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Kilclief Castle. Co. Down. Another example of the ‘gatehouse type’ towers with a flying arch
oversailing the entrance facade. The entrance and staircase turret is on the left. The window
mouldings, stepped turrets, battlements and overall finish suggests an elite building designed for
comfort and occasional entertaining.
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Kilclief Castle, from the north-west and plan of each floor. Other similar regional towers include
Jordan’s Tower, Ardglass, and to a lesser extent, Margaret's, Castleboy and Castle Skreen.
Kilclief Castle - County Down
Kilclief Castle is reputedly an ecclesiastic tower house, built as the manorial residence for the
Bishops of Down. Its construction is usually
attributed to John Cely who was Bishop of
Down from 1413-1441. John was deprived of
the Bishopric in 1441 because he was living in
‘Castro de Kylcleth’ with his mistress, Lettice
Thomas, a married woman. This reference provides a date when the tower was definitely
standing and occupied, so we can say that the
castle was probably built sometime in the first
half of the 15th century. This tower provides a
tentative early-fifteenth century date for the
‘gate-house’ type.
The tower stands overlooking Kilclief bay in
Strangford Lough. The bay consists of a small
sandy cove and provides the first opportunity
for anchorage inside the Strangford Narrows; it
would have been an ideal landing place for
boats visiting the nearby castle. There are no
68

remains of any enclosures or contemporary
external buildings surrounding the tower
house, though it has not been subject to excavation. The archaeological potential of the site
has undoubtedly been damaged by the erection
of an adjacent farmhouse and sheds. The tower
is of four storeys with wall-walk and roof
turrets above.
Kilclief has features which are common to most
towers in the region, such as the vaulted ground
floor which is dimly lit and unheated. This floor
is usually interpreted as a store and in this case
that interpretation would seem appropriate. The
third floor is also unheated and is best viewed as
a private bedchamber. The first and second
floors are the only heated chambers in this tower and show the most evidence for occupation.
Kilclief contains a public reception room on the
first floor and space for a small formal dinner on
the second floor. It therefore has a more public
focus than Audleys.
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First floor:
In the first-floor chamber there is an
association between the entrance to
the chamber and a probable fireplace, but there is no slop-hole near
the fireplace as there was at Audleys
as there is in the floor above. lt is
therefore unlikely that this was used
as a cooking area. Instead, it probably points to this room’s use as a
day room and reception room for
guests and official business. This
idea is reinforced by the presence of
a series of three steps leading up to
this area which would create a subtle sense of ceremony on entering
the chamber. The present steps are
clearly reconstructed, but the original arrangement would have to have
been somewhat similar in order for
the doorway to communicate with
the original floor level. This chamber, therefore, would be the most
public chamber in the tower and it
would allow for the second-floor
chamber to be reserved for more formal and intimate gatherings. There is
a small latrine chamber at the far end
of the room.
Second floor:

Kilclief Castle. Section E-W. Image from the NIEA on-site display panel. Four storey, with vaulted basement. Unusually steep
and uncomfortable risers on the vice-stair (28-30 cms).

The second-floor chamber, although not ostentatious, is a higher
quality chamber than the first, with
double-seated window embrasures.
lt is heated by a fireplace in the west
wall with a reused 13th century coffin lid as its lintel. The lid is incised
with a cross with a foliated head and
a sword with a pommel. The fireplace is associated with a pointedarched slop-hole in the south wall.
This functional zoning may be related to cooking or reheating food,
though this could only be done in
everyday circumstances, when
guests were not expected to dine in
the chamber. The chamber is large
enough to accommodate an inti-
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Kilclief Castle. Front arch machicolation. One of 3 significant tower houses in Co. Down with the
‘gatehouse’ type entrance facade, the others being Audley’s Castle and Jordan’s Castle in Ardglass.
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Kilclief Castle. Vaulted ground floor with wickerwork centering. Looking west.
mate, but formal, dinner if necessary, but there
are no obvious service rooms and the formal
dinner would require an external kitchen. This
principal chamber could therefore be multi
functional, used for cooking in everyday situations, occasional formal dining and perhaps
even as a chapel with the decorated doubleseated, double ogee-headed, window in the
east wall giving some orientation to the space.
Third floor:
The third floor is unheated and is best viewed
as a bedchamber. The latrine chamber in the
turret at this level does not contain a latrine at
present and it is not clear whether there would
have been a latrine here originally. Graffiti
inscriptions of a cross and foliage are present
on the window embrasure of the north wall at
this level. It is interesting that there isn’t a
formally designed private chapel in this struc-

ture, given its religious affiliations. However,
the parish church of Kilclief was only a short
distance to the west of the tower house.
Gillian Eadie
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