
located just outside the town walls. However, those unfortunate enough to be 
standing on guard at the East Gate on the 2nd of February 1650, witnessed 
the approach of one of the most terrifying armies ever to march in Ireland. 
That night Oliver Cromwell and his veteran New Model Army arrived in front 
of Fethard’s walls. They set up camp in the remains of the abbey. Despite the 
stories of slaughter and destruction from the recent massacres in Drogheda 
and Wexford, at first Fethard’s garrison refused to treat with Cromwell. Once 
they had seen the grizzled English veterans up close, they changed their minds 
and Fethard’s Governor, Lieutenant Colonel Piers Butler, decided to surrender 
the town on terms. He knew the potential cost of trying to hold out. This decision 
meant that Fethard escaped the fate of less fortunate towns.

Photo: Neil Jackman, Abarta Heritage
The Water Gate Sheela-na-Gig. 
Photo: Neil Jackman, Abarta Heritage
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Cromwell’s presence continues to be felt in Fethard during funeral processions to 
this day. When the coffin is carried to the town’s graveyard the people avoid Pierce 
Gate where Cromwell and his army are said to have entered the town. Instead 
they take the longer route through East Gate because the people of Fethard refuse 
to go out the way Cromwell came in! Though the East Gate was removed over one 
hundred years ago, it is remembered in the name of East Gate Park.

Augustinian Friary
The Augustinians arrived in Fethard around 1305, and soon set about 
building the town’s beautiful Augustinian abbey, just outside the East Gate. 
They quickly encountered a problem however, as they had neglected to 
ask the permission of the king to do so. Luckily, after an inquiry, Fethard’s 
Augustinians were pardoned, and the abbey prospered here for over two 
hundred years, operating a thriving mill house and bakery on the site. Among 
their most important patrons were the Butlers of Dunboyne, whose coats 
of arms can be found in the abbey. They also funded the construction of the 
Lady Chapel, now known as Dunboyne Chapel. Ironically, when the abbey was 
dissolved during the Reformation, it was Edmund Butler, Baron of Dunboyne 
who was given the friar’s property.

Looking into Fethard through North Gate. Photo: Neil Jackman, Abarta Heritage
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The friars returned in the 19th century and partially rebuilt their monastery, 
re-opening to the public once more in July 1823. Today visitors can walk on the 
sloping floors of the nave and admire original features like the 14th-century 
windows in the North wall.

Holy Trinity Church
Holy Trinity Church, located off the south side of the Main Street, is one of the 
largest medieval parish churches in Ireland. This imposing building dates back 
to the 1200s, when William de Braose first laid out the town of Fethard. St John’s 
church, as it was known then, was probably originally dedicated to that saint in 
honour of the king of the same name. In 1208 it was granted to the Hospital of St 
John the Baptist in Dublin, along with some other properties in the town.

After the attack by Garret Fitzgerald in 1468, the church was significantly 
enlarged, including the addition of the tower at the west end of the nave. Roof 
timbers dating to around 1489 still survive in the nave, though they are now 
hidden behind the 19th century ceiling.

Holy Trinity Church. Photo: Neil Jackman, Abarta Heritage
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During the medieval period this church attracted visitors 
from far and wide. Many came to see the rare oak 
carvings of St. John the Baptist, Christ on Calvary and 
God the Father. Local tradition tells us that these statues 

were hidden at the time of the Reformation to prevent 
their destruction. After the Reformation the church 

changed its name to Holy Trinity and the statues 
were again displayed. They became especially 

popular in the 1600s, when visitors came to the 
church on Trinity Sunday and attended the 

three-day fair that followed the feast day. 
Though the fair is long gone, the original 
medieval statues that attracted so many have 
survived and are now housed in the National 
Museum of Ireland in Kildare Street, Dublin. 
Papier-mâché replicas made by local school 
children can be seen inside the church today.

From the grounds of Holy Trinity Church you 
can see the 15th-century wall-walk used by 
guards to patrol the town’s perimeter and 
one of the surviving mural towers.

Fethard’s Castles
Two high status medieval residences were accessed by external flights of stairs 
directly from the grounds of Holy Trinity Church, rather than the Main Street – 
Court Castle and Edmond’s Castle

Both of these tower houses date to the 15th century. Their lower floors were 
set aside for commercial use and could be entered from the street, while the 
upper floors were more private and exclusive. Those who made their home 
inside enjoyed a standard of living most in Fethard could only dream of. They 
were warmed by heat from ornate fireplaces, and enjoyed the comfort of a 
small toilet chamber. A rare example of an overhanging garderobe or toilet 
chamber still juts out from Edmond’s Castle’s first floor, where it overhangs the 
town’s medieval pound. Court Castle even had a ‘laver’, specifically designed 
so people could wash their hands before eating.

Medieval wooden statue of God the Father. 
Courtesy of the National Museum of Ireland.
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Edmond’s Castle’s name may come from an association with Redmond 
Everard, a representative of County Tipperary in the 16th century Dublin 
Parliament who owned many properties in Fethard. It is thought that 
Edmond’s Castle may once have been religious accommodation, perhaps for 
clergy attached to the church.

Court Castle is the largest fortified house in Fethard. Local tradition once 
held that it was founded by the famed Knights Templar, however the order 
was suppressed by the Pope long before the castle was built. It does have 
a different religious connection however, as it is believed to have been the 
home of Sir Thomas Everard, a Fethard native who was the last prior of St. 
John the Baptist’s Hospital in Dublin. Its name may have come about because 
of a link with the Butler Earls of Ormond. The great Butler lords had come to 
Fethard in the late 1400s to attend a number of court sessions. During that 
time they issued a series of ordinances, or decrees. They may well have done 
so from this very building. It is also possible that Sir Thomas Everard held his 
‘Courts Leet’ here. These were held twice yearly for petty offences that were 
punishable by fines.

Fethard town wall walk and mural tower. Photo: Neil Jackman, Abarta Heritage
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The Tholsel
A third building also had access via Holy Trinity church. This was the Tholsel 
or Town Hall. This remarkable 17th century building stands on the south side 
of Main Street. Its construction was sponsored by the Everard family, who 
were related to the Butlers by marriage. They celebrated those links with the 
specially made plaques that can still be seen on the front wall of the Tholsel. 
Among them is the coat of arms of the Butler Barons of Dunboyne, which 
includes a depiction of covered cups, representing the Butler’s position as 
cupbearers to the king of England.

During this period, women and men received 
alms in different parts of the town. When the 

Tholsel opened in 1611 it had a women’s 
almshouse at street level and a tollhouse, 

made up of one long hall, on the upper 
floor accessed via a wooden staircase 
from the grounds of the church.

Over the centuries the Tholsel has 
seen many other uses, as a town 
hall, market house, guildhall, 
merchants meeting place, custom 
house, courthouse and even a dance 
hall! The building was also used by 
the town sovereign, a type of early 
mayor elected by the town’s citizens, 

and was the headquarters of the 
town corporation until 1840. Today it is 

home to the The Fethard Horse Country 
Experience which tells the story of 

Fethard and the surrounding district’s role 
as the thoroughbred capital of Ireland.

 Fethard’s Tholsel.
Photo: Neil Jackman, Abarta Heritage
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