Why? The Dominican Priors are
what are termed a ‘mendicant’ order,
which in very simple terms means
a preaching and begging order. The
main reason for building the priory
was to bring the word of God to as
many people as possible, while having
a large population to beg from; this is
why mendicant orders were attracted
to towns. The priory at Athenry also
served as an important burial place for
rich and important members of society
throughout the medieval period.
What? The ruins of the large priory
church survive today, comprising a
long (over 45 metres) chancel and
nave, a transept and an aisled arcade.
This church was originally the focus
of a much bigger priory complex with
numerous other buildings. The priory
includes some of the most ornately
carved stone-work in all of Galway’s
medieval towns and was clearly a very
wealthy and important institution in the
middle ages. Among its many treasures
are numerous carved grave-slabs and
burial tombs dating from the 13th
century to the early modern period.
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The Town Walls
When? The first historical reference to the stone walls tells us
that they were begun in 1310, but the original, 13th-century
town was probably enclosed by earth-and-timber defences.
Who? The building of the stone walls was financed by a special
tax (murage) lasting three years that had to be paid by anyone
entering the town. Tradition also states that after the 1316
Battle of Athenry, weapons and armour were taken from the
dead and sold to pay for the walls.
Why? Defence was the main reason for building Athenry’s
town walls, but there were other reasons as well:
• To display the wealth and power of the town’s rulers
• To control access into and out of the town through the gates
• To tax/toll merchants bringing goods into town through the
gates
• To legally separate the town from the countryside (different
laws applied)
• To display community pride
• Possibly to symbolise God’s protection of the townspeople.
What?
Athenry’s town walls are among the best preserved in Ireland,
with over 70% surviving. They form a circuit roughly 2km
in length and enclose an area of about 28.5 hectares, making
Athenry one of the largest medieval towns in Ireland (over
twice the size of Galway and Dublin!). The walls originally had
at least 6 towers (5 survive) and 5 entrance gates (but only the
restored North Gate still stands).
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Large sections of Athenry’s town walls remain (1.25km survive
of a 2km circuit), including five towers and a town entrance
known as the North Gate, making Athenry one of the more
complete medieval walled towns in Ireland. The circuit
enclosed an area of over 28 hectares, which is comparatively
large and similar in scope to Kilkenny Hightown. The walls
are slightly more than a metre in thickness, and four to five
metres in height. They were surrounded by a wide, water-filled
fosse that would have made them seem more formidable, and
there were inner ramparts rather than a wall walk. A low outer
rampart probably also existed. There is a 1310 murage grant,
which suggests that funds were needed for maintenance or
repair of the town walls.
The walls exist in a continuous stretch along the west, south
and south-eastern portions of the circuit. Stretches of it have
become somewhat reduced or overgrown with vegetation, but
the sense of a medieval town surrounded by walls can still be
experienced. Gaps exit in the eastern portion of the circuit
although fragments can be detected at the backs of houses
south of the castle.
There are five towers on the existing walls and there may have
been two others on the portion of the eastern wall which is
now lost. Round towers reinforced the three corners, with the
castle occupying that role on the north-eastern corner. The
best preserved of the surviving mural-towers is the one at the
south-eastern corner of the town. It is about ten metres tall and
is somewhat external rather than being within the wall. There
were entrances on each of the adjoining walls so that defenders

23

could pass through the tower, and a short stairway leads to
a room with loop-holes allowed those inside to defend the
outer faces of both adjoining walls and also the area in front
of the tower itself. The other towers are ruined structures now.
The mid-mural towers project from the walls like half-moon
structures.
There were probably six gates in the walls; only the North Gate
survives as an isolated structure. Known locally as ‘The Arch’,
it’s a two-storey rectangular structure with a slightly splayed
base and might be a later addition. The North Gate’s archway
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has been restored; it once had a rectangular tower which is now
in ruins. The other gates exist only in their names. The Spittle
Gate (or ‘Spitle Gate’) at the far south of the town got its
name from a hospital that would have been located there, far
from the main part of the town, thus segregating the sick from
the populace in an effort to avoid the spread of contagious
diseases. The Loro Gate is also called the Swan Gate, a name
it apparently got from a nearby pub. The foundations of the
Loro Gate was discovered a number of years ago and have been
recently preserved.
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The Battle of Athenry
In 1315, Edward Bruce led an army of Scots into Ulster, and
during a year’s campaign, captured Dundalk and Carrickfergus.
His father, Robert Bruce, King of Scotland, landed in Ireland,
setting off two more years of turmoil and stimulating the
repair of the walls and gates of Anglo-Norman strongholds
throughout Ireland.
Athenry had been granted a three-year murage grant in
1310, perhaps to repair or otherwise fortify the 14th-century
walls; and the Battle of Athenry may have stimulated further
improvement of existing defences.
On August 10th, 1316, an Anglo-Norman force under the
command of William de Burgh and Richard de Bermingham
defeated an Irish Gaelic army led by the King of Connacht,
Felim O’Conor, who had the support of other local Irish
chieftains. O’Conor was killed, as were other local Irish nobles.
The destruction of an army of fellow Gaels was also a set-back
to the Scots; their incursion continued for another couple of
years only to end in defeat at the Battle of Faughart in 1318
and the death of Edward Bruce.
Medieval Athenry was twice the size of medieval Galway, and
its unusually large circuit may have been the result of undue
optimism or perhaps a reflection of the competition which
existed between de Bermingham and his overlord, de Burgh.
Probably the town didn’t grow sufficiently to warrant such a
large enclosure.
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The seal of Athenry, commemorating the townspeople’s victory over the
Irish Chieftains in the Battle of Athenry, 1316.

In the 1570s, the sons of the Earl of Clanricard – a family
descended from the original de Burghs – attacked Athenry and
ultimately prevented the construction of an inner wall that
would have reduced the size of the walled town by about a half,
a strategic response that would have made it easier to defend
with the garrison that was available.
And better defences was certainly required. Because in 1596,
Athenry was sacked and burnt by the Gaelic Irish chieftain, Red
Hugh O’Donnell. This time the destruction was so complete
that the town never really recovered until the modern era.
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Conservation Works

Conservation
Works 2007 - 2014
The fourteenth-century town walls of Athenry are of
exceptional archaeological and architectural interest, and
are among the best preserved medieval town walls surviving
in Ireland. They enclose an area of 28.5 hectares, making it
among the largest of the fifty known walled towns in Ireland.
Over one kilometre of the original wall remains, and it once
extended to two kilometres in length and its defensive towers
provide some of its most important landmarks. The town wall
is only one of a number of significant medieval structures still
standing in Athenry. The town’s medieval fabric includes the
castle and its bawn, the Dominican Priory, St. Mary’s Parish
Church and the Market Cross.
Over the last seven years, the conservation of the medieval
town walls has progressed through small-scale but strategic
projects. This work is being carried out in accordance with
the Conservation & Heritage Management Plan prepared
by Gifford Consulting; with funding from Galway County
Council and the Heritage Council and in collaboration with a
steering Group. Howley Hayes Architects were first appointed
in 2007 to carry out emergency works to the southeast tower.
Galway County Council carried out six subsequent phases of
works around the walled circuit with grant assistance from
The Heritage Council and from their own resources. This
work was overseen by Howley Hayes Architects and managed
by Marie Mannion, Heritage Offiecer on behalf of Galway
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County Council. Each phase of works commenced with
a review of the priorities set out in the plan, as well as field
studies to identify the areas in most need of intervention.
Altogether, almost 500 metres of town wall and three towers
have been repaired to date.

Conservation of Ruins
When first inspected, the towers and walls were laden down
with ivy, which masked their condition, as well as putting
the stability of the structures and public safety at risk. There
were considerable challenges in drawing and photographing
structures extensively covered in thick ivy. To begin, the ivy
was cut right back to the walls so the overall form and extent
of the feature could be discerned. A cherry picker was used
to closely observe the upper levels of the structures without
having to step onto the unguarded floors that were clearly in a
vulnerable structural state. In some areas, in order to remove
the ivy roots, the stones would have had to be taken down,
which would risk its partial collapse. While 3D laser scanning
was used, it was of limited value as it was unable to record
through the thick roots of ivy. Rectified photography was the
most effective way to record the walls and to prepare drawings
that showed the extent of the ivy after it was cut back to its
roots. Stone accurate drawings were prepared for exposed areas
of facing stone, or to locate and record important architectural
details on the towers.
Works were prioritised in the following order: health and
safety, integrity of the monument, weathering and protection.
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Conservation works consisted of repointing and consolidating
the existing fabric with lime mortar while carefully selecting
stones identified on the site. As the extent of the damage to the
wall due to the ivy was not possible to quantify accurately prior
to its removal, judgement was made on site at each inspection
as to how much of the wall should be re-pointed. Recovered
stone was set aside for consolidation work, with smaller stones
and shards re-used for the pinning and pointing works. Scant
evidence of lime dash render was identified on both walls and
towers, valuable evidence that they were not always bare stone,
but once had a protective coat and would have looked quite
different to today.

This translated in the works programme to - treat and remove
embedded roots; then consolidate loose or unstable medieval
masonry, and improve its weathering.
The first operation was to treat the ivy growth, by spraying
herbicide and leaving for two weeks; this being the most
efficient way to feed the poison into the root system. After
removal of the plant growth by hand, the walls were sprayed
with a biocide to remove all small surface growth and all soil
from the joints. In order to kill all embedded root systems
deep in the fabric of the masonry, the larger roots would be
tapped with copper tubes filled with root killer, that were
topped up regularly. Over time, these roots would shrink,
allowing them to be removed and the voids filled with grout.
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A strategy was developed for pinning and pointing the wall
with the masons and this was agreed with the National
Monuments Service, Department of Arts, Heritage & The
Gaeltacht. during their site visits. There was need to ensure
that the wall was weathered without the introduction of fabric
that was not authentic, or changed its appearance as a ruin.
The masonry repairs included raking-out and re-pointing of
stonework, grouting of voids, rebuilding and consolidation of
the walls and parapet, and the infilling of large unstable voids.
Cement cappings that prevailed around the wall circuit were
removed, and the wall heads flaunched with small stones and
lime mortar. This provided a weathered surface that sheds
rainwater off the wall heads without changing the profile of the
ruined wall, and stopping rainwater from penetrating into the
centre of the wall. Loose lime and hard cement mortar joints
were raked out and these areas re-pointed using lime mortar
following agreement of samples and suitable mortar mixes.

The condition of the stonework as found meant that a variety
of approaches needed to be taken in their repair. Where facing
stone remained, it was enough to carefully cut out cement
joints, fill voids and re-point in lime and sand mortar. Where
found, areas of the original lime mortar or render were left in
place. Natural hydraulic lime with beach pebbles was used as
they were best suited to the thick joints and were similar to
the mortar found in the walls. It was important in the short
period of time available that the materials used were readily
available and relatively user-friendly. There were regular
discussions about he lime mortar with the masons when on site
to ensure that the mix used was correct and also to agree any
adjustments due to exposure or any workability issues.

essential consideration in planning the conservation of the
town walls. Ivy obliterated plants that may have grown on its
surfaces before it took hold. Besides common lichens, some
Polypodium ferns and flowering plants were also found in
isolated areas. Two species of flowering plant were identified,
Pellitory-on-the-wall and Saxifraga sempervivum. The former
is a long-established alien with a wide but very localised
distribution in Ireland. In addition to these, Pennywort is
abundant, Brambles are frequent and Red Fescue grass is
present. In those areas where work has been completed, the
species have already begun to re-establish themselves. It is
important to ensure that ivy does not take hold to such an
extent that roots become embedded again.

All new works were carried out in a way that while sensitive,
were unambiguously new. While salvaged stone was used
to consolidate unstable stonework, where facing stone was
eroded it was simply weathered and kept in its state as found.
Where collapsed sections of wall were found in situ, these were
reassembled, but they could be clearly distinguishable from the
older masonry. The lime mortars did not attempt to match the
original mortar exactly, in this way specialist assessment could
determine the extent of the repairs in future. But the mortar
was not so different so as to disfigure the monument, and was
soft enough to behave just as the original work that has stood
for so long.
The present flora of the town walls is interesting as an example
of the propensity for wild plants to establish themselves
on man-made structures. Ecology and biodiversity was an
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The Towers
The southeast tower is an untypical teardrop shape
with a stone circular staircase. It is situated on an
open site at the edge of the present town away from
the main centre of activity, and is the most complete
of the six towers erected along the town walls. While
in reasonable condition, it was under threat due to
vandalism and lack of maintenance. Replacement
limestone steps were inserted into the stone staircase,
the entrance door and roof parapet were consolidated
and a new stainless steel gate fitted to improve
access for repair and security. The southeast tower’s
prominent position is opportune, as it is the best
example of a defensive mural tower still standing.
While the works to the southeast tower were
being completed, the assessment and survey of the
northwest tower commenced. This tower has an
adjoining seventeenth-century guard house, which
along with the attached town wall, was in a ruined
state in far worse condition than the other tower.
It stands on top of a relatively accessible section of
the town wall at the convergence of three separate
properties; a school yard, a convent garden and
a supermarket carpark. It is a landmark on the
northern side of the town, forming an impressive
and valuable example of standing archaeology. As the
most complex conservation project, there were three
phases of work (2009-2011) undertaken to the tower,
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staircase descending in a southerly direction to the remains of
the guard house. The upper level of the tower is divided by a
central spine wall that forms a chamber to the north with the
staircases contained in the southern half. The outer faces of
the south and especially the west sides of the tower corbelled
outwards dramatically to create a spectacular overhang above
the convent garden, the collapse exposing the interior of the
tower. A vaulted room had become a huge overhanging corbel
and this rough surface was completely covered in thick ivy

guard house and the town walls stretching as far as the north
gate. Health and safety considerations were more urgent here,
and unfortunately, it was found that it was in need of far more
consolidation than was initially thought.
The northwest tower was originally circular in plan with a
solid base rising to approximately seven meters with a tower
chamber, staircase, roof and parapet rising a further five to
six meters. From an examination of the masonry junctions
between the town walls and the base of the tower, it was
concluded that the tower was built onto the town walls some
time after they were completed. A doorway enters the tower
with a flight of stairs cut into the solid lower section that once
led off directly from the wall walk of the town walls. After
several steps there is a half-landing that also serves another
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roots to form a sort of basket holding the stonework in
place. It was determined that the ivy could not be removed
without seriously destabilising the structure unless some
method of propping it could be devised to ensure that the
stones could be safely consolidated.
To achieve this, the architects designed a free-standing steel
framework consisting of slender columns and curved ring
beams placed beside the tower, but not bearing on it. This
props the structure and provides access to the corbels so that
they could be safely consolidated. The architects designed
an elegant screen of stainless steel cables to the framework
that reinstate the cylindrical form of the tower in a sensitive
way, while maintaining a clear distinction between new and
old fabric. The framework was designed to be lightweight,
a shadow to complete the oval form of the tower before
it collapsed. This would allow access to the tower for
inspections and maintenance and had the potential to
provide platforms to allow visitors to the tower. Stones that
fell from the corbel would not fall to the ground and could
be retrieved. If desired, the steel rope screen could carry
creepers to mask the impact of the modern framework while
creating an interesting garden feature and return the tower
to its former silhouette. The framework was used in the
painstaking consolidation of the masonry, a new gate and
two new steps were added, along with the range of masonry
repairs that were carried out on the previous phase.
In 2014, it was decided to repair the south tower situated
on the town wall along its southeastern face, visible across a
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field along Prospect road. This tower was just over five metres
in height, having lost much of its height over the centuries.
The rear of the tower is located in the GAA grounds, and
it had been fitted with barbed wire and the top of the walls
studded with glass shards to deter access. As at the northwest
tower, it is proposed that an elegant guarding be erected

to inhibit unauthorised access, but also to allow guided
groups to visit the top to appreciate the views. The tower was
undermined by two mature trees, and these were removed as
part of the works, creating a new landmark on this side for
visiting supporters to Kenny Park.
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random coursed stonework using hard cement mortars, added
when the carpark was built. The stonework to the external face
of the wall is very similar to the facing stonework on the towers,
and has been repaired in areas using hard cement mortars.

The Town Walls
The section of town wall to the east side of the northwest
tower was in poor condition and also in need of urgent repair.
The wall was at risk due to its proximity to traffic and from
encroaching development. The north face of the wall was
originally much higher and it would have been possible to
access the tower from the wall-walk. The scar showing its full
extent is visible on the east face of the tower. The wall heads
were uneven due to erosion or partial demolition over time,
with the south face fallen away to expose the rubble core. This
had been pointed with hard cement mortars that were stronger
than the masonry leading to trapped moisture and frost damage
and further erosion. The bottom two and a half metres of
the wall to the south side have been buttressed with shaped,
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The north side of the wall facing onto the school yard (Scoil
Chroí Naofa) was the first section to be addressed, as this was
the side in best condition and the most accessible. The 30m
long section of wall consisted of facing stone that was pointed
up where the original lime mortar had eroded away or other
areas where hard cement mortars had been used in the relatively
recent past. As soon as the ivy removal commenced on the town
wall section located in the carpark, it was clear that the wall
was very vulnerable and would collapse without first stabilising
it along its length. Sections of the wall had eroded so far that
only the facing stones remained and would not have survived
the removal of the ivy. The wall heads had been undermined
by the ivy roots to the extent that the top section of the wall
mostly consisted of soil and roots with isolated stones. A cost
effective solution using timber shores and scaffolding was
devised by the structural engineer. This allowed the skilled
masons to work alongside the workers removing the ivy, setting
aside recovered stones for re-use and methodically moving
along both sides of the wall. In 2011, the works involved the
conservation of the wall section that runs along the remaining
area of the schoolyard. It is located in a garden belonging to
one of the townhouses adjacent to the north gate. This wall is
a continuation of the previous section of wall, and the same
methodologies were used in its repair.

In 2012-2013, the eastern town wall was repaired. The eastern
town wall is 400m long, and links the southeast tower to the
ruins of the priory. It is situated in fields close to the town
centre and is highly visible on the approach road from the new
motorway. It appears that approximately 250 metres of this
wall was re-built in a new alignment behind the original wall
after the priory fell into disuse in the seventeenth century. The
remnants of the original wall remain below the fields to the east
side of the thinner rebuilt wall, they remain visible as parallel
banks in the adjacent field to the east. In large sections, the wall
is no thicker than a traditional dry stone field wall, and loose

random rubble masonry survives in many places. From the
surveys undertaken previously, sections of mortared wall were
identified and scheduled for pinning, pointing and flaunching
of the wall heads. Alongside mortared wall sections were
drystone sections that had been taken down in order to treat
ivy. These were rebuilt so that no stones were left at the base
of the wall. These works continued to the southeastern section
in 2014, when the walls to either side of the south tower were
repaired, including one of the tallest sections of the town wall
still standing.
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Swangate - Loro Gate Geata Lárach

A

portion of the Loro Gate or Swan Gate was
uncovered in 2007, by workers who were preparing
the ground for a new roundabout on the main
Galway road. It was excavated by archaeologist
Ronan Jones. The approximate site of the Loro Gate, was
known, but its exact position was uncertain up to this point.
The portion of the Loro Gate that was uncovered is 7 metres
in length, 2 metres thick at its base and 2 feet high. It is
part of the eastern wall of the gate tower, which would have
formed an arch over the main roadway into the town. Prior to
undertaking conservation works in 2013, the ruins of the Loro
Gate had been left unprotected from the elements from 2007

44

until 2013. The adjacent temporary road junction was quite
busy, with passing motorists finding it difficult to identify
the monument. A spud stone (stone with a socket, or hole,
to hold the lower part of a gate hinge) was removed from the
site at the onset of the conservation works and was housed for
safe-keeping in Athenry Heritage Centre until the works were
completed.
The condition of the gate fragment and its long-term
presentation was of keen interest in the locality, with the
reported consensus being to keep the monument visible, rather
than burying it, as was proposed previously. To that end,
Galway County Council, upon taking over the completion of
the project from the developer, re-designed the roundabout
junction so that it would no longer pass over the gate
fragment.
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The remains of this gate were uncovered in
August 2007. Also known as Swan Gate, it
was one of five main gates into the walled
town of Athenry. It was at the end of
Church Street, one of the main medieval
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The proposal created a gently sloping grass bowl to surround
the fragment, supplemented with a river-cobble strip to the
west side, relating to the original location of the road passing
under the gate. Core-ten steel retains and guards the edge
of the footpath, and the immediate surrounds of the gate
fragment. This creates an edge for mowing the lawn, and
a gravel bed to the base of the ruin that will also make the
monument easy to maintain to prevent vegetative growth
in the future. Given the need to guard the edge of the hole
surrounding the monument, this single vertical element draws
attention to the low-lying and relatively small fragment. A
short inscription is placed on the guarding along with the
outline of the walled town, with the location of the gate
indicated. It is important that the signage, while giving some
explanation of the monument, would not be so large as to
dominate the setting.
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The stonework was first cleaned down and treated with a
biocide to remove the encroaching vegetation on the wall.
Loose stones identified as being archaeological material
were placed onto the structure under supervision of the
archaeologist, and loose fragments used in the lime mortar
re-pointing of the joints and flaunching of the wall head. The
flaunching made the top surface run to fall, stopping water
from pooling leading to freeze-thaw action and further erosion.
It also made the gate fragment an undesirable place to sit for
passersby so that stones would not be dislodged over time. The
spud stone was reset close to its original location as evidence of
its previous use as a gateway.

Loro Gate Project
Galway County Council: Fran McEvoy; A/Senior Executive
Engineer, Road Design and Liam Gavin; Director of Services,
Roads, Transportation, Marine & General Services
Architect: Fergal McNamara; Howley Hayes Architects
RPS Consulting Engineers: Sue Meade & Declan Collins
Archaeologist: Dominic Delaney
Main Contractor: NRS Group Limited
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Conclusion
Following seven phases of work from 2007
to 2014, it is important to acknowledge the
achievements, undertaken with public funds in
difficult economic circumstances.
The structures that have been repaired enhance
the appearance of the town walls as well as the
surrounding town, enhancing pride and a sense
of ownership and also maximising the tourism
potential especially now that the motorway
passes close by. We have also improved access
to the towers and the walls, by making them
safer, but also by installing steps and frames, that
when circumstances allow could be excellent
places for visitors to appreciate the walls and the
town from above. The walls, together with the
information we have gathered in their repair, are
a useful educational tool as an example of good
conservation practice and hopefully would be of
interest to both locals and tourists alike.
Cllr. Peter Feeney; Chairperson,
Athenry Walled Town Committee.
Marie Mannion; Heritage Officer,
Galway County Council (Project Manager Athenry
Walls Project, Galway County Council).
Liam Mannix; Irish Walled Town Networks,
Project Manager, The Heritage Council.
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James Howley & Fergal McNamara;
Howley Hayes Architects.

