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Townlands: Milltown and Kiltanon
Altitude 37 m AOD

Length 700 m

ABSTRACT
The Tomeens of Tulla comprise a series of sliorl river caves located in a limestone inlicr in the
drift-covered lowlands ofeaslern County Clare. There are ten caves Spanning a 500 m long section

of a tributary of the Hell River. The eaves are separated from each other by surface collapses which
leave 30% of the river cour.se open In the sky. Two slrcani oxbows ami a complex of dry oxbows
and side passages add to the overall length of Ihe system.

INTRODUCTION
The Tomeens are located in the limestone lowlands of east Clare, some 14 km

east of Ennis and 2.8 km north-west of Tuila (Figure 1). The caves form part
of the boundary between the lownlands of Kiltanon and Milltown.
The Tomeens were far more popular in the early part of this century and in
previous centuries than they arc today. They were the best known of the Clare

caves and possibly the most famous caves in all Ireland. J. Lloyd, in his book
A Short Tour in the County Clare 1780 (1986) gives them such lavish praise that

he bids the'"Literati and Curious, alter taking the Continental Tour of Europe . . .
(to) View and touch upon the truely Subterraneous and really Un-artificial
Curiosities of the To-mines." The rich and influential Molony family, who owned
Kiltanon House, received many visitors to the Tomeens and in the last century
are said to have held music concerts at the caves. Such social gatherings have

passed into folklore and Kiltanon House has become a ruin. The picnickers who
used to cycle from Limerick now go elsewhere by car.

The Victorian geologist Kinahan also gave exaggerated praise to the Tomeens
but their "unforgettable magnificence1' was put brusquely into perspective by
the great French caver E.A. Martel, who visited the area as part of his subterranean

campaign of 1895. Martel includes two very fine sketches of the Tomeens in his

book Irelande et cavernes anglaises (1897) and berates the Baddeley Guide for
its failure to mention the splendid Kiltanon estate. His opinion of the caves was
less flattering, comparing them unfavourably with those of his homeland. Most

modern cavers would agree with Martel that the Tomeens arc pleasant but quite
modest caves, the pleasure of a visit owing more to the peacefulness and beauty
of the natural surroundings than to the sporting aspect of the caves. Lloyd (1986)
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commented on the abundant wildlife that frequented the estate and it is still possible
today to see otters.

GALWAY

km

Figure 1. County Clare, The Tomeens are 2.8 km north west of Tulla.
The most convenient access to the Tomeens is no longer through the Kiltanon
estate, but from a farmhouse on the Milltown side of the river. An easy walk

of 400 m across fields leads to a narrow ribbon of woodland that marks the course
of the underground stream. Two possible sources have been given for the name
"Tomcens". Coleman (1965) believed it to be a corruption of "Polleens" (small
holes) and refers to a very similar series of small river caves in Co. Donegal
called "Pullans". This derivation is the most widely quoted, but Spellissy and
O'Brien (1987) suggested "tomhaidhm" (a bursting forth of water).

THE TOMEEN RIVER

The Tomeen River is known by many names: the Kiltannon River (Spcllisy
and O'Brien, 1987; Halpin 1990), the Killtannan and Milltown River (Lloyd,

1986) and the River Ardsollus (Martel, 1897, quoting the geologist Kinahan).
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On the 1:10560 series map (1914 revision) it is called the Tomeen River and this
name is used here. The map also gives the correct spelling for the town land
Kiltanon, through which the river flows.
The Tomeen River rises on the south side of Maghera (Knockannis) Hill, the
most southerly and at almost 400 m, the highest of the Slicve Aughty mountains.

The Slieve Aughty mountains are an anticlinal dome of impervious Lower
Palaeozoic and Old Red Sandstone rocks, but the geology is largely masked by
heather and peat bog. Tributaries gather from a large area of the southern flank
of Maghera Hill and become a substantial small river before reaching the limestone
lowlands to the south. The limestone here is Tournaisian in age (the lower part
of the Carboniferous Limestone Series) and therefore older than the Visean rocks
of the Burren. The Burren is a classic karst landscape, but the lowland limestones

of cast Clare are largely covered by a layer of glacial drift, providing rich farmland.
The topography of the limestone lowlands is gentle and the streams flow on
the surface in shallow valleys. The few caves that are known are found where

streams have exposed the Hanks of small limestone bluffs protruding through the
drift. The Tomeen River is a typical example, with the dry valley of the original
river course skirting the limestone bluff on its northern side. The Tomccns can
therefore be regarded as an underground meander of the Tomeen River, and the
dry valley as a surface oxbow.

Beyond the limestone bluff the Tomcen River joins in quick succession the
Hell River, the Rine River and then the lower Fergus River as it becomes estuarine
and enters the Shannon.

THE CAVES
On (he southern boundary of the Kiltanon estate, the swiftly-flowing Tomcen

River enters a low limestone bluff, the lop of which is level with the fields that
lie to the south. The stream passage is six metres high and the same in width,
but less than three metres of limestone separate the cave roof from the ground
surface. This first tomecn is 45 m in length, but within a few metres of the stream

going underground the left wall of the cave is breached by a surface run-in

(Figure 2). At this run-in, a dry crawling passage to the left provides an unpleasant
oxbow to the stream route while to the right, opposite the run-in there is a
handsomely sculpted oxbow of much roomier proportions. The right-hand oxbows
of the first tomeen are the most interesting of all the lomeen dry passages and

provide a variety of routes to a ledge above the stream and to several dry entrances.
At the end of the first tomeen, the stream emerges into a much larger window
in the limestone and turns abruptly to the west. Exactly above this bend in the

stream a small dry passage can be seen in the left bank, but this passage soon
becomes very low. The stream immediately enters the second tomeen, 30 m long

and with a distinct bedding cave ledge on its right bank. At the back of this ledge
a low oxbow can be found from which a very low and smelly passage leads to
the north. This oxbow would appear to be popular with otters.
At the end of the second tomeen the stream emerges briefly into daylight before
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Figure 2. Plan Survey of the Totneens
passing under a 7 m long rock arch, richly festooned with ivy. A high oxbow
on the left links the second and third tomeens. The fourth tomeen has an elegant
cross-section, with protruding tongues of rock and undercut ledges (Figure 3).
It is 23 m long and has deep water.

The fifth tomeen is 78 m long but there has been a substantial collapse of the
left wall which now almost divides the tomccn in two. Daylight floods through
the cave from both ends and from the middle. The passage height is a little lower
than the upstream tomcens, around 4 m, but the cave is correspondingly wider.

Most of this width is due to a roof-level bedding cave on the stream left and in
the region of collapse the passage may have been \5 m wide. Most of this collapsed

