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DUNSANY 

by Noel E. French 

Dunsany situated on the southern slopes of the Hill of Tara has 
many interesting features. Here is the medieval wayside cross, the 
manorial church of St. Nicholas and the seat of the Plunkett family 
for twenty generations - Dunsany Castle. 

All these remains date from Medieval times but Dunsany's history 
goes much further back. The name itself means the "fort of 
Samhain". Samhain may be a personal name or could originate from 
the Celtic festival of the dead held in November. A large fort or dun 
is situated close to the church of St. Nicholas. This may have been 
converted into a motte by the first Anglo Norman invaders who 
wishing to reinforce their rule, erected a wooden castle on the 
summit. 

A stone castle succeeded the wooden structure and today the 
entrance to Dunsany demesne is guarded by three entrance gates - 
a Gothic Archway, a Gothic gateway with mock portcullis and a 



neo-Norman archway of dark limestone. 
Within the walls is the church with its font and altar tomb and the 

castle with its fine decoration and art collection. 

THE ALTAR TOMB 

DUNSANY CROSS 

The altar tomb depicts a medieval knight and his lady, said to be 
Sir Christopher Plunket and his wife Anna Fitzgerald who lavished 
large amounts of money on the church of Dunsany. The knight is 
portrayed in full armour with a conical helmet, a long sword with 
his hands clasped in prayer and his feet resting on a dog. His wife 
wears a horned head-dress and a full-length pleated gown. Her feet 
rest on a cushion on which is carved two eagles' heads with a cat's 
head in between them. She too has her hands clasped in prayer. The 
side slabs of this tomb have been damaged but it is possible to 
distinguish a bishop and a saint on the east panel. The west panel 
(now in the sedile) shows the flagellation of Christ and two angels 
swinging censors. On the long sides are depicted the coats of arms 
of various families - Plunkett, Fleming, Castlemartin, Plunket 
impaled with Fitzgerald or Fitzuestace and also the instruments of 
the Passion and a heart pierced with two swords. 

The tomb could also belong to Sir Christopher's son Richard who 
married Joan Fitzeustace. The Fitzeustace arms are similar in design 
to the arms of the Fitzgeralds - the only differance being the 
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Carving. 

DUNSANY CASTLE 

Dunsany Castle is among the oldest continuously inhabited 
houses in Ireland. Built by Hugh de Lacy about the year 1180 the 
castle protects the road from Dublin to Trim as it crossed the Skane 
river. 

Geoffrey Cusack was the first holder of the castle. His descendants 
amassed large estates and became Lords of Killeen (1.5 km from 
Dunsany). The Plunketts came into possession of both estates on the 
marriage of Joan Cusack to Sir Christopher Plunkett of Rathregan in 
1402. Their second son became the first Lord Dunsany. Today, 
nineteen generations later, the Plunketts still live in the castle - a 
continuous residency which stretches back nearly 800 years. 

Originally built as a fortress against the "savage Irish" the castle 
has been considerably altered during its long lifetime. 

The entrance hall contains portraits of St. Oliver Plunkett, Sir 
Horace Plunkett (the founder of the Co-operative movement in 
Ireland) and Sir Henry Philipps of Picton Castle. 

The Edwardian Billiard Room added in 1910 is said to have been 
built on the site of an old chapel. Here is a collection of old weapons 
and armour and trophies of the hunt. The marriages of the Plunkett 
family are depicted in the shields displayed on the surrounding 
walls. A fierce looking lion stands guard in a glass case to one side. 
The manuscripts of the 18th Lord Dunsany are also on display. 

In the first storey passage is a glass case displaying the insignia 
and two gold staff carried by Lord Dunsany at the coronations of 
George VI and Elizabeth II. There is a late eighteenth century 
wooden spiral staircase in imitation of the medieval newel stairs. In 
other days here was a secret room called the "Priest's hole" used to 
hide Roman Catholic clergymen during the persecution of the penal 
days. 

The drawing room is decorated in the style of the 1780s with the 
plasterwork ceiling by Michael Stapleton and the chimney piece by 
Adams. Here too are the exquisite Meissen wall brackets and 
candleabra. 

The library runs the full length of the old tower above the old 
kitchen. This is one of the rooms decorated by James Shiel with 
Gothic bookcases and a deep red brocade damask on the walls. 
Displayed on the walls of the main staircase is part of the large art 
collection consisting of pictures by Van Dyke, (said to have been 
presented by Charles II in the 1660's), Jack Yeats, Opie, Cuyp, 
Morland Van Leyden, Van der Heist and others. Also on display is 
a showcase containing a meissen dinner service. 

Lady Dunsany unsuccessfully defended the Castle against 
Cromwellian forces in 1656 and the small cannon on the leads 
outside the staircase window is said to date from that event. 

The castle is a private house which is opened at certain designated 
times to visitors. It is always best to write or telephone in advance. 



THE CHURCH OF ST. NICHOLAS 

The church was built to serve the Lord of the Castle and his family, 
his relations, retainers and tenants. The church at Dunsany is 
supposed to be a copy of the church at nearby Killeen. It is likely that 
an older church stood on the site before Sir Christopher Plunkett 
lavishly endowed St. Nicholas' church in his will in 1462. 

The building is 129 feet long (40 metres) and divided into a nave 
and chancel. The east window was inserted in the nineteenth 
century by Lady Dunsany. 

There are towers at each corner - north of the chancel is a three 
storey residence. In a niche in the north wall is a fine double effigy 
tomb. 

The west gable has a large window and is flanked by a lofty bat-
tlemented tower from which there is a fine view of Killeen Castle. 

The east of the church is the memorial to Bryan O'Neill and his coat 
of arms is displayed. Also interred here is the remains of various 
Lords Dunsany and their families. 

DUNSANY FONT 

The very elaborately carved font is interesting from both the point 
of view of construction and decoration. The sides of the octagonal 
flat bottomed vessel are decorated with sculptures of the Apostles 
- two figures to each niche. The Apostles can be identified by their 
symbols - St. Peter, keys; St. Thomas, a spear; St. John, a gospel; St. 
Paul, a sword, and soon. On the two remaining sides the Crucifixion 
and the instruments of the Passion are displayed. 

Underneath these panels are carvings of birds, a pelican and a 
hound and a hare. On the shaft of the font are carvings of the Cross,  

the heart pierced by two swords (said to be Our Lady's coat of arms) 
and the coats of arms of the Plunkett and Fitzgerald families. This 
would tend to refer to Sir Christopher Plunkett and his wife Lady 
Anne Fitzgerald dating the font to the year 1445 or a little earlier. 

DUNSANY CROSS 

Opposite the north east entrance to Dunsany Castle stand a 
wayside cross. Standing on a circular stone block atop a square 
platform with four steps there are two round basin holes in the base 
which may originally have been holy water fonts so that passers-by 
could bless themselves. 

The shaft which is 7 ft 8 in. (2.3 metres) high and 8 in. (20 cm) wide 
and 5 in. (12 cm) thick has a carving of the Crucifixion near the top, 
above which is a winged ox, the symbol of qt. Luke. The cross is 
thought to date from about the year 1600. 

THE PLUNKETT FAMILY 

It is said that the Plunkett family is descended from John Plunkett 
who died at Drogheda in 1081. Others dispute this "Viking" origin 
saying that the family came in with the Normans and that the name 
is of French origin, being a corruption of "blancher meaning white. 

The Plunkett family established themselves in County Meath in 
medieval times with three main branches located at Dunsany, 
Killeen (Lords Fingal) and Rathmore. 

St. Oliver Plunkett from Loughcrew was executed in 1681 after an 
absurd trial and this martyrdom led to his canonisation in 1975. His 
head is preserved in St. Peter's Church, Drogheda. The 18th Baron 
Dunsany wrote many books and plays and was patron and friend 
of many young writers including Francis Ledwidge, Oliver Gogarty 
and Thomas McDonagh. His uncle Horace worked for the improve-
ment of Irish agriculture. 
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