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Introduction 

The following article introduces a new model for the 
preservation of archaeological and architectural heri-
tage within an urban green space by highlighting an 
ongoing project at Blackfriary in Trim, County Meath, 
Ireland. 

Blackfriary, a medieval Dominican friary, was 
founded by Geoffrey de Geneville, Lord of Trim, in 
1263 A.D. The site is located 63 meters above sea 
level on the northern side of the River Boyne in the 
town of Trim within a field approximately 2 hectares 
(4 acres) in size. It is bounded on all sides by houses 

and to the southwest by a supermarket. Despite centu-
ries of neglect, the ruins of the friary remain largely 
intact as a series of hummocks, or low mounds, below 
the modern surface. The field beneath which the re-
mains are located is currently covered in grass and 
scrub. A bank and ditch run north-south through the 
center of the site and may mark the limits of the Friary 
precinct (to the west), while the eastern portion of the 
site was most likely the location of small fields or 
kitchen gardens associated with the Friary. 

The CHAT (Cultural Heritage Amenity Town) 
Concept 

The Blackfriary project is an initiative of the Irish 
Archaeology Field School (www.iafs.ie) and Cultural 
Tourism Ireland (www.culturaltourismireland.ie), 

Figure 1. Trim, a medieval town in County Meath, Ireland, was once the principal town in the Lordship of Meath. It contains Ireland’s finest 
Norman castle and the street pattern of the town is virtually the same as it was in the 14th century. The castle was built by Hugh de Lacy, a 
marcher lord in the late 12th century. When de Lacy was killed in 1186 the Lordship of Meath passed eventually into the control of Hugh’s 
son—Walter de Lacy—who established the town of Trim in the early phases of the Norman conquest—in the period between 1194 and 1199.  

http://www.iafs.ie�
http://www.culturaltourismireland.ie�
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working in partnership with the local community, lo-
cal businesses, and local government authorities. The 
project is a pilot for a movement called CHAT 
(Cultural Heritage Amenity Town) that aims to use 
Ireland’s greatest assets (its culture and its people) to 
build cultural heritage and amenity projects.  

CHAT is founded on the premise that for a town to be 
an attractive destination for visitors, it must first be a 
cherished home for its local community. CHAT uses 
cultural heritage as a driver to connect communities to 
their towns and encourages them to improve their 
towns and cultural assets to attract visitors. The goal is 
to join together a local community and its heritage to 
present a marketable, high-quality experience for visi-
tors that travel to CHAT sites and stay in the area. 

CHAT aims to provide a new vehicle for an innova-
tive and sustainable tourism and education based 
economy centered on local community engagement 
with its heritage. The concept, envisaged by the au-
thors, made it to the final 25 shortlist of over 9,000 
entries in Ireland’s 2010 “Your Country Your Call” 
competition. The project was showcased at the AIA 
Gala in New York City in April 2011 and was 
awarded funding through the Institute’s Site Preserva-
tion Program. 

Archaeological and Historical Background for 
Blackfriary and Trim 

The name Trim is derived from the Irish “Ath Truim” 
meaning “the ford of the elder tree” (Herity, 2001, 
67). The town was established by Walter de Lacy in 
the early phases of the Anglo-Norman conquest of 
Ireland (between 1194 and 1199). Evidence indicates 
the existence of burgages and burgesses in Trim be-
fore 1188 (MacNiocaill 1985, 374-5), but a monastic 
site existed there since at least the sixth century 
(Potterton and Seaver 2009, 37, 54). The town had a 

clearly laid out municipal structure allowing for a de-
gree of self-government. Town officials included a 
portreeve (mayor), a recorder, a town clerk, and two 
sergeants at arms (Lewis 1837, II, 644). 

Trim grew rapidly due to its dual function as a com-
mercial and administrative center for the new lord-
ship. The River Boyne was navigable as far as Trim, 
giving access to the port at Drogheda (Hennessy, 
2004, 3; Potterton, 2005, 157). Agricultural produce 
was brought to the town from the surrounding areas, 
both for processing and transport to the ports, as the 
Norman colonization initiated a rapid increase in the 
production of grain for overseas markets. An annual 
market in Trim attracted buyers and sellers from 
across Europe. 

Geoffrey de Geneville, Lord of Trim, was a French 
nobleman in the service of Henry III of England 
(Potterton 2005, 319). He obtained his title by marry-
ing Matilda, the granddaughter of Walter de Lacy, and 
controlled a wide area known as the Liberty of Trim. 
De Geneville spent his final years at the Friary and 
was buried there in 1314. The Friary was of consider-
able importance and was the location for a meeting of 
Irish bishops in 1291 and for Parliamentary meetings 
in 1446 and 1491 (Hennessey 2004, 10). It was sup-
pressed in 1540 with the church cloister, chancel and 
other properties being sold to the Bishop of Meath. A 
belfry, chapter house, dormitory, hall, three chambers, 
a kitchen, a pantry, and a stable are mentioned in his-
torical records dating to 1541. The Friary also held 72 
acres of estate land.  

Figure 2. Exposing the Friary  

Figure 3. A skeleton being excavated in 2011.  
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In 1988 a geophysical survey was carried out by Pro-
fessor William Kennedy of Florida Atlantic Univer-
sity which suggested a layout for the Friary buildings 
(Kennedy 1989). The position of the Friary cemetery 
to the southwest of the Church was confirmed by re-
cent excavations arising from town redevelopment 
works which uncovered eleven burials (Seaver et al. 
2009). 

The Archaeological Excavations at Blackfriary 

The Irish Archaeology Field School (IAFS) com-
menced research at Blackfriary in 2010, undertaking 
geophysical and topographical surveys in an attempt 
to determine the extent of the Friary’s ruins. The re-
sults of the geophysical survey were hampered by 
metalliferous debris scattered over the site due to ille-
gal dumping. However, the topographical survey suc-
cessfully located and delineated the remains of the 
friary buildings. 

Archaeological excavations started in the summer of 
2010, with the participation of over 40 students from 
Australia, Britain, Canada, Italy, Ireland, and the 
United States. Students who attended for at least two 
weeks were eligible for university credits through 
Dublin City University. In addition, a number of local 
enthusiasts and cultural heritage tourists joined the 
team. 

Two excavation units targeted the area of the church 
with visible pieces of collapsed masonry. Excavations 
uncovered the remains of in situ walls that likely 
formed part of a belfry tower adjoining the church on 
its north side. Fragments of medieval pottery, some 
iron objects, small pieces of plaster (some of which 
had traces of paint), and two fragments of stained 
glass were recovered. 

The presence of a tower was confirmed by the loca-
tion of two masonry plinths. Remains of the super-
structure consisting of large pieces of masonry from a 
spiral staircase were also found as was a relieving arch 
that would have supported a second storey. Prelimi-
nary examination of these remains suggests that the 
tower may have been square, about 4.4 meters in ex-
ternal width, and may have been accessed from the 
domestic range to the northwest of the church. The 
recovery of human bone from various layers of rubble 
fill and from a possible floor level suggests that there 
was a great deal of disturbance to the floor of the 
church, where it is likely that a number of burials oc-
curred. 

The presence of painted plaster and stained glass con-
firms that the church was well appointed. Other con-
temporary sites where stained glass and painted plas-
ter fragments have been found include the Cistercian 
foundation at Tintern Abbey (Lynch 2010) and the 
Augustinian Friary at Kells (Clyne 2007).  

The 2011 season commenced in May, and as of the 
writing of this article, work is ongoing with both inter-
national and Irish students and non-professional en-
thusiasts, such as locals and tourists. The highlights of 
the excavations so far have been the discovery of the 
south wall of the cloister (including the well preserved 
southwest corner and sizeable pieces of beautifully 
dressed columns and capitals from the cloister arcade) 
and numerous burials including the intact skeleton of 
a 10-12 year old juvenile found within the cloister 
garth under just 20 centimeters of topsoil. The skeletal 
remains uncovered to date are fascinating as they raise 
questions about how long the site was used as a grave-
yard by the people of Trim. Perhaps, after the dissolu-
tion of the monasteries, Blackfriary was the only con-
secrated ground available to the local Catholic popula-
tion for burial. 

Figure 5. Osteoarchaeologist Ciara Travers discusses the human 
juvenile burial. 

Figure 4. Field School Director Finola O'Carroll (center) discusses 
findings with two students. 
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Blackfriary as a Model CHAT Site 

The Blackfriary site and the town of Trim, 45 minutes 
north of Dublin, are an ideal pilot for the development 
of the CHAT concept. Trim, an historic town with a 
largely intact medieval street pattern is located in the 
heart of County Meath, the heritage capital of Ireland, 
which contains an incredibly rich archaeological and 
historical heritage, including the UNESCO World 
Heritage Site of Brú na Bóinne (Newgrange, Knowth 
and Dowth). The town boasts a wonderful array of 
upstanding archaeological features, including a con-
served castle, which was used in the filming of Brave-
heart. 

Blackfriary is located at the northern outskirts of the 
town of Trim. The site has been derelict since the 
eighteenth century. Although it is owned by the Town 
Council, the presence of archaeological remains cou-
pled with a lack of funds meant that it was not possi-
ble to realize the site’s potential as an asset. 

The Blackfriary project is attempting to address this 
situation. Excavations at Blackfriary by the IAFS over 

a 10-15 year period will bring over 1,500 archaeology 
and anthropology students to the town of Trim. In 
addition, through Cultural Tourism Ireland, interested 
individuals, groups, and families can also participate 
in the excavations, where they will experience the 
same training and sense of discovery as the students. 

The remains of the friary and associated buildings 
exposed by the excavations will be the focus of a con-
servation program that will provide accredited training 
for architectural conservation students. These excava-
tions and conservation efforts will allow the footprint 
of the site to be presented to the public along with 
information panels and displays that will provide ex-
planations and interpretations for the visitors. The 
results of the excavation will also be distributed in 
various formats, from social media such as blogs and 
Facebook, to peer reviewed journals. 

The role of the archaeological team is to identify, as-
sess, and delimit the archaeological remains on the 
site. Through liaising with the relevant authorities, the 
most appropriate course of action for the various find-

Figure 6. County Meath—Ireland’s Heritage Capital.  County Meath was once the territory of the High Kings of Ireland.  Some of the most 
important historic sites and monuments are located within the county and virtually every important aspect of Irish history from prehistoric 
times is associated with the county. 
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ings will be determined, be it preservation in-situ, 
conservation, or full excavation (preservation by re-
cord). This process will allow for areas of green-space 
to be handed over to the local community over time. 
The local community will be able to use the space in 
manner that realizes the economic and educational 
potential of Blackfriary such that the site will become 
an amenity and attraction for the local community, 
students, and tourists, both during the excavations and 
in the future. 

The Local Community and the Amenity Potential 
of the Site 

The CHAT concept encourages the local community 
to connect with the rich cultural heritage of the town 
to ensure the preservation of the archaeological re-
mains and to realize the economic and educational 
potential of the site. The excavations at the site are 
already well known and welcomed within the town. 
Engagement in the project is being achieved through 
encouraging the local community to visit and even 
participate in excavations and by undertaking a pro-
gram of outreach events and public consultation. 

By engaging the local community, the authors plan to 
tap into the enormous potential for the development of 
the remainder of the field as an amenity for the town 
and as a tourist attraction. Whilst some possible uses 
are presented here to illustrate the amenity potential of 
this green space (Figure 7), one of the key concepts of 
the CHAT model is that these decisions be made by 
the local community. To achieve this, a Blackfriary 
committee is being established comprising representa-
tives from local residents, local businesses, commu-
nity groups, the local authority, and the archaeological 
team. It is intended that this committee will take the 
lead in planning and implementing the various phases 
of site development, including the raising of funds 
required to achieve this. 

Conclusion 

Undertaking a research excavation at the site over a 
10-15 year time frame is a wonderful opportunity to: 

Uncover and preserve the archaeological and 
architectural remains of the Friary and further 
our understanding of this period of history, 

Figure 7. Blackfriary aerial image showing possible future uses of the site.  Ultimately, the community will decide how to adapt the space. 
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 Provide training for a generation of archaeolo-
gists from Ireland and around the world, 

Engage the local community in a positive way 
by encouraging active participation in the re-
search, 

Attract enthusiasts who wish to re-engage with 
their ‘inner archaeologist’, by facilitating their 
participation, not just as observers, but as exca-
vators as well. 

Additionally, presenting Blackfriary as a CHAT site 
will integrate the archaeological site with the town in 
a way that will ensure its long-term protection. The 
exact nature of how the space is used will evolve from 
the wishes of the local community combined with the 
need to preserve and protect the archaeological and 
architectural remains of the Friary. The vision of 
CHAT is for the inhabitants of Trim to see the Black-
friary site, currently a derelict space, as an asset and 
compatible with community use. In the future, we 
hope this model can be extended to historic towns 
throughout Ireland. 
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