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Archaeological excavation 
 
An archaeological excavation was carried out in 2003 in advance 
of the construction of a new security compound (Fig. 6) around a 
telecommunications mast located close to the Knox-Hannyngton 
house, with a series of 31 test trenches that demonstrated the 
survival of structural remains of possible medieval and post-
medieval date on the hilltop (Chapple 2003). This was followed 
in 2007 by a further excavation, undertaken as part of a Channel 
4 Time Team investigation (see Donnelly et al. 2007). Trench 1 
was located within the security compound and an area of 36m² 
was opened to reveal a 3m stretch of lime-mortared masonry, 
approximately 1.4m thick, that represented the inner rubble core 
of a major wall (Fig. 7). The inner face had been stone-robbed, as 
had the outer wall face except at its foundation level, where a 
line of dressed and coursed stone survived in situ, recognisable as 
the remnants of the base-battered wall from a tower-house (Fig. 
8). A spear-shaped bastion from Chichester’s fort was also 
identified, together with a section of its enclosing curtain wall, 
both elements respecting the foundation courses of the Ó Néill 
tower-house.  

The excavation revealed that the tower-house had a revetment 
of stones placed in its interior, banked by a thick layer of orange 
subsoil clay that filled the interior of the building. A similar 
action had been undertaken within the interior of the early 
seventeenth-century spear-shaped bastion (Fig. 9). It can be 
suggested that this work had been undertaken to adapt the ruined 
castle for use as an artillery platform, perhaps by either the 
Williamite or Jacobite garrisons of 1688 and 1689, with the walls 
of the complex demolished at that time. When the Knox-
Hannyngton house was being constructed, rubble was dumped 
over where the tower-house and Chichester’s fort had stood to 
provide secure foundations for the construction of the late 
eighteenth-century building, and by the 1970s this area had been 
made into a helicopter landing-pad by the British Army.  

Above: Fig. 9—Summary of the 

principal architectural features 

uncovered in Trench 1 during the 

excavation of October 2007 (Colm 
Donnelly).  

Right: Fig. 10—Location map. 

Cover image: UAV (unmanned aerial 

vehicle) view of the Hill of the 

O’Neill, looking towards 

Dungannon’s Market Square (Jim 
Kerr). 
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Top: Fig. 7—Site plan showing the location of Trench 1 during the 

excavation in 2007 (Libby Mulqueeny).  

Above: Fig. 8—The rubble core and line of dressed and coursed stone 

representing the remnants of the medieval tower-house and its base-

batter (left of photograph), and the footings of the early seventeenth-

century curtain wall for Chichester’s military fort (right of 

photograph) (Colm Donnelly). 
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veteran of the English army that had defeated the Gaelic lords led 
by Aodh Ó Néill (Hugh O’Neill, 2nd Earl of Tyrone, 1550–1616) 
during the Nine Years War of 1594–1603. A new town grew up 
around the hilltop and, while the castle seems to have continued 
in occupation through to the 1680s, by the end of the 
seventeenth century it had been demolished. 
 

The Ó Néill lordship and 
Dungannon Castle 
 
The importance of Dungannon to the Ó Néill lordship is 
reflected in the number of documentary references to the 
settlement and its castle in the Irish annals. In 1498 the castle 
was taken by the Earl of Kildare, and two years later what is 
described as the ‘old castle’ was demolished by the Tír Conaill 
forces of Aodh Ruadh Ó Domhnaill. In 1505 the castle was 

taken from Domhnall Ó Néill but was almost immediately 
recovered, while in 1517 and in 1532 it is again reported as 
being destroyed. The annals would suggest, therefore, that the 
castle was repeatedly captured, destroyed and rebuilt during this 
35-year period, but a degree of caution needs to be exercised. 
What the annals may be indicating is that the castle was 
damaged during these incidents but that it was never truly 
destroyed and, once each emergency had passed, the Ó Néill 
lords took up residence again.  

We are fortunate to have a pictorial map by the English 
cartographer Richard Bartlett (Fig. 2), who accompanied Lord 
Mountjoy and the English army into Ulster in 1602. The castle is 
shown as heavily damaged, and it was probably left in this 
condition by its retreating owner, Aodh Ó Néill, perhaps to 
prevent it from being of use to the English. Bartlett’s drawing 
makes it evident that this was a tower-house castle, typical of the 
defended homes of the wealthy landowning classes in medieval 
Ireland, erected by both Anglo-Irish and Gaelic families during 
the period from c. 1400 to c. 1650. Bartlett depicts the castle set 
at one corner of a rectangular bawn or defended enclosure 
towards the end of a scarped mound (Fig. 3). It has a relatively 
slender appearance, accentuated by having two of its walls 
missing. There is an entrance on the ground floor and the 
building is four storeys in height with a parapet. An arch-headed 
opening at first-floor level in one façade may represent a feature 
found at Doe Castle, Co. Donegal, and at Rockfleet Castle, Co. 
Mayo, and was perhaps designed to allow goods to be winched 
up into the building. The complex is surrounded by a water-
filled rock-cut moat, crossed by a wooden bridge and with an 
enigmatic rectangular masonry construction—perhaps some 

Introduction 
 
The Hill of the O’Neill & Ranfurly House Arts and Visitor Centre is 
located on a hilltop in the centre of Dungannon and serves as a 
cultural hub and park for the town. Formerly known as Castle Hill, 
for much of the twentieth century this site had been used as an 
RUC and British Army barracks before it was transferred to the 
local council in 2007. The historic building on the hilltop today 
represents the remains of a late eighteenth-century mansion, of 
which two circular corner towers still stand (Fig. 1), but this 
location has a much deeper history. The place-name Dungannon 
is an Anglicisation of Dún Geanainn, ‘the Fort of Geanann’, and 
the element dún (fort) suggests that this was the site of an early 
historic settlement. Certainly, by the later medieval period it had 
become the principal power centre for the Ó Néill lordship in Tír 
Eóghain and the setting for their main castle (NISMR TYR054:017; 
H7990062620). In the eleventh century political power in Ulster 
had become dominated by the Cenél nÉogain, whose territory 
extended from Inishowen to the River Blackwater. By the late 
twelfth century and early thirteenth century, however, a power 
struggle raged between the two leading branches within this 
political unit—Mac Lochlainn and Ó Néill—which only ended 
with the defeat of the former at the Battle of Caiméirge in 1241. 
Following this event, total power within the Cenél nÉogain shifted 
to the Ó Néill lineage and this would remain the case until the 
beginning of the seventeenth century, with south-east Tyrone—and 
Dungannon—at the epicentre of their lordship. In the aftermath of 
the Ulster Plantation the Ó Néill capital was taken over by Sir 
Arthur Chichester (1563–1625), lord deputy of Ireland and a 

Above: Fig. 1—UAV (unmanned aerial vehicle) view of the Hill of the 

O’Neill & Ranfurly House Arts and Visitor Centre (Jim Kerr).  

Right: Fig. 2—Richard Bartlett’s pictorial map of c. 1602, showing a 

crannog under attack, Dungannon Castle and Tullaghoge (National 
Library of Ireland, MS 2656, v).

form of battery added during the war—set into the side of the 
moat at the base of the tower-house. At the opposite end of the 
scarped mound is a series of nine houses, single-storeyed with 
rounded corners and yellow thatched roofs (Fig. 4).  

 

Sir Arthur Chichester and the 
castle’s later years 
 
In the aftermath of the Nine Years War and the Flight of the Earls 
in 1607, the confiscated lands of Dungannon, including its 
castle, were granted to Sir Arthur Chichester. A government 
survey of 1611 reported that Chichester intended ‘to build a 
castle or strong house of lime and stone and … to take down 
such remains of the decayed ruins of the old castle as are yet 
standing’. In 1619 another government survey reported that ‘a 
fort of lime and stone, 120 feet square with four half Bulwarks 
and a deep ditch about it 20 feet broad, and counter-scarped’, 
stood on the site. Three years later, in 1622, a further survey 
noted that ‘there is built a fort or bawn of stone and lime, 100 

foot square, 14 foot high, with a strong ditch about it. The fort 
hath 5 half bulwarkes and in it a good dwelling house, 
containing 14 rooms and lodgings.’ 

In 1624 Nicholas Pynnar produced a report on the ‘State of 
the Forts in Ireland’, which included a map of Lough Neagh 
with a depiction of the fortifications at Dungannon (Fig. 5). 
Overlooking the new town, the fort is dominated by a single 
tower set towards the centre of a broadly square enclosure and 
with spear-shaped bastions at each of the four corners. The most 
significant element of the drawing, however, is the tall tower, 
which is strikingly similar to a tower-house and suggests that 
Chichester never did ‘take down such remains of the decayed 
ruins of the old castle as are yet standing’. Although 
undoubtedly a large landowner, Chichester was not a 
particularly wealthy man, and he was heavily in debt by the 
time of his death. As such, while he may have wished to 
construct a fine new house at Dungannon, he may not have 
had the resources to do so and had to make do with a 
refurbishment of the old tower-house.  

The castle would seem to have remained in use through to 
1688, when it was garrisoned by a Williamite force until March 
1689 and then by the Jacobite army until August 1689. In 1692 
the Chichester family disposed of their lands around 
Dungannon to Thomas Knox and it would seem that the Knox 
family rented out the property during the eighteenth century. An 
estate map of 1770 does not show the castle, suggesting that it 
had been demolished by that time, and in the late 1780s or 
1790s Thomas Knox-Hannyngton built a fine new house on the 
hilltop, which itself was in turn abandoned in 1856. 

Left: Fig. 3—Detail from Richard Bartlett’s depiction of the ruined 

tower-house at Dungannon, 1602 (National Library of Ireland, MS 2656, 
v).  

Below: Fig. 4—Reconstruction drawing of Dungannon Castle c. 1590 

by Seán Ó Brogáin.

Above left: Fig. 5—Pynnar’s depiction of the fortification at 

Dungannon, drawn on his map of Lough Neagh in 1624 (British 
Library, Add. MS 24200, f. 35b). 

Below: Fig. 6—The towers of the Knox-Hannyngton house in 

September 2007, with the security compound erected in 2003 to the 

rear of the photograph (Colm Donnelly).
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