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Ireland’s Pembroke?
The cylindrical great tower of Mocollop Castle
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Fig. 1:  Aerial view of Mocollop Castle from the east.
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Neil Ludlow’s important paper on Marshal
castles, published in this journal last year,
has a couple of references to the castle at
Mocollop, Co. Waterford (Ludlow 2018-19,
244, 247-9). His report of an appealing
suggestion by Dan Tietzsch-Tyler that the
upper vault in Mocollop’s cylindrical great
tower was part of its early thirteenth-century
phase, and that it was built in emulation of
that in Pembroke, will generate interest in
this relatively little-known Irish castle.
  Mocollop had for many years escaped the
attention of Irish castellologists, despite the
cylindrical shape of its half-destroyed great
tower being discernible from a main road
(Fig. 1). Its physical neglect over many

decades did not help its claim to be
recognised as an important architectural-
historical monument: Tom McNeill
described it in 1997 as ‘seriously
overgrown’, which explains why, clearly
having visited it, he apparently did not
identify a 13th-century phase in its great
tower (1997, 182). We conducted a
preliminary survey of the castle about ten
years ago (Fig. 2) for the purpose of
publishing an account in a (yet to be
published) festschrift (O’Keeffe & Whelan
forthcoming). At the time of our visit – late
summer – the ivy on the walls was at its
most luxuriant. The spaces inside and
around the castle also had a lot of vegetation
and debris on the ground (some of it
originating in the adjacent farmyard),
although the property’s owner was in the
process of clearing the area when we visited.
Still, it was difficult to move around parts

Fig. 2:  Preliminary survey of the castle.
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of the castle, so many measurements were
unattainable, while the then-recent
discovery by the owner of a stone-lined
well within the castle’s area was a reminder
of the inherent danger of exploring
neglected ruins. We returned to the castle
when the vegetation had died back in order
to obtain better photographs, but we did not
have time, between an impending
festschrift deadline and other
commitments, to improve our survey. The
publication of the paper which we wrote is
still promised, in which case it will appear
in print as submitted, even though longer
reflection permitted by the passage of time
has raised some doubts in our minds about
the castle’s structural history, quite aside
from the now-circulated suggestion that the
vault, which we took to be late medieval,
might actually date from the early
thirteenth century. There is obvious merit

in giving readers of this journal a look at the
castle in advance of any other publication,
and in giving them a chance to make their
own evaluation of its sequence and
comparative context. We hope that this
paper, like its still-forthcoming predecessor,
will bring forward the day that this castle sees
some professional conservation.
The buildings and their sequence
Mocollop, Lismore, Co. Waterford, is a multi-
phase castle. Unfortunately, there is no record
of any building activity to allow any of its
phases be dated with accuracy, or indeed to
allow the number of phases be determined.
The castle appears to be sited within a large
circular enclosure (Fig. 3; this is visible from
the air: see Fig. 1). This is of uncertain date,
but it is likely to be medieval, and it is possibly
of the same period as the castle’s foundation.
A fossil counter-flow water-channel connected
to the river Blackwater is also of uncertain date,
but it possibly provided water to the ditch of
this large enclosure.
The general shape and the relatively small area
(700 m2) of the inner encastellated enclosure
(Fig. 2) suggest that the first castle at Mocollop
was of earth-and-timber, its outer perimeter
defined by what appears, from the air at least
(Fig. 4), to have been a wide ditch. This might
have been water-filled, given that the castle is
on the floodplain of the river (albeit on a rock
foundation on that floodplain). The ground-
level inside the castle was elevated, although
only slightly so. This suggests that any earth-
and-timber castle at Mocollop was not a motte-
castle as conventionally understood. That lack
of pronounced elevation might suggest to some
readers that there was a ringwork castle here,
but it is also possible that the castle’s putative
earth-and-timber phase was deliberately short-
lived, and its interior therefore denied signifi-
cant elevation, because stone walls were
intended at the outset.

Fig. 3. The landscape setting of the castle.
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The first stone walls must have been erected
before the great tower was built, because
there is evidence on the south side of the
tower that some structure was removed to
make space for it. The plan which those early
walls inscribed seems not to have been regu-
lar. Some curvature of the walls on the
castle’s west side might be evidence of a
circular or near-circular outline, but part of a
straight curtain survives in the north-east
corner of the castle where, a little later in the
thirteenth century, a projecting tower was
added (Fig. 5). In our original paper we
suggested that, on account of its base batter,
the south tower (Fig. 6) was part of the
original stone-walled enclosure. But we
would acknowledge the possibility that this
tower was, like the north tower, an early
addition to the primary enclosure, as appar-
ently also was the gatetower (Fig. 7). Mocol-
lop’s first stone phase, then, was possibly a
towerless enceinte. Such a plan, insofar as one
can accept it, would be consistent in an Irish
context with a date of c.1200.

That the great tower was inserted into this
irregular-plan enclosure is not in doubt, but
the relationship between that tower and the
three towers projecting from the early
curtain wall (Figs. 5, 6, 7) is not certain. In
our original paper we posited that the great
tower was inserted before those towers were
added, a suggestion based on the suspicion
that the square drawbridge tower was
unlikely on comparative grounds to pre-date
the great tower. We are a little less confident
in that sequence now.
  The great tower itself is a substantial ruin.
The cylinder is more complete in its lower
levels, but is progressively less complete as
its walls ascend (Fig. 8). The tower has an
internal diameter of 6.5m and an external
diameter of about 12m at the bottom, nar-
rowing above the base-batter to about 10.5m.
The tower was five floors high (including
the basement), with the third floor being the
space under the vault (Fig. 9). It is apparent
from the fabric on the outside that the lower

Fig. 4:  Aerial view of the castle from the north; in the centre of the photograph one can
see a slight depression – a former fosse – outside and to the west (the left-hand side) of
the castle buildings.
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ABOVE: Fig. 5: The north tower. Fig. 6: The south tower. Red-coloured stones used in its lower
parts resemble those used in the thirteenth-century phase of the great tower. The significance of
their use low in this tower must await further work at the castle.
BELOW: Fig. 7: The gatetower. Fig. 8: The great tower (and north tower) viewed from the north.
The  distinction  between  the  two  main  phases  is  apparent  here.  It  is  worth  noting  how  one
particular horizontal course of stones halfway between the top of the base batter and the bottom
of the later medieval fabric offers a hint of articulation, not unlike what one sees at Pembroke.
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Fig. 9: The interior of the great tower viewed from the east.
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Fig. 10: The exterior west side of the great tower.
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three floors belong to the early thirteenth-
century phase and that the upper parts belong
to a 15th-century phase (Fig. 10). We deter-
mined when we examined the castle that the
vault is part of the later phase; we will return
to that matter below.
  Access from ground-level to the tower’s
first floor was by an external flight of steps,
open to the elements. It is not possible to
know whether this was originally walled off
but it seems not to have been. Ascending
from ground level on the east side of the
tower, this flight curls clockwise and, 90°
later, connects directly with a first-floor
opening – apparently the main entry into the
tower – on the tower’s south side. Careful
cleaning of the stonework might reveal the
external stairs to be an addition. The
doorway at the top of the external stairs
opened into a mural lobby and, beyond that,
the first-floor room itself. On the right (or
east) side of the mural lobby, though, was a
second stair, this time ascending counter-
clockwise through the thickness of the
tower’s wall. This connected with the
second-floor room via a now-lost doorway
on the east side of the tower. Access to the
next floor room was via a doorway that still
survives in the north-western quadrant of the
tower. A spiral stair – inaccessible except at
great personal risk – then leads to the upper
parts of the tower. Mocollop’s 13th-century
clockwise/counter-clockwise stairs system
is unusual in Ireland but it can be paralleled
in France (as in la  tour  du Coudray at
Chinon in France).
 The second floor, which is part of the
13th-century tower, has a large opening with
a pointed arch on the exterior; all dressed
stonework has been lost (see Fig. 10). The
top of the arch was later filled-in. The
opening was just about large enough to have
been a doorway, and its straight-sided in-
goings would be consistent with such an

interpretation, but it is probably too high up
in the building for a doorway and, in any
case, it would not have been easily
accessible. Therefore it was probably a
window. We actually drew attention in our
original paper to the comparison between
Mocollop’s big window and that in the great
tower of Pembroke. Did we miss another
parallel with Pembroke?
The date of the upper vault
Long after we had written our paper, Dan
Tietzsch-Tyler suggested to us, as he did
to Neil Ludlow, that the since-collapsed
upper vault at Mocollop (Fig. 11) was part
of the original Anglo-Norman tower.
Resolution of the matter will not be
possible, if it all, until the remains of the
vault can be examined up-close from
scaffolding, and that is unlikely to happen
outside of a programme of conservation.
  There is certainly no reason why the tower
could not have had a vault. There is also a
hint of an early date in the structure of the
vault: the short passage into the side of the
vault from the mural passage at the top of
the tower (Fig. 12) has, perhaps, the
appearance of an insertion.
  However, we remain convinced, though
with reduced confidence, that the vault was
indeed an insert. The key point is that the
early thirteenth-century fabric visible on
the outside of the tower ‘runs out’ only
slightly higher than the springing of the
vault on the inside. If the vault survived
from the thirteenth century, one would
reasonably expect to see more fabric of that
date supporting it on the outside of the
tower. We cannot say that the stones in the
dome-cell are not from the tower’s Anglo-
Norman phase, but we find it difficult to
conceive of circumstances in which the
outside of the tower at the level of the
springing of the dome would have needed
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replacement fabric while the vault inside
managed to remain intact.
  On that basis, then, we continue to
suggest that the (unvaulted) top of the
Anglo-Norman tower was ruined by the
15th century, and that the vault was
inserted to provide a stone floor for the
(new) upper chamber in the tower, in
keeping with the tradition of vault-usage
in Munster tower-houses. Somewhat
ironically, given the matter being debated,
the finished, late-fifteenth-century, tower
at Mocollop was strikingly archaic in
conception, notwithstanding its good-
quality late medieval stonework: it ended
up Conisbrough-like in having a high-
status space sitting on top of a plain
cylinder.

Mocollop in history
We know very little about Mocollop
Castle’s history in the late twelfth and
thirteenth centuries. The medieval cantred
in which it was located was part of the
FitzGerald lordship of Decies. It was
granted by King John in 1215 to Thomas
FitzAnthony (d. 1226/7), whom we should
probably identify as the builder of the great
tower. Had John built the tower – we know
that he built castles in Ireland, and that he
was a promoter of the cylindrical great tower
as a type – there would be a record, so
FitzAnthony is the most likely builder.
Mocollop manor’s proprietorial history
before then is not known, but the
archaeology of the site would suggest that
it had already been encastellated by an

Fig. 11: The collapsed vault in the great tower.
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Anglo-Norman, presumably a FitzGerald.
The choice of a site on the floodplain of the
river Blackwater is odd, but it was
presumably motivated by a desire to monitor
traffic on what was a key routeway for the
invasion and settlement of central Munster.
 Mocollop largely disappears from the
records until the late-medieval and early
-modern periods when it played a rolling
bit-part in the affairs of the key figures in
Munster history. In 1460 William Lord
Barry, whose family had acquired it, leased
the manor of Mocollop to Thomas
FitzJames, the 8th earl of Desmond, and his
descendants, in perpetuity. Thus Mocollop
became – or, rather, was returned to being –
a property of the FitzGerald family.
Thomas’s father, James, the 7th earl, died at

Mocollop in 1462, which is a reasonable
indicator of the importance which the castle
quickly (?re)acquired in Desmond circles.
Thomas is the most likely member of the
FitzGerald family to have added the upper
level to the great tower. He was executed
for treason in 1468. Mocollop passed to his
youngest (and untitled) son, Gerald Oge
(‘young Gerald’). It continued to pass
through FitzGerald hands over the following
century. Although it was confiscated
following the rebellion of the FitzGeralds
against the crown in 1579-83, and was
actually slated for demolition, it seems that
it remained in the family’s possession.
 In the mid-1580s, Sir Walter Raleigh
acquired the ‘castle, towne and mill of
Mocholloppe’ in the plantation of Munster,

Fig. 12: Detail of the collapsed vault.
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but he appears not to have managed (or even
tried) to eject the FitzGeralds from the
castle. That task fell to Richard Boyle, the
1st earl of Cork, who purchased Raleigh’s
estate in the early seventeenth century, but
it still took until 1626 for him to achieve it.
Boyle’s successful strategy was to purchase
the castle from Sir Edmund FitzGerald and
then foreclose on a mortgage which James
Fitzmaurice, its occupant, had been paying
Sir Edmund. The castle from which James
was evicted had not been modernized since
the later fifteenth century.
  Boyle went on to garrison the castle
under the command of Henry Tyrell when
war broke out in Ireland in 1641. There is
no evidence that the garrisoning was
accompanied by building work, so one
assumes that the medieval fortress was
still fit-for-purpose. In 1642 the Irish
gained control of it before promptly losing
it. In 1645 they held it again but then lost
it again two years later. Its re-taking by
English parliamentary forces was with the
aid of artillery, and it is possible that
gunpowder was used to wreck the great
tower after it had been recaptured.
  A later 17th-century owner of the
estate, Lieutenant Thomas Maunsell, is
alleged to have built his nearby mansion
(since destroyed) using stones of the
castle. There is so little rubble around
the great tower that we think it probable
that he recycled the stones which had
been blown off it in the mid-17th-
century war. Parts of the castle (but not
the great tower) remained habitable into
the last decade of the century: local
tradition recalls that Rebecca Drew,
widow of one of its later owners and a
committed Williamite, had an arsenal of
loaded weapons in her bedroom for
purpose of defending herself against
Jacobites during the 1689-91 war!

Conclusion
Mocollop castle is of immense interest and
merits a far more thorough investigation
than we have offered. We would be
confident that simple clearance of the walls
would reveal enough information for its
overall structural sequence to be established,
although excavation would be needed to test
the hypothesis of a primary earth-and-timber
castle. The matter of the date of the great
tower’s upper vault must await stone-by-
stone survey, especially on the tower’s
exterior. Should it turn out to be original,
thus supporting the thesis that Mocollop is
Ireland’s Pembroke, we will enthusiastically
embrace being corrected!
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A  circa.  1834  engraving  (cropped)  of  Mocollop
Castle. Mocollop Castle was partially rebuilt by the
Fitzgeralds in the 15th century.© Waterford Museum.


