
HISTORY OF THE SITE

Cleeves Riverside Quarter’s appeal is 
not just in its geography, ramping as it 
goes down to Ireland’s greatest river in 
the heart of its third largest city, but its 
character is very much shaped by its 
history. 

It’s a history that is about 
entrepreneurship and employment, 
about social resistance and civic pride. 

Activity on the site dates back to the 
1800s when the Lansdowne Quarry 
opened and the site was identified for 
development as a Flax Factory.  In 1884 
it was purchased by Sir Thomas Cleeve, 
who established  The Condensed Milk 
Company of Ireland. Purpose built 
structures were required to meet the 
power requirements for condensed milk 
production, leading to the building of 
the Engine House, Boiler House and 
Stack. 

The Condensed Milk Company of 
Ireland had, at its height, some 3,000 
employees on its payroll and sourced its 
raw material from 3,000 farmers across 

Ireland. Its exports reached every 
corner of the British Empire. A separate 
factory in Limerick was set up for the 
manufacture of Cleeve’s Toffee.  It was 
believed that company profits reached 
£1m+ during this period.

Away from its industrial history, the site 
became a landmark for social resistance 
in 1919 when it was an epicentre of the 
Limerick Soviet as 15,000 workers took 
strike action against the British Army’s 
declaration of a ‘Special Military Area’. 
The United Trades & Labour Council 
effectively took control of the city, 
ensured the distribution of food, goods, 
utilities and went as far as to issue their 
own currency. 100 years on, Limerick 
Twenty Thirty made the site available 
for an award-winning site-specific 
play, Bread Not Profits, written by local 
playwright Mike Finn, that saw the 
recreation of this powerful moment on 
the very site where it happened. 

Cleeve’s company would never fully 
recover from the industrial action 
and, following the end of WWI, the 

price of milk dropped dramatically, 
affecting company profits also. The 
Irish War of Independence (1919-
1921) then saw many attacks on the 
Factories and Creameries owned by 
Cleeve’s – a symbol of British rule - and 
considerable damage was done to the 
business by these actions. In 1923, the 
company went into liquidation. 

In 1927 The Free State Government 
established a new semi-state body, the 
Dairy Disposal Company, took control of 
the Condensed Milk Company, with the 
Cleeve’s name maintained only through 
the continued operation of the sweet 
factory built adjacent to the main milk 
processing factory. 

The company operated under State 
control until the early 1970s when 
the break-up of the Dairy Disposal 
Company saw transferral of ownership 
of creameries to local farmer 
cooperatives. By 1974 the Condensed 
Milk Company was sold to one of these, 
Golden Vale, a subsidiary of the Kerry 
Group. In 2011 Milk processing stopped 
on the site. 

The site remained vacant until it was 
acquired by Limerick City and County 
Council in 2015 and was added to the 
portfolio of Limerick Twenty Thirty in 
December 2020.
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Executive Summary
The development of the Cleeves Riverside Quarter is a key part of Limerick 2030’s strategic 
aim to ‘plan and develop key strategic sites in Limerick City and County that will act as 
anchors for enterprise and investment development across Limerick.
Limerick 2030 (LTT) have appointed an Architect Led Integrated Design Team (AIDT), led by 
FCB Studios and Bucholz McEvoy, to create design solutions that are both sustainable and 
innovative, that integrate the historic buildings and industrial heritage within the proposed 
development and include a public realm space that relates both to the urban core and the 
River Shannon. Cleeves Riverside Quarter has the capacity to provide a mix of uses such as 
residential, commercial offices, educational and cultural/visitor attraction uses.  The AIDT have 
carried out an extensive design development process including site analysis, investigations 
and feasibility studies to inform the options.

This report has been produced by the AIDT to present the Development Options that have 
emerged during Stage 1 so far.  Development of these options is a major milestone within the 
Stage 1 (Planning Initial) of the Capital Works Management Framework (CWMF) process prior 
to development of the Project Brief.

At the point in time at which these options have been prepared there are still a number of site 
investigations and surveys that are still ongoing, and whose potential impact is thus unknown 
at this point. We have captured the risks associated with these unknowns in the IPMT’s 
Project Risk Register.

In this report we present three development options which have emerged in response to the 
original LTT Brief & objectives. These are a development of the earlier capacity studies that 
were presented to LTT in a previous AIDT report in December 2020, that have been developed 
and tested against the specific constraints of this complex site. 

It should be noted that the site naturally falls into a series of defined character areas.  During 
design development we have identified a series of options for each distinct character area.  
There are many valid permutations and combinations of these character area options.   For 
the sake of presenting a clear set of options we have distilled these combinations down to 
three specific combinations.  However, other combinations might also be considered.

As presented in section 4 of this report, the design team have assessed each option 
according to our set of masterplan principles.  Many uses have been considered and 
discounted, but it can be seen that all three options adopt common scenarios (eg. Residential, 
Commercial, mixed use) for the individual character areas
In general each of the three options presented evaluate well against LTT objectives and the 
Masterplan Principles as developed (further nuances on the relative strengths of each are 
noted in Section 4). As noted, within each option exist sub-options, that could be combined 
in a number of ways, to address factors that are currently unknown (and thus cannot be 
definitively addressed at this stage), and that may impact on the public realm and uses on the 
lower sites (Shipyard, Flaxmill and Quarry).  
Further clarification on the site flood management approach will have implications on the 
appropriateness of sub-options to specific site locations, particularly on either side of North 
Circular Road. Depending on the level of North Circular Road (three alternatives presented), 
each option could be modified - consequent impacts to integrate flood mitigation measures 
and to ensure optimum universal accessibility across the public realm would require further 
study.  These factors may impact on accommodation provision in these areas, as will the 
massing strategy.  In general, lower provision of office space on the Shipyard site (Option 
A) will be more favourable with regard to the impact of the development height on adjacent 
residences, and the potential for permeability across the quarter. 

It is anticipated that further clarity on the viability and suitability in the socio-economic context 
of Limerick of the mix of uses at the core of the Flaxmill site will inform the further development 
of the Project Brief in the next stage of the process, with additional parameters to which to 
respond. In this context there is no clear recommendation at this stage from the design team 
of a preferred option although sub-options addressing different areas of the masterplan within 
the three Options evaluate well against the masterplan principles, and could be combined in a 
number of ways. 
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 Aerial photo of Site, 1960

Phase 1 - Flax (1850 - 1870)

Phase 2 - Flour (1877 - 1884)

Phase 3 - Milk (1881 - 2011)

Cleeves Separating Room

The Flax Mill chimney visible from the Cathedral, c.1870

View from the floating docks towards the site c.1875

Advert for the Condensed Milk Company c.1892

 Photo of Cleeve’s fleet of steam motors. 1908

The Can Making Room c.1900 Aerial photo of Site, 1955

Existing Flaxmill Condition Future of the Flaxmill
Date of Completion - 1853
Record of Protected Structure

The Flax Mill Factory Building is one of the finest surviving examples of early industrial construction in Ireland and is of national significance in 
Ireland’s industrial heritage and integral to Limerick’s visual identity. 

One of the finest Flax Mills in Northern Europe, it is a fifteen bay, four-storey, cut and dressed limestone factory building. It features high profile 
stone cornice and double valley hipped roof with cast iron valley drain surrounded by a raised parapet wall. The building also features architectural 
wrought and cast ironwork, structural cast pillars, brick jack-vaulted ceilings and 60 pane windows. The building is in good condition structurally
and the roof structure retains original features and is in a fair condition. 

The overall existing building condition is poor, however. Repair works are required to prevent further water ingress and deterioration to stop 
irreparable damage happening.

Heritage Fabric as a Catalyst for Re-Use

The Flax Mill presents a key opportunity to revitalise an outstanding and historically
significant building and to kick-start the wider development of the Cleeves site. 

The Cleeves project is an opportunity to combine conservation and regeneration 
solutions of international importance with exemplary design standards. The Flax Mill 
building and Chimney are landmarks in themselves, although they have been inaccessible 
and separated from the life of the community for many years. LTT’s vision is to help 
secure the preservation of buildings of national significance and to assist the enjoyment 
and interpretation of the site by everyone, in a safe and secure environment which 
encourages new social activities.

LTT recognise the clear need for a conservation philosophy and a design ‘vision’ for the 
whole of the site. We are excited by the challenge to meet these needs with a visionary, 
deliverable and sustainable urban design solution and will sensitively design a new use 
for the historic buildings that will respect their historical significance yet turn them to a 
dynamic future. 

The approach needs to deliver on a number of levels, and most importantly:
1. Act as an exemplar for conservation-led regeneration scheme of national and 

international significance.
2. Form part of an economic kick-start to the local economy, offering much wider

benefits and opportunities.
3. Promote the development of a happy, sustainable community integrated within the 

broader social life of Limerick.

The Flax Mill has survived the past two centuries through bold vision, a confidence in 
the value of the buildings and its adaptation to suit the new purpose. We believe that 
enabling the next 100 years of life is now our responsibility and one we will take on with 
excitement, purpose and commitment.

Conservation of the historic buildings is the key design challenge at the heart of this project. Conservation is often referred to as a process of
‘managing change’. In the case of the Main Mill/Factory building, however, we recognise the need for the approach to be focussed on delivery of
a sustainable solution and to safeguard the historic fabric as early as possible in the process. The solution for the building has the potential to 
combine exemplary conservative repair with dynamic new opportunities for the future lives of the buildings.

The Limerick Cleeves site gives us the opportunity to preserve one of the most significant Flax Mills in Northern Europe and creating a new working 
life within and around it. Although very few of the buildings have any statutory protection our view is that they have considerable value as a 
composite range of buildings and would lose that value if too much of the built environment was removed or in any way ‘sanitised’.

The Cleeves factory should remain as the iconic face of Limerick City – especially when viewed from the City Centre on the South bank of the 
Shannon. A new public space can be established on the footprint of the raised platform overlooking the river. The space could still be partially
enclosed by the dress stone walls forming the curtilage of the grouping of heritage buildings or opened out to a new shared surface public realm 
space crossing O’Callaghan Strand and connecting to the river edge.

The Cleeves factory buildings provide an industrial ‘axis’ that would also support a new transformative programme of cultural, education, 
commercial and residential buildings linking the river with the quarry reservoir site beyond. Water would be the central trace of this axis, with a 
series of water features, rills, pools and fountains tracing the linear industrial and ecological axis down towards the Shannon.

The facade of the Flaxmill is a Civic Facade, presented to the city,  It can become the facade of a new public space for Limerick The chimney, a symbol of industry, is transformed into a powerful 
symbol of contemporary industry and sustainability
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RANDOM BUILDING

1854 – Lansdowne Flax Mill / Cleeve’s, Limerick

Constructed as the Lansdowne Spinning and Weaving factory between 1851-54 for John Norris
Russell. The buildings cost in the region of £80,000 and were designed to employ 6,000 workers.

Massive in scale, a fifteen-bay four-storey stone building is extended to south by a ten-bay two-
storey block, and to north by a twenty-three bay single- and two-storey block, to which various
twentieth-century alterations and interventions have been made.

The fine dressed limestone building was later taken over by Cleeve’s and its successor firms.
The Condensed Milk Company of Ireland Limited was an Irish manufacturer of dairy products
and, in its heyday, the largest of its kind in the United Kingdom. Its most famous product was
Cleeve’s Toffee, which continued until 1985 when the company which had purchased the brand
was liquidated
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Heritage: Understanding 
the Assets

Understanding Objectives for the Heritage Assets

Approach to Protected Structures / Heritage 
Buildings:
• We would aim to make as few changes as 

possible to the core historic mill buildings 
-internal and external -in order to preserve and 
enhance their character

Identifying Themes / Principles to Guide 
Redevelopment:
We will aim to enhance the following characteristics 
of the site:
• Geology / water driving industry
• Place of industry
• Place of exchange / heritage
• Buildings as anchor for public realm

Mapping / Collecting Data / Assessing / Surveying 
& Categorising

Conservation of the historic buildings is the key design 
challenge at the heart of this project. Conservation is often 
referred to as a process of ‘managing change’. In the case 
of the Main Mill/Factory building, however, we recognise 
the need for the approach to be focussed on delivery of a 
sustainable solution, and to safeguard the historic fabric as 
early as possible in the process. The solution for the building 
has the potential to combine exemplary conservative repair 
with dynamic new opportunities for the future lives of the 
buildings. 

The Limerick Cleeves site gives us the opportunity to preserve 
one of the most significant flax mills in Northern Europe and 
creating a new working life within and around it. Although 
very few of the buildings have any statutory protection our 
view is that they have considerable value as a composite range 
of buildings and would lose that value if too much of the built 
environment was removed or in any way ‘sanitised’. 

At this stage we have carried out our own assessment of the 
status of the buildings of historic significance.  The annotated 
drawing lists our preliminary estimate of the significance of 
the various buildings and indicates those which would merit a 
full conservation scope of works study as well as those which 
would lend themselves to easier and more flexible conversion. 
. 
We believe we need to aim high in our approach and ensure 
we deliver a solution which maximises retention of historic 
fabric whilst recycling the buildings in a bold, confident and 
imaginative way. Through the structural appraisals undertaken 
by our Structural Engineers, Arup, we know that many of the 
historic buildings are extremely fragile.

We will undertake a thorough process of collecting, measuring 
and assessing:
• Historic Maps: analysis / development of city: river industry
• Historical Use: Flaxmill to Condensed Milk Co. to Toffee 

Factory
• Building Fabric: photo graphic condition survey
• Reports: Conservation Impact Assessment / Structural 

assessment report: assess and update
• Views: Carry out a study to preserve view corridors
• We would review the (2005) industrial archaeological 

evaluation of the Flaxmill procured by LTT and assess 
the requirement for further / updated assessment of the 
industrial heritage buildings and protected structures.

• We will assess the historic buildings in accordance with 
the conservation and industrial archaeology principles set 
out in the Limerick City Development Plan and DoAHG 
Architectural Heritage Protection guidelines.

Risk Identification
There are specific risks associated with the heritage industrial 
buildings which will require careful consideration:

Above: Vaulted arches to the reservoir area

The Main Mill in particular 
demands an approach which 
deals with the complex 
inter-related conservation 
and re-use issues: the 
fragile nature of the frame 
(including fractures), the 
embedded timbers in the 
walls, and finding a way to 
improve natural daylighting 
and ventilation for future 
re-use. All this needs to be 
achieved in a manner which 
is elegant, ‘honest’, and 
worthy as a contribution to 
the life story of the buildings. 
In order to succeed, the 
redevelopment of the site 
demands a combination of 
clear conservation thinking 
and structural expertise.

• Structural instability
• Environmental: contamination / asbestos / lead - test 

/ report
• Economic viability
Setting Ambitious Targets
The masterplan will seek to set ambitious targets in these 
areas:
• Environmental: reuse
• Placemaking: heritage buildings as anchor for public 

realm;
• Phasing: identify meanwhile uses (arts / culture / 

e-sports / technology) to activate site / public interest 
• Connectivity/ views: We recommend a landscape 

and townscape view study to ensure that the 
Cleeves chimney as well as the curved staircase bay 
continues to act as a marker from both sides of the 
river and from distant approaching view corridors. it 
is important to retain some views of the full linear 
extent of the mill from the approach road

Above: The Flaxmill and the Boiler House will frame a new 
active public realm space




