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TOWER HOUSES OF WEST CORK

ABSTRACT

This is a study of the local development of Irish Tower houses in West Cork that were built between
c.1400-1650; these buildings were mostly built by Gaelic clans or Hibemicised Norman families. The
study is based on fieldwork and published historical research. A corpus of individual tower house
reports provide the raw data. The purpose has been to date these structures by reconstructing the
development of their layout. The internal layout of these features is analysed in terms of function;
apparent role changes indicated by these are related to changes in Gaelic society known from text-
based research. Where possible, inferences are made from the layout of the regional tower houses to
better understand the role they played in Gaelic society. The western part of the Survey region has an
exceptionally high concentration of fifteenth-century tower houses. These ‘raised entrance’ tower
houses are argued to be an archaic form directly inspired by relic Anglo-Norman hall houses; another
ancestral form in the east part of the Survey region is the ‘refuge tower’. The role of the tower house
and its associated settlements in post-medieval seigneurial settlement and Gaelic/planter interaction
is discussed. Sophisticated construction technology, including the systematic use of ratios and units,
has to be considered against perceived notions of Gaelic society. The relationship of tower house
construction to a wave of Friary construction in the Fifteenth Century is considered; it is argued that
an undocumented fifteenth-century economic boom and population expansion in the Gaelic regions
was connected with a need for the elite to define land holdings; the latter was an important departure
from traditional Gaelic social organisation. The importance of ‘castle studies’ as a major tool of Irish

archaeology is emphasised and possible inter-disciplinary avenues for further research are suggested.
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Although it enjoys a particularly mild climate, the Survey region has less than half the grass growth
potential of other parts of Cork. The enormous physical effects of mountains and seas tend to cut

across all discussions of geographical matters, obscuring traits that may be due to other influences.
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1:b  The medieval and modern natural environment

Given the lack of any other visible evidence it must be assumed that tower houses reflect medieval
Gaelic rural settlement. Topographical and environmental factors are almost as important as
historical research in studying this settlement but their exact effects must remain conjectural. These
problems aside some reconstruction of the medieval environment is possible prior to studying the

tower houses themselves.

The most obvious environmental difference between the Fifteenth Century and the present day is the
loss of tree cover. The valley of the Bandon river was flanked with forests as late as the early
Seventeenth Century (Larner 1992, 9). The extent of deforestation can be judged from events in
1602, when the English army that sacked Dunboy was forced to travel via Kinsale and Timoleague
because the more direct route along the Bandon valley was choked with oak and birch (McCracken
1971, 46). To the east, many miles of continuous forest covered the valleys of the Bandon, Lee and
Blackwater Rivers (Larner 1992, 9). Woodland commenced at Gouganebarra and ran continuously
along the Lee valley to Cork (McCracken 1971, 47). This woodland, the Shehy mountains and the bay
of Kenmare did much to isolate the Survey region from the rest of Ireland. These formidable natural
barriers would have impeded the free movement of people and ideas and allows the Survey region to
be treated as a separate geographic entity. The political fragmentation in Gaelic Ireland commented
on by Simms (1978, 75) was very much a reflection of physical barriers ‘that made a man a foreigner

30 miles from his own doorstep’.

The loss of forest had continued slowly for many centuries because even areas of Ireland such as
Connemara, were once forested (Evans 1975, 82) The process accelerated in the period 1400-1700
but at the start of the Seventeenth Century, the valleys of Adrigole, Glengariff, Coomhola, Bantry and
Roaring Water Bay were still forested with Sessile Oak, Birch and Arbutus (Larner 1992, 9) but much
of the Survey region was already stripped bare. A comment in the Letter Book of General de Zubiaur

who landed a Spanish force at Baltimore in the closing days of 1601 records that:

‘The land is mountainous and without trees. There must be some somewhere, but they do not
appear around these harbours and they are needed to make storehouses and lodgings’

(Coombes & Ware 1978, 54).

The Spaniard’s exasperated statement carries more weight than that of a casual tourist; in 1600 much
of the coastal area resembled the landscape of today but much coastal forest probably existed in the
Fifteenth Century. The Ivagha peninsula, nation of the O Mahony Fionn, was known as the ‘plain of
brown nuts’ in the Fourteenth Century (O’Mahony 1910, 69), and here, as elsewhere in Ireland, there
was a reliance on the short acorn harvest for swine (Simms 1978, 89). Early medieval legends

indicate that this forest was a mixture of Oak and Hazel, e.g. ' Doire [oak grove] na nath in which fair-
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nutted hazels grow’ (ibid., 68). The bare hills of the Ivagha Peninsula were probably covered by a
Forest Brown Earth supporting low scrubby forest and there is indirect evidence for more substantial
trees (see below). This fragile ecosystem was destroyed by removal of the woodland; the soil has since

washed away or degraded into an acidic podzol.

A vanished timber used for the central beam of the first floor of Kilcoe Castle [15] must have derived
from mature woodland with straight-trunked trees over 8m tall. This implies the existence of
‘primary growth’ lowland forest, perhaps with pedunculate oak, although this is not known to be
native to Ireland (McCracken 1971, 18). Much managed secondary woodland probably also existed in
the more densely settled areas of the Survey region. The centring of the vaults, for example, reveals
evidence for coppiced hazel(?) hurdles, also employed for this purpose in Tipperary (McKenna 1984,
69). ‘Managed’ coppiced woodland yielded hurdles and basket-materials as well as providing acoms
for swine. However, some agent seems to have accelerated the destruction of woodland prior to 1602.
Iron smelting and tanning were so destructive of trees in other parts of Munster (Larner 1992, 12-14)
that the possibility that iron mining was carried out by the Gaelic Irish in the Survey region cannot
be ruled out. In about 1586, a copper mine existed ‘in Bantry’ and the same source mentions a silver
source in West Carbery, apparently freshly discovered (Harleian MS 286, quoted in Cowman 1988,
15). Iron mining at Roaring Water Bay and Coombhola ended in the mid-Eighteenth Century when no
trees were left for fuel (ibid.).

A more generally accepted reason for the destruction of forest was a shift from arable farming to
pastoralism that was the result of the Norman invasion (Simms 1978, 79). A short term result of the
westward movement of Gaelic peoples may have increased pressure to open up land for pastoralism
and long-fallow arable farming. The demands of tower house construction must have caused some
depletion of forest, but this would have been negligible by comparison. Population increase is

implied, although hard evidence is lacking.

The shortage of substantial trees may have affected the utilisation of timber in tower houses by the
second half of the Sixteenth Century. While it is possible that wood was imported from other parts of
Ireland in the Fifteenth Century, it would be specious to argue that this was necessarily the case. The
design of some of the tower houses shows that it was used without stint for centring, scaffolds etc.;
this would not be the case with an expensive import. The apparent simplification and diminution of
timber elements in other tower houses could be the result of the greater rarity and expense of timber

caused by deforestation.

The deforestation may have led to the silting up of several of the most important harbours in the
Survey region, such as Rosscarbery, Clonakilty and Timoleague. In other respects, the coast is much
as it was in medieval times. The blanket peat formation characteristic of the inland hill zone was

already well established in medieval times.
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IC Past research on Irish tower houses

Stone and lime defended towers and fortified houses, collectively known as ‘tower houses’ occur
throughout Ireland. Constructed throughout a period of c.250 years (c.1400-1650) their geographical
incidence is very uneven (Fig.a). This thesis will attempt to trace the development and changing

nature of tower houses in a region covering about 3-4 per cent of the area of Ireland (Fig.b).

Grose was the first antiquary to illustrate and plan tower houses, but these were mostly examples
readily accessible from Dublin. He died ‘after having written only seven pages of descriptions’ and
Ledwich was responsible for the remainder. His text is largely historical and anecdotal and he seems
to have been aware that, in architectural matters, he was very much at sea. In his introduction, he is
aware of his ignorance “...particularly of the history of our castles. Imperfect as these accounts are,
they will be found of some value to the Antiquary and Historian, while they open an untrodden path

to future and more successful Inquirers’ (ibid. iv).

Most definitions of tower houses agree in the following details (O’Callaghan 1981, 2; McKenna 1984,
5). The oblong plan of a tower is simple and readily memorised with little scope for variation. Broadly
similar buildings are encountered across Ireland because structural requirements dictate much of the
internal layout. The walls must be thickest at the base with few and small openings and the basement
chamber is therefore dark and damp. An entrance must be at this level, usually giving onto an
intramural staircase. For maximum security, the tower was normally built as tall and narrow as
possible. As a result, there were three to five large chambers, one above the other. Towers are
intrinsically vulnerable to fire, acting like enormous chimneys. A stone-vaulted floor is often provided
to act as a fire barrier. First-floor vaults are, for example, near-universal in Meath (Abraham 1991,
248), but ‘die out’ in seventeenth-century Tipperary (McKenna 1984, 32). For structural reasons the
masonry walls must become thinner with height which usefully allows the upper chambers to be
larger. Windows, which are structurally unsound at a low level, can also be made larger with height;
this is a desirable defensive attribute. Domestic occupation was generally above the stone vault.
Vaults occur at almost any level, and there are sometimes two, or none, in a single tower house (ibid.,
30). The roof was pitched in the Survey region and ran along the long axis of the plan. The tops of
the walls were thick enough to support a roof, its gables and a wallwalk for defence. A crenellated

parapet in Ireland, as in Scotland, was the prime distinguishing feature of a fortified residence (Stell

1985, 197).

The overall design constraints still permit endless variation in the detail. The division of a ‘county
corpus’ of tower houses into groupings based on typological classification has been shown to be
practical (Donnelly 1994, 137). Similar variations allow development and affinities to be traced in Co.
Cork. No two tower houses were identical, but some are more similar than others in a manner that

shows a strong relation to proximity. Local traditions of tower house construction can be recognised
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and this thesis rediscovers the various strands of tower house development in the ‘Survey region’; as

well as defining traits which are more general in Ireland.

Local traditions and historical references (Chapter 6:a) place the start of tower house construction in
the Survey region well within the Fifteenth Century; therefore the tower houses in the region cover a
period of c.200 years. A tower house in Co. Down is dated to between 1413-41 (Jope 1966, 233) but
Leask dated the first appearance of Irish tower houses to a royal statute of 1429 authorising subsidies
to those men, loyal to the king, who wished to build a tower in the Pale (Leask 1951, 76). Recent
research suggests that the first Irish tower houses may have been built ‘well before’ this date (Davin
1982, 2) but this remains a controversial topic in terms of both dates and definitions (Chapter 6:a).
Elsewhere in Ireland, tower houses were built until the 1640s (Leask 1951, 9o). With one possible
exception, there were no new tower houses built after c.16oo in the Survey region, but early

seventeenth-century examples are known to have been built elsewhere in Cork (Power 1992b, 223).

This thesis therefore covers the bulk of the period in which Irish tower houses were built. Much
development can be expected to have occurred in that period. Tabraham has demonstrated in
Scotland that the study of architecture can reveal how tower houses functioned (1988, 269). This
thesis sets out to trace evidence of function and to conjecture the social significance of tower houses
in the Survey region as ‘residences of lordship’. The relation of apparent changes in function to
chronology is then determined. This thesis extrapolates the social and technological preconditions
necessary for their adoption in the Survey region. The place of the West Cork tower house in the
overall development of Irish tower houses is dealt with as a separate topic in Chapter 6:e. The origin

of the form as a topic distinct from later regionalism is discussed in Chapter 6:a.

The sheer quantity of field monuments in Ireland remains a daunting problem; Leask’s classic count
of all types of castles throughout Ireland was over 2,900 including many now destroyed and he is at
pains to point out this is a minimum figure (1951, 153). The practical difficulties of recording floorless
towers has affected even this local survey. It would require a large full-time staff several months to
perform such a comprehensive survey in the Survey region therefore this survey is reliant on the

analysis of plans.

There has been a call for ‘many more regional surveys’ (Barry 1987, 189). The problem is what
formats such surveys should adopt and how much information can they practicably hope to record,
quantify and analyse. The subject has undergone a renaissance since about 1980, a process that has
accelerated in the last ten years, and schools of thought have come into existence. It provides a rich
quarry for thesis topics throughout Ireland (Donnelly 1994, 34). The mixed results of these surveys
are dealt with in depth by Donnelly (ibid.). The author does not wish to repeat this information, but

to add some complementary comments where required.
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The study of tower houses seems to have begun in the late Eighteenth Century. Grose’s Antiquities,
published in 1794 (text by Ledwich), is the first extensive published treatment of castles. His
introduction summarises the viewpoint of the Irish Protestant Ascendancy: the ‘English or Normans’
were the ‘greatest blessing that Providence could bestow on this Isle’ and that a ‘very singular system
of municipal laws excluded civilization, and perpetuated ignorance and barbarism among the natives’

(ibid., xocvi).

Ledwich believed that the ‘native’ Irish were incapable of building stone castles. He quoted an earlier
writer on Irish matters, Sir John Davies, as an authority. Davies wrote that only such Irish ‘as have
lately obtained estates according to the course of the law of England’ (ibid., soavi) had an incentive to

build lasting structures.

Interest in what came to be called tower houses was encouraged by the late eighteenth-century craze
for picturesque landscapes and romantic ruins. This appetite drove an army of itinerant
draughtsmen and engravers to record ruins ‘on spec’. Their output is now an important
archaeological record. ‘One of the most energetic figures was Colonel William Burton Conyngham,
who collected drawings and watercolours of medieval monuments and even commissioned plans.
Until the 1790s, interest in antiquities was still restricted to a small circle of artists and connoisseurs,
but the publication of Francis Grose’s Antiquities of Ireland (1791-5) brought the subject to a much
larger audience’ (Stalley 1987, 4). Unfortunately, the areas covered in greatest detail do not include

the Survey region, which is remote from Dublin.

Although it has been claimed, with justice, that Ledwich made no very perceptive comments (Cairns
1987, 3), he rightly observed that ‘castles... multiplied to an incredible degree’ (ibid. xxxix). He goes
on to say; ‘...we had infinitely more of such edifices than existed in England, even in the turbulent
reign of King Stephen, whose successor demolished 1115 of them'. In the eyes of Ledwich, the Irish
could do nothing good, for if they built no stone castles, this was blamed on their primitive and
backward condition; if they did build castles, this was due to feuds with their neighbours and the

absence of the rule of law.

Surprisingly, the scholarly study of Irish castles languished throughout much of the Nineteenth
Century apart from some individual reports. This was not for a lack of interest. Indeed, a romantic
cult of the Irish past developed at this time. Individual tower houses were recorded to help architects
get ‘Gaelic’ architectural detail right. The aim was to create such fantasies as Dromore Castle, Co.
Limerick. The vast wealth of ‘Kiltartanised’ English tycoons meant that architects were empowered
to ‘improve’ on the past. They therefore tended to regard ancient Irish buildings as a ‘lucky dip’ of
miscellaneous architectural detail for use elsewhere. This was sometimes materially the case: the
gatehouse of Lemaneagh, Co. Clare, was removed and rebuilt in the garden of Dromoland Castle

(Leask 1951, 133).
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The creation of the Ordnance Survey in the 1840's was, largely through the efforts of John
O’Donovan, the commencement of the serious study of tower houses (Donnelly 1994, 14). The
burgeoning of local historical study in the Nineteenth Century led by O'Donovan (ibid.) was also of

immense importance to the subject in an indirect manner.

The term ‘tower house’ was originally introduced from Scotland by Parker in the 1860s (Donnelly
1994, 14). J.S. Fleming was one of the first antiquaries to make a systematic comparison of Scottish
tower houses and ‘Irish keeps’ which he dates to a century later than their ‘Scottish prototypes’ (1909,
178). The term only gradually gained acceptance, first appearing in a Cork context in H.G. Leask’s
1944 article about Mallow Castle (1944, 23) and subsequently in 1945 (Hartnett, 48). Much valuable

work was done by antiquaries who used other terms to describe them.

The subject of Irish tower houses was never entirely neglected. As Inspector of National Monuments
Leask brought together most current knowledge on the subject in his seminal book Irish Castles (1951).
This remains the standard work (Donnelly 1994, 23) but only two tower houses in the Survey region

are mentioned. Leask was responsible for popularising the term ‘tower house’.

The introduction to Leask’s book makes clear that the subject was ‘never quite abandoned’ and that
their study ‘is still being advanced by several workers’ (Leask 1951, 3). His tone supports the general
impression that the subject was steadily developing until c.1922, but went into a decline after that

date.

After 1922, little work was carried out on tower houses until the 1950s. Barry states that ‘Irish
archaeologists have naturally tended to concentrate on the prehistoric and the Early Christian periods
before the coming of the Scandinavian and later the Anglo-Norman invaders.’ The new State wished
‘to emphasise its own unique cultural identity free from the impact of later invaders and colonisers’
(Barry 1987, 1). He comments that a more ‘mature’ attitude is now increasingly prevalent as scholars
now accept that the idea of a ‘pure’ Irish culture is obscurantist: because the Celts too were once

invaders and colonisers.

A new ‘state’ initiative originated in Northern Ireland as a result of the Preliminary Survey of the
Ancient Monuments of Northern Ireland (Leask 1951, 3) and E.M. Jope's work came to fruition with
the Co. Down Archaeological Survey (1966).

Ulster went against the trends elsewhere in Ireland due to the work of the Office of Public Works
(later the Department of the Environment) and the energy of Jope. Study of castles went on in the

context of consolidation and HMSO handbooks were published in Ulster throughout the 1950s.

While Jope was conducting his exemplary survey of Co. Down, Fahy was studying tower houses and
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carrying out the excavation of Dunboy at the opposite end of Ireland, but after Leask’s death very little
was done other than the preparation of unpublished surveys by the Irish Office of Public Works.

O’Riordain and Waterman did however excavate related types of site of the same general period.

Much amateur activity has gone on regardless, but the results are often virtually untraceable to the
outside researcher. Work specifically on tower houses sometimes occurred as a result of other
activities (e.g. hydroelectric schemes), and a certain amount of related work on seventeenth-century
houses by Waterman (1961 is the result of an interest planted by Leask (Donnelly 1994, 26-7). The
small but steady level of research on sixteenth- and seventeenth-century houses conducted in the
context of the entire British Isles, took on its own life with O’Callaghan (1981: Wexford) and Craig who
published a brief but useful chapter on tower houses in a book that is essentially about conventional
houses (1982). Because the two types of building are intimately connected, it was inevitable that
tower houses would return to favour. A folklorist, O Danachair, published a general article about

tower houses in 1979.

The floodgates opened when Davin published a survey, essentially text-based, of the tower houses of
the Pale (1982) while Cairns’ short publication of the tower houses of Tipperary, based on his PhD
thesis, appeared in 1987. Since then, PhD, MLitt and other theses have appeared in rapid if
unpublished succession, the chief publications coming from Tom McNeill (1991, 1992, 1997), ]ordantMp::‘::?\\‘:
(1991) and McKenna (1984). Unpublished theses by Abrahams (1991: Meath), Neill (1984: ‘
Knockgraffon), Ni Loingsigh (1995: North Donegal) and Donnelly (1994: Limerick) are deposited at
Queen's University Belfast, while Jordan’s PhD thesis (1991) and McAuliffe’s Kerry study (1992) are
at Trinity College Dublin. Donnelly’s treatment judges the relative merits of the more recent works
on an Ireland-wide basis. So as to avoid repetition, the author only discusses the more recent works
in relation to the Survey region and avoids more contentious issues, except to point out the degree to

which the situation in the Survey region fits in with other models. Some larger conclusions are made,

but the main emphasis remains with the Survey region.

The Co. Down survey . has been the model for a number of County surveys in the Republic including
a . SMR recently published by UCC for the West Cork area (Power 1992a). The degree of detail in
these surveys is far from uniform, small counties with few tower houses tend to attract a more

fulsome level of detail than the surveys for large counties.

The author’s interest originated in childhood trips to tower houses and grew from there. It was
apparent through familiarity with West Cork that the tower houses in this area are broadly similar,
although they are never identical. This similarity was apparently affected by date and geographical

proximity, but it was many years before an orderly approach to the material could be developed.

Appreciation of Ireland’s vernacular architecture has rapidly grown in the time of the author’s
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research. Interest in Irish tower houses has become positively fashionable and they are beginning to
be restored by those with the means to do so. The subject is no longer the exclusive preserve of
archaeologists and medieval historians. The Bord Failte appreciates these buildings as tourist
attractions, and there is a growing interest in ‘roots’ and clan identity. Not only are tower houses
being reconstructed more frequently, but state-sponsored work has greatly improved in sensitivity and

accuracy (Barryscourt, Ross Castle). Wanton destruction, common until the 1960s, is now rare.
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rd Existing research into West Cork tower houses

As a result of the general, if ill-defined, enthusiasm for the past, local historical and archaeological
societies began to appear around Ireland, towards the end of the Nineteenth Century. These societies
adopted a more scholarly approach in studying their regional monuments than had previously
prevailed. Local pride was one spur, but there was also a new awareness of the importance of
archaeological fieldwork. This is illustrated by the case of the Cork Historical and Archaeological
Society, which seems to have been a particularly energetic group in its early years. Many members of
the professional class of the County gave up spare time for the ‘collection, preservation and diffusion

of all available information regarding the past of the City and County of Cork’ (Gillman 1892a, 11).

Herbert Webb Gillman, in the first volume of the Journal of the Cork Historical and Archaeological
Society (ibid., 18) set down a ‘manifesto’ for the creation of an archaeological county corpus that still
seems valid today. He then went on to describe, systematically, a ‘typical’ Cork tower house
(Carrignamuck); and carried out the survey of the ground floor himself. While it is true that he was
unaware of Parker’s work or of the use of the term ‘tower house’ (Donnelly 1994, 17) he made useful
observations. He pointed out, for example, that Davies was wrong in assuming that the Irish never

built castles under tanist law (Gillman 1892a, 13).

For Gillman, the recording and analysis of surviving ruins was just as valid as the study of written
history. He emphasised, as one aim of the new society, the construction of complete lists and
descriptions of all classes of archaeological sites for the county. Systematic recording, county lists,
quantification; these are all now familiar practices, but in 1892, they were highly innovative. He
hoped that the systematic recording of the histories of all sites would one day be ‘pieced together so
as to largely contribute to and also illustrate what is still a desideratum, a continuous narrative history
of the County’. He also wished for ‘understanding of the types and forms to be found in our local
castles’ (ibid.).

Although there was an increasing amount of work being carried out on Scottish tower houses, the
insights from this work only slowly filtered into the antiquarian consciousness of Ireland. Gillman
seems to have been unaware of any such developments (Donnelly 1994, 17) but he pointed out that
there was little in print about the castles of Cork and that Grose had mentioned only two in his
Antiquities. He makes clear that there is nothing particularly remarkable about Carrignamuck; it was
intended to be an example of publication method and he hoped that others throughout the County
would imitate him. He referred to Carrignamuck as a ‘keep of a late Norman pattern’ (1892a, 14).
This use of the term ‘keep’ for a tower house was typical of the time; Gillman was aware of the special
nature of the buildings but lacked a useful ‘catch-all’ name for them, despite an article on the subject

by John Henry Parker thirty-two years earlier which used the term ‘tower house’ (Donnelly 1994, 15).
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As a result, no doubt, of Gillman's example, the study of Cork tower houses made rapid strides
towards being a fully-developed discipline; descriptive and photographic surveys were made of the
castles of mid-Cork (Lee 1914), while the Barony of Muskerry received attention at about the same
time (Butler 1910; Gillman 1892a) but only Gillman and Butler included drawn surveys. In 1917, the
castles of North-east Cork were also described (Waters 1917). Articles on Blarney (Crawford-Woods
1896), Togher [2] (Lyons & Gillman 1895), Dundanier (Gillman 1897) also appeared at about this time.
Most of the tower houses in South-West Cork were eventually historically studied and photographs
were published (O’Mahony 1908-10 & Coleman 1923-1927). Sometimes a few brief descriptive notes

were appended to the historical narrative.

Many other mentions were and continued to be made of tower houses in the context of local historical
studies, but apart from Hartnett's treatment of ‘castles’ in Imokilly (1945) the inventory work
languished after 1922. Incidentally, the term ‘tower house’ in a Cork context appears for the first time

in Hartnett’s article (ibid., 48), no doubt due to the influence of Leask.

Some of the castles along the coastline of Cork were studied by the indefatigable T.]. Westropp, who
devoted himself full-time to the study of antiquities (Donnelly 1994, 17). He set out to describe all the
shore forts in Ireland and was the first person to attempt a comprehensive survey of a county’s tower
houses, in Limerick (ibid., 18). While his main interest in Co. Cork was in the earlier earthen forts,
he also noted down useful details and measurements of the tower houses that occupied the same sites
(Westropp 1914, 89-124, 1915, 250-83). More information no doubt exists in his unpublished notes
in the library of the Royal Society of Irish Antiquaries.

Fahy’s excavations and publications of Castle Inch (1957) and Dunboy (Gowan 1978) were remarkable

achievements in a period of scant research on Cork tower houses.

The erratic nature of tower house studies, so dependent on the enthusiasm of individuals, is well
illustrated in the Survey region. Castle Inch was recorded and excavated in an exemplary manner
prior to its destruction in the Lee Hydroelectric scheme (Fahy 1957) but a complete tower house
(Dromcarra) was demolished without record on the northern edge of the Survey region as recently as

1968 (O Murchadha 1993, 241).
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e A review of the secondary sources

The author has been reliant on published sources, many compiled over a century ago, by authors
whose concerns were primarily historical. It may be asked if the unpublished sources, especially
those in the Irish language, would reveal much hitherto unknown information relevant to the subject.

The answer must be a cautious ‘no’.

Historians of Irish medieval society rely heavily on the annals and complaints before parliament
(Abraham 1991, 460). The sources are chiefly relate to abnormal situations of war and upheaval
caused by the Tudor reconquest. Little information survives from the period when tower houses were
built. The historical accounts for the Survey region are scanty between 1300 and 1550 (Nicholls 1993b,
165). It is therefore unsurprising that there is almost nothing that throws direct light on why tower

houses were built as they were, or how they were employed.

Lucas’s problems in the use of Irish sources in his researches on the creaght vividly illustrates how
deficient the sources were even to a great Irish scholar. Irish sources never give any description as it
is always assumed the reader is familiar with technicalities. ‘All we can do is collect such small
disjointed scraps of knowledge about daily life as happen to be scattered thinly and widely over texts
of all kinds and having amassed as many as possible to try and fit them together to give some kind of

a picture.’ (1989, s).

Because the listener is assumed to be familiar with tower houses, Irish sources may ennumerate
activities in a stronghold but never describe the stronghold’s arrangements. Even the name used by
the Irish for tower houses is uncertain, and direct mention of their internal arrangements is absent
except in English sources. Only a single contract for the construction of a tower house is known in

Ireland (McKenna 1984, 11).

English-language documentation increases steadily after c.1560 due to the government’s increased
assertiveness in that period. This takes a variety of forms, mostly connected with military campaigns,
fiants, inquisitions, pardons and grants as well as the correspondence of the first Presidents of
Munster. Ironically, the Down Survey, compiled to assist in the destruction of the Gaelic social order
has proven to be its most detailed social record (O Murchadha 1994, 33). The information in this
source can be extrapolated back into earlier periods, because there seems to have been relatively little
change in land holdings during the period 1400-1650 (ibid.) except for the 1580’s plantations which
had little effect on the Survey region apart from Kinalmeaky.

To the English, the Irish system of tanistry was an aberration. It was unusual, if not suspect to write
anything favourable about the native Irish and their social system. This viewpoint had its origins in

the accounts of such seventeenthcentury intelligence gatherers as Sir John Davies (see 1:b). The
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English-speaking historians of Ireland worked from hostile letters, inquisitions, depositions, reports
and campaign journals. The bias of this material was to cast a very long shadow over the study of Irish

history and still tinges the subject today (Abraham 1991, 103).

During the 1830s, the Ordnance Survey commenced what was intended to be a survey of every stone
building of archaeological interest in the country (Cairns 1987, 3). John O’Donovan’s letters are the
origin point in the serious study of tower houses (Donnelly 1994, 14),however, the field notebooks
unfortunately provide few illustrations of the castles in the Survey region. The published maps are
of great value, however, in recording the locations of tower houses now no longer extant (Appendix 1)
as well as building; that still exist. In some instances surrounding bawns are recorded that have now

vanished, albeit at a minute scale.

In the Nineteenth Century great strides were made in documentary research and written history. As
Gaelic scholarship became more widespread, a more sympathetic attitude to the medieval Irish slowly
emerged. Such work is exemplified by John O’Donovan’s massive translation and editing of the
Annals of the Four Masters (1848-51). Although scholars were primarily concemed with history and
genealogy, this period saw the diligent publication and editing of a mass of sources, many of which

remain directly pertinent to the study of tower houses.

The scholars working on documentary material in the early Twentieth Century, such as O’'Mahony,
heard detailed local traditions that firmly connected individual tower houses with certain chieftains.
For want of better evidence, these attributions have been accepted by the author unless other evidence

shows they are improbable. This folklore material has yet to be made full use of (O Crualaoich 1993,
919)-

Little research has yet been carried out on late medieval Ireland (Abraham 1991, 102), this has been
due to a lack of sources (Nicholls 1993a, 398). It was stated as recently as 1987 that ‘...most [tower
houses in Tipperary] will never be dated [by historical means]..” (Cairns 1987, 8). Opinions about the
dating of tower houses widely diverge and are even flatly contradictory (Donnelly 1994, 49); this has
led to a culture of caution amongst researchers. Compared with Tipperary, the documentation of
tower houses seems relatively good; which is to say that few entirely evade documentary mention. For
the most part however, mentions are unusual prior to the Tudor reconquest. Much family
information survives, particularly for the more important MacCarthy septs, and it is frequently
possible to infer which individuals are likely to have built tower houses. Connections, where they
exist, are however often traditional, rather than documented. Despite these problems, many of the

later tower houses can be quite closely dated by documentary means (Chapter 5:d).

As elsewhere in Ireland (Mallory & McNeill 1991, 252) the documentary evidence for Irish society in

the Survey region is limited. Only a single reference connecting an individual to the construction of
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a tower house in the Survey region exists (Nicholls 1993b, 210), but in several instances, the tower
houses are connected by verbal tradition (see above) with chieftains whose dates of successions and

death are known from annals such as the Annals of the Four Masters and the Annals of Loch C&.
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if  Aims

It has been justifiably claimed (in the context of Scotland) that ... architectural behaviour is a
somewhat uncertain, confused and erratic barometer of contemporary conditions’ (Stell 1985, 196).
This may be so, but the correct ‘reading’ of surviving monuments such as tower houses is well worth
the effort. There is a need to channel the study of Ireland’s past towards the regional and everyday
rather than the stirring war-torn overall picture that has dominated the traditional presentation of
Irish history. It has been commented that the study of the medieval buildings in Meath discredits
historians’ conventional picture of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries as unabated decline, social
chaos and political upheaval (Abraham 1991, 458). These are remarkable conclusions if correct, and
it therefore was deemed a useful exercise to see if this was true or false in the Survey region, or indeed

if any useful insights could be gained outside the strictly architectural.

Donnelly (1994) and Abraham (1991) experimented with various techniques to try and describe the
typical features of the tower houses in their respective study areas. They also attempted to model
regional variations within their areas. Abraham was largely reliant on plan area as a means of
distinguishing ‘types’ (ibid., 240) but Donnelly had a more sophisticated system based upon the
sharing of common floor plans; on the basis of this information, he created a typological corpus. He
then went on to define groups divided into subdivisions; this allowed many of the tower houses a
place in his corpus and he then suggested that each *...subdivision represented the work of regionally
based masons..." (1994, 232); this approach is easier in an area where there is a very large number of

surviving tower houses to categorise.

The author has chosen a method of categorisation which has elements of both Abraham’s and
Donnelly’s techniques. One problem of the Survey region is the relatively small number of well-
preserved tower houses; this paucity means that if a series of ‘typological corpus groups’ was created,
the majority of them would have only one tower house in them. Many of the tower houses also
hybridise features in such a way that it would be misleading to assign any tower house to a single
group subdivision. The method of categorising by entrance arrangement has been demeonstrated as
a useful ‘rough and ready’ way of sorting, but it is perfectly apparent that while the ‘LRE’ tower houses
Kilcoe and Ardintenant [r7] would fall into one of Donnelly’s ‘shared mason group’ subdivisions
Timoleague [34]'s inclusion in this group is almost certainly no more than a coincidence, and no
‘mason’ link is to be inferred between this tower house and the other two. In the same way, the
fifteenth-century ‘GE’ tower house at Kilcrea [30] is in almost every other respect an ‘RE’ tower house
with a ground entrance. It is therefore better to maintain a more flexible approach, using statistical

methods as pointers to, rather than conclusive evidence of relationships.

The density of tower houses in Cork is about average for Ireland. In Limerick there are as many as

0.38 tower houses per square mile, in Kilkenny there are 0.245, Tipperary has 0.154, the really poor
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counties average 0.012 but Cork has o.112 (Craig 1982, 95-6).

The Regional survey deals with a smaller group (36 complete or partially surviving tower houses) than
Donnelly dealt with in Limerick; this allows a detailed treatment of such factors as plan-proportion,
wall-thickness and chamber size. This is important because dimensions can be used for comparative

analysis.

Although deliberate destruction of tower houses is now unusual, significant collapses have occurred
at Rossbrin [18] and Dunlough [21] over the past twenty years, while minor vandalism is universal.
One side of an embrasure was robbed for stone at Carriganass [1] between the author’s first and
second visits in 1989 and 1992. The Office of Public Works in their recent sponsorship of expensive
reconstruction work at Ross Castle, Killarney and Barryscourt Castle, Middleton, have shown an
enlightened attitude towards the tower houses and it can only be hoped that this flowering of interest
will discourage further destruction. Fascinating though the conservation aspect is, it can only be
touched on here (Chapter 6:f). This thesis does however provide a ‘database’ of the tower house

‘resource’ in the Survey region which may come in useful to others apart from researchers.

Publications on the subject of Irish castles have tended to select very important sites from all over
Ireland; it is impossible to deal with regional variation in such books. Westropp was the first to
recognise the value of regional surveys because they allowed undated structures to be dated by
features also found in documented buildings (Donnelly 1994, 19). The regional survey aims to trace
typologies where they exist by such comparative methods. Donnelly has noted a geographical
correspondence with layout type (1994, 137) and the author has similarly aimed to determine whether
the tower houses in the Survey region could be sorted geographically and over time by a single

feature, the type of entrance layout.

To gain a complete overview of the region, it was necessary to visit and record all tower houses of
which remains survive (Fig.b). Fragmentary remains and even mere sites can still preserve some
useful information. In two instances destroyed tower houses are known of through earlier records
but the empbhasis of study has been on those tower houses for which no published survey exists. The
data in the appendix attempts to create as uniform a format as possible for the purposes of
comparison. The decision has been made to concentrate on the presentation of plans. This is
because plans relate more directly to the layout and function of tower houses than elevations and
sections, and are relatively easy to survey single-handedly. Inaccessible floors are recorded as sketch

plans.

This survey does not include comprehensive measured surveys of all sites as the emphasis is on those
buildings of which significant amounts remain. The opportunities for complete surveys were few;

only 15 tower houses of the 80-odd that may have exinted in the Survey region are substantislly
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complete (losses being restricted to gables, parapets and window dressings) while c. 75 per cent exists
of another three. The bottom half of the tower survives in another six instances while four have lost
entire sides but stand to their full height (Fig.b). There are 27 complete ground plans to compare
(including two published examples) and the comparison of ground plans figures highly in those parts
of the thesis which deal with typology. As there are relatively few opportunities to compare complete
tower houses it is necessary to compare different parts or characteristics of the tower houses as and
where they survive. The type of entrance has been selected as a framework for the thesis as it has a
good survival rate. The measured surveys allowed direct comparison of dimensional data, such as
wall thickness, room sizes, plan sizes, proportions, internal layouts, etc. This sort of information can,
up to a point, be expressed in diagrams and tables. Mathematical geographical modelling is outside

the scope of this thesis, which is not to decry its usefulness (6:b).

The breaking down of each tower house into its individual attributes may imitate the original thought-
processes of the builders. There is reason to suppose that they planned each tower house as an
assemblage of tried and tested ‘features’. This approach of isolating details is similar to that involved
in the study of jewellery and other artifacts. It has the advantage that nothing was varied without good

cause.

Such factors as masonry style and technique have played an important role in the process of
comparison. Similar construction techniques are taken to indicate the contemporaneity or otherwise
of several tower houses, where other evidence is lacking. Standards of masonry can decline as well

as improve and the absolute chronology has to be established by other means.

Technical solutions to such problems as the lintelling or arching of window embrasures seem to have
changed with fashion; the exact recurrence of a particular version of a complex and protean feature
(such as a gable-supporting corbel table) can be taken as strong evidence of the near-contemporaneity

of two tower houses.

The absence of clear developmental sequences in layout between tower houses is taken to indicate the
absence of a localised building tradition and the importing of masons. This tendency too may also be
indicative of social conditions and its recognition is just as valuable as that of a smooth typological

‘evolution’.

The military role of the tower houses of South-West Cork and how this changed over two centuries is
discussed in this thesis (Chapter 6:b), but the emphasis is shifted away from the ‘castle studies’ field
to also deal with the social role of these buildings and the function they had in an agricultural /pastoral

economy.

Disorder is still routinely cited as the normal state of Gaelic society (Nicholls 1993a, 411) such a state
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being equated with a lack of firm central control. This orthodoxy is being widely challenged through
the direct study of architectural remains (Abraham 1994, 458; Donnelly 1994, 74; Ni Loingsigh 1995,
142). A new picture of a relatively stable Gaelic society is now being painted; to what extent is this
borne out by evidence from the Survey region?® Until castles were built, surplus wealth had generally
been expended on feasting and poetry (Simms 1978, 93). Tower houses may have been the harbinger

of a grimmer and more militarised society, a point this thesis will explore.

The objective study of architecture is in line with a new school of historical thinking which has sought
to downplay the importance of ethnic distinction to emphasise continuity. A thread of continuity is
now seen to run through Ireland’s architectural tradition (McCullough & Mulvin 1986) because
wealth and landowning cut across religious and ethnic divides (Simms 1978, 93). This convergence
and mingling of cultures is illuminated by the tower houses of South-West Cork. The relationship

between the final tower houses and the earliest ‘big houses’ is therefore discussed.
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1:,g  Notes on nomenclature

For convenience, the most common anglicised spelling of a tower house name is used, except where
no conversion exists. For purposes of space, tower houses are referred to by their townland name, or
(where it survives) their personal name, i.e. Kilcoe not Kilcoe Castle, Dunanore not Ballyieragh North
or Dunanore Castle. Sometimes the name preserves a reversal of nouns, i.e. Castle Donovan

preserves the Gaelic word order Caislen an Dhonnobhain and the two words are given.

The following abbreviations are used to indicate entrance layout:
RE = (all) raised entrance tower houses
LRE = lateral raised entrance tower houses

FRE = frontal raised entrance tower houses

SRE = staggered raised entrance tower houses
GE = (all) ground entrance tower houses
UVGE = unvaulted ground entrance tower houses
VGE = vaulted ground entrance tower houses

In line with McNeill's preferences (1997) the term ‘principal chamber’ is used here rather than ‘hall
to avoid confusion with independent ground-floor halls. Floors above the principal chamber are
described here as ‘solars’ for convenience, but direct analogy with British solars would be misleading.
It was invariably the largest chamber in the RE tower house and is easily recognised by its large

windows and barrel vaulted floor.

In this thesis the author follows the definition of ‘medieval’ favoured in the context of Irish settlement

studies as the period between 1169 and c.1660 (Barrett & Graham 1975, 33).

The spelling of proper names varies over the centuries, e.g. the name Finin, Finin, Finghin, Fineen,
Fynyne. The author has chosen common versions which seem appropriate following the examples of

others who probably know better. Less common Irish names are usually italicised.

Numerous Irish enclosed settlements are called ‘ringforts’ and although many may never have served
a military role, the term is convenient here, if not completely correct (Limbert 1996, 243). The term
‘promontory fort’ is used here as a neutral term based on topographical rather than chronological

classification (ibid., 253).
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CHAPTER 2: I4TH-I7TH CENTURY HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

2:a  Gaelic social organisation, the Lordship and the Church

Some of the more important concepts relating to land ownership must be briefly related, in order to
understand the society in the Survey region. Land was owned corporatively by agnatic descent groups
called clans, members being descended from a common male ancestor. The clan was a corporate
entity with political and legal functions, particularly relating to land, but it also had responsibility for
the conduct of its members. In each lordship, election to the chieftaincy lay solely in the derbfine of
the ruling clan. The derbfine was not a family in the modern sense, and though it might close ranks
in exceptional circumstances, such as the murder of one of its members, internal dissension between
cousins was quite normal (Ellis 1985, 40). Candidates for chieftaincy, legitimate or illegitimate, had
to descend from a common male ancestor in four generations. The lack of stigma attached to
illegitimacy and the ease of remarriage meant that the derbfine was continually expanding. This could
only be accommodated by coercing other weaker land-owning clans or collateral septs out of their
lands. This was normally done by organised raids on their stock and dependents: the defeated chief
would have to agree to whatever exactions were demanded. If they could not meet them, they could
be removed from their land or (more probably) become landless churls. Relatives of the chieftain
could then take over the ownership of the land. The Irish ‘mortgage’, in which the mortgagee took
possession of the land until the mortgagor repaid the sum, was another means of driving weaker
chieftains off their land (Nicholls 1993a, 433) as every precaution was taken to make the mortgage
non-redeemable. The split-off newly established septs were a source of weakness to the ruling house

(ibid., 425) and frequently came to act as a de facto clan in their own right.

Direct control and administration of territory was not the usual means of expanding power; more
important was a chieftain’s ability to force outlying clans to pay him tribute. The ownership of land
was useless without people to work it. The traditional view is that stability depended almost entirely
on the naked power of individual chieftains; each death and succession was therefore an opportunity
for upheaval and the settling of scores. However annalistic sources are biased in favour of dramatic
events; it has recently been commented that the Gaelic lordships of the region were remarkably stable
(Nicholls 1993b, 157). This stability was not just restricted to Cork; the apparent stability in northern
Donegal (Ni Loingsigh 1995, 142) and Meath (Abraham 1994, 450) highlights a disagreement in this

period between the sources and the surviving material evidence.

By 1400 the clans can be regarded as an elite class of adminstrators/exploiters over the much more
ethnically diverse population who actually worked the land. No area in the Survey region was
exclusively occupied by members of a single sept or even clan; fiants and pardons provide glimpses

of the very mixed composition of the population of certain areas in the Survey region at the end of the
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Sixteenth Century. The vast majority of the Gaelic population was landless and unarmed. Although
the economic position of these ‘churls’ was particularly weak, they could migrate freely and did not
form a stable population settled on the land (Ellis 1985, 44). Their bad position can be overstated;
even the weakest members of society could, in principal, call upon the protection of their overlord in

the face of slights by other lords.

The population in the Survey region was divided into five major clans (Fig.c); each clan was in its turn
divided into septs distinguished by common male ancestors (see above). Clanlands were
reapportioned on the death of each chieftain. This could occur peaceably but new splits tended to
occur every two or three generations, each new family or sept taking the name of the male ancestor.
At the same time, the co-heirs (all male issue of the father) would make a new permanent partition
of the lands, favouring themselves, their relatives and favourites. Women could not inherit. In
Munster the partition of the lands was made by the most senior clan member who could take the best
portion for himself (Nicholls 1993a, 432). This meant that chieftains and their lineages in the Survey
region could become de facto landlords, a process which can be called ‘modified tanistry’.

The traditional complex hierarchy of lordships, overlordships, and ‘over-overlordships’ was further
complicated by the special status of churchlands and land held by ollamhs. The MacCarthy Reagh
chieftain claimed overlordship of the whole of West Carbery, this consisted of sanctioning successions
and exacting tribute; this tribute was probably not readily exacted from outlying clans. The Lord
President of Munster, Sir George Carew wrote (in 1599) that:

‘O’Mahon’s country doeth follow the ancient tanist law of Ireland; and unto whom MacCarthy
[Reagh] shall give a white rod, he is O’'Mahon, or lord of the country; but the giving of the rod
avails nothing except that he be chosen by the followers, not yet the election without the rod’.
(MacCarthy Glas 1867, 12).

(The term ‘lord’ is used here in the broadest sense as a useful shorthand term for the head of an

aristocratic lineage, rather than in its strict legal sense.)

The seventeenth-century tower house estates recorded in the Down Survey originated as clanlands
inviolably attached to the tower house. These were allocated to the occupant for the duration of their
tenure and no longer. In the later Sixteenth and early Seventeenth Centuries litigation was however

discovered as a weapon to oppose the customary share-out of septlands (O Murchadha 1993, 224).

The burden of ‘coign and livery’ exactions varied considerably over Ireland, but were usually heavier
in border areas where lordships were generally fragmented and militarised (Ellis, 1985, 42). Although
much of the Survey region was technically a border area, the Lordship of Ireland was too weak to

attempt more than diplomacy in this part of Ireland until the Tudor reconquest. The hibemicised
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Anglo- and Cambro-Norman families in and beyond the eastern part of the Survey region were, to all
intents and purposes, competing clans, fighting, intermarrying and building tower houses in much

the same way as in the ‘Gaelic areas’.

Wealth was measured in a chieftain’s capacity to exact ‘coign and livery’ or resources in kind. These
resources were to deal with immediate needs only. For much of the period under review (1400-1650),
the Irish did not use coin except for the purchase of imported luxuries (Simms 1978, 67); later in the
Sixteenth Century the Irish began to go over to the use of coin in everyday transactions (Dolley 1993,
825). ‘Coign and livery’ was imposed on the general population by the chieftain as he moved freely
about his lands during the ‘coshering season’ exacting food and hospitality according to exactly
prescribed amounts (Simms 1978, 79). The various Butler branches imposed forced labour on the
population for the purposes of castle building (Neill 1984, 79) but it is not known if this was done in

the Survey region.

The ancient practice of cattle raiding had died out in West Cork by the mid-Fifteenth Century
(O’'Mahony 1910, 9) except as a high class ‘sport’ of the Desmonds. However, at least one disputed
succession occurred in the heart of the Survey region as late as 1560. The outcome of this was the
destruction or capture of two tower houses, the death of the head of the collateral branch and most of
his followers, and the expulsion of the remainder (Cronelly 1864, 260). It would be more accurate to
describe the normal situation in West Cork as an ‘impasse’ rather than a haven of tranquillity. Such
exchanges of, or destruction of, tower houses seem to have been highly unusual and demanded a
quite different sort of warfare to the mere raid. A high level of intermarriage between clans is
witnessed by various genealogies that survive in Lambeth Palace library, and hostility seems to have

resolved entirely around power, rather than ethnic hatreds.

The disintegration of the old order was in part a product of the attractions of the common law
principle to landholders (O Murchadha 1994, 41) and it has been suggested that the expenditure on
tower houses would naturally encourage the owner to ensure it passed to a person of their choice who

was not necessarily their tanist (O Murchadha 1993, 221).

The only other significant patron of building in the Survey region was the church. The parochial
system was only gradually accepted in the Gaelic regions. This process was particularly delayed in the
western dioceses (Nicholls 1971, 62). Very little is known of this process in the Gaelic regions, but
some parishes may not have formed until very late indeed. An intermediate stage of formation seems
to have been one parish to each clan territory (ibid., 61). Inchigeelagh does not appear in the Papal
records until 1479 (O Murchadha 1993, 216). Some parishes undoubtedly existed in 1199 in the
Ivagha peninsula, and may have been sub-divided later. As in the conquered lands of Connacht
(Nicholls 1971, 61) the details have to be purely speculative. It must have become apparent to the
bishops that the huge tracts of these first rectories were overstretched for the cure of souls, and they
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therefore attempted to sub-divide them. It is not known when the system of sinecure rector and
serving vicar became established in the region but when records first appear in the Fifteenth Century,
it was the norm in West Cork (ibid. 84). The rector would be normally be a kinsman or household
clerk of the lord, who would wish to retain control of the benefice for this act of patronage. Several
parochial vicarages could be established in the boundaries of an undivided rectory without affecting
the right of the rector.

Despite the piecemeal development of parishes, the existing churches in the Survey region are
remarkably uniform, they were simple barn-like structures, with tall gables at either end; the
freestone dressings of high quality where they survive. There are usually only two windows, both in
the chancel. A large eastern loop lights the east end, while a shorter loop pierces the south wall of the
chancel to illuminate the piscina. The openings have ogival or trefoiliated heads. The doorway is in
the south wall near to the chancel window. The unlit nave is featureless and 