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XXV. Obfervations on the Round Towers in Ireland,
by the Rev. Thomas Harmer of Watesfield,. Suflolk,
in a Letter to the Rev. George Afhby, B.D. F.AS.

Read March 5, 178g.

REev. SiRr,

O U doubtlefs remember the papers in the firft volume of
| the Archzologia relating to thofe antique flender towers
which are found belonging to fome old churches in Scotland
and Ireland, but generally at fome diftance from them, and
which, though lofty, were not capable of holding bells of any
fize. Very different {fentiments were entertained of the ufes they
were defigned for: {ome fuppofing they were intended for
watch-towers : fome, for places of refuge to which she people
might repair on any {fudden alarm ; fuome, as places of penance.
The conjeltures of others differed from all thefe. The enquiries
of the learned, after all, terminated in uncertainty ; and I found
the uneafinefs of fuch a ftate, without expetting ever to meet
with any thing fatisfactory upon the point.
The only fure way of determining the matter feemed to be,

¢ither
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either fome anthentic account of the ufes zow made of fuch
buildings, by {uch as entertain the fame, or nearly the fame,
appreherfions of religion, whic! the Scotch and Irith did, when
thefe towers were built ; or a clear defcription of the ufe fore
merly made of them, by the ancient hiftorians of eftablithed re-
putation of thofe times, and thofe countries, I did not expeét to
me.t with ezzher of thefe ; but lately running over two volumes
of l-tiers, giving an account of feveral foreign parts, publithed
this ycar by S7.nzor Lifignan, a Greek, (who after the affair of
Al Bey tock refuge in England, and publithed an accouut of
Al’’s revolt fome time fince), I there found a paflage, in an
Appendix to thofe letters, giving a defcription of the Holy-land,
which afforded me more {atisfaétion concerning thefe Towers
than, 1 confefs, I ever expelted to find.

In that Appendix he tells us, that the brook Cedron runs
along a valley S. L. from Jerufalem ; and winding with a fer-
pentine courfe, between many rocky hills, ends in the Dead fea,
That about fix miles diftance from Jerufalem, oo each fide of
the brook, are large caves, either formed by nature, or heqped
out of the folid rock, formerly inhabited by hermits, which
grottoes continue to the end of it, about 12 or 14 miles from
Jerufalem. ‘That among thefe is a grotto (in which the three
wife men are faid to have taken up a temporary abode in their
return from Bethlehem), which, 1 the latter end of the 4th
century, was inhabited by Theodofius, chief of the hermits,
and at length became a convent, which 1s now 1 ruins. That
to the S. E. of this place, about a mile diftant, is the prefent
monaftery of St. Sabba, built on the clift of a hill clofe to the

brook, furrounded with a {tone-wall, 8 feet-thick, and 26
high,
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high, in circumference above a mile. ¢¢ Ou the outfide of the
¢« walls, and on the weft, is a {quare tower of three {tories,
« and twelve yards in diameter, 1n which two or three hermits
¢¢ fhut themfelves, who live in a very auftere manner. On the
« upper flory is a bell, which, whenever any vifiters come
«“ from Jerufalem, is rung to give notice to the door-keeper of the
« convent for their reception. On the fame quarter is the gate
¢t of the monaftery, which 15 kept always locked, on account
«¢ of the Arabs, who are very troublefome to the fociety of
¢ this convent[a].”

Now by this account it appears, that the great defign of this
detached tower was to give timely notice of the approach of

firangers, in a country very much harraffed by the Arabs that
live 1n 1t under tents, and who are very troublcfome ‘to the

more {fettled inhabitants ; which is done by a bell from the
upper ftory, from whence was the moft extenfive profpeét. . But
along with this it feems to be put to another ufe, being inha-
bited by perfons who live in a very auftere manner, in other
words doing penance. But it appears not to be ufed as a place
of refuge, for people to retire to in times of danger; nor could
it be wanted for that purpofe, the monaftery, which is near it,
being fo ftrong, and at the fame time fo capacious ; nor could it
be wanted to call people to their devotions, there being no other
perfons, it {feems, to be fummoned, but thofe inclofed within
the walls of the convent, in-this retired place.

Satisfaltory, however, as this account appears to be in ge-
peral, a more diftinét and particular one as to fome circum-

[2] Vol. IL. p. 160—163.
ftances
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{tances being wanted, I thought it might be right, as I had
fome little knowledge of the author of this account, to confult
him as to fome circumf{tances; and he very obligingly commus
nicated to me the following eclairciffements, in two lctters which
I recetved from him.

He tells me that the mode of living of the Hermits, as he
calls them, in the tower, is more {cvere, as fo diet, than of.
thofe in the convent, though that, I believe, you will think,
{ufficiently auftere. He had informed the world, 1u his printed
account, that thofe who live in the monaftery are in number
from 20 to 0. Thefe, he faid, ¢ tafte victuals once a day,
¢ which, in general, 1s bread and-pulfe, or greens boiled, with-
¢t out any oil or butter, except on Saturdays and Sundays: on
¢¢ thefe two days they are indulged with rice and butter, and
¢« fometimes with falt-fith, as they never eat any kind of ficfh.
¢¢ Their drink-alfois water, except on the aforefaid days, 1n which
«¢ every one has half a pint of wine[4].” Butasto thofe in the
tower, the firft letter I received from him on this {fubject, dated
Sept. 11, 1783, affures me, that-zhey, « who feldom exceed the
¢« humber of zhree, abide there willingly, and for their provifion
¢« have bifcuit and pﬁlfe,. which 1s made ufe of every other
“ day, Therr drink.is.water from the ciltern, wbichis in the tower.
¢ Their diet and life is rather more auftere than that of thofe
¢ in the monaftery, as zhey eat once a day, while thefe every
¢ other other day : their work.1s prayers and meditation on {a-
¢« cred books, as likewife 1s that of thofe of the monaftery,

¢ except a few, who employ themfelves at leifure-hours in

[6] P. 104,
¢ CQm
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«« copying books.” Eating only once every other day 1s cer-
tainly a greater mortification than eating once every day ; and
when we add to this the care of watching the approach of
ftrangers, their fituation 1s confiderably more painful than that
of thofe in the convent. Whether this fort of penance 1s vo-
luntarily infli¢ted on themfelves, or only voluntarily {ubmitted
to, in confequence of the chaftifing power of the {uperior of
the convenr, is not, I think, perfeétly clear from Signior Lu-
ficnan’s account : probably their retirement to the tower might
be fometimes owing to the one caufe, fometimes to the other.
It muft certainly be voluntary in one fenfe, fince they could have
left the tower when they pleafed.

This tower, the letter farther informed me, 1s built on focky
ground, and Aigher than that on which the monaftery ftands.
Its diftance more than 50 yards towards the W, of it [c].

The beight of the door of the tower belonging to St. Sabba
is a circumf{tance, in which it appears to agree with the Scotch
and Irith towers : for he fays, in this letter, ¢ the entrance to it
¢¢ 1s by a ftone ftair-cafe of 1 4 fteps, and is diftant from the walls
“ of the tower about 12 feet. On the top of the ftair-cafe is

“ a drawbridge, which communicates with the door of the
¢¢ tower, to which are chains fixed on each fide, and it is hoifted

¢ up from the infide of the door, and never let down except
¢¢ neceflity requires.”

In his printed account he obferves, that, ¢ in the 7th century,
¢¢ the nation called Abares, @ Saracen tribe, maflacred fourteen

[4] Itisto be remembered here, his mealures are given only from recolleéion,
therefore may not be perfeétly exat.

4 ¢¢ thoufand

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. INSEAD, on 23 Sep 2018 at 11:08:25, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/5026134090002470X


https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S026134090002470X

Myr. HARMER on the Round Towers m Ireland, 272

thoufand hermits, who inhabited the banks of this brook {41,
He enlarges the account of this matter in this letter: ¢¢ The
¢ monaftery was built in the beginning of the 6th century, as
¢¢ likewife the tower, which, I think, in former times ferved
¢¢ as a guard-houfe to this convent, as the tribe of Abares were
¢ very troublefome in that time to the fociety. The Arabs, at
¢¢ prefent, though troublefome 1n atking daily food from the
¢¢ Society, which yet as they obtain their requeft, never at-
“ tempt to moleft the walls to break in.,” But though they do
not attempt to {cale the walls, they may be very perplexing ftill,
by intercepting the caravans that bring them corn or bifcuit, and
other provifions, and might feizé on the religious whenever their
occafions led them beyond the walls of St, Sabba, as the Arabs
about Mount Sinai are wont to behave towards the celebrated
monaftery there [e].

One would be apt to think, from what 1s faid in the printed
account, p. 163, that there was a bell 7z the upper ftory of
the tower, which was rung to give notice of the approach of
ftrangers ; but Lufignan explains the matter otherwife. In this
letter he fays, that ¢ from one of the uppermoft windows
¢« of the towers 1s a wire which communicates to the mo-
<« naftery ; on the end of it is a fe//. When the hermits fpy
¢ any company coming from Jerufalem, they pull it to give no-
¢ tice to the Society to open the gate, as it is always bolted up,
«¢ and they never open it except on {imilar occations.”

Nor is this bell ufed, it feems, for any other purpofes, at
lealt not to call people to their devotions there, as he hastold

rd] Cedron, p. 170.

[¢] See Dr. Shaw’s Travels, 0. 438, 439, 4to. Ed.
Vor. IX. N n me
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me in another letter, which I received after that of Sept. 11,
¢¢ The monafteries of St. Sabba are called to prayers by the clerk,
¢ not by the found of the bell, as it is not permitted n thofe
¢ parts of the Turkith dominions, but by knocking at [on] a
¢ long board made on purpofe, in which time all are gathered
¢ in the Cyriacon, or great church, and not 1n the chapels,”
except on the days of the different faints, to which, as he in-
formed me in very broken Englifh, the chapels were dedi-
cated. ‘The tower then is not now made ufe of for the calling
a congregation to worfhip by the found of a dell, or any other
inferument of mufic, or by an buman voice, for which laft purpofe
the Mohammedans built their minarets[ /], It could not have been
defigned for fuch a purpofe at firft (which, 1if it was in the be=-
ginning of the-6th century, was not only before they were
over-awed by the Mohammedan power, but before Mohammed
mtroduced his new religion), for in fuch a cafe it would have
been more commodioufly built in the middle of the convent, the
religious there being the only people to be called, the country
round about-being then, as it 1s now, uninhabited [g7}, except by
the hermits, who had chapels of their own adjoining to their
cells, whofe ruins may yet be féen there {5]. It was on account
of the folitude of the place they chofe to make their habitation
in that part of the country,

It 1s fortunate that Signior Lufignan has given an account of
this tower, having frequently vifited the place when in the Holy-

[/1 Very flender towers belonging to their Mofques.

[g] See p. 171, where lie calls it a W ildernefs formerly inhabited,
[A] P.161s |

land,
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land, fince he does not, he tells me i1n thefe letters, recolle&
that he ever {uw any other tower of this kind 7 that countryy or
any where elfe. exce pt on Mount Aihos.
No churches, puhaps, are to be found:in England, that are

entire, whofe ereciion was prior to the mt{odu&mn of bells, t

call people to worfhip; but, if there thoild be fuch found, thefc
facred towers, .con:monly called fteeples, may be: found adjoin-
ing ‘to, or pretty near them, either built as watch-towers, or,
1f-in places where no dangers were apprchended for ornament,
fuch watch-towers havmg ftruck them as a beauty. It is cer=
tain, in our more-embellithed churches, two, or thiee, or per-
haps more of thefe towers have been built, .and.could net-all be
:atended for the reception of bells.

}am, Sir,
Watesfield, Suffolk, Your faithful humble {ervant,
Oct. 7, 1738, THOMAS HARMER.

Nn 2 XXVL
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