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or seven hundred years the
Town Walls have been an
ever present feature for
countless generations of
Athenry natives. They subtly
influence how we get around
our streets and roads, how our community
grows and develops and they make our
town unique.

While the robustness of the walls is obvious and a testament to
the skill of their builders, after seven hundred years it was time
to ensure that the walls got the necessary care to last at least
seven centuries more. As a result, the work over the past seven
years has stabilized and conserved its most vulnerable sections.
The conservation project has been a real journey of rediscovery
for many in the community. The total co-operation of the
many landowners both inside and outside the walls has been
heartening in its generosity and vital to the project’s success.
The involvement of Athenry heritage interests has been hugely
valuable in terms of the local knowledge and contacts. The
local schools have used the project as a practical tool in day
to day education. In the case of Scoil Chroí Naofa having the
wall and tower in the school yard gave it a unique perspective!
Most of all for the general community it showed that there is
real interest and concern shown for the future of our heritage
legacy by the powers that be.

Council has matched that funding every step of the way and
has led the project through the tireless efforts of its Heritage
Officer, Marie Mannion. Walled Towns Day has become an
important date in our summer calendar in Athenry. This year,
2014, over four thousand people gathered in the shadow of the
castle to enjoy the day. The celebration has been spearheaded
by Athenry Heritage Centre and groups like Athenry Tidy
Towns and Athenry Community Council have become central
to the wider heritage movement which has received a welcome
boost from the project.
In Athenry, we hope that the past seven years have been a huge
first step towards creating a wonderfully conserved medieval
town which will be properly integrated and accessible by the
community and hopefully by the many visitors who will come
to see it. We are ready to continue the journey and excited at
where it will take us.
On behalf of the Walled Towns Committee and the Athenry
Community I would like to thank all those involved with
the Conservation Project over the past seven years and look
forward to continued progress in years the come.
Cllr Peter Feeney
Chairperson
Athenry Walled Town Committee

The Heritage Council has generously supported the project
over the last seven financially difficult years. Galway County
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The Irish Walled Towns
Network

T

he Irish Walled Towns Network (IWTN) was founded by the
Heritage Council of Ireland in 2005 in order to unite and
co-ordinate local authorities involved in the management,
conservation and enhancement of 27 historic walled towns
in Ireland, both north and south. The network is not a top-down
organisation, rather, it exists to help its members. The IWTN’s activities
are controlled by a steering committee. The committee is made up of
representatives from the Department of Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht,
the Northern Ireland Environment Agency, the Heritage Council, and
several member towns.
Walled towns and cities are an important national heritage asset. They
link communities to their past, while continuing to shape the form of our
modern settlements. The remaining walls, or their former sites and routes,
help to create a unique sense of place, belonging, and identity. They are
also an important focus for tourism, cultural, and economic development.
The Irish government’s own National Policy on Town Defences states
that ‘old walls, towers and gates are an asset [and] a valuable part of the
character of the towns they have shaped and protected for hundreds of
years.’ Such assets, however, must be effectively conserved, managed,
and promoted. Since 2007, the IWTN has provided €617,000 for the
conservation of Athenry’s town walls. Nationally, we have provided over
€6 million to save the country’s remaining sections of town wall.
Liam Mannix
Irish Walled Towns Network Project Manager
Heritage Council
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Athenry Chronology
1178

Title Baron of Athenry created for Piers de Bermingham

1227	Richard de Burgh (aka de Burgo, later Burke) awarded lordship
of Connacht
c.12371240	Construction begins on Athenry Castle
c.1240	St. Mary’s Collegiate Church founded
1241	Dominican Priory of SS. Peter and Paul founded; thought to be
finished in 1271
1244	Right to hold a fair granted to Athenry
1249	Athenry attacked by the O’Conors
1310	Murage charter granted for 3 years – funds for maintenance and
repair of town walls
1316	Battle of Athenry – 10th August, William de Burgo and Richard
de Bermingham’s forces defeat King of Connacht Felim O’Conor
1324	De Burgo family fund rebuild of priory church
1380	Athenry one of eleven towns represented at parliament
15th cen.	Market cross – only example in Ireland of late medieval Gothic
cross of ‘tabernacle’ or ‘lantern’ type
1400	Pope Boniface IX granted bull of indulgence to those who visited
priory in Athenry and contributed to its upkeep
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1423	Priory burnt accidentally. Pope Martin V granted
bull of indulgence to those who contributed to
repair of Athenry priory
1484	St Mary’s Church made collegiate by Archbishop
Donat O’Murray of Tuam
1574	Sons of Earl of Clanricard capture and burn town/
destroy St Mary’s Church. Sir Henry Sidney, Lord
Deputy, begins repairs, including North Gate.
Queen Elizabeth I gave priory/lands to provost
and burgesses of Athenry for 26s 6d a year
1576 	Henry Sidney proposes construction of inner wall
to reduce town size
1577 	Town captured and burnt again by sons of Earl of
Clanricard – proposed inner wall abandoned
1583 	Map of town shows dividing wall less than half
finished
1597	Red Hugh O’Donnell attacked and destroyed
Athenry
17th cen.+	Possible guardhouse by North-West Tower
1622	Dominicans evicted
1627	Charles I granted the Priory to four Galway
merchants to hold it for the King but the
Dominicans were allowed to re-establish in 1638

1629	Sir William Parsons grants Athenry a regular
market and October fair
1643	Garrison placed in town by General Burke
1644	Priory a university for Dominican order by decree
of general order from Rome
1652	Cromwells’ soldiers destroy much of the Priory
1685	Dominicans return to Priory
1698 	Priory formally closed by penal laws
18th cen.	Openings added to west side of Spitle Gate possibly by English military. Similar openings in
curtain wall to east of castle entrance
1750s	English soldiers build barracks inside Priory,
demolishing several buildings
19th cen.	Rebuilding/repointing of sections of wall
1819	Police militia, later RIC, replace soldiers in Priory
1828	Church of Ireland built in chancel of St Mary’s
Collegiate Church
1829	Athenry House built 1830
1840	Town loses corporation status
1845	Priory bell tower collapses – beneath which lies a
roodscreen (one of 4 in Ireland)
1847	Castle moat filled as part of drainage scheme that
created mill course
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1851	Midland Great Western Railway reaches Athenry

1993	Athenry gets 24-hour water supply

1874	Smallpox epidemic. River Clarin diverted to make
mill race

1995	Removal of part of north wall to create a new
opening by St Mary’s Catholic Church

1884/
1885	Patrick Kelly forms Athenry GAA club

1997	Athenry GAA club wins its first All-Ireland Senior
Hurling Club

1892	Priory given state protection as National
Monument

1999	Athenry Heritage Centre opened. 14th century
mace and seal given by Anthony Blishen to
Athenry. Lady Well Millennium Park opened

1916	Larry Lardner takes over Athenry under the
command of Liam Mellows, commander of the
Western Division of the IRA Easter Rising
1938	Athenry joined to national electricity grid
1943	US Airforce Flying Fortress bomber crash lands in
Mellows College with top US generals on board
1953	Kenny Park GAA ground opened
1976	Rebuilding of sections of the top of the Town
Walls with concrete and stone settings
1977	North Gate restored by Galway County Council
1982	Section of Town Walls demolished and rebuilt
beside River Clarin and Spitle Gate during
construction of town sewer

2005	Athenry a member of the Irish Walled Towns
Network (IWTN)
2006	Athenry Walled Towns Day held during the
month of August
2007	Loro Gate foundations discovered during road
development works
2008	Athenry Town Walls Conservation and
Management Plan
2007 –
2014	Athenry Town Walls Conservation Works
undertaken by Galway County Council and
funded by Galway County Council and the
Heritage Council

1986	Church of Ireland building used by scouts
1989-1990	Castle and ground excavated and restored by
OPW
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times long past. Allied to this are
the other surviving legacies of
the medieval period in the town
– the Castle, Priory, Collegiate
Church and Market Square with
Cross – which further add to the
rich heritage of this fascinating
town.

Athenry Town Walls
- Conservation &
Management Plan

I

n March 2008 a conservation and management plan for
the town walls of Athenry was completed on behalf of
Galway County Council by Gifford in association with
PLB and Donald Insall Associates.
The town walls were built in the 14th century and have been
fundamental in maintaining the plan of the town. Indeed it is
the combination of the town walls and the medieval streetscape
within the walled circuit that gives Athenry a strong sense of
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Recognising that the walls were an under-exploited resource
for Athenry, Galway County Council provided funding, in
partnership with the Heritage Council, for the conservation
and management plan, which has been prepared in
consultation with many organisations and the community in
order to present as broad a consensus on the way forward as
possible.
The conservation and management plan provides a framework
to guide all stakeholders involved with the town walls in
developing a long term management strategy for the walls. An
Action Plan for the implementation of the policies proposed
to manage, preserve and enhance the walls was produced,
outlining short, medium and long-term actions.
Athenry Town Walls: Conservation & Management Plan has
underpinned all the conservation works done on the walls of
Athenry over the past seven years.

Athenry Walled Towns Day

A

thenry Walled Towns Day has been in existence since
2006 . It is a family focused heritage and educational
fun day where all sectors of the community can
gain a greater awareness, appreciation and knowledge of the
Medieval Town Walls and the town of Athenry. The events
are programmed to suit all age groups and have a strong
educational and awareness building theme.
The overall aim of Athenry Walled Towns Day is to increase
awareness, knowledge and understanding of the medieval town
of Athenry and its walls and it is hoped that this will thereby
lead to its better management and ultimately its protection.
Walled Towns Day showcases the town and its walls as a great
heritage, educational and community resource.

In addition to this, Athenry Walled Towns Day is an
important tourism festival that engages with all sectors of
the local community in the management and delivery of this
important heritage initiative. It also creates a greater awareness
of the Irish Walled Towns Network and its work in the various
towns across the country.
Walled Towns Day builds and fosters strong links with
the local community and local schools, property owners,
businesses and heritage networks within the town. It also
fosters good link with heritage organisations such as Athenry
Heritage Centre, Athenry Castle (OPW), Athenry Tidy Towns,
Athenry Tourism Group, Galway County Council, Galway
County Heritage Forum, Monument Services, DAHG and
The Heritage Council.
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Athenry History

Athenry

The Setting

Although prehistoric objects have been found in the area, the
story of Athenry begins in the 13th century, when Athenry
became an important Anglo-Norman walled town in
Connacht. The construction of Athenry Castle commenced
between 1237 and 1240, and in 1241, the Dominican Abbey
was founded. Both buildings are now national monuments.
The first and only historical reference to the walls being built is
the murage grant of 1310.

Athenry is a thriving agricultural centre in County Galway,
24km/15 miles east of Galway city. Although the setting
seems an undistinguished flat plain with a minor river – the
Clareen – (which becomes the Clarinbridge river downstream
on its way to Galway Bay), it is the fording place of that river
which gives Athenry its name. The location was considered
of strategic importance well before the arrival of the AngloNormans. It lies on a long, east-west ridge of gravel and
sediment (Esker Riada) that was deposited by the last
retreating glacier and stretches across the middle of the island,
forming an easy land route linking Galway to the midlands
and Dublin beyond. Athenry is also on the most westerly
north-south route in the country. It was a regional crossroads
between Limerick and Sligo.

Athenry today lies on the junction between the Galway–
Dublin main line of the Irish rail network and the Western
Rail Corridor; the section from Athenry to Ennis having
re-opened in 2009. The M6 and M17/18, presently under
construction, meet at Athenry, making the town the crossroads
of the West, mirroring its role at the town’s foundation 800
years ago.
‘The Fields of Athenry’ – a folk song about the mid-19
century Irish famine – seems like a traditional ballad but was
composed in the 1970s and is associated with Irish rugby and
GAA sports teams.
th
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Athenry or Baile Átha an Rí derives it’s name from the ford or
Áth, a crossing of the river Clarin, just east of the settlement.
As three kingdoms met at that point, it was called ‘Áth na
Ríogh’, or ‘the Ford of the Kings’. The kingdoms were Hymany
to the north-east, east and south-east; Aidhne to the south and
south-west; Maigh Seola to the west and north-west. It is also
thought that the name could also just mean ‘town of the river
ford’, as well as ‘town of the king’s ford’.

Athenry Medieval Town, Co. Galway.
Circa. 1316AD
St. Mary’s Parish Church
Athenry Heritage Centre
Market Cross
Market Square
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The Anglo-Norman
Town

St. Mary’s Collegiate
Church

The Kingdom of Connacht was awarded to Richard de Burgh
(aka de Burgo, and later anglicised to Burke) in 1227; and
after a series of local wars against Gaelic Irish chieftains, his
lordship was confirmed in 1234. De Burgh’s vassal Meiler
de Bermingham founded Athenry and built his castle by
the fording place on the River Clareen between 1237-1240.
Given the strategic nature of the site, it seems certain there
would have been some kind of Irish settlement there already,
although little is known about it. Probably the Anglo-Normans
established themselves at Athenry less because of the intrinsic
value of the place than as an act of defensive appropriation:
they wanted to deny it to existing and anticipated enemies.
Athenry thus began as an Anglo-Norman frontier outpost
in what would long remain a turbulent area; and by the first
decades of the 14th century, the medieval town was already
surrounded with a curtain wall and a wide moat.

St. Mary’s Collegiate Church, the former parish church of
Athenry, was founded in about 1240. It was destroyed in 1574
by the sons of the Earl of Clanricard as a demonstration of
their implacable hostility to the government in Dublin. St.
Mary’s was their family church, containing the tomb of their
mother, and its destruction was proof that they would go to
any extreme in order to maintain their hereditary lands and
privileges.

The castle had its own bailey of curtain wall with mural
towers and moat. In 1989/1990 the castle was restored to its
present state by the Office of Public Works as a reminder of
Athenry’s medieval past. Athenry is also proud of a rare 15th
century market cross in the town square. The cross is called a
‘Tabernacle’ or ‘Lantern’ cross. It survives as a fragment that
originally would have been near the top of a decorated stone
pillar, and its form follows a pattern of late medieval crosses
found in eastern Ireland.
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When? Built about 1240.
Who? Built by Meiler de Bermingham, an Anglo-Norman
lord.
Why? All Anglo-Norman towns had a parish church. They
were essentially built for the same reasons that churches are
built today; to provide spiritual welfare to the townspeople and
performing services to the parish:
• Teaching the word of God • Weddings • Baptisms • Holy
Communions • Funerals • Burial grounds
What? Today St Mary’s Parish Church consists of two
different parts. The original, 13th-century church survives in
the form of ruins – the remains of the Nave (where the lay
congregation stood) and two transepts (additional rooms that
probably served as private chapels). These ruins abut a later,
19th-century Protestant church that now contains Athenry
Heritage Centre. Athenry’s town seal and mace are now kept
securely in the centre.

Athenry Heritage
Centre
As a key visitor attraction for the Galway East region, the
Athenry Heritage Centre has become a focal point for
the medieval town of Athenry. For the last 15 years, the
centre has seen 50,000 visitors come through its doors
with the high expectations of a unique visitor experience.
The centre provides a range of services to a wide
demographic of service users which includes international
student groups, school tours, special needs
organisations, active retirement organisations plus
the domestic and international tourism markets.
Visitors to the centre can discover the rich history
of the town
through interactive exhibits
of weapons,
armour, the market
square, the
torture dungeon and
models of
the walled town.
		
The Athenry
Heritage Centre is
also home to the
towns original
Mace and
Seal;

both made from brass, and are considered by most
authorities to date from the 14th century. The ‘Medieval
Experience’ is a key factor for many of the centre’s visitors
especially to families with children as the centre has a
range of medieval costumes to suit all ages. Not only is
this a great photographic opportunity but it also engages
the visitor as they become part of the living history of this
medieval town. To complement the tour of the heritage
centre, visitors can also experience the thrill of archery
in the grounds of St. Mary’s Church. This exciting sport
is accessible for all ages and abilities and is supervised by
trained archery instructors. The grounds of the centre
also contain the medieval maze, medicinal herb garden
and the picnic area. As a community project, the key to
its success are the tour guides that provide the service for
visitors to enjoy. Their local knowledge and enthusiasm
for presenting history in a fun and engaging way ensures
that the culture and history of medieval Athenry is passed
on to future generations. Since 1999, the heritage centre
has received numerous awards for its services. The centre
also provides a variety of seasonal events for the local
community and developed a successful birthday party
activity which is popular throughout the county. The
town of Athenry contains many architectural features
which are unique in the west, from its magnificent
Norman castle, the Dominican Priory and the
defensive walls and towers; the Athenry
Heritage Centre is the ideal starting point to
discover the best preserved medieval town in
Ireland.
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Athenry Castle
The castle is the oldest structure in the town, with the base
building probably completed between 1237 and 1240. It was
sited on a slight rise as a defence of the fording place, and it is
separated from the town by its own wall and a moat, indicating
that its elite occupants sought protection from both hostile
external forces and the townspeople alike.
The finished castle was enclosed by a D-shaped wall with
round towers at the corners. Construction of the keep itself is
credited to Meiler de Bermingham.
Life in the castle would have been fairly bleak. The first floor
level would have had some light from the door and windows,
but the upper levels must have been dark. There seem to have
been no fireplaces anywhere inside the castle. It’s possible that
an open fire could have been maintained on the top floor of
the building, with the smoke escaping out through a vent in
the roof. In any case, the de Berminghams left the castle in the
15th century and took up residence in a townhouse near the
market cross.
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When? Built between AD 1237 and 1240
Who? Built by Meiler de Bermingham, an Anglo-Norman lord
Why?
• To defend the lord and the townspeople
• For the lord and his family to live in
• To act as a court house
• To contain a prison
• As a place for feasting and entertaining guests
• As a symbol of Anglo-Norman dominance over the native
Irish
What?
Athenry Castle is a ‘hall keep castle’, consisting of a large,
free-standing building (keep) which originally had a large
first-floor hall open to the roof and a viewing gallery. This
building has a first-floor entrance, a projecting latrine/
garderobe (toilet), crenellated (up & down) battlements and a
battered (projecting) base. The keep is surrounded by a strong
stone wall with two towers, arrow-slits and a battered base. The
most unusual and important features of Athenry Castle are
the highly decorated doorway and windows; these are carved
in a style more commonly found in churches and abbeys,
particularly those built by Irish, rather than Anglo-Norman
lords.
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The Dominican Priory of
Saints Peter & Paul
The Dominican Priory of SS. Peter and Paul was founded by
Meiler de Bermingham for the benefit of the townspeople of
Athenry, and he himself is buried there. The Priory was begun
in c.1241 and finished some twenty years later. It seems to
have been supported by both the Gaelic Irish and the AngloNorman colonisers, for Felim O’Conor, king of Connacht,
built the refectory. In 1324, the de Burgh family funded an
extensive rebuilding of the front of the church, now largely
destroyed; they also lengthened the choir of the building by
extending it eastwards. The north aisle and transept were
probably constructed during this period.
In the 15th century, various alterations changed
the shape of the priory. An altar-alcove was
inserted into the north wall of the choir,
a north doorway was
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added to the transept, the roof of the cloistral ambulatory
was raised, and a central tower was constructed although it
collapsed in the mid-19th century. The priory was not affected
by King Henry VIII’s order dissolving monastic establishments
and seizing their revenues, but it did begin a period of decline
during the reign of Elizabeth I.
The priory has sufferer assaults, fires and restorations during
its long history and various architectural and sculptural styles
can be identified. There are a number of 17th century grave
slabs and wall-mounted plaques inside the priory, many
of which bear interesting motifs and designs while other
memorials are decorated with various tradesmen’s tools or
farming implements. Today, the Priory of St Peter and Paul is a
National Monument.
When? Work first began on the priory c.1241.
Who? Meiler de Bermingham was the
main benefactor
to the priory but many other
Anglo-Norman
and Irish lords provided
money for its
construction.

