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Mullingar Regional Sports Centre, Blackhall,
Mullingar, Co. Westmeath

Archaeological Impact Assessment Report

Graham Hull
Report J23/45d

Introduction

This report documents the results of an archacological impact assessment of the proposed
development, on the southern side of Mullingar town, for the Mullingar Regional Sports Complex, in
Blackhall Place, Mullingar, Co. Westmeath, centred on ITM 643550 752790 (Figs 1-2, 11).

The following Government publications set out many of the procedures relating to
planning/development and archaeology:

Framework and Principles for the Protection of the Archaeological Heritage (DAHGI 1999a)
Policy and Guidelines on Archaeological Excavation (DAHGI 1999b)
Archaeology and Development: Guidelines for Good Practice for Developers (ICOMOS 2000)

Review of Archaeological Assessment and Monitoring Procedures in Ireland (Lambrick and Doyle
2000)

Archaeology in the Planning Process (OPR/DHLGH 2021)

The development and planning background

Westmeath County Council proposes to construct a Regional Sports Complex at Blackhall Place,
Mullingar, Co. Westmeath. Planning permission is to be sought for:

A 9246 sqm, 2-3 storey community-based, multi-sport facility, including:

- 8 lane 25m swimming pool

- 20x8m teaching pool & splash pad

- Multi-use sports hall (12 court)

- Gym & studios

- Reception and ancillary spaces including meeting rooms, viewing area, sensory room, staff room,
WCs, wet/dry

changing rooms, stores, plant rooms, ESB Substation

- External works including landscaped public plaza, pedestrian/cycle/vehicle routes, and car/bike
parking facilities

- Upgrade works to public road at Blackhall Place and Joe Dolan Road include new footpaths, New
3m wide shared pedestrian/cycleway, Raised tables at all junctions, 3 new zebra crossings

- Installation of all associated services above and below ground

- Provision of signage and lighting

A plan of the proposed development is illustrated as Figure 11.



The site lies within the Zone of Notification of the historic town of Mullingar (WM019-089----), a
castle site (WMO019-089008-), and a Dominican friary (or priory) (WMO019-089004-). As the friary site
is in Local Authority care, it is treated as a de facto National Monument.

A programme of pre-development archacological test trenching and archaeological monitoring of Site
Investigation works under National Monuments Consent was undertaken at the proposed development
site in order to further inform the design and planning process (Hull and Justice 2025). Archaeological
testing identified potential linear features, pits, field boundaries and isolated deposits, thought to relate
to medieval or post-medieval town defences. The testing report recommended that any permission
granted for future development of the site would require archaeological conditions, that, dependant on
design, should include archaeological excavation.

The following report was commissioned to aid an application for planning permission and to assess
the potential impact of the specific design for which permission is being applied.

Location and topography

The proposal site is located at Blackhall Place in the townland of Mullingar, parish of Mullingar,
barony of Moyashel and Magheradernon, Co. Westmeath (ITM 643550 75270) (Figs 1-2). The site is
zoned mixed-use as per the Mullingar LAP 2014-2020 (Westmeath Co. Co. 2014).

The town-centre brownfield site lies within the southern extent of Mullingar town and occupies 1.8ha,
enclosed by the Mullingar — Dublin railway line to the south, Dominick Place to the west, Blackhall
Street/ Grove Street to the north, with Mount Street to the east. Aras an Chontae, Mullingar Library,
Mullingar Arts Centre and the Court House on Mount Street, form a civic core adjacent to the
identified site at the east. The surrounding area is urban in character.

A portion of the site was previously residential and this part was demolished and removed c¢. 2006-
2012. This area is currently inaccessible to the public with hoarding surrounds and is overgrown with
trees and shrubs and has areas that have been subject to spoil dumping. A new link road was built from
Jail Hill through to Dominick Place to aid connectivity through the town and ease traffic congestion.
Adjacent to this road and the demolished residential site, is a surface cover, infill car-park serving the
town centre. This site was the location for the main stage at the Fleadh Cheoil in 2022 and 2023.

The site lies between approximately 92m and 94m above Ordnance Datum (OD).

According to the Geological Survey of Ireland, the site lies on the Lucan Formation of dark limestone
and shale overlain by made ground (www.gsi.ie). Natural glacial till was encountered during
archaeological testing of the site and archaeological monitoring of Ground Investigations and was seen
to be varieties of pale bluish grey with yellow hues sandy clay with frequent sub-angular stones to pale
yellowish brown clay with occasional sub-angular stones.

Archaeological and historical background

A search of documentary and cartographic sources was made. Information was gathered from the
Historic Environment Viewer, Sites and Monuments Record (SMR), the Excavations database and



publications (Bennett 1987-2010), and from holdings of the Co. Westmeath Library, amongst other
sources.

The proposal site has very high archaeological potential that likely dates to the medieval period and
relates to a Dominican friary. The archaeological background has been previously detailed in a
previous desk assessment (Murphy and Lyne 2020) as part of a Master Plan for the area, that
examined documentary and cartographic evidence and summarised all the earlier archaeological
investigations in the vicinity. Many of the investigations yielded evidence of the existence of
structures, possibly relating to the friary. Human burials have also been found in the vicinity of the
friary site. It is possible also that some of the excavated features relate to Blackhall Castle which is
said to have been located adjacent to the friary (see below section on previous archaeological
investigations). Of particular relevance are an archaeological excavation (Breen 2007a) and test
trenching (Hardy 2007a; Hardy 2007b) undertaken north of and largely outside of the current site. The
excavation of part of the friary (Breen 2007a) did not specifically locate the church and cloister, but
some of the masonry remains exposed could represent portions of these structures. The sub-surface
remains associated with this monument are still preserved on site and are known to be more extensive
than those identified during the earlier excavations. It is possible that archaeological features may
extent into the proposed development site. In addition to the earlier synthesis of the archaeological
background, other sources consulted include the Historic Environment Viewer of the National
Monuments Service of the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage
(www.archaeology.ie), that gives the location of sites listed under the Record of Monuments and
Places (RMP), the Excavations database and publications (Bennett 1987-2010; www.excavations.ie),
holdings of the county library (www.westmeathcoco.ie) and historic maps.

General background

The proposal site is located in the town of Mullingar, or An Muileann gCearr in Irish
(www.logainm.ie). The town originated as an Anglo-Norman settlement in the late medieval period,
with significant activity in the 17™ century and further expansion continuing into the 21* century.

Cartographic sources

The Down Survey, conducted under the command of William Petty in the 1650s, recorded almost all
of Ireland in great detail. The Westmeath County Map shows Mullingar as a well-developed
settlement on the River Brosna. Town defences and buildings are evident.
(http://downsurvey.tcd.ie/down-survey-map).

A sketch of the town including its fortifications made by the engineer Michael Richards c. 1691 is
currently the earliest surviving map to show details of the town (Fig. 3). This map provides some
detail of the proposal site, showing at the north, but in the general area, a cluster of buildings marked
as Stores of Bread, and presumed to be Blackhall Castle (WM019-089008-) and/or the remains of the
Dominican friary (WM019-089004-). Extending west and south of these buildings are part of an outer
set of the town defences (WMO019-089035-), although no indication of their construction is given
(Andrew and Davies 1992). Depicted east of the site is a square structure and a circular mound, likely
the motte and bailey castle (WMO019-089005-) built by the Anglo-Norman Petit family in the 12"
century.

The 1% Edition Ordnance Survey (OS) map at 6” to the mile (surveyed 1836) (Fig. 4) shows the
proposed development site as occupying five land plots in the hinterland of Mullingar town. Multiple
property boundaries are aligned from east-south-east to west-north-west with further perpendicular



sub-division. A terrace of small houses is aligned from north to south and partially extend into the
northern portion of site at the north-west, broadly defining the north to south section of the modern
Dominic Place Street. A landscaped area immediately east of the houses is marked as Ball Courts.
Further east, the site of Blackhall Castle (WM019-089008-) is marked Site of Castle. An unenclosed
path is shown from the south-east corner of the terrace of small houses at the north-west of the site and
continues south-south-east. A well is marked at the intersection of two field boundaries in the
easternmost portion of site in the modern-day car-park. The wider landscape to the south is
undeveloped and bounded by braids of the River Brosna. Further east the semi-circular plan of
Mullingar Gaol can be seen, while to the north the modern urban fabric and layout of the town is well
established.

A detailed OS map of the town of Mullingar (1874) (Fig. 5) shows little change in the site or the
surrounding area apart from the omission of the well, ball courts and unenclosed path marked on the
First Edition OS map. The site of the Dominican friary (WM019-089004-) is marked as Dominican
Abbey (in ruins) and a well is marked in the centre of site in the largest field. The most significant
change can be seen in the addition of the Midland Great Western Railway, whose embankment marks
the southern extent of the site. The railway station and its associated buildings (NIAH No. 15310051,
15310149, 15310153) are also shown west of site.

The 1911 surveyed OS map at 25” to the mile (Fig. 6) shares essentially the same features as that of
the previous OS map. The location of the gaol is annotated ‘Pettit’s Castle Mote and Mill (site of)’. A
Dominican Abbey (‘in ruins’) is annotated at the same location as the castle annotation on the 1%
edition map. to the north of the site. Some of the north-south terrace of small houses along Dominic
Place have been removed.

The 1953 OS map at 6” to the mile (Fig. 7) shows some development on the proposed site. The
remainder of the north to south terrace of small houses to the north have been removed, and the large
field at the south is subdivided into at least ten plots by multiple field boundaries. Six buildings have
also been constructed in the same area, with the subdivisions likely representing respective private
garden plots. The wider landscape to the south is beginning to be populated as the town of Mullingar
expands into what was previously undeveloped land. The abbey is now annotated as ‘Site of” and to
the south, between the abbey annotation and the railway line, is the annotation ‘Petit’s Castle, Mote &
Mill (Site of)’. This annotation applies to an Anglo-Norman motte and bailey castle (WM019-089005)
and later Mullingar Castle (WMO019-089001), which stood east of the development site and was
demolished in the early 19" century when the County Gaol was constructed.

Modern mapping (e.g. Fig. 2), and aerial imagery (www.osi.ie) shows a greatly expanded Mullingar
town to the south, with further development of the land within the proposed site. At least two
additional residences have been built within the site by the 1990s. A portion of the site to the east has
been surfaced and a large series of sheds is visible where the modern car park is located (aerial
photograph 1996-2000). These sheds have been identified by local knowledge as a sawmill that
operated up until the 1990s. By the next series of satellite imagery taken 2006-2012 (not illustrated),
the residences and sawmill buildings have been removed and the current car park installed. By 2013
the car park has been expanded to a portion of brownfield site to the north at Blackhall Place, over the
site of the excavated friary remains.

Record of Monuments and Places / Sites and Monuments Record

The Record of Monuments and Places (RMP) and/or Sites and Monuments Record (SMR) show the
site lies within the Zone of Notification (ZON) for the Historic Town (WMO019-089----) of Mullingar



as well as being located within the immediate vicinity of a religious house of Dominican Friars
(WMO019-089004-) and an unclassified castle (WMO019-089008-). There are an additional 26
monuments within 500m of the proposed development site as shown on the departmental website
(www.archaeology.ie). These monuments are listed in Table 1 in order of proximity to the proposed
development site. All distances are approximate.

Table 1: Sites and Monuments Record / Record of Monuments and Places monuments in the
vicinity of the site

SMR No. Townland Type I™ Distance from
site (m)
WMO019-089004- | Mullingar Religious house — Dominican friars | 643549 752867 | 30m N
WMO019-089008- | Mullingar Castle - unclassified 643549 752867 | 50m N
WMO019-089007- = Mullingar Prison Exact location = Exact location
unknown unknown
WMO019-089032- | Mullingar Castle - unclassified 643499 752948 | 110m N
WMO019-089046- = Mullingar Castle - unclassified 643488 752947 | 120m N
WMO019-089045- = Mullingar Castle - unclassified 643511 752953 | 120m N
WMO019-089001 Mullingar Castle — unclassified 643729 752836 | 140m E
WMO019-089005- | Mullingar Castle - motte and bailey 643730 752836 | 140m E
WMO019-089006- | Mullingar Water mill - vertical-wheeled 643799 752803 | 205m E
WMO019-089---- Mullingar Historic town 643658 753013 | 210 NNE
WMO019-089014- | Mullingar Ford 643836 752805 | 221m SE
WMO019-089047- = Mullingar Castle — unclassified 643740752980 | 221m NE
WMO019-089021- = Mullingar Grave slab 643763 752948 | 221m NE
WMO019-089022- = Mullingar Grave slab 643762 752953 | 222m NE
WMO019-089020- = Mullingar Grave slab 643762 752957 | 228m NE
WMO019-089047- | Mullingar Castle - unclassified 643740 752980 | 227m NE
WMO019-089017 Mullingar Graveyard 643793 752958 | 247m NE
WMO019-089018- | Mullingar Wall monument 643778 752966 @ 251m NE
WMO019-089016- = Mullingar Church 643792 752973 | 264m E
WMO019-089039- | Mullingar Courthouse — Sessions House 643682 753061 | 307 NE
WMO019-089011- | Mullingar Ritual site — holy well 643948 752780 | 340 E
WMO019-089010- | Mullingar Castle — unclassified 643797 753102 | 351 NE
WMO019-089015- | Mullingar Bridge 643873 753093 | 386 NE
WMO019-089012- | Mullingar Ritual site — holy well 643921 75300 389m E
WMO019-089038- | Mullingar Water mill — unclassified 643889 753125 | 425m NE
WMO019-089035- = Mullingar Town defences 643771 753228 | 427 NNE

The proposed development site is located within the Zone of Notification (ZON) for the historic town
and also encompasses the approximate sites and ZONs of the Dominican religious house (WMO019-
089004-) and Blackhall Castle (WM019-089008-). The vast majority of the entries in Mullingar
(including the friary and castle) are no longer upstanding but are included as monuments on the basis
of documentary and cartographic sources.

The historic town of Mullingar which developed on a fording point (WMO019-089014) along the River
Brosna, has its origins in the medieval period (13" century) and contains several monuments, a
number of which are located within 500m of the proposed works, although none have upstanding
remains. Alongside Blackhall Castle, an Anglo-Norman motte and bailey castle (WMO019-089005),
Mullingar Castle (WM019-089001) and County Gaol (WMO019-089007) among others (WMO019-



089008, WM019-089010, WMO019-089029, WM019-089030, WMO019-089032, WM019-089045-047)
are known to have existed within the town.

Blackhall Castle was described in 1653 as ‘one castle and hall with a garden plot called the black hall
now inhabited by Lt Robert Harrysson and used for the store house of the said town’ (Andrews and
Davies 1992). The castle is also depicted on Michael Richards’ map of Mullingar dated to 1691 (Fig.
3) and described as a ‘store of bread’ at the time. The Dominican friary (WM019-089004-) founded in
1237 by the patronage of the Nugent family is said to have been attached to the castle
(www.archaeology.ie) and was one of a number of late medieval religious establishments in the town.
These were an Augustinian friary (WMO019-089009), a medieval church and graveyard (WMO019-
089016 & WMO019-089017) and Frankhouse belonging to the Knights Hospitallers (WM019-089001).

Although there are no upstanding remnants of the two closest Recorded Monuments to the site, the
religious house of Dominican friars and Blackhall Castle, archaecological investigations have found
evidence of the friary and possibly also the castle. Excavations at Blackhall Place have uncovered
extensive remains of a late medieval religious house including possible structural remains (Breen
2006; Breen 2007a; Hardy 2003; Lynch 2006) and human burials (Corcoran 2006; Breen 2006; Breen
2007a; Delaney 2004; Hardy 2005; Lynch 2003; Lynch 2004; Lynch 2006; Meenan 2006; Shanahan et
al. 2019).

The earliest references to town defences (WMO019-089035-) date to the 16™ century when in 1583
Mullingar was authorised to spend the proceeds of its fairs on the erection of a town wall (Andrews
and Davies 1992). Michael Richards’ map of 1691 (Fig. 3) puts a great emphasis on the town’s
defences but gives no detail as to their construction. This map shows the outermost line of defence as
running east to west then turning sharply south in the southern vicinity of the Dominican friary and
Blackhall Castle. Testing at Blackhall Street uncovered a large ditch which may represent part of the
town fortifications (00E0781; Fitzpatrick 2000). Recent archaeological testing of the site by the author
identified potential linear features, pits, field boundaries and isolated deposits, thought to possibly
relate to medieval or post-medieval town defences (E005781; Hull and Justice 2025). Many of the
linear features likely represent medieval or post-medieval properties boundaries. A large ditch, up to
4.20m wide and at least 1.40m deep, likely corresponds with defensive features shown on Richard’s
1691 map of Mullingar (Fig. 10). This ditch would then be part of Recorded Monument WMO019-
089035- (town defences).

Previous archaeological investigations

The results of archaeological investigations in Ireland are published in summary form in Excavations
(Bennett 1987-2010) and online at www.excavations.ic. A search of both sources was made for
Mullingar. This search returns over 100 results. Previous entries that pertain most to the site at
Blackhall Place and within the immediate vicinity are listed in Table 2 discussed below. Of particular
note is recent archaeological testing of the site by the author that identified potential linear features,
pits, field boundaries and isolated deposits, thought to possibly relate to medieval or post-medieval
town defences (E005781; Hull and Justice 2025).

Table 2: Previous archaeological investigations in the vicinity of Blackhall Place

Licence Location Results Reference
96E096,  Dominic Testing in advance of the construction of six townhouses was Meenan 1996
96E235 Place, undertaken over two phases at Dominic Place. Phase 1 produced

Mullingar evidence for a build-up of garden clay containing animal bone,

brick chips, eighteenth/nineteenth-century pottery and charcoal



Licence

98E0037

98E0138

98E0138
ext.

00E0622

00E0701

00E0781

Location

Dominic
Street,
Mullingar

Employment
exchange,
Blackhall
Street,
Mullingar

Employment
exchange,
Blackhall
Street,
Mullingar

Dominic
Place,
Mullingar

Oliver
Plunkett
Street,
Mullingar

Blackhall
Street,
Mullingar

Results

flecks. Trenches at the west end of the development exposed an
east-west ditch or pit at 600—700mm below the present ground
level. This was 3.2m wide at the top and was bottomed at 1.5m
below the present ground level. The fill comprised a soft grey
redeposited boulder clay with a hard-packed pear-like layer,
100mm deep, at the base. There were no finds in the fill.
Monitoring was carried out when a trench was dug along the
pavement on the north side of Dominic Street. For most of its
length the ground had been extensively disturbed by pipes and
cables running out from the houses.

At the eastern end of the# trench, about 1.5m out from the kerb
an organic deposit was found at a depth of 1m. The presence of
certain seed and nut remains, including cultivated flax seeds and
bolls, suggested that it was composed of occupation debris. The
date of this deposit is not known.

Test-trenching was carried out on various dates in Blackhall
Street, Mullingar. A number of stone walls were encountered, as
well as buried topsoil and presumed ashy waste from domestic
fires. The walls may represent relatively late structural walls;
several structures are shown on the site on the 1st edition OS
map.

Testing undertaken at the site by Clare Mullins in 1998 resulted
in a recommendation that groundworks associated with the
construction project be monitored. Monitoring revealed that a
buried soil layer, covered in rubble, lay 1.9-2.15m below the
existing floor surface; it was damp and organic in nature. Similar
layers produced animal bone and sherds of pottery during the
1998 investigation. It is probable that this layer is an original
'topsoil' layer buried whilst levelling up the site in the more
recent past.

Two test trenches were excavated west of the site of the
Dominican priory. Trench 1 revealed modern disturbance and
grey silt, which contained brick, glass and animal bone and
overlay the natural glacial till. In Trench 2, two north—south
walls uncovered were built into the grey silt layer, which was
post-medieval in date, and therefore neither wall could be
interpreted as associated with the priory.

Five test trenches were mechanically excavated at a
development site at the rear of 52 Oliver Plunkett
Street/Blackhall Street, Mullingar. Below the existing ground
surfaces and associated formation material, a layer of soft, silty
clay was uncovered. In general, this was up to 1m in thickness
and directly overlay the natural subsoil. However, in one trench
this layer was up to 1.5m in thickness and directly overlay
organic soil, 0.3m thick, which contained fragments of animal
bone. This layer was 5.2m (north—south), the nature of which
indicated that it is contained within a natural depression in the
subsoil. No dateable artefacts were uncovered.

Test trenching and monitoring was undertaken ahead of the
development of a carpark at Blackhall Street. Four test trenches
uncovered layers comprised of topsoil, subsoil and a natural
gravel layer. A probable large ditch feature exposed at the south

Reference

Breen 1998

Mullins 1998

Byrne 1999

Meenan 2000

Byrne 2000

Fitzpatrick
2000



Licence

01E0172

02E1255

02E1644

03E1108,
03E1108
ext.

Location

Blackhall
Street,
Mullingar

Grove Street,
Mullingar,
Westmeath

Oliver
Plunkett
Street,
Mullingar
Blackhall
Place,
Mullingar

Results

end of trenches 3 and 4 and contained finds of 20" century glass,
clay and pottery fragments.

This phase of testing comprised the excavation of four trenches,
varying from 5m to 20m in length. Exposed human bones were
investigated to establish whether they were disarticulated or
representative of in situ burials. Testing indicated that there are
burials across the entire development site. Eleven burials, and
two possible burials, were discovered during testing. The burial
layer, a light brown/yellow sandy clay, was generally
encountered 1.5-2m below the existing ground level but was just
0.65m below ground level in the north-western part of the site.
This layer was not securely dated but it appears to contain both
medieval and post-medieval finds. There were no finds directly
associated with the burials but unstratified finds included several
post-medieval potsherds, tile fragments and clay pipe bowls, and
occasional medieval potsherds. The burial layer was often sealed
by a post-medieval silt deposit which contained disarticulated
human bones. Mottled yellow/grey sandy clay natural was
exposed in areas where no burials were present.

Four test trenches were excavated in 2003 across the footprint of
a proposed apartment block. A modern mixed layer of building
rubbish covered the tested area to a depth of 0.3m. This was
underlain by dark-brown to grey silty clay which can be
interpreted as a garden soil and is consistent with local assertions
that the site was used as an orchard/vegetable garden until c.
1950, when it was developed as a sawmill. No archaeological
features or finds were noted.

Four trenches were excavated by machine to a depth of 2m as
part of the development of an office and apartment building in
Mullingar. No features or finds of archaeological significance
were revealed.

Excavation was undertaken at the site of the Dominican Priory at
Blackhall place advance of the demolition of sheds, change of
use of a dwelling house to office space and the construction of
office blocks, guesthouse, vehicular access, parking and
associated services. The excavation strategy involved the
advance excavation of all pile-pits, lift shafts, services, etc. This
revealed in excess of 150 burials buried over at least three
phases. Most were simple inhumations; however, the presence of
one substantial stone-lined coffin also indicated the presence of
high-status individuals within the site, probably associated with
the priory. Burials were generally aligned east-west, but there
was one aligned north-south, which was also buried prone (face
down), both of which are unusual traits, perhaps consistent with
the burial of a social outcast or criminal. In addition, the
recovery of numerous medieval floor tiles and pieces of cut
masonry suggested the presence of an adjacent building which
had subsequently been levelled. An extension to this site was
carried out in March 2004 along the proposed route of a services
trench extending in a westerly direction from the west end of the
site, across the adjacent carpark and crossing the subsequent
route of an Eircom ducting trench. This linear excavation
produced three further burials, consistent with the form of burial
observed previously. In early 2006 monitoring was carried out at

Reference

Delaney 2001
Meenan 2001

Delaney 2003

Purcell 2002

Lynch 2003
Lynch 2004
Lynch 2006



Licence

03E1545

03E1579

05E0199

C40,
E2497

06E0604,
06E0604
ext.

Location

Blackhall
Street
Carpark,
Mullingar

Blackhall
Place,
Mullingar

Blackhall
Street/
Dominic
Place/ County
Buildings,
Mullingar

Dominican
Priory site,
Blackhall
Place,
Mullingar

Oliver
Plunkett
Street,
Mullingar

Results

the site under an extension to the original licence. A layer of
modern overburden was removed to reveal the remains of a wall
in the west of the area.

Seven trenches were excavated in advance of a possible
development on the site of the Dominican Priory. Substantial
structural remains were recorded within all but one of the
trenches. The stone walls contained frequent amounts of mortar
and large cut and dressed limestone blocks. Trench 12 contained
an adult inhumation. It was orientated north-south, possibly
female and produced medieval floor tiles and coffin nails in
association.

Human remains were discovered during excavations for the
broadband network at Blackhall Place, Mullingar. A total of 24
adult, juvenile and infant burials were excavated. Most of the
burials were truncated by an old ceramic sewer pipe. Some of
the earlier burials were truncated by later burials and pits. As a
result of these disturbances, only three complete skeletons were
present. A stone sarcophagus was discovered at the limit of
excavation but this was not excavated. In line with the
department's policy, a methodology was agreed to ensure its
preservation in situ. All of the excavated skeletons were
orientated east-west, indicating Christian burial, and associated
finds suggest a medieval date for their interment. Medieval
floor-tile fragments accounted for 70 of the 110 artefacts found.
Testing took place between 14 March and 8 April 2005 at
Blackhall Street carpark/Dominick Place and County Buildings,
Mullingar, in advance of possible future development. Nine test
trenches were excavated, with five returning archaeological
features. These included structural remains in Trenches 1 and 2,
a large possibly defensive ditch in Trenches 3 and 4 and two
inhumation burials in Trench 6. Several buildings have been
recorded as being located on this site, which would account for
the remains. The cemetery attached to the Dominican priory is
represented by the inhumation in Trench 6. It is likely that the
structural remains recorded in Trenches 1 and 2 are of a post-
medieval date (18th—19th century) and possibly represent the
remnants of stone structures originally facing onto Blackhall
Street, as seen in the 1837 Fair Plan. Trenches 3 and 4 produced
evidence for a large ditch, possibly agricultural in nature, with
an uncertain date.

Excavation over the course of two years in the carpark south of
Blackhall Street, in advance of a proposed development after
testing was conducted by Colum Hardy. Extensive medieval
remains were found, dated by pottery finds in the first year,
including stone structures likely related to the Dominican Priory
and/or Blackhall castle, three burials, two ovens, a possible
water mill, post-medieval kilns, 18" century cobbled surface and
multiple drains/ditches. In the second year, an intervening baulk
was removed and uncovered further drains, gullies and a natural
stream.

Planning permission was granted to renovate and extend
premises on the south side of Oliver Plunkett Street, Mullingar.
Four test trenches were excavated. This revealed considerable
evidence for post-medieval disturbance, along with evidence of

Reference

Hardy 2003

Delaney 2004

Hardy 2005

Breen 2006,
Breen 2007b

Meenan 2006
Corcoran 2006



Licence Location Results Reference
in-situ human burials and a possible shallow ditch. Testing was
followed up with a full excavation by Archaeological
Development Services Ltd. Approximately 90 east—west-
oriented burials were removed from the site and the affected
areas of a possible enclosing ditch were fully excavated. The
majority of the burials were in simple graves and a number of
nails found may indicate that they were originally buried in
coffins. These burials likely pre-date the 16" century.
18E0286 = Mullingar, Archaeological monitoring was carried out on behalf of Shanahan et
Westmeath Westmeath County Council in association with street al. 2019
enhancement infrastructural works between October 2018 and
September 2019. The remains of the town’s early stone street or
road surfaces, inclusive of cobbled drains, were exposed on
multiple occasions. Stone culverts were encountered on
Blackhall Place and Pearse Street, with potential culvert remains
at the north end of Church Avenue, and a potential brick
chamber on Dominic Street at the junction with Dominick Place.
Human remains were excavated at Dominic Place, representing
a total MNI count of six individuals, comprising two adults, an
older child or young adolescent, two individuals in middle
childhood and one young child. The majority of finds recovered
dated from the later 17" to early 20" century with one 13
century pottery sherd.

E005781, = Mullingar Archaeological testing in advance of the proposed development Hull & Justice
C000008, Regional of a sports centre, identified linear features, pits, field boundaries = 2025
R0O00751 | Sports and isolated deposits. Some of these features may relate to

Complex, medieval or post-medieval town defences. The relatively wide

Blackhall, ditches exposed in some of the trenches likely represent the

Mullingar buried remains of the military defences of Mullingar shown on

Richards’ map and pre-dates the year 1691. These ditches should
be considered to be part of the recorded monument WMO019-
089035. The archaeological features discovered in the testing lie
at depths below the modern ground surface ranging from
approximately 0.5m across the west and north of the site and up
to 2m at the east.

Previous excavations in and around Blackhall Place confirm that the area holds high archaeological
potential. Recent archaeological testing of the site by the author (Figs 8-10) identified potential linear
features, pits, field boundaries and isolated deposits, thought to possibly relate to medieval or post-
medieval town defences (E005781; Hull and Justice 2025). Many of the linear features likely represent
medieval or post-medieval properties boundaries. A large ditch, up to 4.20m wide and at least 1.40m
deep, likely corresponds with defensive features shown on Richard’s 1691 map of Mullingar (Fig. 10).
This ditch would then be part of Recorded Monument WMO019-089035- (town defences). Walls
uncovered in many investigations date from the medieval period and are likely associated with the
Dominican friary (Breen 2006; Breen 2007a; Hardy 2003; Lynch 2006), while others were interpreted
as the remains of later post-medieval structures (Hardy 2005; Meenan 2000, Mullins 1998). Also
uncovered in the vicinity of the Dominican friary were a significant number of human burials and
disarticulated human remains (Corcoran 2006; Breen 2006; Breen 2007a; Delaney 2004; Hardy 2005;
Lynch 2003; Lynch 2004; Lynch 2006; Meenan 2006; Shanahan et al. 2019). Many excavations also
uncovered various ditches of differing dates. Each investigation almost invariably encountered some
form of post-medieval disturbance or thick deposits of either building rubble, early 20™ century garden
soil or buried topsoil. Post-medieval finds of glass, pottery, brick fragments and animal bones etc.
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were commonly reported in these upper layers in many entries, while medieval finds of pottery and
floor tiles were cited in some reports.

National Museum of Ireland Topographical files

Information on artefact finds has been recorded by the National Museum of Ireland since the late 18™
century. The museum files for Mullingar and surrounding townlands were examined as part of the
research for this report.

A large number of finds are listed in the museum files for Mullingar and a smaller number for the
neighbouring townlands of Springfield or Spittlefield, Ballagh and Petitswood. Numerous finds are
also listed for Robinstown although most relate to a similarly named townland near Lough Ennell;
there are a few finds which may come from the Robinswood near Mullingar (Table 3).

Table 3: NMI Finds Database

NMI Reg. No | Description Component Townland Find Place
1000:1886 Battle axe Stone Mullingar Unknown
1929:277 Torc Gold Mullingar N/a

1932:6569 Axehead Stone Mullingar -

1934:135 Ardshare Stone Mullingar N/a

1941:504 Stone Stone Mullingar Unknown
1948:65 Bead Glass Mullingar N/a

1953:48 Tripartite bowl Ceramic Petitswood -

1968:267 Spearhead Bronze Mullingar Near the barracks
1968:366 Axehead Stone Mullingar Unknown
1968:374 Tool Stone Mullingar Unknown
1968:376 Whetstone Stone Mullingar Unknown
1995:70 Human remains Bone Mullingar Medieval cemetery
2005C4:23 Pipe Ceramic Mullingar N/a

2005C4:24 Pipe Ceramic Mullingar N/a

2005C4:25 Pipe Ceramic Mullingar N/a

2005C4:26 Object Plant remains Mullingar N/a

2011:281 Human remains Human remains = Mullingar Austin Friars Street
2011:282 Object Stone Mullingar Austin Friars Street
2011C11:6 Nail Iron Robinstown -

2011C11:7 Animal remains Bone Robinstown -

2011C11:8 Staple Iron Robinstown -

2011C11:9 Animal remains Bone Robinstown -

2015:40-42 Chert blades Stone Springfield or Spittlefield | -

7605:W86 Ornament Silver Mullingar -

R2912 Ornament Silver Mullingar -

SA1913:119.1 | Seal matrix Copper alloy Mullingar -

X2100 Axehead Stone Mullingar Bog

X2101 Palstave Bronze Mullingar Unknown

X2102 Palstave Bronze Mullingar Unknown

X2103 Rubber Stone Mullingar Bog

There are additional finds not included on the above table. See the following extract from the 2007

report compiled by Hardy on excavations in Blackhall Car Park/Grove Avenue:
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Five stone axe-heads and a flint spearhead probably of Neolithic date indicate the use of the area
during that period. One polished stone axe-head was later reused as a hammer stone and was found
during building work on Patrick Street. A second axe-head was found in 1930 close to the Military
Barracks. A range of Bronze and Gold artefacts similarly indicate activity in the vicinity during the
early and late Bronze age. Among the Bronze artefacts are four flat axe-heads, a palstave, three
socketed axe-heads, a razor knife, a spearhead, a socketed knife and gouge and a hoard of scrap
bronze. Gold ornaments include a possible lunula, a bar torc, a ribbon torc, a penannular bracelet, a
‘dress fastener’, two round boxes and a finger ring. Three bronze horse pendants represent the use of
the area during the Iron Age... A number of early historic artefacts have been found in Mullingar.
There include a zoomorphic penannular brooch, two bronze ring headed pins, three stick pins and a
blue and yellow glass bead. In 1856 a coin hoard deposited c.1025-1050 was found in the town. Two
iron ecclesiastical bells have also been found in Mullingar (Hardy 2007, 3).

The artefacts from Mullingar are mostly prehistoric in date but there are also medieval finds.
Documentary sources

Mullingar, or in Irish An Muileann gCearr, has been translated as ‘the short mill” or ‘the left hand
mill’, relating to a miracle performed by St Colman (www.logainm.ie). The Irish Historic Town Atlas
(Andrews and Davies 1992) notes that this location along a fording point on the River Brosna was a
natural routeway through a region rich with bog and the substantial lakes of Owel and Ennell. The mill
in the placename probably relates to an early medieval mill and suggests a connection with a local
monastery, possibly Lynn near Lough Ennell. The town can trace its roots back to the 12" century
when an Anglo-Norman manor was established. Borough status and fairs were granted in the early 13"
century and religious foundations were established by the Augustinian and Dominican orders and later
the Franciscans and Capuchins.

In the mid-16™ century, Westmeath was established as a county with Mullingar at its centre and town
defences were likely constructed by the mid-17" century. It seems that by the late 17" century there
were an inner and outer line of defences around the town. A number of castles are recorded, at least
five, and by the mid-17" century the population was nearly 1,000 individuals with the town containing
approximately 100 houses. Mullingar became a major centre for livestock, wool and linen. The later
history of the town was influenced by the opening of the Royal Canal and the railway in the 19"
century.

Sir Henry Piers described Mullingar in the mid-late 17" century:

The name of the town Englished imports the short mill. Indeed, in my time there had been an overshaft
mill of the least wheel that I ever saw, which with buckets and all was not eight feet in diameter, but
now it is converted into a breast-mill. There are also in this town on the same water two other mills.
Here were anciently two monasteries, one whereof was a priory of Canons Regular, founded by Ralph
de Petit, Bishop of Meath, the other a Convent of Friars Medicant. One of these stood in the east end
of the town, the other in the western end of it, the ruins of which are scarcely visible today (Piers c.
1685)

Sir Henry also noted that Mullingar is located on a ‘great thoroughfare from Dublin to Connaught’ and
that a new courthouse was being built to replace an older one and that the church had newly been
rebuilt (ibid.).

Samuel Lewis, writing in the 1830s, describes Mullingar and notes that it was once a palatinate town;

he provides a brief town history. The Bishop of Meath, Ralph le Petyt, founded a priory here for the
Augustinians in AD 1227 and the Dominican friary was founded in 1237 by the Nugent family. The
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town was damaged by fire in the mid-15" century but continued to operate commercially. A patent to
hold two fairs was granted by Queen Elizabeth in 1583. The lands of the dissolved monasteries, along
with the castle, town and adjacent lands, were granted to Sir Arthur Forbes in 1661. Lewis remarks on
the central location of Mullingar within Ireland and its fine situation on a ‘fertile and open tract’ on the
River Brosna, noting that the canal led to an increase in trade. There is one main street and 785 houses,
mostly well built of stone with slate roofs. The principal trade is in wool and there are also extensive
brewery and malting and tanning industries. The following extract pertains to antiquities in or near the
town including raths (ringforts) (Lewis 1837):

There are numerous Danish raths in the parish; at Kinna are the ruins of an ancient church, in which
the Hodsons of Green Park are interred; at Beardstown are the ruins of an ancient fortress, and also
at Balthrasna; several coins and ornaments of gold have been found in the neighbourhood, and, in a
bog near the town, a torque of pure gold (ibid.).

Unusually, there is very little information provided on Mullingar Parish, or the townlands of the
parish, in the Ordnance Survey Letters or Name Books (Andrews and Davies 1992;
www.askaboutireland.ie).

The censuses of the 19" century record a somewhat fluctuating population for Mullingar
(www.census.nationalarchives.ie). The population of the town actually rose slightly in the aftermath of
the Great Famine, with the majority of its housing on the eve of the disaster consisting of nothing
more than mud cabins with one door or window. Census records from 1901 recorded the population of
Mullingar at 4,500, which went up by over a thousand to 5,539 only ten years later in 1911, a number
not surpassed again until 1951 (Andrews and Davies 1992).

Town Defences
The following is the description provided on the departmental website:

The town defences of the historic town of Mullingar (WM019-089----) appear to have been first
constructed in the late 16th century. In 1583 Queen Elizabeth granted that the ‘portreeve, justices, and
constables for the time being, should yearly appoint a special and sufficient person to collect the
"commodities growing due", by reason of the fairs, to the use of the said town: and "thereof to make a
Just account immediately after either of said fairs", to the intent that the money from time to time be
put into a treasury, to be employed yearly about the enclosing and fortifying of the town and things
thereunto' (Anon. 1835, 1257). The Queen's letters also stated that the tolls of the markets of
Mullingar, formerly granted, should be applied 'about the benefitte and strengthening of the town'
(1bid.). In 1609 an Inquisition into the estate of the deceased Thomas Hopp, Constable of Mullingar
mentioned the existence of ‘the west gate in Mollingare' (Anon 1826, 3 Jac 1). It is not clear if the
defences around the town were built of stone or whether they consisted of earthen banks flanked by
external ditches or a combintaion of stone and earthen defences around the town. The 1641-53 Survey
of Mullingar has several references to the existence of a town wall at Mullingar. This survey records
that the dwelling house of Richard Nelan , a burgess in the town of Mullingar was 'lying and being
from the walls of the said town on the north' (Andrews and Davies 1992, 14). This reference suggests
that the town defences on the N side of Mullingar consisted of a town wall. The property of Robert
Christell was recorded in 1641 as 'lying and being from the walls of the said town on the south’ (ibid.).
The presence of town gates are suggested by references in the 1641 Survey to the 'Motegate' or 'Motte
Gate' located on the S side of the town, located in close proximity to the motte castle (WM019-089005-
). However it is also possible that this 'motegate’ is not a town gate but a gateway into the courtyard of
the stone castle (WM019-089001-) of Mullingar which stood on top of the Anglo-Norman motte. The
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1641 Survey recorded that Gerrott Pettyt possessed a dwelling house ‘lying and being from the blind
street (Blackhall St.) on the north, the house wherein sometimes Richard Christell dwelt on the east,
the Mount (WMO019-089005-) of the said town on the south, and the lane leading to the Motegate on
the west’ (Ibid.) The dwelling of Teige O Connolan was described in 1641 as ‘lying and being from
the motte gate on the north, the Mount (WM019-089005-) of the said town on the east, the brook
(River Brosna) on the south, and Adam Pettyts land on the south’ (Ibid.). The town walls may have
been combination of earthen and stone defences for the 1641 Survey mentions the presence of the
‘rampier of the said town on the north’ (Ibid.). The town was fortified with a second outer ring of
defences c. 1690-1 during the Williamite Wars (Andrews and Davies 1992, 3). In 1690 during the
Williamite Wars earthwork fortifications were constructed around the historic town (WM019-089----)
of Mullingar. These fortifications may have incorporated the earlier town defences (WM019-089035-)
dating from the late 16th century (Ibid., 10). In 1691 new fortifications were constructed around the
town which may have included the construction of a star-shaped fort around All Saints’ parish church
(WMO019-089016-) and graveyard (WM019-089017-) as shown on Richards map of Mullingar dating
from 1691. The 1656 Down Survey map of Co. Westmeath (NLI Mss. 723-4) depicts Mullingar as an
oval shaped fortified town standing on the banks of the River Brosna. The Down Survey parish map of
Mullingar depicts the town as a cluster of buildings standing inside what appears to have been an
oval-shaped enclosure which may represent the town defences. A road network system is shown on the
Down Survey map as intersecting in the town of Mullingar. This network of roads corresponds with
the roads depicted on the 1837 ed. OS 6-inch map. A road running N-S road intersects with a road
running E-W forming a cross-roads located at the E end of the town. On the Down Survey map the N
road is shown exiting through the enclosing feature. The road to the E passes through the enclosing
feature where it crosses the River Brosna. On the S side of the town three exit points for three roads
are depicted. A road running from E to SW through the town exits the town defences at SW and is
depicted on the Down Survey parish map of Mullingar as ‘The highway to Mullingar’. The main road
running E-W across the centre of the town was described by Sir Henry Piers in 1682 as ‘a great
thorough fare or road from Dublin to Connaught’ (Vallancey 1786, 78). This road ran through the
townlands Clonmore and Grange South heading SW towards the townland of Rathcolman. Based on
the Down Survey cartographic evidence that there may have been six openings in the town defences
located at the points where the roads exited the town of Mullingar. It is unclear whether there were
any town gates at these exit points. The layout of the town plots on the 1837 ed. OS 6-inch map
closely resembles the depiction of the town boundary on the 17th century Down Survey maps. The
street running roughly NE-SW depicted on the 1838 ed. OS 6-inch map as ‘Back of the Town’ [now
Bishop’s Gate Street/Church Street] probably follows the line of the town defences on the N side of
Mullingar. The River Brosna running roughly N-S forms the boundary on the E side of the town. The
route of the S boundary of the town defences are more difficult to identify but the line of the River
Brosna on this side of the town may have formed part of the town defences. These town defences may
have been constructed in the second half of the 16th century. The road running parallel canal follows
the line of the ‘High Way’ into Mullingar and the town did not extend beyond this road. The W end of
Linen Street [Dominick St.] marked the W end of the historic town of Mullingar. The Richards map of
Mullingar dating from 1691 shows a double concentric line of fortifications around the town of
Mullingar with four forts attached to the inner circuit of defences (Thomas 1992, 233). It is possible
that the inner line of defences was constructed before 1641 and the second outer line of defences may
have been built c. 1689 during the Williamite Wars in Ireland (Ibid.). On the 1691 map no gate houses
are shown on either circuit of the town defences. On this map an opening in the town defences is
depicted at E and W. There may have been town gates at these two locations. The inner defences of the
town incorporated an area measuring c. 15 hectares while the outer defences enclosed an area c. 20-
25 hectares (Thomas 1992, 234). The 1656 Down Survey map of ‘Mullingartowne’ (NLI Mss. 723-4)
depicts a single line of town defences which on the N side appear to be crenellated which if accurate
would suggest that the inner line of town defences consisted of a stone wall with battlements. The
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Down Survey map of Mullingar parish depicts the interior of the town divided into four quadrants by a
network of intersecting roads. According to the Urban Survey of Westmeath (Bradley et. al. 1985,
117), 'there is no evidence that Mullingar was walled during the Middle Ages but it is unlikely that it
could have survived as a settlement into the sixteenth century without defences of some kind. In 1584
the provost of the town and the constable of the gaol (WMO0I19-089007-) were granted two annual
fairs, the tolls of which were to be used 'in enclosing and fortifying the town' which was described as
'lying open to all attempts' (Morrin 1861, 48; 15 Rep Deputy Keeper Public Records Ireland, 38: No.
4354).

The Murphy and Lyne report notes the following:

There is no evidence of fortifications in Mullingar during the medieval period. By the late 16th century
tolls were granted to allow for fortifying and enclosing the town. Two gates were constructed. Likely a
line of defences was formed along the Brosna to the east, with Bishops Gate St and Friars Mill Rd to
the north and by the boundary of the parish churchyard to the south. It is unclear where the southern
extent of the medieval fortification was, a ditch of unknown date was revealed during excavations
under licence 00E0781 at Blackhall Street. It was found to be 2.4m in depth and east-west oriented,
however it was filled with mixed material containing 20th century finds. It is possible that this ditch
represents part of the town fortifications. Richard’s map of 1691 depicts Williamite fortifications in
the form of two lines of defence, the outer appears to be simple whereas the inner is more complex. It
is possible that the inner fortifications, perhaps incorporated the existing, late medieval defences
(Murphy and Lynn 2020, 7-8).

Dominican Friary

The following is a history of the Dominican Friary taken from a recent archaeological desktop
assessment (Murphy and Lynne 2020):

The Nugent family founded a Dominican friary here in 1237. By the end of the 13th century 24
Dominican foundations were established in Ireland. Three stages of foundation can be observed —
firstly the orders were established in urban Norman towns like Dublin, Drogheda, Kilkenny,
Waterford, Limerick and Cork. Mullingar was the first order in the second stage that consisted of
expansion to important rural centres. Fr. O’Sullivan sees a third phase from the mid-14th century
onwards at which point the order loses its Anglo-Norman character (Dunning, 1953). The Dominicans
represent a preaching orvder that was associated mainly with urban settlements. Chapters were held in
Mullingar in 1278, 1292, 1308 and 1314, and the priory was said to be occupied by forty friars. It is
noted that in 1432 their numbers were reduced to eight, and buildings were in a state of ruin. In 1540
a thatched roof 'in need of repair is mentioned, however the stone walls of the church are described as
in a good state, and the precinct of the priory is said to be surrounded by a stone wall. In 1548 the
priory was granted to Sir Gerald Fitzgerald of Croyboy and in 1564 it was in the hands of Thomas
Gorie. In 1541 it was decided to be the site of a new gaol (WM019-089007-), and in 1566 the site was
granted to Walter Hope who was appointed to build it. A stone tower (WMO0I19-089008-), called
Blackhall Castle, was inhabited by Lt Robert Harrysson in 1653 and used as the store house
(Andrews, Davis, 1992). When in 1667 Mullingar was granted to Forbes it is described as ‘Castle &
Hall thereunto adjoining the Dominican Abbey consisting of 5 House-rooms with closes & Parks
consisting of 10a of meadow'. In 1682 Piers notes that the ruins of the Dominican friary are ‘this day
scarcely visible’, in 1786 it is described as ‘part of the bell-tower, and some other ruins’. Breen
(2007) states that: A stone-lined well, possibly associated with the priory is located in the backyard of
the second property on the southern side of Dominick Street. A 15th/16th century seal matrix of the
priory which depicts the Holy Trinity is housed in the National Museum. The Dominicans returned to
Mullingar in the 17th century and a chalice presented to the community in 1648 is kept at the
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Dominican Friary, Dorset Street, Dublin. J. L. L. (1836) mentions both the Dominican Friary and
Black Castle. He describes it as: A very large Dominican Friary, a very small portion of the walls of
which are still visible, in some gardens at the skirts of the town (...) there was a castle belonging to
the Petyts where the Gaol now stands, and a mill; from which latter, the town is supposed to derive its
name- Mulleen Gear or the little, short mill. No traces of either are now visible. Mr. Gibbons of Black
Castle is also mentioned without further details, however.

The following description and history of the friary site is provided on the departmental website:

The Urban Survey of Westmeath (Bradley et. al. 1985, 119-20) recorded that the Dominican Priory
was founded in 1237 by the Petit family (Fenning 1964, 106-07). The Dominicans held chapters here
in 1278, 1292, 1308 and 1314 (Fenning 1964, 188) which would suggest that it was house of some
importance. An indulgence of 1432 granted in aid of the repair of the church mentions that 'forty
professed friars' used be maintained by the house but noted that the priory had 'suffered so much from
long wars and other calamities that hardly eight in priest’s orders reside therein, and that the
buildings of the church and house themselves are threatened with ruin' (Cal. papal letters 1909, 446).
In 1540 the extent of the priory noted that the thatched roof of the church was ruinous although the
stone walls and window (sic) were 'in sufficient repair’ (White 1943, 290-1). It also noted a stone
tower and other buildings 'lately inhabited by the friars' but now 'in decay and unoccupied’ within the
precinct, which was surrounded by a stone wall. The priory was granted to Sir Gerald Fitzgerald of
Croyboy in 1548 (White 1943, 291) and to Thomas Gorie in 1564 (Morrin 1861, 491). In 1541,
however, the site of the priory was set aside for a new gaol (WM019-089007-) (Fenning 1964, 112)
and this was carried into effect in 1566 when the site was granted to Walter Hope, a Dublin merchant,
on condition that he build a gaol of which he was to be constable (11 Rep Deputy Keeper Public
Records Ireland 139, 932). In 1566, Walter Hope, a merchant in Dublin was granted lands 'in
consideration that he shall build a gaol (WMO019-089007-) in the town of Mollingar, county
Westmeath, with stocks, locks, bolts, chains, handlocks, and other things necessary for the safe
custody of prisoners, at his own expense ; of the office of constable of the said gaol; also of the site of
the house of friars preachers (WMO019-089004-) of Mollingar with appurtenances, and the rectories of
Vastina (WM032-014003-) and Churchetowne (WM025-011----), parcel of the possessions of the
priory of Mollingar. To hold for ever in fee-farm, by the service of a twentieth part of a knight's fee, at
a rent of 40s. for the friary, and of &8 for the rectories, and maintaining curates in the churches.
Grantee and his heirs to reside in the gaol, and to keep it in repair or forfeit £10 after due notice’
(Nicholls 1994, 109). In 1667 the confirmation of a land grant to Sir Arthur Forbes under the Acts of
Settlement and Explanation described the monument as 'one Castle (WM019-089008-) & Hall
thereunto adjoining the Dominican Abbey consisting of 5 House-rooms with closes & Parks consisting
of 10a of meadow' (NLI p 1895). In 1682 Sir Henry Piers recorded that ‘Here were anciently two
monasteries, one whereof was a priory of Canons regular (WM019-089009-), founded by Ralph le
Petit, Bishop of Meath, the other a convent of friars predicant (WM019-089004-); one of these stood
in the east end of the town, the other on the west end of the town, the ruins of which are this day
scarcely visible' (Vallancey 1786, 77). Piers (1981, 77 n) noted that ‘part of bell-tower and some other
ruins' of the priory survived in 1682 and that the sixteenth century gaol had been recently replaced. In
1786 the Dominican Friary was described as ‘part of the bell-tower, and some other ruins of this
building still remains’ (Wilson 1786, 37). In 1884-5 it was recorded that at ‘the time of Archdall’s
visiting the place, only the bell-tower and some other unimportant ruins ruins remained, and at a later
period, only some crumbling walls existed in a garden at the town’s outskirts’ (Anon, 1846, 8§28). A
grant of the site to Thomas Hope in 1609 notes that the site was bounded on the north by the High
Street and West Gate, on the south by the River Brosna and Commons of Mullingar, on the east by
Blinde Street and on the west by the Commons (Erck 1846-52, 725). This clearly identifies the site as
occupying the south-west corner of the town (WM019-089----) where it is correctly shown on the O.S.
map. The site is now an open space used as a car-park. A stone lined well, possibly associated with the
priory, is in the back-yard of the second shop on the south side of Dominick St. The seal matrix of the
priory, depicting the Holy Trinity, and dating to the fifteenth/sixteenth century is in the National
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Museum of Ireland (O’Floinn 1978-9). The Dominicans returned to Mullingar in the seventeenth
century and a chalice presented to the community in 1648 is kept in the Dominican Friary, Dorset
Street, Dublin (Fenning 1966, 308) (www.archaeology.ie).

Hardy (2007) provides extra detail of the friary property at the time of the 1540 dissolution.

Also within the enclosing boundary wall were a garden and orchard, two cottages, three small doses,
two messuages (houses), 60 acres of land in three scattered plots and a watermill. The location of the
latter is unknown and it was let to Gerald Petit in 1540 (Hardy 2007, 5).

A history of the Dominican Friary taken from the Murphy and Lynne archaeological desktop
assessment includes the following additional information (Murphy and Lynne 2020):

J. L. L. (1836) mentions both the Dominican Friary and Black Castle. He describes it as: A very large
Dominican Friary, a very small portion of the walls of which are still visible, in some gardens at the
skirts of the town (...) there was a castle belonging to the Petyts where the Gaol now stands, and a
mill; from which latter, the town is supposed to derive its name- Mulleen Gear or the little, short mill.
No traces of either are now visible. Mr. Gibbons of Black Castle is also mentioned without further
details, however (Murphy and Lynne 2020).

Blackhall Castle

The departmental website provides the following description of the castle:

Blackhall Castle site located S of houses facing onto Blackhall Lane, now Blackhall Street, in the town
of Mullingar (WM019-018----). Castle site (WM019-089032-) located 140m to NW, site of Dominican
Abbey (WM019-089004-) located 50m to W. Castle mentioned in 1632 (Fenning 1964, 113).
Described in 1653 as 'one castle and hall with a garden plot called the black hall now inhabited by Lt
Robert Harrysson and used for the store house of the said town' (Andrews and Davies 1992, 14). In
1667 the confirmation of a land grant to Sir Arthur Forbes under the Acts of Settlement and
Explanation described the monument as 'one Castle & Hall thereunto adjoining the Dominican Abbey
(WMO019-089004-) consisting of 5 House-rooms with closes & Parks consisting of 10a of meadow’
(NLI p 1895). The castle is annotated as a 'store of bread' on Richards 1691 map of Mullingar. On
this map the castle is shown as a rectangular building aligned N-S standing on the S side of Blackhall
Lane at the W end of the street close to the present junction with Grove St. Black Hall castle
demolished before 1837 (Andrews and Davies 1992, 10). Depicted as ‘Site of Castle’ on the 1837
edition of the Ordnance Survey 6-inch map but not indicated on subsequent editions. Dominican
Abbey (in Ruins) (WMO19-089004-) is marked near this location on the 1910 edition of the Ordnance
Survey 25-inch map but no castle site is depicted on this map. Modern car park located in area
marked as ‘Site of Castle’ on 1837 ed. OS 6-inch map. This castle in the town of Mullingar may have
been one of several fortified town houses similar to those at Ardee and Carlingford in Co. Louth.
Piers’ (1981, 78) description of these buildings in the town of Mullingar suggests that they were still
common in 1682: 'The ancient buildings here were old fashionable castles, some of which remain yet,
and some are demolished, and better or at least more commodious houses are built in their room'
(Bradley et. al. 1985, 116) (www.archaeology.ie)

As noted already J.L.L (1836) refers to ‘Black Castle’ and ‘Mr. Gibbons of Black Castle’ (Murphy
and Lynne 2020, 8).
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Architectural heritage

The National Inventory of Architectural Heritage of Ireland (NIAH) describes structures of
architectural heritage value across Ireland (www.buildingsofireland.ie). Buildings gain protection by
being listed on the Record of Protected Structures (RPS) within development plans for any given
planning authority (Westmeath Co. Co. 2021). The RPS for Westmeath, including Mullingar town,
forms part of the county development plan (ibid.). There is also a Mullingar Town Development Plan
(Westmeath Co. Co. 2014). There are over a hundred NIAH sites located within 500m of the scheme.
Only those within the immediate vicinity of site and included on the RPS are listed here (Table 4).

Table 4: The NIAH / RPS sites in vicinity of the site

Reg. No

RPS 019-062
NIAH 15310051
RPS 019-063
NIAH 15310152
RPS 019-061
NIAH 15310149
RPS 019-080
NIAH 15310069
RPS 019-089
NIAH 15310078
RPS 019-081
NIAH 15310070
RPS 019-064
NIAH 15310153
RPS 019-086
NIAH 15310175
RPS 019-071
NIAH 15310060
RPS 019-068
NIAH 15310057
RPS 019-069
NIAH 15310058
RPS 019-082
NIAH 15310071
RPS 019-084
NIAH 15310073
RPS 019-085
NIAH 15310074
RPS 019-087
NIAH 15310076
RPS 019-083
NIAH 15310072
RPS 019-065
NIAH 15310054

Townland
Mullingar
Mullingar
Mullingar
Mullingar
Mullingar
Mullingar
Mullingar
Mullingar
Mullingar
Mullingar
Mullingar
Mullingar
Mullingar
Mullingar
Mullingar
Mullingar

Mullingar

Name / description

Railway Bridge

Signal Box

Railway Station building
Outbuilding, gates/railings/walls
Prison governor’s house

End-of terrace two storey house c. 1890
Railway platform

Former gaol infirmary

Three storey bank building 1858
Three storey house c. 1820
Three storey house c. 1820

Three storey house c. 1840

Two storey house c. 1905, one of a pair.

Two storey house c. 1905, one of a pair.

County Buildings
Three storey house ¢.1830

Kerbing at Railway Row

Distance  from
scheme (approx)
5mS

45m W

9Im W

93 NE

96m E

99m NE

108m W

113mE

117m N

118m N

119m N

135mE

136m E

138m E

138m E

139m E

153m NW

The closest structures to the development site are a railway bridge (NIAH 15310051) dating to
between 1845-1850 and an attractive early 20™ century signal box (NIAH 15310052) both of which
form part of the Mullingar railway station complex of buildings (www.buildingsofireland.ie).
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Immediately west of the proposed development site lies some buildings associated with the 19
century Mullingar gaol (NIAH 15310089; 15310086). The proposed development will not impact any
RPS or NIAH structure.

Summary of archaeological and historical background

The proposal site is located in a rich urban archaeological landscape within the historic town of
Mullingar. The closest Recorded Monuments to the proposal site are a Dominican friary (WMO019-
089004- ) dating as far back as the 13™ century and an associated castle (WM019-089008-). Previous
excavations in Blackhall Place uncovered extensive remains of the late medieval religious house. The
most recent archaeological investigations have uncovered possible evidence of town defences
(WMO019-089035-). While cartographic evidence shows the proposed development area as relatively
undeveloped compared to the dense urban fabric of town’s principal streets, there is a likelihood that
the edges of the Dominican friary, castle or town defences exist beneath surface deposits. It is
therefore reasonable to state that the proposal site is located in an area with high archaeological
potential.

Archaeological Impact Statement (Figs 11-12)

In accordance with Policy and Guidelines on Archaeological Excavation (DAHGI 1999b), an
archaeological impact statement is to be made. The impact statement should describe the following:

...possible direct or indirect effects of the proposed development on archaeological deposits, features
or objects. The archaeological impact statement must be based on the results of the overall
archaeological assessment as well as the results of the test excavation. (DAHGI 1999b, 21).

The documentary research and test trenching has demonstrated that the proposed development site is
set within a rich archaeological environment, with recorded monuments dating to the medieval and
post-medieval period recorded both on the site and nearby.

Receiving environment

The town-centre brownfield site lies within the southern extent of Mullingar town and occupies 1.8ha,
enclosed by the Mullingar — Dublin railway line to the south, Dominick Place to the west, Blackhall
Street/ Grove Street to the north, with Mount Street to the east. Aras an Chontae, Mullingar Library,
Mullingar Arts Centre and the Court House on Mount Street, form a civic core adjacent to the
identified site at the east. The surrounding area is urban in character.

A portion of the site was previously residential and this part was demolished and removed c¢. 2006-
2012. This area is currently inaccessible to the public with hoarding surrounds and is overgrown with
trees and shrubs and has areas that have been subject to spoil dumping. A new link road was built from
Jail Hill through to Dominick Place to aid connectivity through the town and ease traffic congestion.
Adjacent to this road and the demolished residential site, is a surface cover, infill car-park serving the
town centre. This site was the location for the main stage at the Fleadh Cheoil in 2022 and 2023.

The presence of Japanese Knotweed at the north of the site and potentially contaminated soils in other
parts will necessitate the removal of topsoil from much of the site.
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Archaeological excavation conducted to the north of the proposal site has uncovered stone structures
likely related to the Dominican Priory and/or Blackhall castle, three burials, two ovens, a possible
water mill, and post-medieval kilns. Some of these features are within the proposal site and these will
undoubtedly extend southwards into parts of the current site that were not examined by testing due to
the presence of Japanese Knotweed.

Archaeological test trenching within the proposal site identified linear features, pits, field boundaries
and isolated deposits. One of these features is a large ditch that very likely was part of 17" century
defences for the town of Mullingar.

The archaeological features discovered in the testing lie at depths below the modern ground surface
ranging from approximately 0.5m across the west and north of the site and up to 2m at the east.

Impact and proposed mitigation

Topsoil with need to be stripped from the site and building construction, services and machine access
will inevitably be at levels that will impact archaeological deposits. Preservation in situ of some of the
archacological features may be possible, although undoubtedly archaeological excavation
(preservation by record) will also be required.

The archaeological impact of the proposed development has been assessed across three areas: the
buildings, the public plaza, and car parks and roads.

Buildings

The sports centre including sports hall, gym, administration offices and swimming pool occupies most
of the site. The northern end of the sports hall and pool will need excavation of up to 3-3.5m beneath
the modern ground surface. The southern side of the building will have less excavation in places with
the central block finished floor level roughly level with existing ground.

The surface of archaeological features in this area is at approximately 0.5m from the modern ground
surface.

All archaeological material within the building’s footprint will be negatively impacted by
construction. Full archaeological excavation will be required here. This will include the large town
defence ditch.

Public plaza

Located at the north of the development site, the groundworks for this aspect will require
approximately 0.5-0.6m reduction in levels - although depending on ground conditions this may be up
to 1m and will need to be confirmed during construction. The surface of archaeological features in this
area is at approximately 0.5m from the modern ground surface, consequently archaeological deposits
here will be negatively impacted and full archaeological excavation will be required for most features.
It is possible that the large and deep town defence ditch could be preserved in situ here as the ditch is
likely up to 1.40m deep. Service runs may however impact on this ditch.
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Car park and roads

These are located primarily to the east and south of the site. Test trenching at the east has shown that
archaeological features (the defensive ditch) are sealed by up to 2m of relatively modern made ground.
If formation levels for the car park and roads are above the buried archaeology, then preservation in
situ is a viable option.

No archaeological material was located in test trenching at the extreme south of the site and levels here
are to be built up. Preservation in situ of any potential archaeology could be achieved here.

Visual impact

The proposal site is currently an unkempt and derelict plot within the urban landscape of Mullingar.
The development of a sports centre will enhance the townscape without impacting upstanding
archaeological monuments.

The proposed development will memorialise the line of the town defences though differential paving
and low walls within its design, hence providing amenity value and enhancing the visibility and
knowledge of the heritage of the area.

Summary of proposed mitigation

Licensed archaeological excavation of all areas where the development will negatively impact the
archaeological resource is recommended. Preservation in situ of the 17" century town defences ditch is
likely to be possible in all areas outside the footprint of the new buildings.

It should further be noted that the town defences ditch should be regarded as having the status of a
National Monument

The known and expected circuits of the defences (both upstanding and buried, whether of stone or
embankment construction) and associated features of all town defences are to be considered a single
national monument and treated as a unit for policy and management purposes. There should be a
presumption in favour of preservation in-situ of archaeological remains and preservation of their
character, setting and amenity. (DoEHLG, 2008).

The opinions given in this archaeological assessment report are made subject to approval by the
National Monuments Service of the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage.

Graham Hull
TVAS Ireland Ltd
July 2025
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I I I Figure 12: Proposed development layout and known
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