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‘And so to this day, as remains and traces of ancient times, you will find here many 
trenches, very high and round and often in groups of three, one outside of the other, 
as well as walled forts which are still standing, although now empty and abandoned’ 
 

Giraldus Cambrensis 



 

Abstract 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

This study of the ringforts of the Loop Head peninsula is presented in two parts. The first comprises 

eight chapters detailing the research and analyses undertaken, the second being a series of four 

gazetteers detailing the 244 known, presumed and suspected ringforts within the study area. 

 

Chapter 1 presents a general introduction to the study area. Chapter 2 details the availability of 

research material for the ringforts of the Loop Head area. This chapter also includes a review of the 

field survey and assesses its completeness. Chapter 3 examines the physical environment of the 

study area. Chapter 4 presents a general review of ringfort morphology, function and dating. Chapter 

5, examines the surveyed data using various forms of correlation, along with nearest neighbour 

analysis and the chi-square test. The completeness of the known distribution is then assessed. The 

statistical approach is continued in Chapter 6 when the data is subjected to the multivariate approach 

of cluster analysis. The aim of this chapter is to formulate a basic, hierarchical classification scheme 

for the ringforts of the Loop Head peninsula. In an attempt to explore the archaeological validity of 

these clusters, the data was examined using principal components analysis and these results tested 

using computer-intensive randomisation tests of significance. Chapter 7 attempts to reconstruct the 

Early Christian patterns of settlement and society for the study area. This is based on the results of 

the statistical analyses conducted in Chapters 5 and 6; combined with the information available from 

the corpus of Early Christian literature. Chapter 8 gives a general summation and conclusions. The 

limitations of the research are assessed and areas of future research are identified. 
 

 
 



 

Table of contents 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
List of figures ix 
List of appendices xii 
List of plates xiii 
List of maps xiv 
List of abbreviations xv 
Acknowledgments 1998 & 2011 xvii 
Preface to the 1998 edition xviii 
Preface to the 2011 edition xx 
  
Error! No table of contents entries found.  
Chapter 1: Introduction 1 
1.1 General Introduction 1 
1.2 Aims of the study 1 
1.3 The study area 1 
1.4 Conduct of the work and the methods employed 2 
1.5 Landscape archaeology: a review of research in Britain and Ireland 2 
1.6 Summary 14 
  
Chapter 2: Archaeological information on the Loop Head peninsula: A 
review of the sources and a history of the research 

15 

2.1 Cartographic sources 15 
2.2 Published sources 16 
2.3 Photographic sources 19 
2.4 Unpublished and miscellaneous sources 19 
2.5 Results of the field survey 20 
2.6 Summary 21 
  
Chapter 3: The physical environment of the Loop Head peninsula 22 
3.1 Geology 22 
3.2 Soils 22 
3.3 Relief and drainage 27 
3.4 Climate 28 
3.5 Vegetational history 29 
3.6 Summary and conclusions 31 
  
Chapter 4: General review of the ringforts 33 
4.1 Introduction 33 
4.2 Morphology 33 
4.3 Origins and chronology 43 
4.4 Function 47 
4.5 Economy 51 
4.6 Distribution 61 
4.7 Summary 66 
  
Chapter 5: Primary statistical analyses of the monuments 67 
5.1 Introduction 67 
5.2 Variables employed in the analyses 67 
5.3 The product-moment correlation coefficient 82 
5.4 Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient 85 
5.5 Nearest neighbour analysis 87 
5.6 The completeness of the distribution 93 
5.7 The chi-square test 97 
5.8 Summary and conclusions 105 



 

viii 

  
Chapter 6: Multivariate analyses of the monuments 107 
6.1 Introduction 107 
6.2 Cluster analysis 107 
6.3 Principal components analysis 119 
6.4 Randomisation tests of the data 129 
6.5 Summary and conclusions 130 
  
Chapter 7: Towards a reconstruction of Early Christian settlement and 
society for the Loop Head peninsula 

132 

7.1 Introduction 132 
7.2 Analysis of detailed study areas 132 
7.3 Discussion of the distributional pattern 152 
7.4 Early Christian settlement and society 154 
7.5 A functional and distributional settlement model 158 
7.6 An hypothetical model of Early Christian settlement and society 160 
7.7 Summary 163 
  
Chapter 8: General conclusions and summation 166 
8.1 General conclusions and summation 166 
8.2 Limitations of the study and future research 170 
  
Volume II  
Gazetteer of ringforts 173 
Gazetteer of destroyed earthworks 233 
Gazetteer of unclassified enclosures 241 
Gazetteer of sites known from aerial photography 247 
Appendices 254 
Plates 287 
Maps 291 
Bibliography 329 
 
 

 



 

ix 

List of Figures 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Fig. 3.1 Comparison between percentages of various soil types on the Loop 
Head peninsula vs. the whole of County Clare 

24 

Fig. 3.2 Comparison between percentages of various soil series on the Loop 
Head peninsula vs. the whole of County Clare 

24 

Fig. 3.3 Summary of pollen diagrams showing Iron Age Lull followed by 
prolonged human activity from c.250AD 

30 

  
Fig. 4.1 Degree to which external banks are exceeded in height by internal 
ramparts on the Loop Head peninsula 

35 

Fig. 4.2 Comparison of percentages of univallate ringforts in various parts of 
Ireland for which data is available 

36 

Fig. 4.3 Comparison of percentages of sites without evidence for external 
fosses in various parts of Ireland 

39 

Fig. 4.4 Comparison of percentages of ringforts with generally easterly 
orientations of entrance features 

41 

Fig. 4.5 Internal diameters of ringforts on the Loop Head peninsula as a 
percentage of overall diameters 

42 

Fig. 4.6 Radiocarbon and dendrochronological dating evidence from ringforts 
and associated sites 

46 

Fig. 4.7 Sketch plan of unenclosed house site, Kilbaha South 48 
Fig. 4.8 Postulated progression from introduction of dairying to expansion of 
agriculture in Early Christian Ireland 

52 

Fig. 4.9 Summary of free status from the law tracts 58 
Fig. 4.10 Comparisons of ringfort densities in various regions of Ireland 62 
Fig. 4.11 Model of Early Christian settlement in south-west Antrim 64 
Fig. 4.12 Proposed model of Early Christian settlement based on analysis of 
distributional patterns on the Loop Head peninsula 

65 

  
Fig. 5.1 Maximum internal diameter of ringforts 68 
Fig. 5.2 Maximum internal diameter of ringforts, including estimated diameters 
from overgrown sites 

68 

Fig. 5.3 Maximum external diameter of ringforts 69 
Fig. 5.4 Degree of vallation of all ringforts 70 
Fig. 5.5 Maximum height of external bank (1) of ringforts 70 
Fig. 5.6 Maximum height of external bank (2) of ringforts 71 
Fig. 5.7 Maximum depth of fosse of ringforts 72 
Fig. 5.8 Orientations of known entrance features 72 
Fig. 5.9 Slope of land on which ringforts are situated 73 
Fig. 5.10 Aspect of land on which ringforts are situated 74 
Fig. 5.11 Height above sea level of univallate and bi/multivallate ringforts 75 
Fig. 5.12 Nearest neighbour distances 76 
Fig. 5.13 Centrality index for ringforts 77 
Fig. 5.14 Table comparing observed vs. expected numbers of ringforts, based 
on the percentages of land available within each centrality index zone 

77 

Fig. 5.15 Histogram showing the percentage of ringforts in each of the ten 
centrality index zones vs. the expected values from a random scatter of points 
within a townland. 

78 

Fig. 5.16 Distance to townland centre 79 
Fig. 5.17 Distance to ecclesiastical centre 79 
Fig. 5.18 Numbers of ringforts associated with individual soil types 82 
Fig. 5.19 Scattergram of product moment correlation coefficient of distance to 
nearest neighbour with maximum internal diameter 

84 

Fig. 5.20 Results of nearest neighbour analysis from ringforts and related sites 94 
Fig. 5.21 Results of nearest neighbour analysis from related sites of possibly 94 



 

x 

early Christian date 
Fig. 5.22 Line-graph showing the variations in returned r values from nearest 
neighbour analysis over a number of site types and the various recalibrations to 
the data 

95 

Fig. 5.23 Results of regular nearest neighbour analysis in comparison with 
experimental analysis, allowing for slope 

96 

Fig. 5.24 Tabulated data of observed vs. Expected frequencies of ringforts in 
relation to soil types 

98 

Fig. 5.25 Tabulated results of chi - square test with Yates’ continuity correction 
on normal and combined categories of soil types 

101 

Fig. 5.26 Observed vs. Expected frequencies of ringforts re-categorised by 
great soil group 

101 

Fig. 5.27 Tabulated results of chi - square test and Yates continuity correction 
on great soil groups 

102 

Fig. 5.28 Histogram of observed vs. Expected occurrences of ringforts on the 
various great soil groups 

102 

Fig. 5.29 Tabulated results of chi - square test and with Yates’ continuity 
correction for related earthwork sites 

103 

Fig. 5.30 Histogram of observed vs. Expected occurrences of ringforts and 
related sites on the various great soil groups 

103 

Fig. 5.31 Revised histogram of observed vs. Expected occurrences of ringforts 
on the various great soil groups, re-categorised to indicate site location within 
0.5km of brown earths and brown podzolics 

105 

  
Fig. 6.1 Variables used in the cluster analysis procedure 110 
Fig. 6.2 Dendrogram of the last five cycles of ‘Ward’s Method’ for cluster 
analysis 

111 

Fig. 6.3 Cluster I: F-ratios and T-values 112 
Fig. 6.4 Cluster I Soils 112 
Fig. 6.5 Cluster II: F-ratios and T-values. 113 
Fig. 6.6 Cluster II Soils. 114 
Fig. 6.7 Cluster III: F-ratios and T-values 114 
Fig. 6.8 Cluster III Soils 116 
Fig. 6.9 Cluster IV: F-ratios and T-values 117 
Fig. 6.10 Cluster IV Soils 117 
Fig. 6.11 Cluster V: F-ratios and T-values 118 
Fig. 6.12 Cluster V Soils 119 
Fig. 6.13 PCA scattergram for Loop Head area ringforts 122 
Fig. 6.14 PCA scattergram of variable distribution for ringforts 123 
Fig. 6.15 Comparisons between maximum and minimum Eigenvalues for 
Clusters I - V over 1st and 2nd Principal Components 

124 

Fig. 6.16 Ranges of values of 1st principal component for Clusters I-V 125 
Fig. 6.17 Ranges of values of 2nd principal component for Clusters I-V 125 
Fig. 6.18 Principal components analysis scattergram for Loop Head area 
ringforts, re-coded by cluster membership 

127 

Fig. 6.19 Enlarged section of centroid area of principal components analysis 
scattergram for Loop Head area ringforts, re-coded by cluster membership 

128 

  
Fig. 7.1 Land values from Early Irish law 135 
Fig. 7.2 Tabulation of cluster groupings with postulated grade from the Early 
Irish laws 

158 

Fig. 7.3 Normative model of ringfort distribution for the Loop Head peninsula 160 
Fig. 7.4 Hypothetical model of ringfort distribution for the Loop Head peninsula 161 
  
Fig. Gaz. 1 Plan and section of Liscroneen ringfort (32) 185 
Fig. Gaz. 2 Plans and sections of Lismaguine (65) and Lisheencrony (66) 
ringforts 

198 



 

xi 

Fig. Gaz. 3 Plans and sections of Carrownaweelaun (10), Lisduff (76) and 
Lissanuala (118) ringforts 

204 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

xii 

 
List of Appendices 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Appendix 1.1 The translations and orthography of placenames on the Loop 
Head peninsula 

254 

  
Appendix 4.1 Lisfuadnaheirka 261 
Appendix 4.2 The stolen bride of Querrin 262 
  
Appendix 5.1 The product-moment correlation coefficient matrix 263 
Appendix 5.2 Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient matrix 265 
  
Appendix 6.1 Problems of cluster analysis 267 
Appendix 6.2 Cluster I 271 
Appendix 6.3 Cluster II 273 
Appendix 6.4 Cluster III 274 
Appendix 6.5 Cluster IV 275 
Appendix 6.6 Cluster V 276 
Appendix 6.7 Principal Components Analysis Loadings 277 
  
Appendix 7.1 Review of early Irish society as described in the law tracts 282 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

xiii 

 
List of Plates 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Pl. 1 Rock-cut fosse at Lisduff ringfort, Moveen West (76) 287 
Pl. 2 Ringforts on the south coast of the Loop Head peninsula, near Carrigaholt 
Bay 

287 

Pl. 3 Ringforts in part of the Moyarta River valley 288 
Pl. 4 Index to Plate 3 288 
Pl. 5 Corlis ringfort (109) in Querrin townland 289 
Pl. 6 Ringfort 111, Querrin townland 289 
Pl. 7 Unclassified enclosure 171 in Oughterard townland 290 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

xiv 

List of Maps 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Map 1.1 The location of the Loop Head peninsula study area 291 
Map 1.2 The Ancient districts of county Clare 292 
Map 1.3 The names and location of townlands on the Loop Head peninsula 293 
  
Map 2.1 Irish air corps aerial photographs, flight lines 1952 - 1957 295 
Map 2.2 OS map coverage of the study area 296 
  
Map 3.1 Distribution of solid geological formations in county Clare 297 
Map 3.2 Glacial pattern in county Clare 297 
Map 3.3 Extract from soil map of county Clare 298 
Map 3.4 Extract from soil suitability map of county Clare 300 
Map 3.5 Extract from Ordnance Survey 1/2” map sheet 302 
Map 3.6 Rainfall distribution on an average annual basis 303 
  
Map 4.1 Map of Loop Head area 303 
Map 4.2 The density of ringforts per km2 in each Irish barony 304 
Map 4.3 Distribution of ringforts in West Clare zone 304 
Map 4.4 Enlarged section of West Clare zone, showing the Loop Head 
peninsula study area 

305 

Map 4.5 Ringfort distribution on the Loop Head peninsula 306 
Map 4.6 Distribution of ringforts and ecclesiastical centres 307 
  
Map 5.1 Distribution of destroyed earthworks 308 
Map 5.2 Distribution of unclassified enclosures 309 
Map 5.3 Distribution of sites known from aerial photography 310 
Map 5.4 Distribution of ecclesiastical centres  311 
Map 5.5 Distribution of promontory forts 312 
Map 5.6 Distribution of miscellaneous sites of possible Early Christian date 313 
  
Map 6.1 Distribution of Cluster I ringforts 314 
Map 6.2 Distribution of Cluster II ringforts 315 
Map 6.3 Distribution of Cluster III ringforts 316 
Map 6.4 Distribution of Cluster IV ringforts 317 
Map 6.5 Distribution of Cluster V ringforts 318 
  
Map 7.1 Distribution of Cluster I - V ringforts 319 
Map 7.2 Locations of detailed study areas 1 - 5 320 
Map 7.3 Detailed study area 1 323 
Map 7.4 Detailed study area 2 324 
Map 7.5 Detailed study area 3 325 
Map 7.6 Detailed study area 4 326 
Map 7.7 Detailed study area 5 327 
Map 7.8 Analysis of road systems 328 
 
 



 

xv 

List of Abbreviations 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 AD   Anno Domini 
 AFM   Annals of the Kingdom of Ireland (From the Earliest Times to the 
     Year 1616) By the Four Masters  
 AM   Anno Mundi (the year of the world) 
 Amer. Antiq.  American Antiquity 
 BAR   British Archaeological Reports. 
 BBCS   Bulletin of the Board of Celtic Studies 
 BC   Before Christ 
 BP   Before Present (years) 
 c.   circa (about, in relation to date or measurement) 
 CA   Cornish Archaeology 
 CATMOG  Concepts and Techniques in Modern Geography 
 CBA   Council for British Archaeology 
 cf.    confer (compare)  
 CLAHJ   County Louth Archaeological and Historical Journal. 
 CLVBUM   Contrib. Lab. Vert. Biol. Univ. Mich. 
 E   East 
 ed(s).   Editor(s) 
 edn.   Edition (of a book) 
 e.g.   exempli gratia (for example) 
 et al.   et alii (and others) 
 ff.   following (pages) 
 Fig.    Figure 
 fn.   footnote 
 Ft.   Foot (measurement)(Feet, Plural) 
 GSI   Geological Survey of Ireland 
 ha   Hectares 
 HMSO   His/Her Majesty’s Stationary Office 
 IAPA   Irish Association of Professional Archaeologists 
 i.e.   id est (that is) 
 ibid.   Ibidem (in the same place) 
 IFC   Irish Folklore Commission 
 ITA   Irish Tourist Authority (topographical and general survey) 
 J. Anthro. Arch.  Journal of Anthropological Archaeology 
 J. Arch. Sci.  Journal of Archaeological Science 
 J. Hist. Geog.  The Journal of Historical Geography 
 JAR   Journal of Anthropological Research 
 JAS   Journal of Archaeological Science 
 JASA   Journal of the American Statisticians Association 
 JCAHS   Journal of the Cork Archaeological and Historical Society 
 JGAHS   Journal of the Galway Archaeological and Historical Society 
 JIA   Journal of Irish Archaeology 
 JLFC   Journal of the Limerick Field Club  
 JNMAS   Journal of the North Munster Archaeological Society 
 JRSAI   Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland 
 JRSS   Journal of the Royal Statistical Society 
 JSDT   Journal of the Society of Dairy Technology 
 JWHS   Journal of the Wexford Historical Society 
 Km   Kilometre(s) 

 Km2   Square kilometre(s) 
 m   Metre(s) 

 m2   Square Metre(s) 



 

xvi 

 Ml.   Mile(s) 
 MS.   Manuscript (MSS., plural) 
 N   North 
 NMAJ   North Munster Antiquarian Journal 
 NMI   National Museum of Ireland 
 No.   Number 
 OS   Ordnance Survey 
 OD   Ordnance Datum 
 Op. cit.   Opere citato (In the works quoted) 
 OPW   Office of Public Works 
 p.    Page (pp., plural) 
 pers. comm.  Personal Communication 
 Pl(s).    Plate(s) 
 PRIA   Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy 
 QUB   The Queen’s University, Belfast 
 q. v.   quod vide (which, see) 
 recte   Rightly, correctly. 
 ROPES   Review of Postgraduate Studies 
 S   South 
 Ser.   Series 
 sic    Thus, so (especially where an apparent error is transcribed from an 
     original source) 
 St.    Saint 
 TCD   Trinity College, Dublin 
 TIBG   Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 
 TRIA   Transactions of the Royal Irish Academy 
 U of A   University of Alberta, Canada 
 UCC   University College, Cork 
 UCG   University College, Galway 
 UJA   Ulster Journal of Archaeology 
 viz.    videlicet (namely) 
 Vol(s)   Volume(s)(of a book) 
 W   West 
 yd(s).   Yard(s)(measurement) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

xvii 

Acknowledgements 1998 & 2011 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
I wish to take this opportunity to thank the following, all of whom assisted during the composition of 
this work.  
 
Dr. Michael Avery, QUB; Anne Bredin, Geological Survey of Ireland; John Bradley, St. Patrick’s 
College, Maynooth; Prof. Bruce Campbell, QUB; Markus Casey; Andrew Chapple; Kathryn Chapple; 
Eamon Cody, Ordnance Survey of Ireland; Maureen Comber, Clare Local Studies Centre; Michelle 
Comber; Jim Connolly; Seamus Connolly; Blathnaid Cox; Dermot Cox; Jeanne Cruden; Prof. David M. 
Cruden, U of A; Felicity Devlin, NMI; Peter Paul Van Dijk, Department of Zoology, UCG; Dr. Thomas 
Fanning, UCG; Angela Gallagher, UCG; Stephen Gillespie; Paul Gosling; Victoria Hamilton, H. D. Finch 
Reprographics Ltd.; Goretti Ní hIcí, Computer Services, UCG; Liam Hickey; Mary Henry; Dr. Brian 
Hughes; Dr. Iestyn Jones; Carmel Joyce; Eamon P. ‘Ned’ Kelly, NMI; Sean Kirwan, UCC; Prof. John 
Langdon, U of A; Diarmuid Lavelle; Malachy Lavelle; Bob Lynch, Ordnance Survey of Ireland; John 
Lynch; Dr Chris J Lynn, NIEA; Gary Malone; Brian Mannion; Carmel Mannion; Paul Mannion; Dr. 
Feldore Mc Hugh; Michael McMahon; Cormac McSparron; Prof. Prof. Jim Mallory, QUB; Dr. Finbar 
McCormick, QUB; Gerard Meehan; Paul Murphy; Regina Murphy, Librarian, Department of Defence; 
Emily V. Murray; Conor Newman, UCG; Dr. William O’Brien, UCG; John S. O’Connor; Cathy de hOra; 
Sam Redfern; Norman J. Russell; Gráinne Ryan, Ennis Local Studies Centre; Prof. Paul Ryan, UCG; 
David Ryder; Michael Ryder; Prof. Etienne Rynne; Matthew Stout, TCD; David Sweetman, OPW; Hugh 
Weir; Simon Wheelan; and Prof. Richard Wright, MV Arch. Ltd. Also to the head librarians and staff at 
the National Library, Dublin; the James Hardiman Library, UCG; The Library at The Queen’s 
University, Belfast; The Rutherford Library, University of Alberta; The British Library, London; and at 
the Galway County Library Head Quarters, Island House. 
 
A special note of thanks is due to my thesis supervisor, Professor John Waddell, who selflessly gave 
of his time, encouragement and advice, all of which were instrumental in the shaping this work. 
 
Final words of thanks must go to my parents, Bob and Maureen Chapple, for their support and 
encouragement throughout the production of this thesis and to Jeanne Cruden (now Chapple) for her 
patience and forbearing. 
 
Thank you all. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

xviii 

Preface to the 1998 edition 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
This study of the ringforts of the Loop Head peninsula is presented in two parts. The first comprises 
eight chapters detailing the research and analyses undertaken, the second being a series of four 
gazetteers detailing the 244 known, presumed and suspected ringforts within the study area. 
 
Chapter 1 presents a general introduction to the study area and outlines the research aims addressed 
and the methods employed. A general review of the course of landscape archaeology in Britain and 
Ireland is also presented, with special reference to the statistical studies of ringforts. Chapter 2 
details the availability of both published and unpublished research material for the ringforts of the 
Loop Head area, including maps, research papers and photographic collections. This chapter also 
includes a review of the field survey and assesses its completeness. Chapter 3 examines the physical 
environment of the study area, including the relief and drainage, climate, soils and vegetation. 
Chapter 4 presents a general review of ringfort morphology, function and dating, with special 
reference to the ringforts of the Loop Head peninsula. This is followed by Chapter 5, in which the 
surveyed data is examined using both univariate and bivariate statistical techniques. These include 
the use of various forms of correlation, along with nearest neighbour analysis and the chi-square test. 
The completeness of the known distribution is then assessed. In the case of nearest neighbour 
analysis, an attempt is also made to introduce destroyed and unclassified earthworks along with 
ecclesiastical centres and other sites of possibly contemporary date into the equation in an attempt to 
examine the fullest possible Early Christian landscape. The statistical approach is continued in 
Chapter 6 when the data is subjected to the multivariate approach of cluster analysis. The aim of this 
chapter is to formulate a basic, hierarchical classification scheme for the ringforts of the Loop Head 
peninsula. The use of cluster analysis resulted in the derivation of five groups or ‘clusters’ of ringforts 
which were then examined in detail. In an attempt to explore the archaeological validity of these 
clusters, the data was examined using principal components analysis and these results tested using 
computer-intensive randomisation tests of significance. Chapter 7 attempts to reconstruct the Early 
Christian patterns of settlement and society for the study area. This is based on the results of the 
statistical analyses conducted in Chapters 5 and 6; combined with the information available from the 
corpus of Early Christian literature, chiefly the Críth Gablach. Finally, in Chapter 8, a general 
summation is given, conclusions are drawn and the limitations of the research are assessed. Areas of 
future research are also identified. 
 
Volume 2 contains the gazetteer of ringforts which consists of 155 separate entries (1 to 155), 
describing each site individually. In the case of two sites or monuments on or near the same site 
appropriate cross references are provided in the inventory, which is arranged in the alphabetical order 
by townland name. Ancient enclosures that deviate from the basic ringfort form, such as the 
enclosure at Rahona West (173), which appears to exhibit part of an internal fosse, have also been 
excluded from this category and are included in a second gazetteer of unclassified enclosures that 
may have been ringforts (156 to 173). In case of the latter this was decided on the basis that they 
form such a small proportion of the total number of enclosures that it would appear unwise to 
attempt to explain them as casual aberrations on the standard ringfort outline. This is followed by 
gazetteers of destroyed sites which may have been ringforts (174 to 208) and of potential sites 
known from aerial photography (209 to 244). 
 
The headings of the descriptions in the inventory are arranged as follows: the inventory number is 
followed by the townland name, both in bold type. In the case of a monument having a known name, 
it is included on the same line, also in bold type. When referred to within the text the inventory 
numbers are displayed in bold type within curved brackets, thus: (**). On the following line the 
abbreviation OS (Ordnance Survey) is suffixed by the number of the six-inch sheet, the twenty-five 
inch map and the field trace (See. Map 2.1), and followed by the altitude of the site, in feet, by 
reference to the Ordnance Datum (OD). The altitude of the sites and monuments has been 
determined in the following way: when a specific altitude is recorded it has been taken from the 
Ordnance Survey sheet either as a spot height on, or very near, the site or when the site actually 
rests on a contour line, or as a trigonometrical point. In cases where none of the above were feasible 
the sites’ altitude is given as the general contour bracket within which the monument is located. The 



 

xix 

initial section of the entry proper relates the dimensions of the ringfort. The second line notes the 
various representations of the site or monument on the editions of the six-inch to one-mile (1: 
10,560) OS map sheets. There follows a description of the site and its location, quoting other authors 
where appropriate. Further relevant references are then listed at the end of each entry. In the case of 
the ringforts a table detailing a number of variables used in the various statistical methods is 
included. Where certain features, such as the existence of an entrance feature, are not mentioned in 
the text it may be taken that site was adequately examined, but no evidence was discovered. Such 
details of unlocatable or destroyed features are not mentioned for the sake of brevity. 



 

xx 

Preface to the 2011 edition 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
In preparing this edition of my MA Thesis for PDF publication I have not attempted the Herculean 
task of updating the work to take account of all the research data that has become available in the 
intervening thirteen years since it was submitted to the National University of Ireland, Galway. 
Instead, I have confined myself to simple things such as changing the font and line spacing, 
correcting some spelling mistakes and similar errata in the original manuscript (though many 
undoubtedly remain!). While the word count remains an enormous 142,000 (way above the 30,000 
officially allowed by the University), it’s now just above 350 pages long as opposed to the whopping 2 
volumes that weighed in at nearly 700 pages. 
 
As many readers are aware, the circumstance surrounding my choice of the ringforts of the Loop 
Head peninsula as a MA thesis stemmed from the need for the Carrigaholt & Cross Heritage Group to 
have an archaeologist as part of their FÁS sponsored project. I applied for and got the job and, once 
installed in Kilbaha, started to plan a programme of field survey to record the upstanding 
archaeological field monuments of the two parishes. The first result of this was the publication of the 
‘Topography and Archaeology’ chapter in Cuchulain’s Leap, A History of The Parishes of Carrigaholt 
and Cross, county Clare (Chapple 1992a; Murphy 1992). A second printing of this book was 
commissioned in 1994 and a paperback edition was finally released in 2004 – a testament to the 
continued local interest in this work. Following from this, I used the large volume of gathered data to 
produce a ‘masters qualifier thesis’, taking as its topic the entirety of the archaeological record from 
the earliest times until the Napoleonic Period costal defences of the early 19th century (Chapple 
1992b). While this thesis concentrated on the ringforts of the Early Christian period, other 
publications appeared on various aspects of the archaeological record of the peninsula. These 
included a number of extant and destroyed standing stones, along with their surviving folklore 
(Chapple 1994); the building history of Doonlicka Castle (Chapple 2000); and the search for a 
destroyed 17th century quay (Chapple 2001). Since the acceptance of this thesis, I have published 
two papers which detail the central findings of the work (Chapple 2003; 2005). 
 
The present version of the thesis is based on the original MSWord files, though translated from Apple 
to Windows formats. The only exceptions to this are a number of the graphics files that were in 
ClarisWorks format and refused my best ministrations at conversion. These all had to be manually 
scanned from the original MS and, owing to the tightness of the binding and the fact that I left 
relatively small page margins, have come out at varyingly decent quality. They are as follows: Maps 
1.1-3; 4.5-6; 5.1-6; 6.15 and 7.1-8. In particular, the detailed study areas (Maps 7.3-7) scanned 
poorly, with a substantial degree of loss along their left-hand margins. All that I’ve been able to do is 
substitute two reworked graphics for Maps 7.3 and 7.6 from Chapple 2005. 
 
In retrospect, it’s vastly overlong and contains that rarefied mix of intellectual arrogance, coupled 
with a deep need to please, be understood and simultaneous mounting senses of trepidation and 
despair at the length of time taken and the rapidly approaching deadline that characterise a post-
graduate thesis. Unfortunately, I appear to have been the only person willing to test Stout’s (1991; 
1996; 1997) hypothesis and while we reached different conclusions – mine largely being that you 
cannot correlate the evidence of the surviving Early Irish law tracts with the physical remains on the 
ground as closely as Stout would like to argue – I think that his approach had an awful lot to offer the 
study of Early Christian Ireland in particular and maybe even Irish archaeology in general. Having 
invested so much time and effort in this thesis, I think I can be forgiven for dismissing and disliking 
Monk’s (1998) rebuttal of the approach … even if it does have much to recommend it. Instead, I must 
content myself with the thought that many were simply discouraged by the volume (if not complexity) 
of the statistics and math involved! For all that, I still think it is a decent piece of work that I’m proud 
to have completed it. I just hope that making this PDF version available will be of some use or 
interest to future researchers. 
 
 
Robert M Chapple, 
19 Irwin Drive, Belfast BT4 3AR, Northern Ireland. rmchapple@hotmail.com
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Chapter 1 
 

Introduction 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
1.1 General introduction 
This work contains the results of a statistical exploration of ringfort distribution and morphology of 
the Loop Head peninsula, county Clare, which, for the purposes of this study has been interpreted as 
the two civil parishes of Carrigaholt and Cross in county Clare (Map 1.1). This area is of special 
interest as it forms part of one of the most densely settled parts of Ireland during the Early Christian 

period.1 
 
1.2 Aims of the study 
The aims of this study were to examine the corpus of surviving ringforts on the Loop Head peninsula, 
using a variety of statistical techniques to observe general trends of site location and morphology. 
From this it was intended to use multivariate statistical techniques to present a viable system of 
hierarchical classification for the ringforts of the area, reflecting social and functional status and 
further, to provide comparisons with similar work in other parts of the country. 
 
1.3 The study area 
Location, topography, extent and administrative divisions 
The study area is comprised of the two civil parishes of Carrigaholt and Cross, which lie in the most 
extreme south-west corner of county Clare, in the barony of Moyarta, in the west of Ireland. In 
ancient times this barony was almost identical, as to its boundaries, with the older district of west 

Corcabaskin (Map 1.2).2 This vaguely triangular area of land constitutes a peninsula of approximately 
26,000 acres, or 40 square miles. It is comprised of 48 townlands, the smallest administrative unit in 
the country, that range in area from c.77 acres, in the case of Lissalougha, to over 1701 acres, the 
area of Querrin (Map 1.3, Appendix 1.1). The study area is bounded on the north and west by the 
Atlantic Ocean and to the south by the Shannon estuary. It is an area of great natural beauty with 
high cliffs running most of the length of its coasts. On the north coast the barrier of cliffs is broken by 
a mere handful of sheltered inlets, none however giving easy access to the land. The only sheltered 
harbours are found on the south coast, at Kilbaha, Rinevella and Carrigaholt. The peninsula is 
characterised by an almost tree-less, low-lying landscape with occasional scrub-bushes and gentle 
hills, as at Knocknagarhoon, Kilbaha, Moveen and Rehy. 
 
Historically, the civil parishes of Carrigaholt and Cross were united between the years of 1817 and 
1878 and during this period they were known as the joint parishes of Moyarta and Kilballyowen (See 
Map. 1.1). On the basis of the Irish Tourist Authority’s topographical and general survey manuscripts, 
compiled by James Henchy, it appears that the parishes shed their older appellations, taking on the 
respective names of their major villages, which they now maintain, Carrigaholt in the period around 

1943 and Cross, apparently sometime after.3 This area is today known as ‘The West,’ an appellation 
that goes back to at least 1816, when it was noted by the Rev. J. Graham, the correspondent of 

Mason.4 
 
 
The Irrus / Irroús 
The earliest history of the study area is only known to us as linked to that of the Irrus/Irroús, itself 
part of the larger Corcabaskin region. Thus any understanding of the historical perspective of the 

                                            
1 Stout 1997, 97. The entire West Clare region is listed as an area of ‘very high ringfort density’ with an 

average 1.16 sites per km2, though the figure for the Loop Head peninsula is closer to 1.44/km2. 
2 Frost 1893, 76. 
3 Henchy 1943. 
4 Mason 1816, 430. 
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study area must be viewed in this context. O’Flaherty treats generally of the name Irrus, stating that: 
‘Many lands here, environed for the most part by the sea, are called Iorros, with an adjection to 
distinguish them one from another. The proper form of the word is iorrus; and some have that it 
signifies western promontory - iar, west, ros, a promontory - while others believe that it meant 

nothing more than a border or limit.’1 Joyce adds that ‘Hardiman, the editor of O’Flaherty, says that it 

means a border, brink, margin, promontory, or headland.’2 Following Frost it may also come from 

‘íng, a neck of land.’3  
 
Westropp records that ‘The old name “Irrus” - promontory or peninsula - was used by Mac Grath in 
the “Wars of Turlough” in 1313, for the district from Knockalough, near Kilmihil out to Loop Head. It 
lingered in the mouths of the peasantry down to 1839, but, being too extensive and vague for map 
purposes, was omitted from the survey: it seemed to have got confined to the district west of a line 
between the creeks of Doonbeg and Poulinisherry ... It has a has a hazy background of memories of 
lost tribes like the Siol Gangain, the Ua Catbar, and Ua Corra - the first finds a place at the Shannon’s 
mouth, even in the geography of Ptolemy, which gives it a pre-Christian historic footing. Whether the 
Martini round Kilrush extended over it we have at present no certainty; but for the present reach of 

native history, the whole belonged to the powerful tribe of Corcavaskin.’4 He also states that the tribe 
of Cairbre Bhaiscoinn held the entire area of Clare from the river Fergus, west to the ocean and as far 
north as Lehinch and Inagh. In the Early Medieval period this became the ‘Rural Deanery of 
Corcavaskin,’ under the bishopric of Inish Catha, or Scattery Island covering the more modern 
baronies of Moyarta and Clonderlaw. Around 1180 Corcabaskin is believed to have fallen to the 

Muinter Domhnaill, and later to the Mac Mahons, a branch of the O’Brien family.5 Frost claims that 

around 1488 Corcabaskin was partitioned between two branches of the Mac Mahons.6 Westropp 
continues that ‘The O’Briens, Lords of Clare, superseded the chiefs of [Moyarta] about 1603, and (by 
their loyalty to James II) lost their goodly heritage in 1688: it was sold to the Mac Donnels, Burtons, 

and Westbys in the sales of 1703.’7 The latter two families retained these lands down to the late 19th 
century when it was sold and divided by the Land Commission. 
 
1.4 Conduct of the work and the methods employed 
The various documentary sources that could be expected to contain archaeological information 
relating to the study area were consulted and a list compiled of all known field monuments. The 
monuments were inspected during an intensive programme of field survey between September 1991 
and March 1992. The entire area was resurveyed on an intermittent basis between September 1994 
and September 1997. Sites were also photographed from the air by the author on three separate 
occasions between 1992 and 1997. Inventory descriptions have been compiled for all surviving 
ringforts, unclassified earthworks and destroyed sites which appear to have been ringforts. During the 
progress of the field survey every effort was made to discover previously unrecorded sites and also to 

recover some elements of local folklore, each of which met with varying amounts of success.8 
 
1.5 Landscape archaeology: a review of research in Britain and Ireland 
 

‘... landscape is more than the environment in which cultures exist, it is more 
accurately the context in which they exist. More than the physical context, it also 
provides the social and chronological context. Peoples perceptions of themselves and 

                                            
1 O’Flaherty 1684, 1978, 96. 
2 Joyce 1912, 212. 
3 Frost 1893. 
4 Westropp 1908a, 35-6. See also AFM AM 3790, Vol. 1, 48-9. 
5 Westropp op. cit. 36. 
6 Frost 1893, 65. 
7 Westropp ibid. 
8 See Chapple 1994. 
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their past are moulded by the landscape they live in and similarly such perceptions 

mould the landscape in return.’1 
 
In his introduction to Spatial Archaeology, Clarke notes that although various schools have embraced 
the concept of spatial archaeology with varying emphasis and to a varying degree, that it was only in 
the 1970s that ‘... the full significance and generality of archaeological spatial analysis [was] being 

grasped and disconnected studies integrated around this important theoretical focus.’2 
 
In an European context Clarke asserts that the ‘respectable antiquity’ of this field dates broadly to the 
inception of archaeology as a discipline, as ‘archaeology was, from the first much concerned with 

inferences from spatial distribution and the ties with geography were strong, if intermittent.’3 In 
support of this he cites the work of the Austro-German school of ‘anthro-geographers’ who from 1880 
to 1900 developed exact mapping of sites and artefacts with a view to providing accurate 
differentiation and explanation of cultural phenomena. This innovative approach was also extended to 
the mapping of correlations between prehistoric settlement patterns and environmental variables. 
Indeed, by 1900 this synchronic strategy had become a standard, if still intuitive, practice within the 
whole of European archaeology. 
 
This approach found acceptance in British archaeology as similar ideas were developing concurrently 
there. However, it was not until the work of Crawford on the distribution of Bronze Age settlement 

sites in Britain,4 and the more general work by Fleure5 that these loose ideas of site patterning and 
their relationships to environmental conditions were brought together and further developed. 
Williams-Freeman, in a brief article on the archaeological value of the study of meteorology indicated, 
for the first time, the possibility of site distribution patterns being influenced by wells which now only 
fill occasionally, but which were once a continuous water source, the water table having dropped 

during the intervening centuries.6 This body of work provided the impetus for Fox who developed a 
feasible technique to facilitate the combination of a sequence of distribution maps bearing both 

environmental and archaeological data.7 The technique was of particular interest as it allowed 
observations to be made of changes over several millennia on both a regional and a national scale. In 
his work he analysed archaeological distribution patterns against a wide variety of environmental 
variables, including geology, topography and soil types. During the 1930s these were widely regarded 
as seminal works in the progress of archaeological theory and method, and influenced the approach 

of many archaeologists, including Childe, Hogg and Grimes.8 Of these, Grimes examined the 
archaeological remains of Anglesey against the environmental backdrop of the soil types and drift 
geology of the island. In his conclusion he dismisses the importance of both the drift and solid 
geology as determining the distribution patterns of various monuments in favour of soil type, 
especially the intermediate loams with a calcareous content which were well drained and of lighter 

constituency.9 
 
Clarke argues that after this time interest in spatial studies waned and gave way to a rising focus on 

economic factors in archaeological theory, especially in the field of prehistory.10 With the emergence 
of the ‘new archaeology’ during the 1960s a more mature form of spatial analysis developed. This 

                                            
1 Cross 1992, 27. 
2 Clarke 1977, 2. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Crawford 1912a. 
5 Fleure 1921. 
6 Williams-Freeman 1928. 
7 Fox 1922, 1932. 
8 Childe 1934; Hogg 1943; Grimes 1945. 
9 Grimes 1945, 174. See also Lynch 1970; Crampton & Webley 1960. 
10 Clarke ibid. 
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was partly in response to Clarke’s own work on theoretical modelling in archaeology, along with the 

development of Chisholm’s ‘Catchment Area’ concept by Vita-Finzi and Higgs.1 
 
In Analytical Archaeology, Clarke describes technical developments borrowed and adapted from other 

disciplines and outlines various means by which they may be applied to archaeological data.2 In the 
posthumously published Spatial Archaeology Clarke, in a series of essays, sets out a theoretical 
framework for the discipline, but laments that the growth of spatial analysis has been dogged by 
inadequate research and its slow acceptance by archaeology as a whole: 
 

‘It has ... been as characteristic of this area of archaeological disciplinary 
development as any other that important steps in the retrieval of information from 
spatial relationships in archaeological contexts have been dispersed, disaggregated 
and dissipated ... In addition, the analyses of spatial information in archaeology for a 
long time tended to remain either inexplicit, intuitive, static and typological, or at 

best a secondary aspect of studies devoted to other objectives.’3 
 

The previous year saw the publication of Hodder and Orton’s Spatial Analysis in Archaeology.4 In 
their introduction, the authors state that the central thesis of their work ‘is to suggest to 
archaeologists that there is a potential for more detailed and systematic study of spatial pattering in 

archaeological data.’5 This is arguably one of the most important published works on spatial 
relationships, not merely because it, for the first time, concentrated solely on spatial analysis, but 
also that it enlarged and developed Clarke’s adoption of quantitative and statistical techniques from 
other disciplines and outlined their application to archaeological data. 
 
However, it would be misleading to suggest that the statistical and spatial approach to archaeology 
was universally and readily accepted within the profession. As mentioned above Clarke indicated 

some of the problems within this field of specification.6 Other commentators were more forceful in 
decrying the apparent ‘invasion’ of archaeology the scientific and statistical techniques championed by 

‘new archaeology.’7 
 
Rosse’s study of Neolithic and Bronze Age monuments of Wales centres on the economic 
determinants of the location of various sites and communities. He notes that the success that such 
groups achieved was dependent on a multitude of interrelated economic variables. Among these he 

includes relief, topography and water supply along with vegetational and geographical factors.8 
Davidson’s investigation of the island of Rousay in the Orkneys indicated that, in tomb location, 
paramount importance was given to the twin considerations of access to the sea and the availability 
of a commanding location. He also concludes that the tomb builders were not influenced by the 
quality of the available soils to anything approaching the same extent as appears to be the case in 

Wales.9  
 
As part of Faull and Moorhouse’s archaeological survey of West Yorkshire they consider apparently 
nucleated settlements which are known to have existed before 1086 and their relationships to the 

                                            
1 Clarke 1968; 1972; Chisholm 1968; Vita-Finzi and Higgs 1970. 
2 Clarke 1968. 
3 Clarke 1977, 4-5. 
4 Hodder & Orton 1976. 
5 Op. cit. 1. 
6 Clarke ibid. 
7 cf Hawkes 1968. 
8 Rosse 1979 cited in Henry 1989, 107. 
9 Davidson 1979. 
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geology and soils of the area.1 They also undertook an examination of the fourteenth-century 

settlement patterns at the graveship of Holme and in the township of Bingley.2 The importance of 
these two studies lies in their treatment of various parts of the county separately as opposed to 
making general and wide ranging statements about the relationships between settlement location and 

the diverse environmental variables present within West Yorkshire.3 They also introduce an important 
caveat by acknowledging that any studies of the relationship between Anglo-Saxon settlement sites 
and the environment which are based on placename evidence and later topographical evidence must 

be treated with reservation.4  
 
Pierpoint’s study of the Yorkshire Bronze Age, in a volume devoted to economic and social 
reconstruction of prehistoric communities in the north of England, argues for a division in settlement 
which probably reflects variations in the exploitation of the landscape. This seems to be the case with 
the western Wolds which have a large corpus of surviving Bronze Age burials and barrows. There is, 
however, a dearth of settlement sites and flint scatters which may indicate Bronze Age habitation. 
However, the situation in the eastern Wolds and the Great Wolds valley is almost completely reversed 
as it contains very few Bronze Age barrows but high numbers of flint scatters which may indicate 

settlements and may prove to be Bronze Age in date.5 This dichotomy of land use may be related to 
the occurrence of soil types more conducive to cereal cultivation on the eastern Wolds and a pastoral-
oriented economy on the high western Wolds which are more suited to stock grazing and to hardier 
strains of cereal. However, Pierpoint sees this not as a static phase, but as a continuum of the 
landscape division which may have started in the later Neolithic and continued into the historical 
period. He sees the changes in Bronze Age cultural remains, such as the termination of fine artefact 
production and also of megalithic burial as interwoven with the deterioration of the upland soils and 

especially the development of peats during the mid second millennium BC.6 In conclusion, he argues 
that the major changes in social structure were brought about by an increasing and unsustainable 
population relying on a area of agricultural land which was decreasing. This reduction in the available 
land appears to have been due to a number of factors, including the excess strain placed on the 
landscape due to deforestation. 
 
In the same volume on economic and social reconstruction, Hawke-Smith takes a similar approach to 

the Bronze Age landscape of the Peak District.7 Central to his paper is the integration of research into 
funerary monuments and their relationship to agricultural land use. He dismisses the idea that ritual 
practice is completely environmentally determined and instead investigates the possible 
interconnections between ritual and agriculture on one hand, and a deteriorating landscape on the 

other.8 As with Pierpoint, he sees the change in social conditions to be directly related to the strain 
placed on the landscape during the previous millennium. 
 
He suggests that by the end of the Bronze Age it is possible to see an adjustment in land use in 
response to an impoverishment of the environment where the uplands became worthless for all but 
sheep grazing, forcing the development of large scale pastoralism. Yet he is unwilling to ascribe all 
change to environmental factors, saying that it ‘may be more apparent than real.’ He does concede 
that ‘As a generalisation, it seems likely that the structure of conventional territories could not survive 
the extremes of demographic pressure in an inherently marginal environment that was growing year 

                                            
1 Faull & Moorhouse 1981, 61. 
2 Op. cit., 66-8; 68-9. 
3 Op. cit., 69. 
4 Op. cit., 60. 
5 Pierpoint 1981, 45. 
6 Op. cit., 53 
7 Hawke-Smith 1981. 
8 Op. cit., 58. 
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by year less and less productive.’ The importance of the landscape perspective to the understanding 

of archaeology is further reflected in other papers in the volume.1 
 
Morrison’s Landscape with Lake Dwellings provides an excellent synthesis of environment and culture, 
the implications of this combined study to a large degree typifying landscape analysis as a distinct 

archaeological approach.2 In his conclusions Morrison expresses how fundamental a consideration of 
the landscape context is to the understanding of Scottish crannogs. ‘Their use of the islets was part of 
life in the landscapes that formed their setting, and generally seems to have been interwoven with it 
in a whole range of ways, direct and indirect.’ He goes on to argue that ‘an holistic view’ must be 
taken of the situation whereby the study of the environmental, economic and settlement evidence is 
to be regarded ‘... as an extension of the study of the landscape into the water, rather than as 
something set apart from the rest of archaeology.’ He also indicates that crannogs may be seen as of 
special importance within landscape studies as their submerged nature, coupled with their apparent 
immunity from destructive forces allows an unparalleled opportunity to map them over a large area 
and on a scale approaching a complete distribution. 
 
Perry and Davidson corroborated many of Davidson’s inferences in their spatial analysis of chambered 

cairns on the Isle of Arran in Scotland.3 Once again the results showed a strong correlation between 
the varying quality of soil types and the occurrence of chambered cairns on the island. However, by 
their careful use of simulation analysis, other influencing factors were identified. These included the 
proximity of sites to streams or to coastal cliffs. However, such results cannot be interpreted purely in 
terms of the locations most favoured for tombs. Instead it must be recognised that megalithic tombs 
may have also functioned as markers for territorial division, possibly compromising any simplistic 

analysis of the sites in relation to soil types.4 
 
The research of the Stonehenge Environs Project centred on the state of preservation of prehistoric 
settlement for the purposes of implementing an effective management strategy for the archaeological 
remains. The work of the project included site location and definition by means of extensive surface 
collection, geophysical and geochemical surveying and sample excavation. The well developed 
methodological framework employed by the project ensured that all these diverse data components 
could be integrated successfully to produce a landscape-wide context, as opposed to a more 
fragmentary ‘site-by-site’ approach. The most important consequence of the implementation of this 
diachronic approach to the study of the landscape around Stonehenge was that it allowed the project 

to organise itself around the interrelated themes of social and landscape evolution.5 
 
In their study of the linear earthworks of the Salisbury plain Bradley, Entwistle and Raymond note 
that in their evolution it is the character and mode of perception of the landscape which alters in the 

spheres of ‘demography, settlement, and cultural interaction.’6 More importantly, in a wider context 
the authors conceive the landscape ‘... to be culturally structured in the same sense that raw 

materials are transformed by social intention into man-made objects.’7  
 
In their major study of the twentieth-century excavations at Stonehenge, Cleal, Walker and Montague 
deal with ‘the overwhelming problem ... of putting the monument back into the landscape in which it 

                                            
1 e.g. Spratt 1981. For similar approaches see Drewett et al. 1982, 208; Barnes 1982; Frazer 1983; Maxwell 
1990; Corser 1994; Armit 1995, 479; Moore & Jennings 1992, 118. 
2 Morrison 1985; Cross 1992, 28. 
3 Perry & Davidson 1987. cf. Davidson 1979. 
4 cf. Renfrew 1976. 
5 Richards et al. 1990, 1-4. 
6 Bradley, Entwistle & Raymond 1994, 102. 
7 Op. cit., viii. 
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belongs’1 The authors note that while there are abundant molluscan sequences obtained from ditch 
fills which provide information on the changes in the landscape over centuries and millennia, they are 
not single dated events. Thus the entire environmental chronology of the Stonehenge area is weak 
seeing as it infrequently comes from reliably dated contexts. Instead, it depends upon sequences 
where the initial dare is known but otherwise with few chronological indicators. Thus the 
environmental evidence for the landscape is not accurate enough to allow its exact comparison to the 

newly acquired ‘high resolution’ dates for the monument.2 However, given this lack of desired 
precision, a broad landscape history may be outlined for the Stonehenge area, stretching from the 

Mesolithic period to the seventeenth-century.3  
 
In their paper on Mesolithic activity at Waun Fingen Felen in Wales, Barton et al. explore the 

interrelationships between man and the landscape.4 While they are aware that much study has been 
devoted to this form of relationship during the Mesolithic period, these works have generally focused 
on such aspects as ecological determinants for land use and site catchment analysis; the social 
factors influencing site location have been largely ignored. To redress this discrepancy they examine 
this upland site in terms of its local environmental setting and also with reference to the 
topographical features surrounding the site which gave it special importance during the whole of the 

Mesolithic.5 
 
In Altering the Earth, Bradley continues this movement of the exploration of the interaction of man 

and his landscapes in terms of the surviving megalithic monuments.6 He argues that topographical 
features provided a natural ‘framework’ which is related to the process of site selection and 
development, but is not created by human agency. He illustrates this point in terms of the selection 
of certain caves for ritual purposes, where the cave is a natural feature but its selection is based on 
its importance in the landscape. Bradley then goes on to develop the ideas of monuments both as 

places and as ideas.7 In these sections he examines the way in which the creation and operation of a 
large scale monument affects the perception of culture, society and place and how these perceptions 
may be changed between places. Following this, Bradley explores the development of monuments in 
the face of changing social circumstances and the development of monument complexes. This work 
embodies the whole philosophy of understanding the landscape not in terms of individual, isolated 
monuments, but instead one where the topography of an area is an equal constituent in the makeup 
and understanding of an archaeological space. 
 
In many ways Irish archaeological studies have kept step with developments in Britain and have 
assimilated the spatial aspect of landscape archaeology in many important studies. Cross sees the 
inception of what she defines as ‘a sense of landscape’ in Ireland as the publication of Smith’s The 
Ancient and Present State of the County and City of Cork in 1760.8 The impression that this imparts 
is one of an even older ‘respectable antiquity’ for Irish landscape studies, but this is misleading. While 
the study of landscape as historical document is as old as the emergence of archaeology, even as an 
antiquarian discipline, the production of an effective synthesis of both environment and culture is 
relatively recent. Such antiquarian publications aside, the development of the concept of landscape as 
a defining and influencing element within a community may be seen to begin in earnest during the 
1930s, championed by such pioneers as E. Estyn Evans. In such works as Irish Heritage and Mourne 

                                            
1 Cleal, Walker & Montague 1995, 470. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Op. cit., 470-91. 
4 Barton, Berridge, Walker & Bevins 1985, 81. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Bradley 1993. 
7 Op. cit., 45-68, 69-90. 
8 Cross 1992, 27. 
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Country he presented and developed the primary understanding of the development of Irish 

settlement and culture as influenced by the environment, on both a regional and a national scale.1  
 
The fact remains that a large proportion of Irish studies have concentrated on prehistoric monuments 
and their settings. Among the earliest archaeological investigations into the relationship between 
monuments and environmental variables in Ireland was Watson’s study of the geographical factors 

which may have influenced the colonisation of the north east of Ireland during the Neolithic.2 In his 
conclusions he argued that the majority of megalithic tombs from this period were located on coarse, 
stony and well drained soils, generally located at middle or high elevations. 
 
While de Valera and Ó Nualláin’s discussion of the megalithic tombs of county Clare centres on the 
morphological aspect of the tombs, they acknowledge the environmental determinism exhibited in the 

location of the sites.3 However, they acknowledge that such an approach, though broadly correct, 

does not completely account for the choice of location of individual sites.4 The exact factors which 
govern site location exhibit a ‘... great variety and no rule of selection of special positions is 

discernible.’5 The authors see the generally dispersed pattern of the tombs as representing the 
spread of settlement, an argument supported by the concentration of tombs on areas of suitable 
land. 
 
 To best address the questions of distribution, de Valera and Ó Nualláin divide the county into five 
main regions. Such an approach facilitates the exploration of the stark contrast between, for example, 
the distribution of sites on the limestone uplands of the Burren area and the heavy soils of the west 
Clare region. The Burren plateau contains a dense cluster of megalithic tombs and their distribution is 
compared with the presence of modern areas of high quality winter fodder for livestock. Alternatively, 
the west of Clare, comprising slightly less than half of the county, has only seven megalithic tombs. 

Of these, only one occurs on shale and all avoid areas of drift.6 The authors recognise the difficulty of 
attempting to accurately reconstruct the soil conditions of the Neolithic and the Early Bronze Age, 
though they suggest that the west Clare area would have been badly drained. They conclude that the 
greatest deterrent to the builders of the megalithic tombs was the ‘... contrast of the heavy wet land 

with the light well-drained pastures of the limestone plateau available to the north.’7 
 
A similar approach was taken to the relationships between geographical factors and the megalithic 

tombs of the drumlin and lakeland region of county Leitrim by Cooney.8 From his consideration of 
these factors he concluded that the tomb builders sought out a ridge and hummock landscape while 
actively avoiding areas of drumlins. He argued that the shallow and more easily worked soils 
presented by the ridge and hummock areas were probably a deciding factor in choice of location. 
However, he believes that his results should not be accepted as being in any way definitive. He 
suggests instead that some form of simulation study is necessary to both corroborate his conclusions 
and perhaps shed further light on the actual interaction between environmental variables and their 
possible level of prioritisation in determining site location. 
 

                                            
1 Evans 1942; 1951. 
2 Watson 1956. 
3 de Valera & Ó Nualláin 1961. 
4 This approach is continued in other volumes in the series. cf de Valera & Ó Nualláin 1964, 113-7; 1972, 158-
9; 1982, 111-7. 
5 de Valera & Ó Nualláin 1961, 107. 
6 Op. cit., 109. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Cooney 1979. 
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Among the earliest publications to deal with this aspect of archaeology in this country as a whole was 

Landscape Archaeology in Ireland.1 This volume is a collection of papers presented at a 1981 
conference held in Cork, and as such is diverse in both opinions and methods employed. One of the 
chief contributions that this makes to the field of landscape archaeology is its attempt to provide a 
working definition for the subject. 
 

‘In its natural state, the landscape is a product of geology, climate, soils and 
vegetation. However, over much of the earth, it has been subjected to many 
millennia of human interference ... Landscape archaeology provides a unique 
temporal perspective on this interaction, with its focus on the changing behaviour of 
people in relation to their environment: their adaptation to it, utilization of its 

resources, and impact upon it.’2 
 
Although imperfect, it is the first and only definition to be published in an Irish context and 
adequately sums up the approach taken by many of the papers contained within the volume. The 
major emphasis within this collection is the integration between cultural remains and the 
environmental evidence. From this we see that the concept of the landscape as a palimpsest is 

common in Irish archaeology, but is still not without its detractors.3 
 
A number of criticisms have been levelled against this collection of papers, chiefly due to its apparent 
lack of distinction between environmental and landscape archaeology. This deficiency is particularly in 
evidence in Part 1: ‘Techniques of Landscape Archaeology’ where the environmental focus dominates. 
This perceived flaw is largely due to the nature of landscape studies which by both evolution and 

definition is heavily interdisciplinary, in particular owing much to the techniques of geography.4 One 
significant problem that many of the papers imply or deal with is the question of ‘successful 

reconstructions of earlier landscapes.’5 As reconstruction is a difficult task which may ultimately prove 

inaccurate and pointless, a certain degree of trepidation persists.6 
 
An important feature of landscape archaeology which was well illustrated in this collection is the 
integrated study of both secular and ceremonial sites. This is a significant concern within landscape 
studies and in many ways illustrate Morrison’s holistic approach to the subject. Both Swan’s 
perspective on ecclesiastical sites, along with Cooney’s analysis of megalithic tombs, and their 
relationships to contemporary settlement patterns demonstrate practical approaches to this 

problem.7 Both Ó Corráin’s and Caulfield’s papers deal with landscape archaeology in its aspect of 

field systems and land enclosure.8 While Ó Corráin deals with the corpus of Early Irish law, Caulfield’s 
work concerns the preservation of an intact Neolithic field system at the Céide Fields complex in 
county Mayo. Cross notes that, on a general level, such studies of field enclosures lends themselves 
more readily to consideration as complete landscapes as they are by definition ‘areas’ and as such 
flow ‘... more smoothly than sites, such as tombs, which have traditionally be [sic.] conceived of as 

points.’9 
 

                                            
1 Reeves-Smith & Hamond (eds) 1983. 
2 Hamond & Reeves-Smith 1983, 1 
3 Barker 1974, 28. 
4 Cross op. cit., 28. 
5 Aalen 1983, 317 
6 Cross ibid. 
7 Swan 1983; Cooney 1983. 
8 Ó Corráin 1983; Caulfield 1983. 
9 Cross op. cit., 29. 
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Prehistoric settlement in counties Tyrone and Derry was studied by Briggs.1 He considered many 
aspects of prehistoric life which may have had a bearing on site location. He argues the point that 
megalithic tombs were located near their contemporary settlements and that the availability of 
suitable building materials was of high importance in the choosing of a ritual site. 
 
Cooney also undertook a comparable study of the settlement patterns and locational aspects of 

prehistoric monuments of north Leinster.2 As in the previous study, he attempted to analyse the sites 
in order to formulate a model of relationships between location choice in both settlement and 
megalithic tombs in relation to the environmental variables of his study area. He concludes, 
unsurprisingly, that many of the prehistoric communities he investigated appeared predisposed to 
settle on, and presumably cultivate, the more fertile soils such as the grey brown podzolics, as 
opposed to the heavier gley soils. 
 
An important distributional analysis was undertaken by Henry on the Neolithic and Earlier Bronze Age 

monuments and artefacts in County Galway.3 Her use of nearest neighbour analysis indicated that 
the prehistoric sites of the county were distributed neither randomly nor uniformly across the 

landscape, but rather they tended towards clusters.4 These results led on to the use of the Chi-
Square Test in an attempt to establish which, if any, environmental variables were of influence in the 
process of location selection. The results from this approach illustrated that a broad range of 
environmental factors were influential in this process. However, she notes that this statistical method 
does not indicate the strength of the relationship between location and environment, merely that such 
a relationship exists. Finally, the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was implemented to assess the possible 
distributional differences between megalithic tombs and standing stones in relation to their altitudinal 
location. The results of this endeavour indicated that such a differential distribution pattern was 

unlikely.5 
 
Cooney’s discussion of Neolithic field systems centres on the point that such remains have great 
importance for our understanding of human interaction with the landscape during the period 4,000 to 

2,000 BC.6 He sees this interaction as two-fold, in terms of ‘... human impact on the environment and 

the use of the land ...’during the Neolithic.7 Cooney sees the possibility of large ‘coaxial’ field systems 
created by community-wide effort, not merely as an improvement of farm efficiency, but as ‘... 
attempted solutions to management problems which were faced and resolved by whole 

communities.’8 It is in this sense that their significance not as features of a landscape, but as entire 
landscapes in themselves emerges. In this way they may take on a symbolic role, similar to that of 
more ‘conventional’ ritual monuments. In this context he approaches the problem of the relationships 
between megalithic tombs and possible field boundaries in the Boyne Valley. The study concludes 
with Cooney’s argument for the study of field systems both as functional and social entities within the 

Neolithic landscapes.9 
 
While Landscape Archaeology in Ireland was a pioneering work in Irish landscape studies, it is not 
alone. Decoding the Landscape is another collection of papers presented at the inaugural conference 

                                            
1 Briggs 1981 cited in Henry 1989, 106. 
2 Cooney 1987 cited in Henry 1989, 106-7. 
3 Henry 1989. 
4 Op. cit., 71. 
5 Op. cit., 84. 
6 Cooney 1991. 
7 Op. cit., 123. 
8 Op. cit., 125, citing Flemming 1987, 195. 
9 Op. cit., 136. 
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of the Centre for Landscape Studies, held at University College Galway in 1990.1 While the majority 
of the archaeological contributors presented the results of research in their various fields, Keller 

delivered what was probably the most important paper of the conference.2 He argues that the 
distinction made between nature and culture is merely an academic construct and thus any 
differentiation proposed between the concepts of ‘natural landscape’ and ‘cultural landscape’ is, by 
implication, untenable. He proposes that landscape by its very nature is a diachronic concept, based 
on a series of vegetational successions, some of which were influenced by man, implying a 
palimpsest which is created over many millennia. Keller suggests that if we view the landscape as an 
organic continuum, as opposed to a series of static stages, we may be able to reveal some of the 
diachronic events within that landscape. One logical consequence of this approach is what he defines 
as the ‘genetic aspect of the landscape’ where any action which takes place within the landscape is 
influenced in some measure by those actions which went before. Finally, he proposes that the notions 
of mythical, ideological or mental landscapes are as real and important for an understanding of the 
subject as the physical environment. Keller goes so far as to suggest that it is the combination of the 
physical and mental landscapes that produces the cultural landscape. A further important aspect of 
landscape studies, for Keller, is that of the perspective from which the physical area is viewed. He 
holds that depending on the cultural, ethnic and national background of the observer will influence 
their perception of the landscape. In illustration of this he cites the Norwegian struggles for 
independence and the resultant need to forge a national identity as a differentiating element between 
the study of Norwegian settlement history and of other Scandinavian countries. He notes that in 
certain areas of the country three different ethnic traditions exist side by side, namely Saami, Finnish 
and Norwegian. The descriptions of the landscape that each group uses does not necessarily cover 
the same locations, owing to the fact that these different groupings have historically exploited 
different ecological areas. 
 
Although ringforts are the most common field monument in Ireland, relatively few analyses have 

been carried out their distribution. Among these is Barrett’s work on the ringforts of County Louth.3 
For her ‘One of the fundamental issues in ring-fort studies is the problem of reconstructing the 
original distribution of these settlements.’ This problem centres on the rate of destruction in some 
areas, especially in the east of the country, preventing the original distribution pattern from being 
analysed, and possibly leading to flawed conclusions being drawn from inaccurate information. 
 
In an attempt to reconstruct the most complete ringfort distribution pattern possible, she uses the 
Ordnance Survey maps and any other available cartographic sources, aerial photographic sources, 
published townland surveys and the Ordnance Survey Letters. These various sources are assessed 
and their advantages and deficiencies highlighted. While the Ordnance Survey maps (and their 
various revisions) are of the highest value, Barrett sees a distributional analysis based solely on this 
evidence may be highly misleading. She suggests that information from other cartographic sources, 
including estate maps and eighteenth-century county maps, should be included. This is despite the 
inaccuracies of the latter and the lack of uniform coverage of the former. Similarly, she evaluates the 
uses of both vertical and oblique aerial photography. Although both methods have limitations for the 
recognition and positive identification of crop-mark sites, she acknowledges their contribution in 
adding 87 previously unrecorded ringforts to the distribution map for County Louth; an increase of 
35.5% in those known from the Ordnance Survey maps of 1832 and 1862 - 8. Finally, the positive 
contributions of the published surveys of 52 townlands in the County Louth Archaeological Journal 
from 1924 onwards, and those sites noted in the Ordnance Survey Letters are also acknowledged. 
 
Barrett makes the point that while much documentary evidence exists which relates to the economy 
and social structure of Early Christian Ireland, this had not yet been exploited to contribute to our 
understanding of the spatial characteristics of settlement of this period. Thus the analysis of ringfort 
distributions has mirrored prehistoric studies in its concentration on site location in relation to 

                                            
1 Collins (ed.) 1994. 
2 Keller 1994. 
3 Barrett 1982, 80. 
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manifold environmental variables. She sees such studies of particular interest in the attempt to 
establish whether the perceived distribution pattern can be explained solely on the basis of 
environmental determinism, or alternately that such ‘distributional anomalies’ may be the result of 
other factors. 
 
With regard to the choice of site location in relation to environmental factors, Barrett points out that 
while major advances have been made in the reconstruction of Ireland’s vegetational history, further 
studies are urgently needed, especially on a local scale. Her comparison of the numbers of ringforts in 
relation to their altitudinal characteristics is consistent with the majority of similar surveys. In this 
they show a marked preference for intermediate altitudes, from 30m to 60m, with an avoidance of 
low-lying territory and coastal land, suggesting that locations were chosen which would provide 
security, commanding views and a well drained site. 
 
She also notes that important variations in ringfort distribution can be detected between sites derived 
from the various source materials. She acknowledges that the pattern of crop-marks may be the 
result of a bias created by the fact that a larger number of aerial photographs are available for the 
low-lying, central portion of the county. This pattern may also reflect a combination of soil types and 
agricultural practices more conducive to the preservation of such features. However, it does appear 
that ringforts in the more fertile, low-lying areas of County Louth are subject to a higher removal rate 
than elsewhere in the county. 
 
Barrett goes on to examine the distribution of placename elements which refer to ringforts, including 
Rath, Lios, Caiseal, Cathair and Dun. She sees that this additional evidence is important as it gives 
added weight to the more extensive distribution pattern indicated by supplementary sources, as there 
is a concentration of ringfort placenames in the western central portion of the county which coincides 
with a high density of crop-marks. The area south of the river Dee is similar, as the ringfort 
placenames corroborate the pattern derived from early cartographic materials and the Ordnance 
Survey Letters. Interestingly, some negative zones appear in the distribution of significant 
placenames, especially on the Cooley peninsula and the area to the north-west of Dundalk, both of 
which have a heavy volume of surviving ringfort remains. 
 
As the pre-Norman monastic settlements functioned as an integral part of early Irish society, Barrett 
sees their distribution as inexorably linked to that of ringforts. Thus they may provide an important 
component as an index of population distribution at this time. Her analysis indicates that the majority 
of ringforts are located below 60m and seven are positioned on the highest quality of available soils, 
namely the acid brown earths. Accessibility to coastal, river and land routes is also seen as an 
important locational factor for ringforts. 
 
Finally, she examines the relationship between souterrains and ringfort distribution. The c.250 
souterrains known from County Louth exhibit a markedly different distributional pattern to that of 
ringforts, with a high density in the areas to the north of Dundalk. She sees that such discrepancies 
may be explained in a number of ways. The pattern may reflect differential removal rates in disparate 
areas of the county. A second possibility is also presented in that the distribution of isolated 
souterrains may reflect an alternative settlement phenomena ‘... perhaps of an unenclosed nucleated 
character [which] existed in areas of low ringfort density, perhaps mirroring a pre-Norman cultural 
divide.’ However, she acknowledges that no evidence exists to support such an hypothesis. Equally 
unsubstantiated is the claim that the distribution of ringforts has been modified by the Norman 
colonisation process. She sees that this may have happened either by the active removal of ringforts 
in areas under Norman control, or through their continued construction in areas outside of the 
colonists influence. 
 
In conclusion Barrett states that many questions remain to be answered regarding the character and 
distributional patterns of ringforts of Louth. She identifies the central and southern parts of the 
county as areas which, if subject to further aerial reconnaissance, may lead to the identification of 
previously unrecorded ringforts. 
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From her analysis of the ringfort distribution in Wexford, Bennett considers the large concentration of 

sites in the western portion of the county as possibly related to factors of altitudinal preference.1 The 
distribution pattern exhibits a marked preference for sites located between 100ft to 400ft (30m to 

122m) OD, with numbers decreasing rapidly on either side of this range.2 Of interest is the fact that 
the percentage of sites located below 250ft (76m) is much lower than the percentage of land 

available.3 The same is true for sites located above the 1000ft (305m) contour. However, the 
situation is reversed in the case of sites located within the 250ft (76m) to 1000ft (305m) bracket. 
This is overwhelmingly the case for sites between the 250ft (76m) and 500ft (152m) where c.27% of 

the land contains almost 50% of the known sites.4 However, an examination of the relationships 
between site altitude and internal diameter proved no ostensible connection. 
 
In summation, Bennett argues that the builders of ringforts were aware of the land use potential in 
the areas they settled and thus chose light, well drained and fertile soils which were easier to till. She 
notes that, if the function of souterrains was defensive, their low density in the county may suggest 
communities living in relative harmony. The possibility that parts of the west and north-west of the 
county were heavily wooded may also have influenced site location. Bennett also concedes that social 
factors may have played a role in determining ringfort settlement, including tribal divisions and 
warring factions. As in Barrett’s work she suggests that the surviving distribution of sites may be 

related to Norman activity in the county, especially in the coastal areas.5 
 
Arguably the most important paper published on the spatial characteristics of Early Medieval 

settlement is Stout’s consideration of ringfort distribution in the south-west midlands.6 His work 
involves the detailed statistical analysis of some 314 ringforts from the Baronies of Clonlisk, County 
Offaly and Ikerrin, County Tipperary. Stout acknowledges that much work has been done to show the 
influence of environmental factors on site distribution. He, however, states that ‘there is a clear 
distinction between the explanation of distribution on environmental grounds and explanations of 

settlement patterns within these environmentally favoured areas.’7 He evaluates a number of 
hypotheses which have been mooted over time and notes that the concept of contemporaneity has 
been either explicitly or implicitly recognised by most commentators. Indeed this assumption is 
necessary if an assessment of the settlement distribution patterns is to be made based on field survey 
evidence alone. Also, new dating evidence has narrowed the period in which ringforts were 
constructed to c.500 AD to c.1000 AD, thus making a broad degree of contemporaneity more 
probable than had previously been considered. Stout adds a further factor to these assumptions as he 
supposes that their destruction rate has not been so severe as to substantially influence the overall 

pattern.8 
 
Stout selects a number of pertinent locational and morphological variables which are analysed using a 
number of different statistical techniques. This culminates with the use of cluster analysis in an 
attempt to derive a classification scheme for the ringforts of the south-west midlands. Stout’s 
methods and results will be examined in a greater depth in Chapters 5, 6 and 7. Although speculative 
in the extreme, this is the first undertaking of this type to be carried out, blending field survey, spatial 
analysis and historical research. Stout himself believes that it may well be flawed in interpretation, 
but such an investigation can only further our understanding of Early Christian settlement. 
 

                                            
1 Bennett 1989. 
2 Op. cit., 55 & Fig. 2b. 
3 Op. cit., 55 & Fig. 3a. 
4 Figures quoted are inferred from Fig. 3a. 
5 Barrett op. cit., 92-3. Bennett op. cit., 60. 
6 Stout 1991. 
7 Op. cit., 202. 
8 Op. cit., 203. 
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In 1997 Stout followed up this research with the publication of The Irish Ringfort. Here he brings to 
bear the statistical approach that he had earlier applied to the ringforts of the south-west midlands to 
the study of the sites on a nation-wide scale. He argues for the reduction of the period of ringfort 

construction to c.600 to c.800 AD and that their near simultaneous occupation.1 The main 
contribution of this work is its discussion on ringfort distribution on a national level. Stout divides the 
country into areas of low, median, high and very high ringfort density. However, Lynn notes that such 
divisions ‘... may obscure the possibility that some communities or regions containing “spatially 
related” ringforts may have included areas with considerable variation in density even if other 

environmental factors appear constant’.2 Stout’s study culminates with the proposal, as in his 
previous paper, that a study of ringfort morphology may be used to determine the social status of the 
sites’ inhabitants. However, Lynn sees many problems with such an approach, especially when 
attempting to apply the rational to sites on the landscape as the ability to assign individual ringforts 
to various social grades is at an embryonic stage. 
 
It may be seen from the foregoing review of the development of the statistical approach to landscape 
archaeology that the theoretical and methodological aspect has evolved substantially since its first 
inception. In general terms, the discipline has moved from being largely intuitive to one heavily 
statistical in orientation. Indeed, the majority of studies have been almost completely statistically 
based. However, with the development of post-processualism in the late 1980s opinion has shifted 
substantially in the opposite direction, once again towards a more intuitive approach. Nonetheless, it 
is my opinion that a possibly more rewarding avenue of study is the balanced combination of these 
two approaches. Such a fusion of objective and intuitive methods is, however, far from revolutionary. 
In many ways such a balanced approach may be viewed as a practical realisation of Sir Mortimer 

Wheeler’s definition of archaeology: ‘... most human of sciences, most scientific of humanities ...’.3 
 
With regard to the development of landscape archaeology in Ireland, it is obvious that, in comparison 
to Britain, the approach has largely kept pace and developed in parallel. However, in Ireland as 
elsewhere, the major focus of landscape archaeology is still firmly fixed on prehistoric studies. The 
few exceptions to this general rule have been noted above. This situation makes it difficult in the 
extreme to formulate a viable survey and analytical methodology for the West Clare study area. This 
problem is further compounded in that the majority of modern landscape studies seem to suggest 
that the integration of excavated evidence is of paramount importance to the whole nature of the 
project. This presents a special difficulty in the West Clare region as no sites, of any date, have been 
subject to archaeological excavation. With these limitations in mind, and the understanding of the 
limitations of interpretation possible in any field survey, I believe that an effective and 
archaeologically meaningful analysis of the spatial distribution patterns of ringforts in the West Clare 
region is a viable goal. 
 
 
1.6 Summary 
This chapter presents a general introduction to the Loop Head peninsula study area in west county 
Clare. The aims of this thesis are outlined along with the research aims which have been addressed 
and the methods employed. A brief history of landscape archaeology in Britain and Ireland is also 
presented. Within this framework, special reference is given to the development of statistical studies 
of ringforts. 
 
 
 

                                            
1 Stout 1997, 24. 
2 Lynn 1997, 33. 
3 Wheeler 1963, 18. 
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Chapter 2 
 

Archaeological Information on the Loop Head Peninsula 
A Review of the Sources and a History of the Research 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2.1 Cartographic sources 
The Ordnance Survey maps and associated documents. 
The main guide to the location of monuments was the published large-scale OS maps of the area. 
The Loop Head area falls on parts of two OS one-inch to one mile (1:63360) sheets, seven OS six-
inch to one mile (1:10,560) sheets and on all or parts of fifty twenty-five inch to one mile (1:2,500) 
sheets (Map 2.1). The figure also shows one example of the six-fold division, into traces, of a twenty-
five inch sheet. Due to availability, only the 1840 and 1913-8 editions of the Ordnance Survey six-inch 
to one mile were consulted in the course of the research for this thesis. 
 
The original, or first edition, six-inch to one mile (1:10,560) scale maps, and the twenty-five inch to 
one mile (1:2,500) scale maps, of the area are based on the survey of 1840. Both of these scales 
were revised in 1893-7, and again in 1913-8. Although other parts of county Clare were revised more 
recently, the Loop Head region has undergone no more revisions at this scale. The area was also 
surveyed around 1845, at the scale of one-inch to a mile (1:63,360) and revised at this scale between 

1899-1900.1 
 
Of the 244 known ringforts and related monuments examined in this study 207 are shown on the 
published OS large- scale maps. Of the sites included in this figure, 36 are known only from aerial 
photography and had presumably been destroyed before the compilation of the OS maps. A further 
nine sites were not recorded on the first-edition maps, but included on subsequent revisions. As these 
are generally large monuments which are significant landscape features in their own right, it is to be 
expected that they are proportionally better presented on the maps than smaller features. Analogous 
to this is the fact that the combined total of castles and churches that pre-date 1700 AD and all the 
larger earthworks, surviving at the time of the original cartographic survey, are all shown on the OS 
maps. In contrast, none of the three penannular ring-barrows, or any of the known, or supposed, 

standing-stones, are shown.2 
 
One-hundred and ninety-eight monuments within the study area are referred to in the OS 
documentation compiled during the cartographic survey. Within this corpus 170 ‘Forts’ of various 
kinds (i.e. both ringforts and promontory forts) are referred to in the OS Name Book, not all of which 
could be traced on the OS map sheets, by field survey, or aerial photography. Of these 170 sites, 30 
are listed by name (the locations of all these named forts are known). The OS Letters were written by 
John O’Donovan and others during the course of the original six-inch to one mile survey of the area 
and contain descriptions of antiquities, usually castles, churches and the larger ringforts, and 
accounts of local history and legend, all arranged by parish. In the OS Name Books, the names of 
features shown on the maps are listed. Name Books were compiled for each survey and revision of 
the OS maps and frequently mention the existence of antiquities though do not contain any detailed 
accounts of them. In no circumstance did the OS Name Books provide information on antiquities or 
folklore that was not already available elsewhere. 
 
Other cartographic sources 
The Sites and Monuments Record (SMR) for County Clare is a collection of the third-edition 6” OS 

maps, reproduced at a slightly reduced scale.3 They are of great value as they indicate the presence 
of all known archaeological sites either directly from the map sources or from published accounts. 
                                            
1 Andrews 1974. 
2 cf Chapple 1992a, 13-26 & Chapple 1994, 33-7. 
3 Kirwan et al. 1992. 
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However, owing to the need to speedily produce such a record, the compilation relied on available 
published accounts and did not involve any form of field survey. This deficiency has meant that many 
destroyed sites in the Loop Head area are still listed by the SMR as extant. Nevertheless, this is a 
immensely valuable record and will become more so as it is revised to take account of data collected 
in the field. 
 
The Second Report of the Commissioners for the Improvement of the Navigation of the River 
Shannon, under Capt. Manby, published in 1837, shows the positions of five monuments, all of which 
are later included on the OS six-inch sheets. This source is worthy of note as it is the only source 
which shows the position and form of ‘Lord Clare’s Pier’, believed to have been an early seventeenth-
century quay, near Carrigaholt Castle. It appears to have been destroyed during the construction of 
the later pier at Carrigaholt harbour, and is not shown on any subsequent OS maps. However, this 
report contains no information of relevance to the ringforts of the study area. 
 
Ennis Local Studies Centre houses a collection of first edition (1840), tinted, Ordnance Survey six-
inches to one-mile (1:10,560) map sheets of county Clare, used by Westropp to organise and plan his 
own field survey of the county. Some sheets bear his own brief notes relevant to archaeological sites. 
The collection was presented to the Clare Historical and Archaeological Society by Mr. Conor 
O’Callaghan-Westropp. On the sheets covering the study area, Westropp notes the names of three 
sites which were recorded but not named on this edition of the map. These are: Lisduff (76) (See 
Fig. Gaz. 3; Pl. 1), Carrownaweelaun (10) (See Fig. Gaz. 3), and Lismaguine (65) (See Pl. 2). These 
names were included on subsequent editions of the Ordnance Survey maps. Between Lissyhunna 
ringfort (85) and another unnamed fort (86) he marks a souterrain and also records Cahersaul 
(166) and Lisdundalhen (165). 
 
There are a number of maps of all, or parts of, county Clare appended in volume two of the OS 
Letters, some traced by Alfred Lynch on the 13th of September 1893. These include the undated ‘The 
Pacta Hibernia of the County of Clare;’ an extract from a projection of Ireland, from ‘Mercator’s Atlas,’ 
published in Duisburg in 1564; an extract from John Speede’s 1631 map of Ireland, giving a ‘Prospect 
of the Most Famous Parts of the World;’ and an extract of ‘The Barony of Moyfarta’ from ‘The Down 
Survey Map of County Clare’ by Sir William Petty. A large number of 17th and 18th century maps 
were also consulted during the course of this research, including: R. P. Agostino Lubin’s 1689 map of 
Ireland; Senex and Maxwell’s map of Ireland from 1712. Numerous French and British Naval charts 
were also consulted, including one dated example from 1693. These maps and charts proved of 
interest insofar as one may attempt to trace the orthography of the names given to places, 
specifically townlands, and occasionally to the larger coastal archaeological sites. However, no 
pertinent information relating to the ringforts of the study area was recorded, though this may be 
expected of such naval charts. 
 
 
2.2 Published sources 
The published sources 
The first published notes on the antiquities of the study area, which are known to this writer, are 

those from the 1681 journal of Thomas Dineley, Esquire.1 While the journal makes note of some 
archaeological monuments, most notably the possible standing stone of ‘Clough-an-umpy’, it records 

no information relating to the ringforts of the area.2 
 
Chevalier Thomas O’Gorman visited the west Clare area between Sunday, August 24th and Tuesday, 
August 26th, 1800. His journal is preserved as ‘Ms. Add 20,717’ at the British Library, in London, and 

was partially published by O’Broin.3 He little more then passingly refers to a number of sites, 
including Cahersaul, (166); Cahercoolia, (183); Cahercroghaun, (167) and Lisduff, (76). This was 

                                            
1 Shirley 1867, 188-90. 
2 Chapple 1994, 33-7. 
3 O’Broin 1981, 37-41. 
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followed by Knott’s Two Months at Kilkee.1 In it she briefly notes some archaeological monuments, 

the only ringfort mentioned being Lisnaleagaun (53).2 
 
The next series of articles, and only major archaeological work prior to this research thesis, was 
undertaken by T. J. Westropp. In 1898 he published an article in the Journal of the Royal Society of 
Antiquaries if Ireland on the Loop Head group of monuments, including destroyed ringforts at 

Cahercroghaun, Cahercoolia and Lisdundalhen.3 Westropp goes on to recount the folklore associated 
with these sites, as given c.1750 by Comyn of the seduction of ‘the one woman’ by Dermot O’Duine. 
 
In 1908 and 1909 Westropp continued his account of this area of Clare in a two-part article on the 
ringforts of the barony of Moyarta and their folklore, again published in the Journal of the Royal 
Society of Antiquaries of Ireland.4 In the first part he once again details the destroyed sites at the tip 
of the headland and their folklore relating to the ardent suitor, Dermot O’Duine. He then briefly deals 
with the forts of Kilballyowen parish, none of which he finds particularly remarkable. He mentions a 
nearly destroyed site in Fodry (41), as well as mentioning Lissanooin (44), Lissalougha (72), Lisroe 
(144) and Lissalappaun (53) by name. Otherwise, he gives the numbers of ringforts for various 
townlands, but there is rarely any detail as to exact location. In general, Westropp notes of the 
ringforts of this parish that ‘most are small and low, several almost swept away. Not a few have no 

fosse or outer ring, or hardly perceptible traces thereof.’5 Westropp describes the parish of Moyarta 

as presenting ‘a bewildering profusion of forts.’6 He gives comparatively detailed descriptions of such 
larger ringforts as Lisduff (76), Carrownaweelaun (10) and Lissanula (118) while such sites as 
Lisnagreeve (58), Rathmacderrig (137) and Lissagreenaun (87) are merely mentioned and basic 
dimensions given. He also includes rudimentary plans and sections of three forts, namely Lissanuala 
(118), Carrownaweelaun (10) and Lisduff (76) (See Fig. Gaz. 3). 
 

The second part of this paper concerns itself with the ringforts from Kilkee to Carrigaholt.7 He details 
the sites of Liscroneen (32), Lismaguine (65) and Lisheencrony (66) and gives both a plan and 
section of these ringforts (See Fig. Gaz. 1 & 2, Pl. 2). Both Lissyhunna/Lissaphunna (85) and its 
neighbour (86) are also described. Ringforts such as Lisheenfurroor (69) and Lismadine (62) are 
mentioned, though little detail is given. As previously, Westropp merely mentions the approximate 
number of ringforts in many townlands, giving little or no information on individual sites. 
 
Brief references are also made to a number of the ringforts in the study area, more fully described in 
the above articles, in some of Westropp’s other papers. For example, the destroyed sites of 
Cahercroghaun (167), Cahercoolia (183) and Cahersaul (166) are listed in a general paper on ‘the 

Cahers of County Clare’ published in the Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy.8 
 
Westropp published a series of six articles between 1911 and 1914 in the Journal of the North 
Munster Archaeological Society. Of these, four deal exclusively with ‘Carrigaholt (Co. Clare) and its 
Neighbourhood’ and give descriptive accounts of all archaeological monuments, regardless of type, 
generally in the order that they were encountered in the authors’ progression through the area, the 
general intent having been to supply a general guide for tourists wishing for excursions from the 
resort town of Kilkee. In the first of these articles ringforts such as Lismaguine (65), Lisheencrony 
(61), Lissyhunna (85) and the destroyed site of Lisfuadnaheirka (179) are mentioned and brief 

                                            
1 Knott 1836. 
2 Op. cit., 40. 
3 Westropp 1898, 409-12. The SMR Nos. for the sites listed are CL071-012, -011 and -008. 
4 Westropp 1908c, 344-61; 1909, 113-26. 
5 Op. cit., 356. 
6 Op. cit., 357. 
7 Op. cit. 1909, 113-26. 
8 Westropp 1901, 415-49. 
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details given.1 A number of plans and sections which had been published in the preceding articles are 
also reproduced. 
 
The second article in this series concerns itself for the most part with the architecture and history of 
Carrigaholt castle, just giving the briefest description and measurements of the ringforts of Lissanuala 

(118) and Rathmacderrig (137).2 In a following article detailing the area from Kilcredaun to Ross, 

Westropp deals chiefly with the ecclesiastical sites of Kilcredaun, Moyarta, Kilballyowen and Ross.3 
Indeed, when ringforts are mentioned in the article, they presence is merely noted. Westropp 
explains this deficiency by the fact that ‘... the whole valley from Lissyhunna westward so abounds in 
these remains and are all so much of one type and usually of even closely similar dimensions and 

featureless that ... there is little to be gained in doing more than giving their number and position.’4 
In a second part to the same article Westropp deals exclusively with the archaeological sites and 
folklore of Loop Head. Once again he summarises and paraphrases earlier work on the destroyed 

sites of Cahercrohaun (sic.) (167), Cahercoolia (183) and Cahersaul (166).5 
 
In the paper dealing with the route from Kilkee to Cross, Westropp concentrates mainly on the 

promontory forts of Dunlecky, Cloughaunsavaun and Doondoillroe.6 Although he gives a relatively 
long account of the ringfort of Lisduff (76), it is mostly a reiteration of his previously published 
accounts, as are other shorter site descriptions. Of interest, however, is the publication of a short 
piece of folklore relating to the ringfort of Lissnafallainge (102) and the otherworldly folk who dwelt 

there.7 
 
In his final paper on this area, Westropp notes the locations and basic measurements of a number of 
ringforts in the parish of Moyarta. These include Lissagreenaun (87), Bellia (1), Lisnagreeve (58) 

and Carrownaweelaun (10).8 
 
In general terms it mat be said that although the data that Westropp recorded on individual sites are 
invaluable and highly accurate, especially in the areas of correlating and collecting manuscript and 
folklore information, his general observations and theorising have been almost completely surpassed 
by modern research. 
 
Since Westropp’s time archaeological output on the study area has consisted mostly of small articles 
in local newspapers and local history journals, and as a rule has been marked by a tendency to 
paraphrase Westropp’s original published works. While these articles include pieces on the castles 
and promontory forts of the study area, no work has been undertaken on the ringforts which account 

for the largest portion of all antiquities on the Loop Head peninsula.9 
 
The present writer contributed a synthesis of the archaeological legacy of the area to the 1992 book 

Cuchulain’s Leap.10 The work contained the research results of a FÁS sponsored community response 
heritage project run in conjunction with the Carrigaholt and Cross Heritage Group. The work 
attempted to present many aspects of the past of the Loop Head area, including folklore, 
                                            
1 Westropp 1911 b, 219-35. 
2 Westropp 1911 c, 29-42. 
3 Westropp 1912 a, 103-18. 
4 Op. cit., 111. 
5 Westropp 1912 b, 134-48. 
6 Westropp 1913 b, 38-52. The SMR Nos. for the sites listed are CL065-00801, CL064-00501 and CL065-
027. 
7 Westropp op. cit. 47-8. 
8 Westropp 1914, 153-69. 
9 cf Marrinan 1984, 40-4; O’Brien 1979, 7; O’Reilly 1979, 12-5; Gleeson 1991, 57-60. 
10 Murphy 1992. Chapple 1992a, 13-26. 
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placenames, local history and folklife of the parishes of Carrigaholt and Cross. It was from this initial 

period of research that the concept of the present thesis was developed.1 
 
In addition to the published sources which contain information about the parishes of Carrigaholt and 
Cross, many others were examined but did not yield any material relating to the study area. Almost 
all local, regional and national journals were examined in a bid to extract the fullest possible amount 
of information, however, this proved fruitless. 
 
2.3 Photographic sources 
University of Cambridge aerial photographs. 
Prints of the aerial photographs taken by the University of Cambridge Committee for Aerial 
Photography, headed by Dr. J. K. St Joseph, taken on the 22nd of July 1965 (pm), and housed in the 
National Museum of Ireland, were examined. The collection which relate to the study area comprises 
25 five-and-a-half inch square, oblique, black and white contact prints, all in volume 23: ALM 1-97, 
taken with an air survey camera from heights between 800 and 4000 feet. Of this number only eight 
prints were of any real use in locating archaeological features, the rest being general panorama shots 
of the study area. They illustrate nine sites within the study area, all of which are already known from 
OS map sheets. 
 
Irish Air Corps aerial photographs 
These nine-inch square prints, taken sporadically between 1952 and 1957 were examined at the 
public offices of the Geological Survey of Ireland, at Beggars Bush in Dublin. They were taken 
vertically, at an altitude of 5,400 feet and printed at a scale of six-inches to one mile. The negatives 
and copyright to these prints are retained by the Irish Air Corps. They do not, however, give full 
photographic cover of the area as they are restricted to the coastline (Map 2.2). From an examination 
of these prints alone a further 19 destroyed probable or possible sites were discovered. 
 
Geological Survey of Ireland aerial photographs 
Between 1973 and 1977 the Geological Survey of Ireland commissioned the Institute Géographique 
Nationale de France to undertake a complete aerial survey of the Irish Republic. In all some 6478 
prints were made, each, on average, representing 20 square miles of land. The collection contains 26, 
23 cm square (9 inch square) prints, taken on the 8th and 16th of April 1974, that relate to the study 
area. As these photographs are all of the land area below the aviation lines from Shannon Airport 
they are held under restricted access, labeled as ‘sensitive prints,’ and require a special security 
clearance from the Department of Defence. The prints were examined at the public offices of the 
Geological Survey of Ireland they confirmed the existence of seven of the possible, destroyed, 
earthworks observed in the Irish Air Corps aerial photographs, above. The prints also revealed three 
other possible, destroyed, earthworks not visible on the Air Corps photographs. A further six sites, 
visible on the Air Corps photographs, could not be confirmed by the Geological Survey prints. These 
are also listed in the Gazetteer of potential sites known from aerial photography. 
 
Lawrence photographic collection 
The collection consists of a series of glass photographic plates, taken between 1890 and 1910, mostly 
by a Mr. Ffrench, an employee of William Lawrence, a Dublin photographer and are today housed in 
the National Library, Dublin. The collection, generally, contains photographs of fairly substantial 
buildings, such as castles, churches and large houses, but the ringforts of the Loop Head area are not 
included. 
 
2.4 Unpublished and miscellaneous sources 
Museum records 
The topographical files of the National Museum of Ireland were examined for information relative to 
the archaeological field monuments of the study area. Unfortunately, no relevant information on the 
ringforts of the area was added to that previously available elsewhere. 
 

                                            
1 Chapple 1992b. 
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Irish Tourism Authority’s topographical and general survey 
The hand-written manuscripts of the survey of the parishes of Carrigaholt and Cross, carried out by 
Mr. James Henchy in 1943, were examined at the offices of Ennis Local Studies Centre. Primarily, the 
reports contain information relative to local accommodation and tourist amenities. They also contain 
information on the archaeology, history, geology, customs, patterns and natural curiosities of the 
area. The archaeological component of the manuscripts, however, is largely unsatisfactory, as much 
of the information included has been copied from Westropp’s series of papers on the area. Although 
no pertinent information regarding the ringforts of the area is recorded, Henchy does mention the 
possible monument which he records as ‘Dermot and Gráine’s Bed’, apparently now destroyed, and 
the folklore associated with it. 
 
Local newspapers 
A limited search was made of the local newspapers The Clare Champion, for additional information on 
the study area and related subjects. This, however, proved fruitless, the only information available 
being quoted, repeated verbatim, or plagiarised from the work of other authors. 
 
Local sources of information 
In 1971, Fr. Seamus O’Dea compiled an unpublished report on Fomhar na Farraige ag an gCaladh 
Phort Cill Beathach Co. an Chláir: The Decline of The Irish Language in Cill Beathach, Co. an Chláir, in 
which, among other things, he recorded the Irish place-names within the parish of Cross. Although 
interesting, the manuscript did not provide any relevant material that is not already available 
elsewhere. The manuscript is currently housed in the Sweeny Memorial Library in Kilkee. 
 
2.5 Results of the field survey 
Eight archaeological monuments were discovered during the programme of field survey. These 
include two extant standing-stones, plus the collection of information relating to a possible, destroyed 

stone-pair in Oughterard townland.1 Three ring-barrows in Tullig townland were identified during the 
survey of Doondoillroe promontory fort. However, the only possible addition made to the corpus of 
ringforts and related sites in the study area was the possible, destroyed earthwork in 
Cloughaunsavaun townland (161). The site, although largely destroyed was included, based on 
information gathered from a number of local landowners who claim that it was once a ringfort. 
Further archaeological finds were discovered at, or close to, monuments shown on OS maps. These 
include the apparently unfinished quern stone from Lisheencrony townland (68) and the quern stone 
carved with the date ‘1846’ found during the destruction of a ringfort in Tullig townland (207). 
 
 
Assessment of the degree of completeness of the field survey 
The field survey of the study area was carried out between September 1991 and March 1992 as part 
of the FÁS sponsored heritage project, mentioned above. During this time all monuments were visited 
on at least two occasions to facilitate the checking and correction of field notes. The entire area was 
again resurveyed by the author, with all sites being again visited at least twice, on an intermittent 
basis between September 1994 and September 1997. In an attempt to gain the fullest possible 
coverage of the monuments and their landscape, the area was photographed from the air by the 
author on three separate occasions between 1992 and 1997. 
 
From examination in the field, it was found that the vast majority of the field monuments shown on 
the OS map sheets of the study area, along with those that came to notice through other sources 
were still extant. In addition to this, all hachured features and many circular or sub-circular fields 
shown on the OS maps were examined. In the course of the field survey adjacent fields were 
inspected by a visual sweep. In other areas where known or potential monuments were more 
scattered, widely spaced observational walks were made on an organised basis and the area checked. 
A special point was made to obtain landowner’s permission to trespass across their land, this was 
also used as an opportunity to enquire as to the existence of other monuments in the vicinity and 
also to attempt to collect items of folklore. In this way a high degree of coverage of the area was 

                                            
1 Chapple 1994, 33-7. 
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achieved and it is expected that few, if any, reasonably intact, large monuments have escaped notice, 
though it would seem inevitable that a number of smaller or destroyed monuments will have been 
missed. 
 
2.6 Summary 
From the foregoing it may be seen that although there has been a long and varied history of research 
into the Loop Head area of west Clare, only a small number of sources provide any data of value. 
Chief among these is the record provided by the Ordnance Survey maps and the Sites and 
Monuments Record. The work of Westropp, while indispensable to the study of the ringforts of the 
Loop Head area is mainly confined to his two papers in the Journal of the Royal Society of Antiquaries 
of Ireland for 1908 and 1909, the remainder of his work being of either a reiterative or a synthetic 
nature. 
 
A valuable addition to the known corpus of sites is provided by aerial photography as many destroyed 
sites which may have been ringforts have been identified. Although the Irish Air Corps photographs 
are limited to the coastal areas of the study area, they have proved to be especially useful due to 
their low altitude coverage which makes the identification of potential sites more amenable. 
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Chapter 3 
 

The physical environment of the Loop Head peninsula 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

‘Thence Clare trails away in a wedge between the Atlantic and the Shannon for thirty-
five miles to Loop Head ... a wind-swept almost treeless region of rushy pasture and 
peat bogs, with little attraction inland ... but a fine and varied coast-line of cliffs and 
sands and headlands, and everywhere the boom of the Atlantic waves to keep you 

company’1 
 
3.1 Geology 
The solid geology of the west Clare region is composed exclusively of gently folded Upper 

Carboniferous (Namurian) shales and sandstones, formed during the Palaeozoic Era (Map 3.1).2 
These are sandstones, shales and coals formed in coastal swamps during the latter half of the 
Palaeozoic period, formed between 345 to 290 million years ago and are common to much of county 

Clare and north county Kerry.3 This distribution of rock types is the outcome of folding during the 
Armorican Orogeny which resulted in a series of east-north-east to west-south-west folds. The rock 
types which underlie the Loop Head peninsula were believed to have included Upper Avonian shales 

and sandstones, Millstone grit and Coal Measures.4 However, modern research has revealed that all 
of these subdivisions to be invalid and that these rocks are instead of the middle Carboniferous or 

Namurian Era.5 
 
The term glacial geology refers to the rocks found in glacial ‘drifts’ laid down by ice sheets, glaciers, 
or by water from the retreating ice. Within county Clare the greatest evidence comes from the 

Weichsel Glaciation, which reached its greatest extent c.21,000 BC (Map 3.2).6 However, the entirety 
of the Loop Head peninsula shows evidence of the older, Saale glaciation. This phase of glaciation 
reached its maximum approximately 200,000 years BP when it covered almost the entirety of the 
country. During this period the direction of the ice-flow was generally east to west, as is visible from 
the evidence of striation in the west Clare region. It was during the retreat of this period of glaciation 
that solifluction occurred in the Saale deposits. This process was responsible for the creation of the 
long gentle slopes typical of the Loop Head area today. 
 
3.2 Soils 
Gardiner and Radford’s ‘general soil map of Ireland’ gives the broad physiographical division of 
almost all of the study area as ‘Rolling Lowland’ the principal soil types of which are gleys with 

associated acid brown earths and peaty gleys.7 From examination of Finch’s ‘soil map of county Clare’ 
it is apparent that five ‘great soil groups’ are represented on the Loop Head peninsula, divided 

between ten soil series (Maps 3.3 - 3.4).8 It is now proposed to examine these various types of soil 
and soil series in detail, and to explore their suitability for various forms of agriculture. However, the 
analysis of ringfort location on these soils will be left until chapter five. 
 
Gleys make up the single largest component of the soils of the Loop Head peninsula, comprising 
73.89% of the total land area (Fig. 3.1). These soils are generally poorly drained and have developed 

                                            
1 Praeger 1947, 229. 
2 Finch et al. 1971, 73-4. 
3 Lewrane-Sheran 1984. 
4 du Noyer et al. 1860. Hull 1891. 
5 Finch et al. 1971, 75. 
6 Op. cit., 76. 
7 Gardiner & Radford 1975, (1:575,000). 
8 40 soil series are recorded for the whole of Co. Clare. Finch et al., 7. 



Chapter 3: The physical environment 

23 

in either permanent or intermittently waterlogged conditions. These conditions may be caused by a 
naturally high water-table, or where a ‘perched’ water-table exists due to the relatively impervious 
nature of the underlying materials along with that of the soils themselves. In many cases both of 
these factors are in operation and are exacerbated by run-off from higher slopes. Thus, gleys may 
occur in both depressions and at higher altitudes. Gleys which were formed by the presence of a high 
water-table are termed ground-water gleys, while those which occur due to the other reasons listed 
are referred to as surface-water gleys. It is usual for these soils to present many unfavourable 
features for agriculture, including limited rooting area, poor aeration and slow decomposition of 

organic materials.1 Gley soils present serious limitations for agriculture of all types as their poor 
drainage may retard spring growth, even in terms of pasture production. Their weak structure 
facilitates poaching damage by grazing stock, thus limiting the length of the grazing season and the 
quality of the grass produced. It is only with manuring, draining and careful soil management that 
these soils can achieve high yields as pasture. 
 
Two of the 14 gley series which are known from county Clare are recorded on the Loop Head 
peninsula. These include the Kilrush series (71) which accounts for 66.82% of the land area of the 
study area, and the Abbeyfeale non-peaty phase (62A) which constitutes 7.07% (Fig. 3.2, Map 3.4). 
The Kilrush series is the most wide-spread soil in county Clare and is chiefly associated in the south-
west of the county with the Upper Carboniferous shales and sandstones and their related tills. It is 
most common on areas affected by the Weichsel glaciation, but may also to be found on zones of 
Saale age. The series is poorly drained and present a soil content from 40% to 60%. As the Kilrush 
show no evidence for podzolisation they may be distinguished from the Abbeyfeale series. As outlined 
above, these soils have an extremely limited range of agricultural uses, being chiefly confined to 
forestry and grass production (Map 3.4). For efficient production of timber, spruce being the most 
favourable species, it is recommended that the land be sheltered form strong westerly winds. Given 
the location of the study area, even this is impractical. 
 
The Abbeyfeale series is similarly distributed over the Upper Carboniferous shales and sandstones of 
county Clare. It is principally associated on the landscape with the Kilrush, Tullig and Knockanimpaha 
series, chiefly on the Loop Head peninsula. The non-peaty phase refers to areas where the peat cover 
has been removed. In this instance it is found most usually on drift of the Saale glaciation, though it 
is sometimes found on deposits of the earlier glaciation. Once again, these soils are poorly drained 
and present a limited range of agricultural uses. The series provides low soil permeability which is 
reflected in the production of rushes on both pastures and slopes. Because of this low permeability 
and low micropore space, drainage of the land will only produce the most marginal increases in 
productivity. Even under the most favourable conditions the waterlogged nature of the series causes 
shallow rooting of grasses and is also subject to poaching if grazed in wet conditions. All forms of 
tillage are impractical and unproductive on this series. Considering the large proportion of these 
series in the study area (73.89%), in comparison to the county as a whole (31.94%), it seems fair to 
suggest that the agricultural potential of the west Clare region is quite poor. 
 

                                            
1 Finch et al. 1971, 25-7. 
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Comparison Between Percentages of Various Soil Types on

the Loop Head Peninsula vs. County Clare
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Fig. 3.1. Comparison between percentages of various soil types on the Loop Head peninsula vs. the 
whole of County Clare (for convenience, figures given are rounded to two decimal places). 
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Fig. 3.2. Comparison between percentages of various soil series on the Loop Head peninsula vs. the 
whole of County Clare. 
 
Brown earths make up 3.12% of the land of the Loop Head peninsula, a relatively small proportion in 
terms of the entire county (10.88%). These soils are relatively mature mineral soils and are generally 

well drained. It follows that they are not extensively leached or degraded.1 Thus, there is little 
evidence of removal and deposition of iron oxides, humus or clay, thought there is some evidence of 

                                            
1 Op. cit., 7. 
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mineral leaching. Although these soils normally possess a low level of nutrients, brown earths are 
generally good arable soils and respond well to manuring. However, they require careful management 
to support high quality grassland. They are also well suited to forestry production. 
 
The brown earths of the Loop Head peninsula are of the Tullig series (137). As stated above it 
accounts for 3.12% of the available land area, compared with 0.94% for the county as a whole. In 
county Clare this series is generally found only to the west of a line from Miltown Malbay to Kilrush. 
In this region it is usually associated with the Abbeyfeale and Kilrush series of gleys. The Tullig series 
occurs in areas not affected by the Weichsel glaciation where the landscape has been subject to 
solifluction thus leaving the hills devoid of drift. In county Clare this series only occurs in areas below 
150m OD. The Tullig series is moderately well drained with low to medium pH values. Given 
favourable conditions, these soils have a moderate to wide range of uses. However, they may be 
severely limited by the action of strong winds, weak structure and moderate drainage. Indeed, it is 
due to their common association with the poorer gley soils that they are commonly tilled, being the 
most productive soils available. Nevertheless, these soils are more productive when used for grass 
production. If soils of the Tullig series are planted for forestry, only maritime conifers are viable. 
 
Brown podzolics account for a mere 0.41% of the soils of the Loop Head peninsula, a figure 
significantly lower than that for the county as a whole (4.85%). These soils are a more intensely 
leached form of the brown earths are thus more depleted of nutrients in their upper horizons. They 
are also generally more degraded and acidic than the brown earths. Although of poorer quality, they 
do behave in a similar manner to the brown earths and are of comparable productivity. They are 
considered to be quite desirable due to their beneficial texture, structure, drainage and productive 

capacity.1 However, they lack many natural nutrients and lime and thus require manuring to enhance 
productivity. If manuring and land management are sufficient, high productivity may be achieved in 
the short term if using crop rotation. As with the brown earths, the brown podzolics are ideal for 
forestry production. 
 
The Loop Head brown podzolic soils belong to the Mountcollins series (55). As stated above, this 
series makes up 0.41% of the available land area, a much lower percentage than for the county as a 
whole (3.30%). This series is well drained and, like the brown earths, is of great local importance due 
to its common association with the Kilrush and Abbeyfeale series of gleys. The Mountcollins series is 
usually found in county Clare on drift associated with the Weichsel glaciation, being quite rarely 
located on drift of Saale age. It is most commonly found in kame and kettle topography, particularly 

along the terminal moraine of the Weichsel ice sheet, to the east of the study area.2 The Mountcollins 
series provides moderately strong structure and allows extensive root penetration for crops. This 
series provide a wide range of uses for most forms of tillage and also for pasture, up to c.150m OD. 
When compared to the Kilrush and Abbeyfeale series, it has the advantage that it allows grazing both 
earlier in spring and later into autumn. The series is also less prone to poaching than the others. With 
regard to stock raising, the Mountcollins series is capable of sustaining large numbers of beasts. 
However, in the absence of an adequate soil management programme, the series will rapidly revert 
to poor grazing with bracken and gorse. In general terms these soils are best suited to forestry, but 
on the exposed Loop Head peninsula where windthrow from the ocean is prevalent this causes major 
growth problems. 
 
Podzols make up a significantly higher proportion of the available land on the Loop Head peninsula 
(4.29%) than for the whole of county Clare (1.33%). These are a more intensely leached soil than 
the brown podzolics. In profile they display distinct horizons of depletion and accumulation and are 
thus considered to be degraded soils. Podzols may be formed either from parent materials of 
extremely low base reserve, or from conditions which deplete these reserves to a very low level. In 
an advanced stage of deterioration these soils become very acid which inhibits the deterioration of 
micro-organisms and thus promotes the formation of a peat-like layer on the surface. This layer will 
eventually develop a heath-type vegetation. Podzols are very poor soils which require high nutrient 

                                            
1 Op. cit., 17. 
2 Op. cit., 19. 
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and manure enrichment to become profitable. Drainage is often poor and the soil is usually very 
deficient in many important trace elements. In lowland situations podzols may be successfully 
reclaimed for cultivation, but without careful soil management they easily revert to their natural, 
unproductive state. Stock rearing on such land is only feasible with attentive management and 
manuring. Where the soils are so degraded as to produce an ironpan, both water percolation and root 
penetration are severely restricted. Obviously this is an important limitation for their agricultural 
exploitation. Where planted for forestry podzols are most frequently used for pines. However, even 
with the application of fertiliser along with deep ploughing to break up the ironpan, they are still only 
suitable for timber production. 
 
Once again, only one series of podzols is found on the Loop Head peninsula, namely the 
Knockanimpaha (78). As mentioned, this series represents 4.29% of the total soils of the area, a 
substantially higher percentage than expected, given that for the entirety of county Clare it represents 
a mere 0.23%. The Knockanimpaha series is commonly found in the west Clare region in association 
with soils of the Abbeyfeale series. In the study area this series is derived from the Upper 
Carboniferous shale and grit bedrocks and from their derived colluvium. In areas with a sandstone 
bedrock more sandy textures are produced in the series. The Knockanimpaha series is characterised 
by a thin stratum of ironpan with an iron enriched horizon in the lower layers. In a number of 
situations the ironpan proves completely impermeable which significantly impeded drainage and 
results in root restriction and mottling of the soil. However, where the soils have been cultivated the 
ironpan is usually comprehensively fragmented, allowing normal drainage and root penetration. Soils 
of the Knockanimpaha series are formed from an acid parent material, which when combined with the 
cold wet conditions they are usually associated with causes leaching and depletion. For these reasons 
the soils have a very limited range of agricultural uses. For the most part they are suitable for 
extensive grazing and this can only be increased with heavy nutrient supplementing. 
 
The soils of county Clare include five series of peats which make up 19.52% of the available land 
area. This is comparable to the overall distribution of the these series on the Loop Head peninsula 
where they constitute 18.70% of the soil surface. Peats are soils characterised by an organic content 
in excess of 30% and by being at least one foot in depth (0.3m). Two main types of peat are found in 

Ireland, namely the basin and blanket peats.1 Basin peats are soils which have formed in lake basins, 
hollows, or river valleys. Alternately, they may be created under conditions where the sub-soil is 
sufficiently impermeable as to cause a raise in the water-table. Basin peats may be further subdivided 
into raised bog and fen peat. Fen peat is formed when conditions of base-rich ground water are 
present and is chiefly composed of the remains of reeds and sedges along with other semi-aquatic or 
woody plants. The topographic setting and nutrient content of the water supply bear strong 
influences on the variation of component organic remains in the peat. Fen peats such as the 
Banagher (1H) series are commonly found in river valleys and in interdrumlin hollows. The Banagher 
series is found in association with soils derived from limestone and Carboniferous shale. This series 
makes up 0.64% of the soil surface of the study area, compared to 2.50% for all of the county. The 
structure of the series is well developed and shows high root development in the upper strata. 
However, structure in lower strata is poor and root penetration decreases rapidly. The permanent 
water-table occurs at a mere 70cm below the surface. This series has a moderate to wide range of 
uses, though frost hazards and low base status are the main limiting factors. 
 
Where climatic conditions are suitable raised bog may develop on top of fen peat. This is caused by 
the increase in the height of fen peat, thus moving living organic matter into a position where it is 
less affected by groundwater and growth level is instead more influenced by the level of atmospheric 
precipitation. This change in moisture source allows the growth of the characteristically domed raised 
bog surface with acidic organic remains. Where these deposits have not been exploited in county 
Clare, they range in depth from c.3m to c.10m. Extensive areas of blanket peat have been removed 
in the county, usually to a depth of c.2m to c.10m. 
 

                                            
1 Op. cit., 42-7. 
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The Allen series (1B) is a raised bog type common in Clare, accounting for 0.77% of the total land 
area of the county and 0.63% of the Loop Head peninsula. In the east of the county it is chiefly 
associated with the Elton and Patrickswell series of grey brown podzolics. However, in the west of 
Clare it is commonly found with the Kilrush and Abbeyfeale non-peaty phase series of gleys. In cases 
where the peat has not been removed it may exceed 5m in depth. In this series the water-table is 
very close to the surface and is thus very wet, 85% to 91% being composed of water. In their 
unmanaged state they are unsuitable for any type of agricultural exploitation. Indeed, it only with 
drainage and manuring that grass production and forestry are feasible. 
 
In areas where the Allen series has been extensively removed and reclaimed for grass production, or 
occasionally for arable farming, it is known as the reclaimed cut-over phase. The Allen cut over (1G) 
series accounts for 4.55% of the land surface of the study area, proportionally higher than the figure 
of 1.38% for the county as a whole. The series demonstrates moderately strong structure which 
allows roots to develop well. The water-table occurs between 70cm and 90cm below the surface. 
These soils have a relatively wide range of uses, though frost-sensitive crops are at risk in the late 
spring. However, manuring and careful soil management are advisable as the series possess low 
reserves of plant nutrients. 
 
The second main type of peat is blanket peat. This soil accumulates when conditions provide both 
high rainfall and humidity. Indeed, these circumstances are prevalent over much of the western 
portion of county Clare and consequently blanket peat is widespread in the region. In county Clare 
blanket peats vary in depth from 1m to 2m. It is generally characterised by an upper layer of more 
humified peat than would be expected from basin peats. Underlying this is usually a stratum of pine. 
In county Clare blanket peats are represented by the Aughty series and its cut-over phase. The 
Aughty (1K) series represents 8.09% of the study area, comparable with the figure of 8.40% for the 

county as a whole.1 The series varies in depth from 16in to 80in (40cm to 2m) and usually occurs in 
the most elevated areas of the county. This series have a very limited range of uses, low quality stock 
grazing being the most common application. Drainage, manuring and surface seeding is required to 
produce improved grass yields. 
 
The Aughty cut-over phase (1M) represents 4.59% of the Loop Head peninsula, a somewhat lower 
percentage than that for the county as a whole (6.47%). The series is most commonly associated 
with the gleys of the Old red Sandstone, but is also found with soils on the Carboniferous shales. The 
soil cover is generally quite shallow as the covering of peat has been removed. In its natural state 
this soil is very limited in its range of agricultural uses and requires drainage and manuring for 
adequate grass production. 
 
3.3 Relief and drainage 
The land of the Loop Head peninsula ranges from sea level at the sand and gravel beaches along the 
south shore at Querrin, Carrigaholt, Rinevella and Kilbaha to cliffs occasionally in excess of 60m 
(200ft) OD high along the north shore, facing into the Atlantic Ocean. The land surface rises relatively 
gently to hills at Kilbaha (87m, 272ft, OD), Rehy Hill (116m, 386ft OD), Knocknagarhoon (123m, 
410ft OD) and Moveen (136m, 452ft OD) but most of the land lies at between 15 to 45 m, or 50 to 
150ft OD (Map 3.5). 
 
Besides Cloghaun Lough, between the townlands of Lissalougha and Cloghanbeg, there are no lakes 
or large bodies of water in the area, and the only natural water courses of any consequence are the 
Moyarta, Doonaha, and Lisheen rivers which flow east, south, and north-west respectively and enter 
the sea individually at Carrigaholt, Doonaha Shore (into the Shannon estuary), and Bealanaglass 
(Goleen Bay) (Map 3.5). Apart from these, there is almost no natural surface drainage and minimal 
seepage, the burden of this being taken up by a huge network of modern man-made field drainage-
ditches. In the western and northern portions of the peninsula the majority of the drainage is directly 
to the sea or via small streams. The remainder of the study area, to the east of Poulnasherry Bay to 

                                            
1 Op. cit., 46. 



Chapter 3: The physical environment 

28 

approximately Kilcredaun Point is listed as a minor river catchment area of less than 500km2.1 As the 
above illustration shows, there is no underlying gradient to the land, neither rising nor falling to any 
great extent in any particular direction, so as to alter the paths of the natural water courses. 
 
As the majority of the study area is composed of impervious rocks they are unproductive in terms of 

aquifers, except where weathered or on zones of drift.2 One small area of the study area, around 
Corlis Point is composed of fissured rocks of medium or varying permeability which provide extensive 
aquifers. 
 
 
3.4 Climate 
County Clare may be divided into two broad zones as regards rainfall, namely areas that experience 
high and low precipitation. The region of the county to the north and east of Ennis, including Shannon 
airport and the Loop Head peninsula are all areas of low rainfall. The Loop Head peninsula 
experiencing, on average, less than 1,000mm per year (Map 3.6). Mean annual rainfall for the Loop 

Head peninsula in the period from 1931 to 1960 falls in the bracket of 1,000mm to 1,200mm.3 In 
common with much of the county, the mean annual number of days with precipitation of 1mm or 
greater, during the period 1941-1960, is listed as between 175 and 200. 
 
Shannon airport is the closest meteorological station to the Loop Head peninsula which records wind 
speed and direction. Owing to the more sheltered location of the airport by comparison with the 
study area, it may be presumed that weather conditions there are markedly more clement than an 
area experiencing the full brunt of the Atlantic winds and storms. However, in the absence of more 
localised data, that from Shannon airport is the best information available. On this basis it may be 

observed that the prevailing winds blow from the west, south-west and north-west.4 Winds blow less 
frequently from the south and south-east. The least frequent winds come from the north and the 
east, especially from the north-east. Periods of calm account for a mere 2.3% of the frequency, 
comparable with stations such as Belmullet (2.1%), Roslare (1.1%) and Malin Head (1.8%). In terms 
of the prevailing winds, westerlies are dominant. Of these, 8% are of Beaufort force 1 to 3 (0.3 to 5.4 
metres per second), 11% are of force 4 to 6 (5.5 to 13.8 metres per second) and 1% are in excess of 
force 7 (13.9 metres per second or greater). North-westerlys are usually of force 1 to 3 (6%) with 
4.5% in the range from force 4 to 6. In terms of winds in excess of force 7, both north-westerlys and 
south-westerlys account for 1% each of the frequency. South-westerly winds are most frequently 
between force 4 to 6 (6.5%), with 5% between force 1 to 3. The mean annual wind speed for the 
Loop Head area during the period from 1951 to 1970 ranges between six and seven metres per 
second. In brief, it may be said that the Loop Head peninsula is among the most exposed parts of the 
country, which must act as a retardant to both crop growth and animal husbandry. 
 
The mean daily air temperature for January ranges from 6.5°C to 7ºC in the western portion of the 

Loop Head peninsula with a range of 6ºC to 6.5ºC in the east.5 The mean daily air temperature for 
July ranges from 15ºC to 15.5ºC for the whole peninsula. The annual mean daily air temperature 
ranges from 10ºC to 10.5ºC in the eastern portion of the study area, while they range from 10.5ºC to 
11ºC on the western tip of the peninsula. The mean daily range of air temperature in the order of 6ºC 
to 6.5ºC for the eastern portion of the study area to 5.5ºC to 6ºC for the west. 
 
The mean date of the first air frost for the majority of the peninsula ranges between December 1st 

and December 15th.6 A small proportion of the study area, around Corlis Point, falls in the period 

                                            
1 Haughton 1979, 22. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Op. cit., 32. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Op. cit., 30. All temperature information is based on records for the period 1931 to 1960. 
6 Op. cit., 31. All air frost information is based on records for the period 1944 to 1968. 
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from November 15th to December 1st. The mean date for the last air frost divided the peninsula in a 
similar manner with the majority in the range from March 15th to April 1st while the eastern region 
falls in the bracket from April 1st to April 15th. Of equal importance for the agricultural potential of 
the Loop Head peninsula, both during the Early Christian and modern periods, is the length of the 
grass growing season. The median date of the beginning of the season for the majority of the 

peninsula ranges from February 1st to February 15th.1 The beginning of the grass growing season for 
the eastern portion of the study area, around Corlis Point, falls in the period from February 15th to 
March 1st. The median date of the end of this season for the eastern portion of the peninsula falls in 
the range from December 15th to January 1st. For the western portion of the study area, to the west 
of Kilcredaun Point, the growing season terminates between January 1st and January 15th. Thus, the 
growing season for the western portion of the area is curtailed by a single month, while that of the 
eastern portion is truncated by only two months per year. While seasonal grass growing data has 
been postulated for the Neolithic period, it is difficult in the extreme to extrapolate this into the Early 

Christian period.2 Thus, ancient growth patterns are difficult to reconstruct and the use of modern 
conditions may provide results which prove both unreliable and erroneous in the extreme. It may be 
noted that while the current climatic conditions are extremely favourable for grass growing, the 
exposed position of the Loop Head peninsula and the generally poor quality of the soils react against 
any potentially advantageous features. However, despite these drawbacks the area still manages to 
produce high quality cattle, though requiring a larger mean grazing area per animal. While one is 
reluctant to directly transpose this situation back to the Early Christian period in the absence of all but 
circumstantial evidence, similar circumstances may possibly have been in operation. 
 
3.5 Vegetational history 
As no palaeobotanical work has been undertaken within the Loop Head area we must rely on general 
accounts of early vegetational history on both a county and national level. During the post glacial 

period the county Clare landscape first became an open grassland with scattered shrub cover.3 
Following the final phase of cool conditions (c.8,000 - c.8,300 BC) there was a rapid improvement in 
climatic conditions which saw birch scrub (betula) being replaced by pine (pinus) forests. The pine 
cover was eventually replaced by oak (quercus) woodland, starting around 5,000 BC. With the change 
in climate which brought on wetter conditions c.3,000 BC saw the increase of peat bogs and a 
marked decline in forest cover. This decline was undoubtedly increased by the activities of Neolithic 
farming communities with the woodland landscape decreasing in favour of open countryside. 
 
As the majority of Irish pollen diagrams are relatively homogenous, the broad vegetational record of 
the Loop head peninsula may be inferred from other case studies. However, as no comparable work 
has been carried out on the Loop Head peninsula, information from other areas may not correspond 
with the archaeological reality of the study area and this data must be treated with caution. From 
Mitchell’s work at Littleton Bog, county Tipperary, and other researchers it may be observed that at 
about 400 AD a major intensification of farming production was underway, possibly fuelled by 
agricultural techniques, such as the more efficient coulter plough, acquired from the Romanised 

world.4 At Cashelkeelty on the Beara peninsula, county Kerry, the end of the Iron Age lull is recorded 
around 590AD while at Redbog, county Louth, the beginning of intense human activity is recorded at 

a remarkably early date from c.25AD.5 However, areas such as Exssexford Lough reveal a more usual 

sequence, with the Iron Age lull ending around 500AD.6 From 540AD to 700AD there was a certain 
regeneration of woodland, but agriculture appears to have continued at a high level until c.1000AD 
(Fig. 3.3). Such evidence has been interpreted as suggestive of a decline or a complete interruption in 
farming practices at this time and is seen as a characteristic of late Iron Age pollen profiles from the 

                                            
1 Ibid. All information for the grass growing season is based on records for the period 1954 to 1968. 
2 cf. Caulfield 1983. 
3 Op. cit. Finch et al., 79. 
4 Mitchell 1976, 221-3; 1997, 201. 
5 Lynch 1981, 83-4; Weir 1995, 77-126. 
6 Op. cit., 96-7. 
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west of Ireland. It has been suggested that this so-called ‘Iron Age lull’ is the result of major political 

upheavals so drastic as to cause farm production to temporarily cease.1 This expansion of agriculture 
corresponds with a period of warm and dry weather which lasted until 400AD, or perhaps as late as 

530AD.2 Mitchell also argues that the spread of Christianity may have markedly contributed to this 
result with the establishment of monastic sites with their own farmland. From c.600AD a continuous 
record of sage pollen (artemisia) appears which is associated with a number of different agricultural 
forms, though it grows particularly when competition from other weed plants is reduced. Mitchell 
suggests that the use of the mouldboard plough may have favoured this growth of sage. However, 
this explanation is not universally accepted and it has been suggested that this change may instead 

be the result of an introduction of a land management system involving a period of fallow.3 By 
approximately 1,000 AD farming appears to have declined as pollen diagrams reveal substantial 
increases in tree pollens, including alder (alnus), birch and hazel (corylus), suggesting a regeneration 
of the forest cover. 
 

 
Fig. 3.3. Summary of pollen diagrams showing Iron Age lull followed by prolonged human activity 
from c.250AD. After O’Connell, 1991. 
 
In general terms it may be stated that an important expansion of agriculture began in Ireland from 
around 250AD. The reasons for this are unclear, though it may be related to an introduction of new 
farming technology, possibly augmented by a new system of land management. Many types of 
cereals, including wheat, barley, oats and a limited amount of rye, were either introduced or their 
output was significantly increased during this period. These included wheat, barley, oats and rye. 
Stout argues that new plough technology would have allowed more land to be cultivated, resulting in 

higher crop yields and leading to increases in population and general health.4 This may have been 
further augmented by improvements in climatic conditions. He sees this in terms of an expansion in 
population which would then in turn have led to the necessity of further woodland clearance and 
growth of settlement requirements. While no evidence is currently available for the Loop Head 
peninsula, this broad cycle of an Iron Age lull followed by a prolonged period of human activity may 
be inferred for the area. 
 

                                            
1 Mitchell 1997, 201. 
2 Weir op. cit., 111; Lamb 1995, 165. 
3 Weir op. cit., 109. 
4 Stout 1997, 46-7. 
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At present there is no known evidence of Anglo-Norman settlement on the Loop Head peninsula and 
so it is difficult to speculate as to how local farming practices developed in the period after 1200 AD. 
Although potato pollen is notoriously difficult to detect in samples, there is little doubt that it was 
widely cultivated during the 18th and 19th centuries. Indeed, the presence of fossilised cultivation 
ridges on the interiors of many ringforts in the study area testifies to the demand for agricultural 
space by the mid 1800s. In 1837 Lewis noted of this area that ‘the land is chiefly in tillage, but there 

is a considerable portion of coarse pasture, with some patches of bog.’1 
 
The modern natural vegetation of the Loop Head peninsula is largely of moderate quality crested 
dog’s tail, knapweed, and white clover pastures (Centaureo-Cynosuretum) with a moist sub 

association of soft rush (Junctus effusus) on the manured lowland grasslands.2 Bogs and more 
marshy areas are frequently covered with Molinia, Erica tetralix and Ericetalia tetralicis. The modern 
farming practices of this area centre around a largely grassland economy based on the raising of 

dairy and dry-stock cattle. The major cattle breeds which are kept are the Hereford and Friesian.3 
Shorthorn cattle make up the next significant breed, with Charolais and Aberdeen Angus making up a 

minority share. Within west Clare there are 39 to 45 cows per 100ha of crops and pastures.4 In the 
cases of cattle aged one year and over, the numbers for the Loop Head peninsula range between 36 
and 44. In general terms, the average herd size for the county is between six and seven cows. 
 
Other farm livestock are less well represented in the west Clare area. Such species include sheep (0 - 
11 per 100ha of total area), pigs (less than 10) an poultry (less than 85). However, the proportion of 
horses kept and raised on the Loop Head peninsula ranks among the highest in the country at 5.4 
and over. The county is widely reputed as a premier horse breeding ground, most especially for 
hunters, thought the keeping of agricultural work horses has almost completely vanished. Sheep 
farming is not especially common on the Loop Head peninsula, as the favoured breeding areas are to 
be found on the dry limestone soils of the north of the county. 
 
Today, tillage, grain and root crops make up only minor percentages of the agricultural economy of 

the Loop Head Peninsula.5 In this area tillage accounts for less than 4% of agricultural output while 
oats, wheat and barley respectively make up 0.4% to 0.9%, 0% to 0.09% and 0% to 0.4%. Potatoes 
account for between 4% and 9% of all crops and pasture in the study area, while sugar beet covers 
less than 0.09% of the farmed land. Other minor components of the agricultural landscape of west 
Clare includes fodder roots and green crops (0.20% to 0.59%) and fruit (less than 0.04%). 
 
As a final note it may be remarked that the field boundaries of the Loop Head area are chiefly 
composed of hedges dominated by species of willow with occasional flowering gorse, alder, 

hawthorn, elm and birch.6 However, along the western tip of the peninsula the field boundaries are 
composed of low growing hedges of gorse and wild bracken, holly, birch, mountain ash and broom. 
 
3.6 Summary and conclusions 
The bedrock geology of the loop Head peninsula is composed of shales and sandstones of 
Carboniferous age. These are overlain by the drift geology from the Saale glaciation which moulded 
the topography into the gently sloping landscape that appears today. These features in turn bore the 
paramount influence on the development of soils within the study area. 
 

                                            
1 Lewis 1837, 48. 
2 Haughton op cit., 36. 
3 Op. cit., 60. Data relating to cattle breeds is available only for the Clarecastle Artificial Insemination Station, 
which covers the whole of Co. Clare and most of Co. Galway. 
4 Unless otherwise stated data refers to the rural district for 1970 and is expressed per 100ha of land under 
crops and pasture. 
5 Op. cit., 63. All data is given as percentages of root crops and pasture 
6 Op. cit., 47. 
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The vast majority of the soils of the Loop Head peninsula are composed of gleys. Of these, the 
greatest portion are composed of the Kilrush series which possess an extremely limited range of 
agricultural uses, The Abbeyfeale series of gleys are also similarly unproductive. Only under the most 
favourable of conditions do brown earths provide a moderate to wide range of agricultural uses. 
Although they account for only a small percentage of the overall land area of the peninsula, brown 
earths are commonly tilled as they are chiefly associated with the poorer gley soils. Podzols are also 
represented in the west Clare region and are of generally poor quality, though adequate for livestock 
grazing. In short, the modern soils of the study area are generally of poor quality and of minimal 
depth with little overall potential. 
 
The context of the relief and drainage of the area have also had an important influence, both on soil 
development and agricultural potential. Examination of these factors indicate that the landscape is 
relatively low lying with occasional gentle hills. Given the extent of the peninsula, there are relatively 
few rivers and only one small lake to take up the burden of drainage, leading to serious waterlogging 
in many soils. Although the peninsula falls in a zone of relatively low rainfall, its potential for 
agriculture is curtailed as it is frequently wind blown and experiences many Atlantic storms. Even 
under mild conditions salt-laden sea spray blows over much of the peninsula, further reducing 
agricultural potential. Finally, as no pollen analysis or related work has been carried out in the area, 
its early vegetational record must be surmised, based on studies in similar areas. The modern 
agricultural practices centre chiefly on stock raising with a minor focus on tillage, possibly reminiscent 
of the pattern of Early Christian times. 
 
However, one important archaeological question cannot easily be resolved. This is to what extent the 
present soil conditions and types reflect those in existence in the earlier archaeological and historical 
periods. Unfortunately, this is unknown as human utilization of these soils since the Neolithic period 

has had direct effects on soil type, quality and extent.1 Mitchell has argued that modern soil types 
had evolved by the early 13th century, when the Anglo-Normans first settled in Ireland and the 
distribution of their settlements reflects the occurrence of high quality soil types. As the soils of the 
Loop Head area are generally poor and there is no recorded Anglo-Norman settlement activity on the 
peninsula, this hypothesis seems acceptable. However, how this distribution of soil types reflects 
those of the Early Christian period is extremely difficult to determine. Given the current state of 
knowledge, only an approximation may be hoped for and all results must be treated with caution. 
 
 

                                            
1 Mitchell 1976, 106. 
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Chapter 4 
 

General review of ringforts 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
4.1 Introduction 
The name ‘ringfort’ is applied as standard to almost all circular to sub-circular enclosures demarcated 
by an earthen bank with enclosing fosse or by a dry-stone wall with a mean diameter of 15m to 60m, 
the majority being around 30m in diameter. Those composed of dry-stone walls are often called 
cashel or caher. As a class, ringforts are the characteristic Irish settlement type of the Early Christian 
period, although some evidence suggests that they may have, if only occasionally, been built much 
earlier and continued in use, if not being built until the 17th century. Although no nation-wide 
programme of physical survey has ever been undertaken, approximately forty- to fifty-thousand sites 
are known from OS six-inch sheets. Their actual numbers may have originally been in excess of sixty- 
to eighty-thousand sites. Due to their large numbers they are exceptionally vulnerable to complete 
destruction in the course of land clearance and reclamation, or to partial modification, generally due 
to the construction of road-ways and field-banks with their usual land drainage-ditches. This chapter 
aims to address these questions of morphology, chronology, function, economy and distribution. 
Throughout, special reference will be made to the ringforts of the Loop Head peninsula and 
comparisons made with other areas for which data is available. 
 
 
4.2 Morphology 

‘In its simplest form the ring-fort may be described as a space most frequently 
circular, surrounded by a bank and fosse ... or simply by a rampart of stone. The 
bank is generally built by piling up inside the fosse the material obtained by digging 
the latter ... Ringforts vary very considerably in size ... In the more elaborately 
defended examples, the defences take up a much greater area than that of the 

enclosure’1 
 
Many writers have attempted to provide an adequate and concise morphological definition of the 
ringfort. However, Ó Ríordáin’s expression of the site type stands above all other attempts for its 

simplicity and its ‘... veracity forged during a life dedicated to fieldwork and archaeological survey.’2 
Many of the morphological elements discussed it this section are also discussed in Chapter 5. 
However, in that chapter they will be examined in their context as statistical variables for the ensuing 
analyses, while here they are chiefly discussed in comparison to available survey data from other 
areas of Ireland. 
 
There are many problems associated with the study of ringforts, not least of which is the question of 
terminology. Several writers have been at pains to point out that ringforts were never constructed to 

be militarily defensive or offensive, though they were without doubt protective.3 Indeed, it has been 
argued that the banks of ringforts were no more than ‘... a fence to prevent stock from straying and a 

protection against wild animals.’4 Others go so far as to suggest that the ramparts of ringforts were 
inherently flawed as defences and must have been instead intended solely as a means of displaying 

wealth, power and social prominence.5 In defence of this position it is argued that as ringforts were 
entered across uncut portions of the fosse, as opposed to using removable gangways or drawbridges, 
they were vulnerable at this point. The entrances themselves are similarly viewed as difficult to fortify 
and the negative excavational evidence for bank-top palisades is seen as confirmation of the sites 

                                            
1 Ó Ríordáin 1979, 29-30. 
2 Stout 1997, 14. 
3 e.g. Ó Ríordáin 1979, 29. 
4 Proudfoot 1961, 94. 
5 Mallory and McNeill 1991, 196-99. 
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lack of defences. While many ringfort excavations provide inconclusive evidence for palisaded fences, 

there are still a number of sites where positive evidence has been recovered.1 At Killyliss, county 
Tyrone a portion of the actual fence was recovered, having been preserved in waterlogged layers at 

the bottom of the fosse.2 Contemporary legal documents suggest that the top of the rampart may 

have been topped with blackthorn.3 Evidence for some form of brushwood fence has been also 

excavated at Gransha, county Down.4 In many cases fosses once constructed were allowed to silt up 
and would also detract from a ringfort’s defensive capabilities. It is also claimed that it would be 
impossible for a single family to adequately defend a ringfort under attack. As a final point in the 
argument for the social role of ringfort banks it has been stated that occasionally the external banks 
of bivallate sites are higher than the internal ramparts. Such a feature would remove any strategic 
advantage that the occupants had if forced to fall back to the inner rampart. However, while this 
latter point may occasionally be the case in Ulster, there is no evidence to support this from the Loop 
Head peninsula where the height of the inner banks exceed that of the outer rampart for all 22 
bivallate sites (Fig. 4.1). These results are mirrored in the data from other areas, including north 

county Roscommon.5 Indeed, Mitchell notes that although ringforts are the quintessential expression 
of the dispersed form of settlement on the Irish landscape, that they were distributed in close enough 
proximity to allow neighbours to come to the aid of a besieged site, or to give shelter to a routed 

family.6 Black has mapped the ‘visual territories’ of ringforts in the Braid valley, county Antrim.7 His 
analysis indicates that although few ringforts provide extensive or panoramic views, there is 
considerable overlapping of these ‘visual territories’ where individual sites may be in visual contact 
with as many as 17 other sites. This form of analysis has not been completed for the Loop Head area 

owing to the generally flat nature of the landscape.8 However, the data gleaned from the calculation 
of nearest neighbour distances indicates that sites in the study area are located between 43.75m 
(72, 73) and 1375.00m (19) of each other. Indeed, 151 sites (97.42%) lie within 1km of each other 
(See Fig. 5.12). 
 
Stout notes that while ringforts may not have been suitable fortresses for the purposes of sustaining 

a prolonged siege, such tactics were not utilised in Early Christian Ireland.9 Instead, they were 
designed to survive expeditious cattle raids, and the huge numbers of surviving examples on the 

landscape is a testament to their success.10 He also suggests that while the physical defences of a 
ringfort may not have been exceptionally substantial, the knowledge of the high status of the 
occupant may have created a ‘mental landscape’ which was a significant deterrent in its own right. 
 

                                            
1 Davies, 1937-40, 214; O’Kelly 1967, 89-91; Monk 1995, 107. 
2 Ivens 1984a, 20-1. 
3 Ó Corráin 1983, 249. 
4 Lynn 1981-2, appendix 6, 168; Hamlin & Lynn 1988, 39. 
5 Keegan 1994, 12. See also Stout 1997, 19. 
6 Mitchell 1986, 156. 
7 Black 1994, 14-5, fig. 11. 
8 This intervisibility of sites is so obvious on the Loop Head peninsula that many times during the progress of 
the field survey many landowners related the piece of folklore that ringforts were deliberately built so that they 
were always within sight of seven other examples. 
9 Stout 1997, 20. 
10 cf. Lucas 1989, 125-99. 
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Degree to which external banks are exceeded in height

by internal ramparts on the Loop Head peninsula
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Fig. 4.1. Degree to which external banks are exceeded in height by internal ramparts on the Loop 
Head peninsula (22 bivallate sites in sample, 100%). 
 
When individual ringforts are named on Ordnance Survey six-inch map sheets or are known solely on 
the basis of a local oral tradition, those of wholly or partly earthen construction are commonly 
prefixed with the Irish terms Ráth, Lios, or in its anglicised form: ‘Liss;’ and in the case of those of 
the stone variety, as Caher, Dún, and Cashel. Within the study area some 28 sites are variously 
named, 13.53%, of all the various earthworks in the study area. Of this number 23 (82.18% of 

named earthworks), are named ‘Liss.’1 Three sites (10.71%) are named ‘Caher’ while one further 

site, a possible barrow, possesses a similar prefix.2 Finally, only one ringfort possesses the ‘Rath’ 

prefix (3.57%), although Lissnafallinge (115) is also known as Rath an Uisge.3 While O’Curry may 
have presumed that the terms Ráth, Dún and Lios were synonymous, it is now accepted that the term 

Rath denotes the enclosing bank, while Lios, or ‘Liss’ refers to the internal, open, area.4 
 
The majority of Ringforts have only one bank and fosse, and are commonly termed ‘univallate.’ In the 
case of a ringfort having two or more banks and fosses they are referred to as ‘bivallate,’ or 
‘multivallate’ respectively. In some excavated examples it has been shown that stones were employed 
to revet or face earthen banks. However, such facings frequently remain hidden from view until such 
procedures as excavation are undertaken. Thus in the course of a programme of field survey it is 
usually impossible to distinguish between ringforts built using such facings and those constructed 
solely of earth. No stone facings or revetments are visible at any of the sites, though Westropp 
supposes that there may have been at two sites (32, Liscroneen and 33), all traces of which had 

been removed even before they had been visited by him, in the early part of the 20th century.5 

                                            
1 Ringforts: Liscroneen (35), Lisboy (42), Lissanooin (44), Lisguire (47), Lissalappaun (53), Lisroe (54), 
Lisnagreeve (58), Lismadine (62), Lismaguine (65), Lisheencrony (66), Lisheen/Lisheenfurroor (69), 
Lissalougha (72), Lisduff (76), Lisroe (82), Lissyhunna/Lissaphunna (85), Lissagreenaun (87), Liscunnigan 
(98), Corlis (109), Lissnafallainge (115), Lissanula (118), Lisroe (144), Lismackadoo (153). Unclassified 
enclosures: Lisdundahlin (165). Destroyed earthworks: Lisfuadnaheirka (179), Lisroe (186). For folklore 
associated with Lisfuadnaheirka (179) see Appendix 4.1. 
2 Unclassified earthworks: Cahersaul (166), Cahercroghaun (167). Destroyed earthworks: Cahercoolia (183). 
Possible barrow: Cahernahaonmna (CL071-005) 
3 Rathmacderrig (137). For Lissnafallainge/Rath an Uisge see O’Donovan & O’Curry 1997, 124; Appendix 4.2. 
4 Daniel 1952, 71-5. 
5 Westropp 1909, 121-3. 
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Alternatively, the site’s defences may consist of a large stone wall or ‘cashel’ and do not usually have 
an external fosse. Excavation has shown that in the case of earthen ringforts the bank may have, at 
least on occasion, been topped by a high, wooden, palisaded fence for extra protection. 
 
In all studies of ringfort morphology there is a clear differentiation between univallate and bivallate 
sites, with the former usually accounting for upwards of 80% of sites. On the Loop Head peninsula 
85.81% (133 ringforts) are univallate (See Fig. 5.4). This compares well with evidence from areas 
such as the Braid and Upper Glenarm valleys of Antrim (85%), southern county Donegal (83%), Mid 

Roscommon (82%) and in the south-west midlands (81%).1 In other surveyed areas this total is 
slightly lower, such as the Iveragh peninsula (76%) and in county Louth (69%). Further areas 
present a higher proportion of univallate sites than observed on the Loop Head peninsula, e.g. the 
barony of Morgallion in county Meath (90%), portions of county Leitrim (88%), and north Kerry 

(88%) (Fig. 4.2).2 
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Fig. 4.2. Comparison of percentages of univallate ringforts in various parts of Ireland for which data is 
available. 
 
Within the Loop Head peninsula study area none of the 155 sites discussed are of wholly stone 
construction and can be termed as cashels or cahers. However, four sites around the tip of the 
peninsula bear names containing the ‘caher’ prefix. Unfortunately, the sites of Cahersaul (166) 
Cahercoolia (183) and Cahercroghaun (167) are all too destroyed to be confidently assigned to the 
class of ringforts and indeed the remains exhibit no conclusive evidence for a completely stone 
construction. Instead they are listed as either unclassified enclosures or as destroyed earthworks. The 
final site of Cahernaheanmna is not in fact a ringfort, but appears to be a possible barrow (Map. 

4.1).3 
 

                                            
1 Black 1994, 7; Barrett 1980, 39-51; Herity 1987, 128; Stout 1991, 207. 
2 Brady 1983, 7; Farrelly 1989, 86; Toal 1995, 82; O’Sullivan & Sheehan 1996, 135; Buckley & Sweetman 
1991, 152. 
3 CL071-005. See also Westropp 1898, 411; 1908, 350; Chapple 1992a, 14, footnote 4. 
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Possibly, the most essential morphological element of a ringfort is its circularity, though oval and D-
shaped examples are not uncommon. It seems logical that the plan for a new ringfort should be laid 
out with a line from a central pivot stake. Stout suggests that in the cases of ringforts of aberrant 
plan, their circularity may have been constrained by previous occupation on the site. However, in 
many cases it may simply be a case of an asymmetric spread of the rampart material, or indeed the 
result of later activity on the site. 
 
The erection of circular-planned monuments had a number of advantages both in terms of 
construction and functionality. Among the former is the avoidance of problems associated with raising 
rectilinear structures, in that such a design produces a bank with raised corners requiring earth to be 
raised higher than necessary on a curvilinear structure. Such raised corners may prevent the full 
expanse of the panorama from being surveyed for potential attackers from any point on a rectilinear 
bank, leaving partial ‘blind spots’ in the visual territory of the site. The obvious example of such 

structures on the Irish landscape are the typical Moated Sites of the Anglo-Norman period.1 A circular 
area also allowed the maximum enclosed space relative to the effort required to construct the bank. 

Indeed, the necessity of circularity is enshrined in the corpus of early Irish laws.2 Stout remarks that 
this may be seen as a connection between the ringforts and circular burial mounds of the prehistoric 

period.3 However, ones’ opinion is that such a connotation is tenuous in the extreme. Stout’s 
subsequent suggestion that the circularity of ringforts had a spiritualistic dimension seems equally 
untenable owing to the Early Christian context of these sites. However, there is a long prehistoric 
tradition in the use of circular enclosures and much research is required in this area. 
 
On the Loop Head peninsula the maximum internal diameters of ringforts range from 21.50m (4, 63) 

to 49.42m (87). The average measurement being 31.37m (e.g. 127).4 Thus, the enclosed areas 

range from 115.56m2 to 756.25m2 with 263.80m2 being the average enclosed area. Within the study 
area some 40.98% of ringforts possess internal diameters between 28m and 35.9m. This compares 

well with 40% of the south-west midlands ringforts in the category from 28m to 35m.5 Other areas 
of Ireland return similar results when data is analysed. For example, 63% of ringforts in county 

Monaghan range between 27m and 39m in diameter.6 However, ringforts from other areas show a 
marked tendency for smaller internal diameters. Examples of this include the ringforts of the Iveragh 

peninsula where 65% of sites have diameters between 20m and 30m.7 Other areas produce similarly 
small results; 23% of ringforts in north Kerry; 27% of sites in Donegal and 29% of sites in the 

Barony of Ikerrin all exhibit modal internal diameters of between 27m and 31m.8 Stout notes that the 
dimensions given in the Early Irish laws for the residence of a tribal king is 42.56m in internal 

diameter, among the higher measurements in all areas of Ireland.9 
 
It is unlikely that the banks of many ringforts survive to their original height as they have survived 
over a millennium of natural and manmade denudation. While an number of ringfort banks on the 
Loop Head peninsula exceed 2m in height, the average is 1.57m (e.g. 106). Indeed the majority of 
sites fall in the range from 0.20m to 1.90m (78.71%) (See Fig. 5.5). By comparison, the average 

height for ringforts in the south-west midlands is only 0.48m.10 

                                            
1 Barry, 1977; 1987. 
2 MacNeill 1923, 305. 
3 Stout op. cit., 15. 
4 See Fig. 5.1. 
5 Stout 1989, 26-30, 34. 
6 Brindley 1986. 
7 O’Sullivan & Sheehan 1996, 134-5. 
8 Toal 1995, 82; Lacy 1983; Stout 1984, 28. 
9 Stout 1997, 16. 
10 Op. cit., 17. 
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The external ditch or fosse of a ringfort both provided the material for construction of the bank and 
the site’s primary mode of defence. In many areas of the country field survey does not record 
evidence for a fosse at all sites. It is likely, however, that excavation of many sites within the study 
area would result in the discovery of an external fosse, in at least some instances, as at similar sites 
in other parts of the country. For example before the excavation of Castle Balfour Demesne, in county 
Fermanagh, only the faintest traces of an external fosse were evident. On examination this feature 

was revealed to have been in excess of 2m in depth.1 However, it has been suggested that some 
sites were constructed without fosses, though this would have been the most convenient method of 

acquiring the bank material.2 On the Loop Head peninsula evidence for an external fosse was found 
at only 44 of the surveyed sites (28.39%), i.e. 71.61% of sites appear to be without a ditch (See Fig. 
5.7). Depths of fosse range from c.0.01m (18, 20), to 3.50m (65), the mean depth being 0.44m 
(e.g. 70, 81). The Loop Head area is somewhat unusual when these results are compared to 
evidence from other areas. In north county Roscommon only 3% of sites lack evidence for an 
external fosse, while only 36% of ringforts in the south-west midlands lack this feature and 43% of 

ringforts in county Louth are similarly deficient (Fig. 4.3).3 This apparent aberration may be partially 
explained by the local topography of the Loop Head peninsula where the generally poor soil 
conditions necessitate the digging of drainage ditches throughout the landscape. In many cases the 
fosse areas of ringforts have been dug out to add to the local network of drainage. In other instances 
there is evidence of later field banks and walls having been erected around ringforts to prevent 
livestock incursions, which may result in concealing evidence of an external fosse. Alternatively, it 
may be the case that some ringforts are composed of a high stone to earth mixture that would not 
have resulted in the construction of a fosse. However, such data could not be gathered and quantified 
in the course of a field survey. Nonetheless, in a small number of cases where ringfort banks were 
open through modern disturbance it did appear that they were composed of a higher percentage of 

stone than could be reasonably expected from the surrounding soils.4 The shallow nature of the soils 
over much of the Loop Head peninsula may have contributed to the lack of external fosses due to the 
difficulty of cutting through the underlying bedrock. However, the presence of an external fosse at 
Lisduff ringfort in Moveen West (76) which is cut directly through the bedrock suggests that when 
such a feature was required, the necessary technology and manpower was available for its 
construction. 
 
 

                                            
1 Brannon 1981-2, 54. See also Stenberger 1966, 39. 
2 Buckley & Sweetman 1991, 152. 
3 Keegan 1991, 12; Stout 1991, 152; Buckley & Sweetman op. cit. 
4 It must be stressed that where stone was noted in open sections of ringfort banks it appeared as part of the 
mix and not as any form of unified structure. 
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Fig. 4.3. Comparison of percentages of sites without evidence for external fosses in various parts of 
Ireland. 
 
The corpus of Early Irish laws indicate that the principal dwelling of a tribal king would have been a 
univallate ringfort. In this context the existence of bivallate and multivallate ringforts would indicate a 
somewhat higher social status again. In general terms, bivallate ringforts constitute roughly 19% of 
the total ringfort populations for most areas. In this the Loop Head area is somewhat deficient as 
only 22 sites (14.19%) are bivallate ringforts, though in some areas the number may fall as low as 

6% of the total.1 Stout argues that this distinction between univallate and bivallate sites ‘... is itself 
evidence for a consistent and widespread settlement hierarchy which must mirror a similar social 

stratification.’2 
 
A diagnostic feature of the bivallate ringfort appears to be the presence of an intervening fosse 
between the internal and external banks, but without a fosse external to the outer bank. This is the 
case for the ringforts of the Loop Head peninsula as all 22 bivallate examples possess only an 
intervening fosse between the two banks. In north county Roscommon none of the four known 

bivallate sites possess an external ditch.3 These results appear to be consistent with the evidence 
from the Early Laws where bivallate ringforts are described as having only one fosse. Suggestions 
that external fosses may lie buried at a number of bivallate sites is not borne out by excavated 
evidence. Examples of excavated bivallate sites where evidence for an external fosse was sought, but 
not located include Lisdoo ringfort, in Castle Balfour Demesne county Fermanagh; Garryduff I, county 

Cork and Lisleagh I, county Cork.4 However, other surveyed areas occasionally present evidence for 
bivallate ringforts with both an intervening and an external fosse. In the south-west midlands one 
bivallate of the 37 recorded examples possessed such a feature while in county Louth some 22% of 

all bivallate sites were similar.5 
 

                                            
1 Farrelly 1989, figs. 6-8, 25. 
2 Stout op. cit., 18. 
3 Keegan ibid. 
4 Brannon 1981-2, 55; O’Kelly 1963, 18-22; Monk 1995, 107. 
5 Stout ibid.; Buckley & Sweetman ibid. 
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Westropp notes that at two sites on the Loop Head peninsula there is a ‘... very curious feature, rare, 

but occurring elsewhere ...’.1 At Lisheencrony ringfort (66) he describes it as ‘... a sort of ledge 
inside the outer ring, with a shallow fosse inside it. Whether this was a fighting platform or was 

palisaded with a “sonnach” or stakes is not clear.’2 He describes a similar feature at Lisduff ringfort in 

Moveen West (76).3 At the univallate ringfort of Lisroe in Tullig (144) a feature was recorded along 
the internal face of the bank which appears to be similar to the banquettes as described by Westropp. 
As the field survey was non destructive in nature, the true purpose of these features could not be 
ascertained. It may be that these peculiarities were stone revetments to the earthwork, now covered 
by slip from the bank, though excavation would be required to discover their true nature. A possible 
parallel may be suggested from the ringfort at Garryduff II where a stone revetment was excavated 

along the inner edge of the bank.4 However, it is of interest to note that, when analysed by cluster 
analysis, Lisheencrony ringfort was placed in Cluster V, while the remaining sites were both elements 
of Cluster III, the two highest ranking social groups of ringforts (See section 6.1). 
 
Entry to a ringfort was usually gained via an undug causeway through the fosse. With the passing of 
time many of these have become obscured in a variety of ways while in other places the bank may 
have become gapped and broken down, further clouding the evidence. The entrances, as they stand 
today, range in width from 2.25m (57) to 5.4m (76). At a number of other earthen ringforts entry 
features appear to survive but for a variety of reasons cannot be identified with complete certainty. At 
two sites entrances appear to face north (38 and 57) Westropp records that the ringfort of 

Lissanula, in Rahona West (118), had a south facing entrance.5 However, on inspection this feature 
could not be located and identified as such with certainty. Only one site (13) appeared to possess a 
west facing entrance. However, the site is in such a ruinous condition that it may be quite misleading 
to interpret this as the original entrance feature. The remainder of the ringforts in the study area 
either exhibit no traces of entrance features, or their banks are so broken through, overgrown, or 
disturbed due to modern activity on the site, as to make any traces of their original entrance 
orientation completely untraceable. When entrances are clearly visible, however, there appears to 
have been a clear preference for generally easterly to south-easterly orientations without 

consideration for how the land lay.6 Of the Loop Head ringforts only 17 (10.97% of corpus) examples 
could be clearly identified as features contemporary with the primary phase of construction. Of this 
small sample the majority (11 sites, 64.71%) face east (See Fig. 5.8). Perhaps the finest example of 
this in the study area is the ringfort of Lisduff (76) in Moveen West. In county Donegal 41% of 
entrances face between north-east and south-east; in parts of county Leitrim this figure is 55% and 

57% for the barony of Small County, Limerick with 66% for county Louth.7 In mid Roscommon 72% 

of entrances lie between east and south while on the Iveragh peninsula the figures is 78%.8 In the 

south-west midlands 50% of entrances lie between east and south-east.9 On the loop Head peninsula 

70.59% of entrances lie in this direction, while in north Kerry the figure is 47% (Fig. 4.4).10 It is 
generally accepted that such positioning of ringfort entrances was both intended to shield the sites 

from the prevailing, south-westerly winds and take best advantage of the available sunlight.11 
 

                                            
1 Westropp 1911, 229; 1909, 125. 
2 Op. cit. 1909. 
3 Westropp 1908c, 358. 
4 O’Kelly 1963. 
5 Westropp 1908c, 360. 
6 Stout 1984, 29, fig. 20. 
7 Barrett 1980, 45; Farrelly 1989, 36-7, fig. 18. Stout 1984; Buckley & Sweetman 1991, 152. 
8 Herity 1987, 132-3, fig. 30a; O’Sullivan & Sheehan 1996, 135. 
9 Stout 1991, 209, fig. 4c. 
10 Toal 1995, 82. 
11 Stout 1997, 19. 
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Fig. 4.4. Comparison of percentages of ringforts with generally easterly orientations of entrance 
features. 
 
The overall diameter of a ringfort is both a measure of the size of its interior and often an indicator of 
the size and strength of its defences. On the Loop Head peninsula the external diameters of ringforts 
range from 27.12m (56) to 69.42m (25), the mean being 40.84m (e.g. 21, 66) (See Fig. 5.3). In 
the study area 72.26% of sites possess overall diameters between 29m and 46.9m, with 29.68% of 
ringforts falling between 29m and 37.9m. This is broadly comparable to data from the south-west 
midlands where 83% of sites possess maximum overall diameters between 30m and 60m with 37% 

of sites lying between 40m and 49m.1 Many authors have noted that the internal living area of a 

ringfort may regularly comprise less than 60% of the overall area.2 Stout argues that such an 
increase in the ramparts of a ringfort, in the absence of a symmetrical increase in the internal living 
space ‘... demonstrates either a greater need for defence or an effort to display the status of the 

occupant.’3 On the Loop Head peninsula internal diameters make up between 20.51% (150) and 
96.58% (125) of the overall diameters of ringforts (Fig. 4.5). It may be observed from the histogram 
below that when bivallate sites are plotted individually their internal diameters account for a 
significantly smaller percentage of their overall diameters than for univallate sites as a whole. The 
internal areas of bivallate ringforts account for between 20.51% to 58.72% (19) with all of the sites 
in the range from 20% to 29.9% being bivallate. 
 

                                            
1 Stout 1991, 209, fig. 4b. 
2 cf. Ó Ríordáin 1979, 30; Herity 1987, 131-2, fig. 29b; Farrelly 1989, 27-34, figs. 13-5. 
3 Stout 1991, 217. See also Warner 1988, 47-68. 
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Fig. 4.5. Internal diameters of ringforts on the Loop Head peninsula as a percentage of overall 
diameters (155 sites in sample, 100%). 
 
A subset of the ringfort type is the ‘raised rath’ or platform ringfort. Such a ringfort may be defined as 
one who’s interior is significantly raised above the ground level, as opposed to sites where there in 

only a slight increase in internal height.1 In other areas of Ireland they can account for between 15% 

and 19% of the corpus of ringforts.2 However, on the Loop Head peninsula there are no definite 
recorded examples of this type. However, two sites listed as unclassified enclosures may have been 
examples of this type in the study area. These are sites in Kiltrellig (169) and in Moyarta East 
(170). In both cases the sites appear to have been ringforts later converted for use as graveyards 
and today so mutilated by burials as to preclude their listing as definite sites. 
 
Nonetheless, a number of the Loop Head ringforts exhibit a certain amount of internal build-up. In 
the majority of cases the question as to whether this accretion of material was deliberate or natural is 
unascertainable without excavation. At eight sites (5.16%) the internal area is slightly raised above 
the present field level. In these instances it is likely that successive periods, or a single period, of 

continued habitation led to a natural accumulation of earth on the interiors.3 Of particular interest are 

four sites (2.58%) all of which are built on gently rising ground.4 On these ringforts the downslope 
portions of the interiors are raised from between 0.5m to 0.75m. It is probable that this was intended 
to furnish a relatively level surface area for habitation. In three of these examples (4, 6, and 98) the 
build-up of the downslope portions of the sites was towards the south, while in the final case (59) 
the aspect of the land was towards the south-east. This form of activity may indicate that a southern 
aspect was preferable to the builders of ringforts and special effort was occasionally taken to allow 
such a location to be utilised. In only one case does the interior of a ringfort (97) actually appear to 
be somewhat concave and lower than the adjacent land-surface, though this may be due to later 
activity on the site than any original feature of the site. 
 
 
 

                                            
1 Avery 1991-2, 125. 
2 Buckley & Sweetman 1991; Stout 1989, 207, 210. 
3 Nos. 11, 25, 26, 36, 50, 70, 83 and 117. 
4 Nos. 4, 6, 59 and 98. 
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4.3 Origins and chronology 
The origin and chronology of the Irish ringfort is, at best, problematic, and has led to much debate 
and controversy among academics. Such debate centres on the longevity of the ringfort as a 
constructional phenomena and their occupational span. Stout observes that such debate ‘... has 
retarded efforts to analyse their distribution as an indicator of the nature of Early Christian settlement 

and society.’1 The question of origins is closely linked to the problem of chronology. Caulfield argues 
for the ringfort as the final and most developed expression of a long, indigenous tradition stretching 

from the Bronze Age.2 However, Proudfoot agues for the ringfort as a phenomenon of the general 

course of European social development during the Late Bronze Age and Early Iron Age.3 Mytum 

argues for the presence of British prototypes for the ringfort.4 However, these ‘rounds’ are not 

believed to have been constructed after the 3rd century AD.5 McCormick sees the ringfort as an 
autochthonous development associated with the introduction of dairying which elevated ‘... the simple 
beast of the field to this pivotal position in society and economy’ and as a response to the emergence 

of a cattle raiding culture.6 As will be outlined further below, the general trend of current thought is 
towards the ringfort developing during the 5th and 6th centuries AD. In this way, the emergence of 
the ringfort is seen as being ‘... part of that wave of technological, economic and social change which 

marks off the early medieval period from the Iron Age.’7 
 
Chronological uncertainties and the large number of surviving sites may have led archaeologists to 
speculate that, at least some, ringforts must fill the voids in settlement of the later prehistoric and 
medieval periods. Ó Ríordáin’s excavation of the ringfort at Cush, county Limerick was once a 
frequently cited and much debated example of a prehistoric ringfort, though this has been largely 

disregarded in recent times.8 In his analysis of the site, the excavator argued that the ringfort and 
souterrain pre-date a Bronze Age burial. This assertion was made on the basis of the stratification of 
the burial over a layer which appeared to post-date the construction of the souterrain. However, it is 
now accepted that the souterrain was back filled with the particular layer and was thus later than the 

burial.9 Raftery gave a similar prehistoric date to the ringfort at Feerwore, county Galway. This 
determination was based not on the excavated finds of Early Christian date, but on a cist burial 

discovered some 20 years prior to the excavation.10 Perhaps the best illustration of the most 
problematic nature of the debate surrounding the chronology of ringforts is that of the controversy 
surrounding the interpretation of Cahercommaun. As noted above, the site was dated by Hencken to 
the 9th century on the basis of a silver brooch. This assessment was rightly challenged by Raftery as 
the stratigraphy did not preclude deposition at a later date. However, his interpretation of the site is 
based on it being a hill fort of the Early Iron Age and suggests that ‘... a number of other Irish sites, 
hitherto dated to the second half of the first millennium AD may well have to be back-dated by at 

least half a millennium.’11 Caulfield also attempts to back-date a number of ringforts to the Early Iron 
Age by suggesting that they represent the remains of a non-La Tène Iron Age in the southern portion 

of Ireland.12 The recent discovery of an enclosed settlement at Lislackagh, county Mayo, dated to 

                                            
1 Stout 1997, 22. 
2 Caulfield 1981. 
3 Proudfoot 1970. 
4 Mytum 1992, 35; Todd 1987. 
5 Preston-Jones & Rose 1986, 146. 
6 McCormick 1995, 35, 36. 
7 Graham 1993, 46. See also Edwards 1990; Mytum 1992; Mallory & McNeill 1991; Lynn 1983. 
8 Ó Ríordáin 1940, 113, 177; Proudfoot 1961, 99. 
9 Ó Ríordáin ibid.; Stout 1991, 22. 
10 Raftery 1944; Lynn 1983, 50. 
11 Raftery 1972, 51-3. 
12 Caulfield 1981, 207. 
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the 1st century BC has been taken by many as evidence for an ‘early’ ringfort.1 However, the early 
radiocarbon dates come from the three circular houses and not from the enclosing bank. The matter 
is further complicated by the facts that the upper stratigraphy had been truncated by later site activity 
and the recovery of a mixture of both Iron Age and Early Christian artefacts. Lynn disagrees with 
these claims for ‘prehistoric ringforts’ as a constructional continuum, chiefly on the basis of there 
being no evidence of sites of ringfort type having been built in the intervening period from the 

Neolithic to the Iron Age.2 Limbert attacks this position both on the basis of the selection bias for 
excavation of sites and of the proportionally small number of excavated sites, along with the fact that 
dating evidence for the construction phase of many sites has not been recovered. He goes on to 
argue for the emergence of ringforts as a autochthonous development from the Iron age ‘... 

established from a melting-pot of various enclosure building traditions.’3 
 
The argument has also been made for ringfort construction stretching into the Medieval period. 
Barrett and Graham have suggested that the Anglo Norman invasion led to a ‘spatial dichotomy’ 
where ringfort construction ceased in the areas which they controlled, but continuing into the 

Medieval period in areas outside of this.4 Lynn refutes this hypothesis on a number of grounds.5 His 
arguments include the positive evidence for Early Christian ringforts and the negative evidence for 
any Medieval dating. He also disputes the notion that while souterrain ware may be found in medieval 
contexts, that it’s presence is not largely indicative of an Early Christian date. Lynn also disputes 
Barrett and Graham’s returned statistical correlation between ringfort settlement within and without 
the ‘Pale’ as their analysis is restricted to only a short stretch of the boundary. Instead he suggests 
that the entire ‘pale’ area should be analysed to see if such ‘evidence’ for differential construction 
continues in other areas. Perhaps the final blow to this argument is Stout’s masterly analysis of the 
numerous problems with Barrett and Graham’s hypothesis. He states that while it may be possible to 
see a Anglo Norman influence in the settlement pattern, though it is just as likely that it relates to a 

preference for upland locations.6 Stout also observes that is quite reasonable to expect that the 
Anglo Norman frontier would have been along a line where ringforts, and the native population, were 
more scarce. Graham notes that while the tide of opinion may have turned against his original 
hypothesis, archaeologists have failed to develop a viable counter theory which explains the 

abandonment of ringforts in the period before c.1100 AD to 1200 AD.7 
 

Other supporters of such ‘archaeologically unsustainable’ theories include Rynne.8 His analysis of the 
excavation of a bivallate ringfort at Shannon Airport, county Clare, concludes that the 17th century 
house was of contemporary date with the construction of the banks which enclosed it. Such 
unwarranted conclusions are a salutary reminder against excavation based on stratigraphic evidence 
alone. Indeed, ringfort excavations based solely on stratigraphy have frequently produced misleading 
results with wide ranges in the dates of construction which have been postulated. 
 
Despite such aberrations in the dating evidence, the vast majority of sites which provide diagnostic 
finds are generally of Early Christian date. Diagnostic pottery types include E ware and souterrain 

ware.9 Other finds from the second half of the first millennium AD include decorative items of iron, 
bronze and bone which are chiefly datable by art-historical methods. Among the most impressive 

                                            
1 Walsh 1995, 283; Limbert 1992, 283-4. 
2 Lynn 1983. 
3 Limbert 1992, 283. 
4 Barrett & Graham 1975, 33-45. 
5 Lynn 1975a, 45-7. 
6 Stout 1997, 63. 
7 Graham & Proudfoot 1993, 46. 
8 Stout 1997, 22; Rynne 1964. 
9 Thomas 1959; Ryan 1973. 
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datable finds from an excavated ringfort is the Garryduff bird.1 This diminutive but exquisitely crafted 
item dates to c.650 AD and was lost during or soon after the construction of the site. Modern 
excavations relying on dendrochronology and radiocarbon techniques appear to imply a much shorter 
constructional chronology for ringforts than was implied by using stratigraphy alone. The first ringfort 
excavation to make use of radiocarbon dating was that of Raheenamadra, county Limerick. The site 
returned four determinations from 606 AD to 882 AD for the hearth and from 649 AD to 975 AD for 

oak posts from the souterrain.2 Indeed, the majority of excavated sites have returned radiocarbon 
determinations which fall comfortably in the period from 500 AD to 1000 AD. 
 
Stout has published an extensive list of 114 dendrochronological and calibrated radiocarbon dates 

from 47 sites.3 These dates range from a probable pre-ringfort phase of occupation at 236 AD to 
1387 AD. Stout observes that 54% of these determinations fall between the years 540 AD and 884 
AD while approximately 66% have a mid-point in their date range between 600 AD and 900 AD. He 
also notes that while 64% of excavated sites are in Ulster there is as yet no indication of regional 
chronological variations. Thus, he concludes that the majority of Irish ringforts and crannógs were 
probably constructed in a very narrow period of three centuries, from the early 7th century to the end 

of the 9th century AD (Fig. 4.6).4 Nevertheless, the heavy bias of ringforts in Ulster is questioned by 

Limbert who suggests that it may not be representative of Ireland as a whole.5 However, it is still not 
known whether ringforts were constructed throughout the Early Christian period or if there was a 
distinct building phase of limited duration, such as has been postulated for many crannógs and 

horizontal mills.6 
 
In the absence of excavated evidence from the study area it may thus be considered that it was 
during the Early Christian period that the majority of ringforts on the Loop Head peninsula were 
constructed and inhabited. Stout argues that such determinations provide strong evidence for the 
contemporaneity of the majority of ringfort sites. Such evidence for contemporaneity is of paramount 
importance in distributional analyses, from Stout’s to those of the present writer. In the past, when it 
was presumed that ringfort construction spanned over a millennium-and-a-half, distributional 
analyses may have been reasonably deemed suspect. However, current thought now supports this 
model of Early Christian settlement and site distribution. 
 

                                            
1 O’Kelly 1963, 119-20, fig. 1, pl. viii. 
2 Stenberger 1966, 52. 
3 Stout 1997, 24-9. 
4 But see Mytum 1992. 
5 Limbert 1992, 282. 
6 Baillie 1982, 182-92; Edwards 1990, 37. 



Chapter 4: General review of ringforts 

46 

 
Fig. 4.6. Radiocarbon and dendrochronological dating evidence from ringforts and associated sites. 
After Stout 1997, 29. 
 
Analysis of the dating evidence for different phases of ringfort occupation show settlement continuing 
in excess of two-hundred years. Stout lists a number of sites with multiple periods of occupation and 

modification.1 Among these sites is the ringfort at Rathmullan, county Down, which exhibited four 
distinct phases of habitation, stretching from the 8th to the 12th centuries at which time it was 

converted into a motte.2 While this may be seen as evidence for the continuation of ringfort 
occupation into the period directly preceding the Anglo Norman invasion, analysis of the excavated 
evidence shows marked differences in the types of economy practised between the two phases. The 
initial phase of occupation indicates an economic structure based on the rearing of cattle and sheep, 
while the motte phase suggests one centred on tillage. Stout concludes that even when sites 
demonstrate apparent spatial continuity, functionality may be questionable. 
 

                                            
1 Stout op. cit. 30. Lynn 1983. 
2 Lynn 1981-2, 168. 
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In areas of county Clare, including the Loop Head peninsula, where Anglo-Norman activity appears to 
have been little to negligible, it is difficult to determine whether, and in what numbers, ringforts 
continued to be occupied during the Medieval period. As outlined above, there is evidence to suggest 

ringfort occupation during this period in Clare as late as the 17th century.1 Indeed, 
Cahermacnaghten, in county Clare is also commonly cited as housing a legal school into the 17th 

century.2 
 
4.4 Function 
Owing to the dispersed nature of Early Christian society it is considered that ringforts characterise the 
Irish development of einzelhöfe, the common European settlement pattern of non-nucleated, 

individual farmsteads.3 Meitzen’s analysis suggests a Celtic or ‘Germanic’ origin for this form of 
settlement pattern. 
 
Excavation has shown that ringforts were essentially secure settlements of individual families, if only 
of the wealthier farming classes, to provide protection for themselves, their valuables, and their cattle 
from raiders and wild animals. Thus, while ringforts are undoubtedly protective, there is no evidence 
for a militaristic function. The majority of excavated ringforts reveal evidence for a variety of building 
types. Analyses of these structures indicate that the sites functioned as farmsteads for an individual 
family and their retainers. Many of these structures have been interpreted as dwelling houses, though 
the exact purposes of many are difficult to establish. Examples of inhabited dwellings include 
structure Eta at Deer Park Farms, county Antrim and the central structure at Dressogagh, county 

Antrim.4 However, other structures within excavated ringforts could only have functioned as ancillary 
buildings such as byres and sheds. As only the foundation levels of these structures regularly survive, 
it is difficult to interpret the exact methods of construction employed, though timber, wattle-and-

daub, clay or turf all appear to have been utilised.5 A number of other building types are noted in the 
Early Irish literature which are difficult to reconcile with the excavated evidence, including log-built 
structures and examples composed of parallel rows of posts enclosing a clay, wicker or wattle 
structure. There is also difficulty in equating the idealised lists of ancillary buildings required by 
farmers of varying status, given in Críth Gablach with the excavated evidence. Proudfoot’s analysis of 
c.70 excavated structures from within ringforts shows that while some buildings, probably storage 

sheds, had a floor space of as little as 20ft2 (1.86m2) and some exceeded 600ft2 (55.74m2), the 

average size was approximately 180ft2, or 16.72m2.6 
 

The most comprehensive study of ringfort structural remains has been undertaken by Lynn.7 His 
analyses of c.250 domestic houses and related buildings are of great importance for studies of 
ringfort function, chronology and population. His conclusions indicate that circular houses usually 

predated rectangular structures.8 Lynn argues that rectangular houses were introduced when 
ringforts were in their final phase of occupation. As 19 out of 20 houses found outside, but adjacent 
to ringforts were rectangular and such houses within enclosures were most often against the bank, 
Lynn sees a continuing social and economic structure. However, this does not necessarily indicate a 
desire for continued occupation of ringforts. Lynn sees the vulnerable placement of rectangular 
structures directly inside circular banks as incongruous and almost definitely dating to the final period 

of ringfort occupation.9 He also argues for a similarly late date for souterrains which were most 
                                            
1 Rynne 1964. 
2 Westropp 1896-7, 120-2. 
3 Meitzen 1895, vol. 3, 174-82. cited in Stout 1997, 32. 
4 Lynn 1986a; Collins 1966. 
5 Proudfoot op. cit., 101. 
6 Op. cit., 103. 
7 Lynn 1986b. 
8 Op. cit., 163. 
9 Op. cit., 150. 
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frequently entered from rectangular houses.1 On these bases he suggests that ringfort occupation 
may well have ended some significant time before the Anglo-Norman invasion. He postulates that 
from the period after c.1000 AD unenclosed settlement in rectangular buildings, often with 

souterrains, was the preferred mode of habitation.2 It has been suggested that this change in 
habitational strategy was accompanied by or conceivably attributable to the disintegration of the 

túath structure.3 
 

 
Circular houses, which appear to relate to the primary occupation phases, were located towards the 
centre of the enclosure, thus placing them at the furthest remove from attack. Of the examples 
examined by Lynn, 71% of house doors faced east, in the direction of the ringfort entrance and away 

from the prevailing winds.6 Of this sample, house diameters ranged from 3.5m to 7m and most had 

an area of c.28.29m2.7 Ethnographic evidence suggests that such a structural area could have 

accommodated between five and six individuals.8 
 

                                            
1 However, Kelly 1998, 367, suggests that the corróc or ‘pit’ mentioned in the legal commentary on Heptad 64 
may refer to the presence of souterrains within the ringfort (les). See discussion of storage pits below (p 113). 
2 Op. cit., i, v. 
3 Doherty, C. cited in Stout 1997, 33. 
4 Doonmore/Horse Island, SMR: CL071-014. Unenclosed house site, SMR: CL071-013. 
5 Westropp 1908b, 227-8; Chapple 1992a, 25-6. 
6 Lynn op. cit., 147, 160. 
7 Op. cit., 151-2. 
8 Op. cit., 136, 159. See also Chang 1958, 298-338; Casselberry 1974, 118-22. 

 

 
 

Fig. 4.7. Sketch plan of unenclosed house site, Kilbaha South. After Westropp 1908b, 228. 
 
A possible example of this form of unenclosed habitation is to be found on the Loop Head peninsula, 

to the north of the promontory fort of Doonmore or Horse Island, in Kilbaha South.4 Westropp 
records the site as an ‘irregular earthwork’ measuring c.14m by c.18m. However, the site appears to 
be the remains of two overlapping, rectangular houses, at least one of which communicated to a 

short twisting, S-shaped souterrain.5 Westropp also records a number of shell middens and a hearth 
within the site (Fig. 4.7. See Map 4.1). The presence of another such unenclosed site may be 
postulated from the discovery of a souterrain outside the banks of Lissyhunna/Lissaphunna ringfort 
(85) (See below p 100) 
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On the Loop Head peninsula, five sites appear, either from field-survey or from the published 
literature, to have had some form of internal features, some of which may have been contemporary 
with the primary construction and occupational phases of the sites. At two sites there may have been 
traces of huts, though they are now much disturbed. At Lismaguine, in Lisheencrony, (65) the 
remains of two house sites are recorded near the north-eastern corner of the enclosure, though today 

they appear only as an indistinct hollow.1 Westropp also notes ‘some slight traces of enclosures in 

the garth’ of Liscroneen in Doonaha West (32), again these appear to have been destroyed.2 
Another site, Lisanooin in Kilbaha North (44) has L-shaped banks internally, while the mounds and 
banks at sites at sites (20) and (52) are very overgrown and no claims may be made for their 
antiquity. Finally, the stone mounds at site (23) are probably only the result of field-clearance. Only 
excavation could possibly establish the true antiquity of these internal features but some, at least, 
may date to the initial period of construction and habitation of these sites. 
 
Although no souterrains associated with ringforts are known within the Loop Head peninsula there is 
evidence supporting the former existence of four examples. Evidence for a souterrain at Lismadine, in 

Lisheencrony (62), comes from the ITA MSS.3 It notes that ‘the local people remembered a 
souterrain in this fort. It is now closed up as it was used as a dumping ground.’ The 3rd edition OS 
six-inch sheet marks a ‘Cave’ at a ringfort in Lisheenfurroor (71). Although the souterrain is no 
longer visible, its former existence is vouched for by a local landowner who claims that it had been 
open until the 1940s or 1950s at which time it collapsed. A further souterrain is noted by Westropp in 
connection with the ringfort of Lissyhunna/Lissaphunna (85) and its nameless neighbour in Moyarta 

East (86).4 It was discovered between these two sites in the course of ploughing but was quickly 
closed again for fear of a supernatural reprisal. Although no scientifically recorded information exists 
for this souterrain, it may be speculated that this represents the remains of a later, unenclosed 
habitation. Finally, the OS Name Book gives the translation of the name of Lissanooin, in Kilbaha 
North (44) as ‘Lios an Uamaín,’ or ‘the fort of the cave’ which may suggest the former existence of a 

souterrain on that site.5 
 
A number of ringfort excavations have produced no evidence of human occupation and the sites are 
seen as having functioned exclusively as cattle enclosures. Examples include Garryduff II, county 

Cork; Lisdrumchor, county Armagh; Tullyallan, county Armagh and Lisnavaragh, county Down.6 On 
occasion disused ringforts may have been reused as cattle enclosures, including the site at Castle 

Skreen I, though it is unclear as to whether this activity was of Early Christian date.7 However, in the 
cases of some ringforts, the earlier disturbance of the sites and the limited excavational areas opened 
may have been factors in the dearth of discovered finds and occupation evidence. Lynn has 
suggested that the frequency of well stratified deposits on many ringforts argues against their use as 

cattle enclosures.8 However, the trampling of deposits at Ballymacash may suggest the opposite.9 At 
one site at least, tentative evidence exists to suggest that some ringforts may first have first 
functioned as domestic centres, before being converted to livestock enclosures. In the case of the 
main domestic dwelling at the ringfort at Lisnagrade, county Down, the excavator concludes that it 

was replaced by a three sided barn.10 However, McCormick argues from the annalistic evidence that 

                                            
1 Westropp 1909, 125. 
2 Op. cit. 121-3. 
3 Henchy 1943, Moyarta Parish. 
4 Westropp 1909, 126. 
5 OSNB Kilballyowen Parish. 
6 Proudfoot 1961, 106. 
7 Plummer 1928, 116-7; Dickinson & Waterman 1960. 
8 Mytum 1992, 181. 
9 Mytum 1992, 181 citing Jope 1981. 
10 Proudfoot op. cit. 95. 
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the keeping of animals in close proximity to human dwellings would have been the norm.1 He 
suggests that an advantage of corralling animals, especially cattle, in this way included the fact that it 
would have proved impossible to surreptitiously remove them without altering the occupants. 
Excavations at Deer Park Farms seems to corroborate this view as the remains of animal dung was 
found within the enclosure along with lice specific to sheep (Damalinia ovis), cattle (Damalinia bovis), 
goat (Damalinia caprae), horse (Damalinia equi) and pig (Haematopinus apri).2 
 
As none of the ringforts on the Loop Head peninsula have been excavated, the theory that some may 
have been used as cattle enclosures cannot be demonstrated. However, Westropp suggests that the 
unnamed ringfort in Moyarta East (86) may have acted as a livestock enclosure for the nearby 

ringfort of Lissyhunna/Lissaphunna (85).3 Two further, possible examples of a ringfort which acted 
as a cattle enclosure are found in neighbouring townlands in the west of the peninsula. In the first 
instance, a small ringfort (73) in the townland of Lissalougha which is conjoined to a larger site (72) 
on its south-west side may have had such a function. Similarly, in Cloughaunsavaun townland, a 
small univallate site approximately 175m to the south-east of a large, bivallate ringfort may have also 
functioned as a stock enclosure for the larger earthwork. 
 
Features that post-date the main use of the sites 
After their eventual abandonment many ringforts in all parts of Ireland were, at least partially, 
protected by a body of local superstition, folklore and cultural taboo associated with ‘Fairies’ or ‘The 
Little People.’ In this respect the Loop Head peninsula is no exception and many items of folklore 

have been recorded by the present author.4 These are generally tales of supernatural retribution for 
disturbing the monuments. Such vengeance came in many forms, including the unexplained deaths of 
the individuals involved, their close relatives or their livestock. One of the more unusual 
consequences involved a persistent toothache which only abated once the site had been restored. 
The modern waning of these traditional beliefs, coupled with the fact that ringforts are generally sited 
in good quality agricultural land, has regularly led to their complete or partial destruction. 
 
Despite such disincentives, ringforts were frequently reused for other purposes after they had been 
abandoned. Among the most common reutilisations of ringforts was the conversion of a site to act as 

a children’s burial ground or Cilleen.5 Such sites were commonly used for the burial of children who 
died before a Roman Catholic baptism could be performed. For example, in the barony of Dunmore, 

county Galway, 56% (29 examples) of recorded children’s burial grounds occur on ringforts.6 In other 
areas there is evidence for their use for the inhumation of criminals and strangers to an area, whose 
religion was unknown or uncertain. 
 
The reuse of ringforts as children’s burial grounds is generally dated to the 19th century, but there is 
frequently evidence of the sites being used as late as the 1960s. However, in many rural areas 
cultural taboo prevails, preventing such events from being discussed. Within the Loop Head peninsula 
one ringfort in Kilcloher (51) and one destroyed earthwork in Killinny (187) were occasionally used 
for these purposes. Two unclassified enclosures which may have been ringforts may also be 
mentioned at this point as having been reused as regular burial grounds. These are sites 169 and 
170 in the townlands of Kiltrellig and Moyarta East, respectively. O’Curry in the Ordnance Survey 

Letters records that there was a children’s burial ground in the townland of Furroor Lower.7 However, 

                                            
1 McCormick 1995, 33-4. 
2 Kenward & Allison 1994, 95-6; See also Kelly 1998, 364. 
3 Westropp 1909, 126. 
4 Chapple 1994. 
5 See Crombie 1987-8, 150 for a list of other common names. 
6 Crombie op. cit., 151. 
7 O’Donovan & O’Curry 1997, 122. 
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of the two ringforts located in this townland (42 & 43), neither exhibit any features of such a reuse, 

nor could any local information be gleaned on this point.1 
 
Many ringforts in Ireland also possess the remains of 19th century agricultural use in their interiors. 
Traces of these fossilised cultivation ridges, or ‘Lazy Beds,’ are visible traversing the interiors of five 

ringforts on the Loop Head peninsula.2 In the absence of contradictory evidence, these remains are 
commonly dated to the mid 19th century when, due to the rapid increase in the country’s population, 
there was increased pressure on the available agricultural land, resulting in the forced utilization of 
the interiors of these sites. Traditionally, the belief has been that these features relate specifically to 
the period of the Irish potato famine from 1846 to 1848 when the crops failed and the characteristic 
potato ridges were left undug. However, there is no conclusive evidence on this matter. 
 
One ringfort on the Loop Head peninsula was reused in a rather novel, and perhaps unique, way. 
During the period of the so-called ‘Black and Tans,’ from 1920 to 1921, a portion of a ringfort bank in 
Doonaha East (31) was dug away to facilitate the insertion of a small wooden structure with a 
thatched roof. The structure was buried under spoil dug from the bank and the whole area planted 
with trees and brambles. The purpose of this edifice was to house rebel guerrillas and prevent their 
discovery by the authorities. 
 
The other forms of modern disturbance to ringforts are more mundane in character. The most 
obvious form of disturbance to ringfort sites within the study area has been the building of field-
banks, abutting, cutting through, or running around sites. A total of 113 sites (72.90%) are affected 
by this to some extent. It must be considered that the lines of some of these banks, i.e. those 
abutting the banks, if not portions of their fabric, may date to the constructional phase of the site. 
However, as the field survey upon which this research is based was non-intrusive in nature, no 
evidence of this could be ascertained. 
 
Apart from the natural overgrowth on many sites, trees were deliberately planted in the interiors of 
ringforts at three sites. The purpose of the trees at the ringfort in Doonaha East (31) is mentioned 
above, while apple trees have been planted at ringforts in Lisheencrony (61) and Tullaroe (142). At 
the latter site a row of fir trees along the internal edge of the bank to act as a windbreak. 
 
The banks and interiors of 19 (12.26%) sites have been partially compromised by the construction of 

modern roadways,3 while three sites (1.94%) are slightly disturbed by the inclusion of telegraph 

poles on their enclosing features.4 In four cases (2.58%) the site has been disturbed or damaged by 

the dumping of building spoil, domestic or farm waste in the interior or around its perimeter.5 At a 
further two sites (1.29%) Westropp variously records instances of treasure-hunting which presumably 

affected the archaeological strata of the sites.6 
 
4.5 Economy 
As no ringfort on the Loop Head peninsula has been excavated we can present no local information 
by which to compare data from the rest of the country. However, a broad review of ringfort economy 
is essential at this point to provide a functional context for the sites within the study area. From the 
available evidence it appears that the essential character of the Irish ringfort is one of a mixed 

                                            
1 Though neither the graveyards of Kilcasheen (CL065-026) nor Templemeegh (CL066-047) were reused 
ringforts, they were commonly used for the burial of unbaptised children. The former site was used as a place 
for burying plague victims while the latter is recorded as a burial place for strangers. (O’Donovan & O’Curry op. 
cit., 121-2). 
2 Site Nos. 14, 36, 78, 143 and 146. 
3 Site Nos. 3, 15, 17, 24, 39-41, 43, 49, 55, 81, 84, 89, 91, 105, 127, 236, 151 and 155. 
4 Site Nos. 4, 27 and 143. 
5 Site Nos. 127-8, 134 and 144. 
6 Site Nos. 65 and 76. Westropp 1909, 125; 1908c, 358. 
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economic strategy where the primary aim was the production of foodstuffs for subsistence and 
payment of tribute. However, within this context, an examination of the literary evidence indicates 
that dairying was of central importance in Early Christian society with beef production taking a 

secondary role.1 Ó Corráin expresses the essential importance of cattle at this time in a society 
where: 
 

‘land was measured in terms of the numbers of cows it could maintain, legal 
compensation was reckoned in terms of cattle; a man’s standing in society was 
determined by his wealth in cattle ... the cow was the most immediate form of mobile 

wealth for raiding, for granting fiefs to clients and for paying ones debts.’2 
 
Thus, the cow was the basic unit of wealth and in a rigidly hierarchical society all status and wealth 

was based upon cattle.3 Indeed, the literary evidence from such stylised Irish sagas as the Táin Bó 
Cualinge shows the importance of cattle and led Lucas to state that cows had ‘... almost the status of 

members of society’.4 The cattle bred in this economy are believed to have been similar to the Celtic 
shorthorn (Bos longifrons), though both horned and hornless breeds are recorded in the faunal 

assemblages.5 Indeed, remains from crannóg excavations indicate a variety of breeds broadly 
corresponding to modern breeds, including the Kerry, Dexter, Longhorn, Shorthorn, Hereford, 
Aberdeen-Angus, and Redpoll. 
 
McCormick outlines the advantages of such a change of agricultural strategy from beef production to 
dairying, in terms of the increased food potential from milk and related products while still retaining 
the value of the meat carcass. He suggests that this change may have begun around 340 AD to 530 
AD. Thus, the change to dairying would have led to a three to four fold increase in food production 

over the same land area.6 Legge suggests that the protein yield of dairy cattle, excluding their meat 

value, would have been 115kg/ha compared with 27kg/ha for beef cattle.7 Further, the consumption 
of dairy produce would have led to an important increase in the health of the human population, 
leading to greater longevity and an increase in population. In turn this effective increase in labour 
would have led to an expansion of agriculture, bringing more land into production, probably around 
530 AD to 620 AD (Fig. 4.8). McCormick concludes that this dramatic change brought about the 
elevation of the cow to its social and economic status as demonstrated throughout the corpus of Early 
Irish literature. 
 

Introduction of
dairying

(340 - 530AD)

Increase
in health

Increase
in population

Expansion of
agriculture

(530 - 620AD)

 
Fig. 4.8. Postulated progression from introduction of dairying to expansion of agriculture in Early 
Christian Ireland. 
 
McCormick has calculated the minimum numbers of animals for nine rural Early Christian sites and 
demonstrated that the cattle represent between 29% (Rathmullan, phase 3-4) and 71% (Lagore, 

                                            
1 Duignan 1944; Evans 1954; Lucas 1958; 1960; 1989; O’Corráin 1972; Ó Loan 1965; O’Sé 1948; 1949. 
2 Ó Corráin op. cit., 53. 
3 MacNiocaill 1981. 
4 Lucas 1989, 3. 
5 Proudfoot op. cit., 110. 
6 McCormick 1995, 35. 
7 Legge 1981, 89. 
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phase 1B) of the total faunal assemblage.1 Pigs account from 8% (Larrybane) to 57% (Rathmullan, 
phase 3-4) while sheep/goats make up for 9% (Lough Faughan) to 51% (Moynagh, sample A1). 
However, Stout notes that the examination of minimum numbers obscures the vital importance of 
cattle to Early Christian society owing to their greater size and productivity and the fact that they only 

appear in the archaeological record as food remains, a by-product of their chief role in dairying.2 
 
However, McCormick argues that the ‘... simple economic approach to the exploitation of domestic 
animals in Early Christian Ireland is inadequate because social and legal considerations continually 

influenced this activity’.3 Such considerations included the exchange of goods, both cows and more 
exotic items, to maintain social stability between groups of different status. These bonds of the social 
contract were formalised in terms of the institution of ‘clientship’ and as such formed the basis of the 

entire legal and political structure of Early Christian Ireland.4 McCormick notes that the most 
important implication of clientship for the archaeologist is that owing to the transfer of livestock, 
excavated animal bones may not represent the produce of the individual ringforts. Thus, caution must 

be exercised in the interpretation of faunal remains from Early Christian Ireland.5 
 
The evidence from Early Irish documentary sources suggests that the presence of a calf was required 
for the cow to lactate. Indeed, many miracles in the Hagiographical literature, or ‘Saints Lives’ are 
based on this premise. For example, in the Life of St. Finian of Kinnitty: 
 

‘A wolf kills the calf of a saint’s cow. Knowing that the cow will not give milk without 
the calf being present, the saint summons the wolf which killed it and at his 
command it comes at milking time and stands before the cow which licks it as if it 

were her own and gives her milk as usual.’6 
 
Excavated faunal remains support this general pattern as the bones of young calves below the age of 
six-months are rarely present on Early Christian sites. For example, analysis of the well preserved 
faunal assemblages from Moynagh Lough revealed an insignificant number of calf bones of this age 

group.7 In contrast, the peak age for the slaughter of calves was in the one to two year age group. 
McCormick notes that the faunal evidence mirrors the somewhat idealised description of the herd of a 

bóaire as described in the 7th to 8th century Críth Gablach (71% females to 29% males).8 This 

source indicates that the minimum stock should consist of ‘twenty cows, two bulls and six oxen’.9 
From this evidence he dismisses the argument which proposes that the deliberate slaughter of young 
calves is sufficient evidence for dairying during the prehistoric period. 
 
However, the question remains as to the exact period of the introduction of dairying into Ireland. 

While dairying was known in the Roman world, it was generally confined to goats and sheep.10 
McCormick suggests a number of possibilities, including the introduction of dairying to Ireland in the 
period immediately prior to the arrival of Romans to Britain. Alternately, it could have come from 
Roman Britain or with the introduction of Christianity. He admits that no definite date for the 
introduction of dairying may be given from the currently available evidence. However, the Irish word 

                                            
1 McCormick 1987; 1991, 43. 
2 Stout 1997, 35. 
3 McCormick 1991, 41; 1983, 255; see also Gerriets 1983, 45. 
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for cheese, cais, is a Latin derivative and may thus indicate a date of introduction contemporary with 

that of Christianity.1 
 
Ó Corráin has suggested that, with regard to the pasture requirements of flocks, the nochtmachaire 
(bare plain) of the Early Irish literature was arable land grazed after crops had been harvested.2 He 
also suggests that the majority of grazing would have taken place on outfield lands, possibly the 

lethmachaire (half plain) of the literature.3 
 
As sheep and pigs did not enjoy the same ‘social status’ as cattle ‘... the relationship between man 
and animals was one of more direct economic exploitation’ and were frequently given in tribute when 

the sums involved were small.4 While cows and sheep produce important secondary commodities, 
pigs produce no such extra benefit and so were bred solely for their meat. The ringfort at Rathmullan 

is unusual in that over 50% of the faunal assemblage is comprised of pig bones.5 It has been 
suggested that this may indicate an economy on the Ards peninsula more intensively focused on 
tillage. However, even here pig remains represent only 16% of the assemblage for the main phase of 
occupation from the 6th to 8th centuries. From analysis of the documentary sources, it has been 

suggested that pigs were kept for two to three years before they were slaughtered.6 However, faunal 
evidence from a number of Early Christian period sites, including Ballinderry II and Cathedral Hill, 

Armagh, indicate that pigs were killed while immature and very young.7 Evidence from Rathmullan of 
many pigs being slaughtered at the same age has been suggested as indicating a periodic cull of 

animals.8 From the types of bone discovered it has been suggested that the carcasses were smoked 
or salted and consumed elsewhere. 
 
From the faunal evidence it appears that sheep raised during the Early Christian period were smaller 
than modern types, usually with two horns though some had four, generally similar to the Soay 

breed.9 As the wool of such breeds may be plucked by hand and does not require shearing, Mytum 
has suggested that excavated examples of shears (e.g. Lagore, Garranes, Killederdadrum and 

Garryduff I) may instead have been used for cutting cloth.10 However, sheep appear to have been 

primarily raised as food, though mutton does not appear to have been particularly favoured.11 This 
situation is in contrasts to England in the pre-Norman period where sheep were kept for their milk. 

Indeed, in Early Christian Ireland, sheep-milk was considered inferior to that of cows.12 Overall, 
sheep could have only played a secondary role in the economy of this period. McCormick sees this 
reflected in the poor quality of Irish sheep at this period, which were smaller than contemporary 

British and European varieties, being similar to those of the British Iron Age.13 He concludes that as 
the Irish generally possessed prime grazing land, sheep were grazed only on poor land, or that the 
breeding of high quality animals was beneath the dignity of the Early Christian populace. A further by-
product of sheep are their skins which were used as vellum for the production of illuminated 

                                            
1 McCormick op. cit., 36. 
2 Ó Corráin 1983. 
3 See also Kelly 1998, 370. 
4 McCormick 1991, 42. 
5 Collins 1982. 
6 Ó Loan op. cit., 173. 
7 Stelfox, 1942, 71; Higgins 1984. 
8 Collins op. cit. 
9 Stelfox ibid.; Jope 1953. 
10 Mytum op. cit., 186; Hencken 1950; Ó Ríordáin 1942; Manning 1984; O’Kelly 1962. 
11 MacNiocaill op. cit., 8. 
12 Ó Corráin op. cit., 57; Plummer 1968, 56. 
13 McCormick op. cit., 42, table 2, 43. 
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manuscripts. Mytum suggests that the unwanted male lambs would have been slaughtered by 
monasteries for this purpose, though it is difficult to know how this would have related to sheep held 

by secular farmers.1 
 
While only a small number of sites have provided a distinct chronological sequence for sheep bones, 
McCormick notes that at some sites there is an increase in the number of sheep. This change dates to 
the 9th century and may reflect the burgeoning of an important trade in wool between Ireland and 

Scandinavia.2 Goats appear to have played only the most minor role in the Early Christian economy. 
Their numbers only increase in the urban centres founded by the Vikings and subsequently by the 
Anglo-Normans. Proudfoot suggested that sheep are found infrequently in the archaeological record 

as they were kept for their wool, thus their bones only occur as food remains.3 However, this 
argument may also be applied to the faunal remains of cattle and in this regard seems of little 
substance. 
 
Horses were used almost exclusively for light traction work and riding and although they may 

occasionally have also been eaten, they do not appear to have been bred for this purpose.4 For a 
number of reasons horses were not used for ploughing during this period, the role being carried out 

by oxen.5  
 
Although frequently mentioned in the laws, domesticated fowl played only a minor part of the Early 

Christian diet and economy as evidenced by their discovery at only three sites.6 Proudfoot believes 
that they may have been introduced from the Romanised world in the early centuries of the first 

millennium.7 
 
Contemporary law texts list nine different varieties of cereals: wheat, rye, siligo, red wheat, barley, 

oats, peas and beans and another unidentified gráinne ibdaig.8 Archaeological evidence suggests that 
barley was the most commonly cereal grown, but Lucas believed that in actuality oats were more 

popular.9 Very few sites have produced evidence for wheat, though wheat straw was recovered from 

Lagore and grains of both wheat and barley were excavated at Lissachiggel.10 Cereals appear to 
have been harvested in Autumn using small sickles. It has been suggested that these cereal crops 

were cut close to the ear, leaving the straw standing to be collected separately as fodder or thatch.11 
Grain, and many forms of wealth, appears to have been stored in quantities by monasteries which 

may have provided relatively greater security.12 The large numbers of excavated rotary querns, 
frequently decorated, indicates a widespread processing of grain for individual family groups. 

However, bread was regarded as a luxury food item, reserved for kings and the aristocracy.13 Many 
ringfort excavations have produced evidence for various forms of pits and are generally interpreted as 

                                            
1 Mytum 1992, 188. 
2 McCormick op. cit., 42. 
3 Proudfoot 1961. 
4 E.g. at Ballinderry I & II. See Stelfox 1936, 234; 1942, 72. 
5 McCormick 1991, 44. But see Proudfoot op. cit., 111. 
6 McCormick 1987; Stelfox 1938; Meyer 1982, 98. Domesticated fowl have been recovered from Boho, county 
Fermanagh, and Carrig Aille I & II, county Limerick, see Proudfoot op. cit., 106. 
7 Proudfoot op. cit., 111. 
8 Duignan op. cit., 140; Loth 1924, 193-203. 
9 Lucas 1960, 11. 
10 Hencken 1950, 242; Proudfoot op. cit., 108. 
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13 Ó Crónín 1995, 95; Lucas 1960, 5. 
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having functioned as stores, probably for grain, though acorns, mast and other materials may equally 
have been deposited. Although Kelly suggests that the corróc (pit) mentioned in the legal gloss on 
Heptad 64 may refer to a souterrain, it may also be interpreted as any of this type of pit mentioned 

above.1 Occasionally sickles and reaping hooks have been found on ringfort excavations and were 
probably used for harvesting grain, though they may also have functioned for the collection of tree 

branches for cattle fodder or for rushes used in thatching.2 
 
Evidence from the Early Irish laws suggests that the agrarian economy was based both on the 
privately owned property and common ownership of land and thus open and enclosed fields 

coexisted.3 Where field systems have been noted around ringforts, they are usually fragmentary and 
prove exceedingly difficult to adequately date. The only excavated evidence for Early Christian 

cultivation ridges and field systems is at the ringforts at Cush, County Limerick.4 Here the surviving 
settlement remains are located within a rectilinear system of fields, laid out along the contours of 
Slieve Reagh. Although only the Cush complex has been excavated, the surveyed field systems 
surrounding the ringforts at Caherguillamore and Two Mile Stone appear to be of Early Christian 

date.5 In other areas where field systems are recorded, in areas such as the Burren, county Clare and 

in county Roscommon, they appear as small, irregular enclosures.6 Kelly suggests that such fields 

may be identified with the airlise (literally, ‘that which is in front of the les’.7 Such an area may have 
enclosed small fields for grazing and cultivation, possibly along with a corn-drying kiln and a barn. In 
the case of a royal residence, the airlise may also have included an area suitable for an assembly. 

 
Analysis of field systems in the Burren area suggests that the ground cover in many localities was 

similar to that present today.8 In this region field banks also appear to have been built to protect 
depressions filled with more productive brown earths. However, this appears to be associated with a 
certain amount of subsequent erosion, possibly reflecting a more intense exploitation of these soils 
and leading to their increased diminution. Such a situation is of particular interest in regard to the 
Loop Head peninsula where it appears there was a concerted effort to locate ringforts away from 
brown earth soils, in an attempt to conserve them for the greatest possible agricultural use. Other 
research on the Antrim plateau has revealed evidence of a system of sub-circular and pear-shaped 

fields placed around the central ringfort.9 Mytum raises the possibility that such adjoining fields may 

be interpreted as the ‘greens’ of the early sources which were used for sheep grazing and sports.10 
As has often been noted, many ringforts are located on areas of modern farmland, and while the 
extensive body of folklore and superstition may have protected a great many sites, it is unlikely that 
their associated field systems were afforded the same protection. Ó Crónín notes that, from the 
corpus of Early Irish literature, the actual acreage under cultivation by any particular grade of society 
is impossible to state, but suggests that in the case of an individual of bóaire status the area may 
have been about eight acres. Such an amount of land under tillage would have been almost 

minuscule in relation to the total acreage of pasture.11 
 

                                            
1 Kelly 1998, 367. 
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As the mouldboards of ploughs would have been of wooden construction they do not survive in the 

archaeological record. However, a number of Iron coulters do survive.1 Examples from Ballinderry I 

and Lagore have been interpreted by Duignan as belonging to heavy, wheel-less ploughs.2 Owing to 
the expense involved in assembling a full set of ploughing equipment, the financial burden was often 
shared. Críth Gablach details the obligations of an ócaire who had a quarter share in a plough and 

provided one ox, the ploughshare, goad and halter.3 Spade cultivation may also have been known, as 
Proudfoot notes, the use of turves for building and peat for fuel, along with the construction of the 

ringforts themselves, would presume their use.4 Indeed, the iron tips of composite spades have been 

discovered at Ballinderry I and Lagore.5 Mytum also reinterprets a number of flanged iron objects, 

considered by Duignan to have been plough shares, as the remains of iron spades.6 A number of 
contemporary waterlogged contexts, including Moynagh Lough crannóg, have produced evidence of 

composite spades of wood and iron, and appear to be of an indigenous design.7 
 
A certain amount of fruit and vegetables was also probably grown by Early Christian farmers, though 
the plots used are difficult to identify and few seed remains have been recovered. Indeed, the 
majority of evidence for garden crops is derived from the contemporary literature. Ó Corráin identifies 

a number of cultivated vegetables, including varieties of onion (cainenn) and leek (foltchep).8 Other 

vegetables were also grown, including celery, peas and probably kale.9 
 
Kelly notes that while the law texts describe a typical land holding as a rectangular area, this obvious 
simplification illustrates ‘... how contemporary observers perceived the general pattern of land 

settlement.’10 Limbert suggests that the average acreage which a free farmer would have expected 

to worked would, on the basis of the Crith Gablach, have been approximately 100ha.11 With the 
exception of a sparsely settled area to the north-east of Lough Neagh, the areas he examined largely 
conformed to the pattern inferred from the Early Irish law texts. He attempts to explain the absence 
of sites from certain areas as the result of ‘... expected inefficiencies in land utilization ... dating to 
the later first millennium A.D.; most using decorated souterrain ware.’ Alternately, he argues that 
areas with higher concentrations of ringforts than his model predicts are the result of cumulative site 
construction from the Iron Age to the Early Christian period. 
 
A sample study of portions of county Leitrim returned an average nearest neighbour distance of 738m 
for the western portion of the Erne Basin which may be extrapolated to give an average land holding 

for each ringfort of 152ha.12 However, in his second area of study, in the southern portion of the 
Erne Basin, the average nearest neighbour distance was 951m, resulting in a postulated average land 
holding of 324ha. Stout’s examination of MacNeill’s definition of the tír cumaile land area indicates 
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that the individual holding of the Early Christian period was around 34.27 acres, or 13.87ha.1 The 
laws indicate that the ócaire, the lowest grade of freeman, possessed a single tír cumaile of land 
(13.87ha) with each superior grade up to that of rí owning one ‘... tír cumaile of land in excess over 

each preceding one.’ (Fig. 4.9).2 However, this is not without its problems of interpretation.3 On this 
basis, and the difficulties discussed by McLeod, Stout suggests that the land-holdings of the upper 

orders (aire déso and above) of Early Christian society ranged from 35ha to 100ha.4 Taking the total 
land area of the Loop Head peninsula, divided by the number of surviving ringforts (155), the 
postulated individual land holding is 69.41ha. However, when destroyed, unclassified and potential 
sites are included, the resulting average figure is 44.09ha. 
 
 
 
 
 

Noble grade English translation Hono
ur 

price 
(cum
al) 

Tír 
cumai
le 

Ha. Bóair
e 

client
s 

Ócair
e 

client
s 

Rí túaithe King of a territory 7.0 7 96.6 -- -- 
Aire forgill Lord of superior 

testimony 
5.0 6 82.8 5 6 

Aire ard High lord 3.3 5 69.0 4 5 
Aire túise Lord of leadership 2.5 4 55.2 2 3 
Aire déso Lord of vassalary 1.7 3 41.4 1 1 

Commoners English translation Hono
ur 

price 
(cum
al) 

Tír 
cumai
le 

Ha. Bóair
e 

client
s 

Ócair
e 

client
s 

Bóaire Cow lord 0.8 2 27.6 -- -- 
Ócaire Young lord 0.5 1 13.8 -- -- 

Fig. 4.9. Summary of free status from the law tracts. After Stout 1991, 231. 
 
Small numbers of more exotic animals have also been excavated from Early Christian contexts. While 
the gift of a camel in 1105 was obviously an extreme example, other importations of animals are also 

recorded in the annals.5 These include Scottish and Welsh horses, cats and dogs.6 Other items 

regularly imported include wine, clothing and shoes.7 
 
While dairying and tillage were the undoubted foci of the Early Christian economic strategy, hunting 
and gathering may have played a significant, though subsidiary role. However, in times of above 
average animal mortality or crop failure these activities may have taken on added importance. The 
Early Irish laws details many forms of hunting, especially concerning red deer (Cervus elaphus) and 
wild pig (possibly Sus domesticus or Sus scrofa), though badgers (Meles meles), hare (Lepus 
timidus), fox (Vulpes vulpes), otter (Lutra lutra) and wolf (lupus) may also have been pursued for 
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pelts, food or because they were regarded as predators.1 However, the degree of differentiation 
between hunting for food or protection and hunting for sport cannot be easily gauged, though it 

would appear that it was generally a pursuit of the aristocracy.2 
 
An important aspect of the Early Christian economy was the production of various crafts and 
commodities, generally for the use of the inhabitants of the ringfort as opposed to manufacture for a 
market economy. However, there is much evidence from the Early Irish literature for a wide variety of 
specialist craftsmen. Ringfort excavations such as that of Garryduff I and Ballyvourney have been 

interpreted as the permanent workshops of craftsmen.3 While there is some documentary evidence 
that craftsmen could achieve high status, they appear, in the main, to have been itinerant in nature. 
However, the majority of everyday, utilitarian goods would probably been produced by the 
inhabitants of the ringfort for their own use with high status metalwork and decorated objects being 
commissioned from specialists. 
 
The most common industrial activities carried out on ringforts appear to have been iron-working, 
spinning and weaving. The use of iron expanded rapidly during the Early Christian period and 
considering the high incidence of iron slag and unused ores on many ringforts and crannógs, it seems 
that many sites produced their own small implements. However, Mytum suggests that this may be 
the result of repair work as opposed to primary manufacturing, though there appears to be little 

evidence for this.4 
 
While the early sources indicate a sedentary blacksmith and forge, forming a social centre within the 
community, recovered archaeological data would suggest that almost all sites engaged in iron-
working, at least on a small scale. Whether this is the result of individual families catering to their 
own needs, or itinerant craftsmen working on site to fulfil specific orders, is still a matter of debate. 
 
The Early Christian craftsmen had the ability to produce a staggering array of implements, some of 
the highest quality. Recovered objects include a wide variety of knives, awls, swords, spear heads, 
pins, brooches, punches and chisels, to name but a few. The corpus of laws make mention of various 

iron implements including a lever to be used in boundary construction.5 
 
A number excavated sites have revealed a collection of items, including iron saws knives and chisels, 
which may be interpreted as those used for craft working in a variety of materials including wood, 
bone, shale, lignite and jet. Bone was commonly used to produce a variety of small objects, among 
which were combs, beads, knife handles, spindle whorls and an array of pins. Other recovered bone 
implements of various shapes and sizes have inspired interpretations ranging from scoops to gouges 
and from ferrules to spinning shuttles. Antler was less frequently exploited as a craft medium, and 

when recovered is generally in the form of knife handles and combs.6 While items made of horn are 
rarely found, they are more susceptible to decay in the ground though the metal mounts of items 

such as bronze drinking horns do occasionally survive.7 
 
As with most craft items discovered on ringforts, the majority of recovered wooden vessels are simple 
and imply non-specialist workmanship. However, a certain number of highly crafted artefacts indicate 
skilled manufacture, possibly by specialist workers. At Lagore and Ballinderry II both stave-built and 
lathe turned vessels indicate such high quality craftsmanship for high status use. While no wrecks of 
vessels of the Early Christian period have been discovered, boats constructed of both hide and wood 
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are mentioned in the Early sources and would have been a skilled occupation, although lesser dugout 

canoes could have been relatively easily crafted by the non-specialist.1 
 
As stated above, a wide variety of everyday objects and utensils could easily have been constructed 
in wood by individual farmers, without recourse to specialist craftsmen. For example, the corpus of 
Early Irish literature makes frequent mention of wood being used to produce furniture, tool and 

weapon handles, carts, plough-frames and a variety of domestic vessels.2 Other references indicate 
that while reeds were the most frequently used roofing material, wooden shingles were also used and 

Kelly suggests that items such as beehives were constructed in the same material.3 
 
The most common evidence for the practising of textiles and related craft work is the recovery of 
spindle whorls, generally constructed of stone, though bone and lead examples are known. Evidence 
for weaving is more rare, but is evidenced by the occasional finds of perforated stone loom weights, 

including one from Cush.4 Such artefacts have been interpreted as indicating the use of vertical, 
warp-weighted looms, though narrow, vertical-framed looms were also used. There is a certain 
amount of evidence for tablet weaving to produce braid. Possible weaving tablets include a square, 
bone example from Rathinaun crannóg, county Sligo and triangular shaped artefacts from Lagore and 

Killederadum, county Tipperary.5 
 
However, with the exception of Lagore, completed textiles are rare finds as waterlogged conditions 

are necessary for their preservation.6 From such evidence it appears that two types of cloth were 

produced, one of wool the other linen.7 While the flax used to make linen rarely survives, finds of 

carbonised seeds at Carrig Aille II suggest that it was grown close to the site.8 Other evidence for 
linen working includes polishing stones, possible examples of which have been found at the ringfort 

of Ballyaghan, county Antrim, and Clea Lakes crannóg, county Down.9 
 
Finally, the question of the extent of trade within Early Christian society must be addressed. As has 
been stated earlier, the general character of the Irish ringfort was one of self sufficiency. However, a 
certain number of prestige objects and the raw materials for others must have been traded, 
sometimes over considerable distances. Such items would have included various ores, along with jet, 
shale, glass and enamel both as raw materials and finished objects. Luxury items included prestige 
pottery of the A, B, D and E wares imported from the Mediterranean and France from the 5th to 8th 
centuries. As the majority of A and B wares are found in south-west Britain, centring on the later 5th 
and 6th centuries, it has been suggested that this area represents the focal destination, with Irish 
finds indicating secondary trade. Of the various types of imported pottery, E ware is by far the most 
frequently discovered, being known from over 30 sites in Ireland. However, on sites other than 
Clogher, Garryduff I, Lagore and Dalkey Island, it is rarely evidenced by more than a few sherds. 
Sherds of A, B and E wares were recovered at Garranes, while Ai, Bi, Bii and Bv wares have also been 

recovered.10 
 
                                            
1 See Kelly 1998, 54-5,290, 499. See Brindley & Lanting 1990a-b; Farrell 1990, 29, for the somewhat earlier 
‘Monk’s Boat’ from Lough Lene, County Westmeath. Such a wreck may indicate that Irish shipwrights had the 
necessary skills to produce high-quality vessels even before the advent of the Early Christian period 
2 Kelly op. cit., 111, 379. 
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4.6 Distribution 
Westropp was among the first to attempt to assess the nation-wide distribution of ringforts in the 

Irish landscape.1 Since that time the importance of site distribution as an indicator of settlement 
density and social structure had been both well understood and much debated. Among the obstacles 
which have blighted ringfort studies has been the question of the reliability of the surviving 
monuments in terms of the original settlement pattern. For example, Barrett’s study of cropmarks in 
various areas, including county Louth and the Barrow valley in south county Kildare highlights the 

deficiencies of using the Ordnance Survey maps as a basis for ringfort distributions.2 However, such 
results cannot be accepted for all parts of Ireland as there appears to be great variation in the rate of 
pre-Ordnance Survey destruction of sites. Indeed, Stout sees Barrett’s study of the Barrow valley as 
especially unrepresentative of ringfort destruction rates as the area was selected primarily on the 

basis of its abundance in cropmarks.3 In other areas aerial photography has added to the numbers of 

known ringforts, though not to the point of radically altering the general pattern of known sites.4 
Stout’s analysis of the Sites and Monuments Record indicates that the analysis of aerial photography 
has added to the numbers of known ringforts by approximately 10%. While the numbers for Leinster 
are c.4% more than for other parts of the country Stout argues that such evidence, coupled with an 
analysis of Early Christian sites discovered during the excavation of gas pipelines, indicates that the 

pre-Ordnance Survey distribution of ringforts is generally accurate and reliable.5 However, it is still 
impossible to calculate the precise numbers of ringforts that were originally constructed in Ireland, or 
indeed exactly how many survive on the landscape. 
 
Given these limitations, there are currently 45,119 ringforts on the island of Ireland, of which 41% 
have been positively identified. From this evidence Stout has calculated that the mean density of 

ringforts for Ireland is 0.55 sites per km2. However, there is great regional variations in this figure. 

For example, in zones of low density such as county Donegal the figure is 0.15/km2 while in county 

Kildare the average ringfort density is 0.18/km2 and 0.19/km2 for county Dublin. Counties with a 

high ringfort density include Roscommon (1.07/km2), Limerick (1.10/km2) and Sligo (1.61/km2). On 
a regional basis, the zones with the lowest density of ringforts are north-west Ulster and the majority 
of Leinster. At the opposite end of the scale, the areas of highest density include north Munster, east 
Connaught/north-west Leinster and east Ulster (Fig. 4.10). These regional variations in ringfort 
density become better defined when examined on a baronial scale (Map 4.2). In the western portions 
of counties Donegal, Mayo and Galway, along with parts of Kildare and Meath, the density of ringforts 

is as low as 0.10/km2. The barony with the highest levels of ringforts for the entirety of Ireland is 

that of Massereene Lower, county Antrim, where the figure is approximately three sites per km2. In 

the West Clare region the average ringfort density is 1.16/km2, though the density for the Loop Head 

peninsula is significantly higher at 1.44 sites per km2. 
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Zone density type 

 
Area ringforts/km2 

low West Connaught 0.12 
low North-west Ulster 0.16 
low Leinster 0.26 

median East Ulster 0.35 
median Erne Basin 0.45 
median South Munster 0.48 
median Central Mayo 0.62 
high South-east Connaught 0.78 
high North Munster 0.80 
high North Midlands 0.81 
high South-east Ulster 1.05 

very high West Clare 1.16 
very high North-east Connaught 1.52 
very high West Limerick 1.52 

Fig. 4.10. Comparisons of ringfort densities in various regions of Ireland. Tabulated from data in 
Stout 1997, 53-102. 
 
The West Clare zone, as defined by Stout comprises the western portion of county Clare and two 
baronies in south county Galway (Map 4.3). He observes that this very high overall density is 

achieved despite large gaps in the distribution.1 The largest of these areas is the upland bog zone 
around Slievecallan and Ben Dash with thinly settled parts of this region include the low-lying karstic 
landscape on the borders of counties Galway and Clare. However, the most densely settled area in 

the region is from Ballyvaughan to Ennis where the density is 1.70 ringforts per km2. As noted above, 
the ringfort density for the Loop Head peninsula is especially high and analysis of Stout’s distribution 
map for the area shows it to be a relatively discrete area, confined to the west of the rivers which 
flow north into Doonbeg and south into Poulnasherry bay (Map 4.4). This area is low a lying (0ft-50ft 
OD, 0m-15.24m) boggy region with a number of small lakes, including Tullaher and Moanmore. This 
distributional pattern corresponds largely with Westropp’s definition of the Irrus, or Irroús, as a ‘... 
district west of a line between the creeks of Doonbeg and Poulinisherry ...’.2 
 
Ringfort distribution on the Loop Head peninsula shows a number of interesting features both in 
terms of concentrations and absences of sites (Map 4.5). The main grouping of sites, especially 
bivallate ringforts, is concentrated on the central portion of the peninsula from the townland of Cross, 
east to Carrigaholt and north to Carrownaweelaun and Trusklieve. The central portion of this area is 
located in the shallow valley of the Moyarta river. The northern portion of this general grouping 
appears to be centred around the gentle slopes of Moveen hill and Knocknagarhoon hill. The southern 
portion of his grouping represents a small number of ringforts located below the summit of a small 
hill in Rahona West (77.8ft, 23.71m OD). To the east of this area there is an absence of ringforts and 
other forms of Early Christian activity, from the townland of Breaghva, moving east through the 
northern portion of Lisheenfurroor and Doonaha West. The majority of this area is now reclaimed, 
though marginal, land, but on the 1st edition of the Ordnance Survey maps this area is designated as 
marsh and is formed of the Allen series of peats and the Abbeyfeale (non-peaty phase) of gleys, 

neither of which are particularly agriculturally productive.3 It would seem that this area of bogland 

was in existence during the Early Christian period and was avoided by the builders of ringforts.4 To 

                                            
1 Stout op. cit. 97. 
2 Westropp 1908a, 35-6. 
3 Finch et al. 1971, map I. 
4 See 5.5 Nearest neighbours analysis: ‘problems of nearest neighbors analysis’ for a more detailed discussion 
of the ‘Breaghva Bogland Zone.’ 
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the north of this bogland zone ringforts are located along the generally south facing slopes of Moveen 
hill. At the eastern extremity of the ‘Breaghva bogland zone’ there is a distinct grouping of rivers 
along the sides of the Doonaha river valley. As similar avoidance of bogland may be postulated as the 
reason for the avoidance of the northern portion of the townland of Querrin, where the distribution of 
ringforts is chiefly coastal. The distribution of ringforts to the south-west of the Moyarta river valley, 
in the townlands of Kilcloher, Rehy East and West is chiefly located along the north-facing slopes of 
Rehy hill, possibly in an attempt to avoid the heavier or more marshy soil of the Cloghanbeg river 
valley. In the southern portions of the townlands of Cloughaunsavaun, Feeard, Quilty and Oughterard 
there appears to be a similar avoidance of this same river valley bottom. In the northern portions of 
these townlands there is an apparent avoidance of the top of the central ridge of higher land which 
runs through this portion of the peninsula, with a number of ringforts located on the very gentle 
north-facing slopes of this ridge. The most westerly portion of the peninsula is largely devoid of 
ringforts, again possibly due to the avoidance of bogland. A similar avoidance of bogland by the 

builders of ringforts was also noted by Farrelly in parts of county Leitrim.1 
 
However, other areas devoid of ringforts cannot be explained simply in terms of avoidance of 

marginal land and appear to be ‘black holes’ in the distributional pattern.2 Indeed, it has been 
suggested that the expansion of agriculture indicated in the pollen diagrams from around 400 AD was 
such that pressure on available land resulted in the development of laws relating to trespass around 

700 AD.3 In this context, where agricultural land was at a premium, the absence of ringforts from 
areas of suitable soil requires explanation. Possibly the most striking of these gaps in the 
distributional pattern is centred on the townland of Kilballyowen. In this case the distributional 
pattern of ringforts runs up to the borders of Oughterard townland to the west and to the borders of 
Cross townland to the east, with the majority of Kilballyowen townland being devoid of ringforts. If a 
distribution map of the ecclesiastical centres is added to that of the ringforts is immediately apparent 
that the church site of Kilballyowen lies directly at the heart of this zone devoid of ringforts (Map 

4.6).4 The evidence for the existence of this site before c.1500AD is scarce, thought it appears that 
the surviving church may have been the centre of a monastic community on the basis of potential 
earthworks to the north of the site. In the lack of definite evidence for a date in the Early Christian 
period, contemporary with the building of ringforts it is impossible to be authoritative on this point. 
However, owing to the lack of ringforts and other Early Christian settlement in its immediate vicinity it 
may be postulated that the large part of the townland of Kilballyowen was ecclesiastically controlled 

land, possibly worked by hereditary secular tenants, or manaig.5 A similar situation may be 
postulated for the churches of Teampul Sheorlais/Teampall Shearlais and Teampallanard, in the 
townland of Kilcredaun, and the churches of Templenanaeve, in Ross, and Kilcoan/Kilquane, in 
Moneen, where the ecclesiastical centres are separated from the general focus of ringfort distribution 
by an unpopulated area, possibly representing land under the control of these foundations. The 
church of Kilcrony, in Lisheencrony, appears to fit this general scheme, though possessing a much 
smaller land holding as it is bordered to the east by a number of ringforts and some distance to the 
north by the Breaghva ‘bogland zone.’ 
 
Ecclesiastical centres which have been listed as possible sites are more difficult to fit into this model 
of Early Christian settlement on the Loop Head peninsula. For example, the graveyards of Kilcashen, 
Killinny, and Kiltrellig along with Templemeegh, in Querrin, are all either surrounded by ringforts or 
have sites in close proximity. Similarly, the possible church of Moyarta is also encompassed by 
ringforts and appears to have been constructed on what may have been a ringfort. While this does 
not necessarily imply that the site was not an ecclesiastical centre of the Early Christian period, it 
would appear to give circumstantial corroboration to Westropp’s view that it was a church site, 
                                            
1 Farrelly 1989, fig. 22, 52, 56. 
2 See Groube 1981. 
3 Ó Corráin 1972, 49. 
4 For a review of the history of the ecclesiastical centres on the Loop Head peninsula, see 5.2 Variables 
employed in the analyses: ‘distance to ecclesiastical centre’ 
5 Hurley 1983, 384. 
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though one constructed after 1302.1 Cody’s survey of the barony of Athenry has identified one such 

area devoid of ringfort settlement, which may have been in church ownership.2 Murphy’s analysis of 
Early Christian settlement in county Louth reveals a similar situation where ecclesiastical enclosures 

are found in areas of low ringfort density.3 However, such results are somewhat at variance from 
other areas of the country. For example, the densest areas of ringfort settlement in counties 
Roscommon and east Galway correspond with the highest concentrations of ecclesiastical enclosures 
while the peat-free areas of west Galway, north-west Mayo and Achill which have few ringforts have 

correspondingly few Early Christian religious sites.4 Hurley’s analysis of Early Christian settlement in 

the south-east of Ireland has produced similar results.5 
 
McErlean’s survey of parts of Antrim, to the north of Lough Neagh and east of the Lower Bann 
indicated that ringforts were located in loose groupings throughout the study area. In this 
distributional pattern 29 out of 30 ecclesiastical sites were located on the edges of these groups, in 

clear isolation from the ringfort settlement.6 From this analysis McErlean suggested that other areas 

which were devoid of settlement remained wooded until the end of the 8th century (Fig. 4.11).7 
Similar conditions were also postulated for parts of west Cork where it was suggested that three 
major areas which were devoid of ringforts were covered in pine forests during the Early Christian 

period.8 
 

 
Fig. 4.11. Model of Early Christian settlement in south-west Antrim. In this hypothesis ringforts were 
located within small clustered groupings within townlands with ecclesiastical sites on the margins or 
in areas devoid of secular settlement. Areas without ringforts are thought to have been covered by 
forest. After McErlean 1982, 28. 
 
When the overall distributional pattern of Early Christian settlement on the Loop Head peninsula is 
considered, a somewhat different model may be proposed (Fig. 4.12). In the first instance the 
distribution of settlement is controlled by the primary physical constraints of the landscape. On the 
Loop Head peninsula the most obvious constraint is that of the coastline which has a primary 

influence on settlement location in terms of the ‘edge effect’.9 Other landscape features which may 
play a limiting role on ringfort distribution include steep sided valleys or ravines which would make 
                                            
1 Westropp 1912a, 109, 111. 
2 Cody 1989, 87-8, 236-7, figs. 8-8a. 
3 Murphy 1992, 369-76. 
4 Swan 1983, 277. 
5 Hurley op. cit., 307-10. 
6 McErlean 1982, 6-15. 
7 Op. cit., 28. 
8 Fahy 1969a. 
9 See 5.5 Nearest neighbour analysis: ‘problems of nearest neighbour analysis’ (p 169 ff.). 
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the construction of ringforts either immensely difficult, if not impossible. Secondary physical 
constraints to the distribution pattern are not as insurmountable as the former, and may involve a 
subordinate economic factor. On the Loop Head peninsula the chief factor in this category would 
appear to be the presence of large tracts of bogland which would have been unsuitable for tillage and 
for possibly unusable for pasture for large parts of the year. Indeed, the very high water table may 
have made these areas unfavourable to ringfort builders as a well drained site was often preferred. 
 
As discussed above, there seems to be a marked absence of secular settlement in the vicinity of 
ecclesiastical centres. It may be suggested that this feature represents the social power of these 
establishments in that they could control large areas of the landscape for their own uses and compel 
secular settlement to avoid these area. Other factors that may have worked in similar ways, including 
the presence of political divides. However, no such divide may be satisfactorily proposed on the Loop 
Head peninsula at this time. One final factor which may be suggested is the influence of superstition 
which may have acted as a mental limiting factor to the pattern of ringfort settlement. While no 
definite evidence may be presented for this assertion, it is possible that in some instances the 
secondary physical constraint of bogland may have developed into a social constraint which may be 
defined as superstition. On the Loop Head peninsula this may be tentatively postulated, based on the 
placename evidence of the townland of Breaghva. Westropp gives the meaning of the name as ‘place 

of wolves’ and suggests that the area was largely deserted.1 In such a context a body of superstition 
could easily have developed, adding an extra social force to the existing physical constraint. Ringforts 
were then constructed within this framework of avoidance of physically unfavourable or socially 
unacceptable areas and the seeking out of advantageous sites. The question of what these 
constituted these favourable conditions is examined in more detail in Chapter 5. 
 

Social constraints: 
ecclesiastically controlled 
land, political divides etc.

Ringforts Ringfort land holding

Secondary physical 
constraints (economic): 
bog, unproductive soil

Primary physical constraints:  coastline, steep ravines etc.

possible composite socio-
physical constraints: e.g. 
superstition.

 
Fig. 4.12. Proposed model of Early Christian settlement based on analysis of distributional patterns on 
the Loop Head peninsula. 
 
 
 
 

                                            
1 Westropp 1909, 122. 
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4.7 Summary 
The analysis of ringfort data from many parts of the country indicates that sites on the Loop Head 
peninsula are largely typical of the country as a whole. In morphological terms, the average internal 
diameter is c.31m equatable with evidence from other areas as is the average recorded overall 
diameter of c.41m. However, the numbers of univallate ringforts (c.86%) compared to bivallate sites 
(c.14%) for the study area is slightly above those from other surveyed areas. Despite the evidence of 
a number of named sites, there are no ringforts on the Loop Head peninsula of cashel type i.e. of a 
completely stone construction. Significantly fewer ringforts in the Loop Head area exhibit evidence for 
an external fosse (c.72%), compared to other parts of the country. However, this may be related to 
modern agricultural concerns with which has resulted in the digging out of many such features to 
provide better drainage 
 
While no definite examples of the ‘raised rath’ type of ringfort are known from the Loop Head 
peninsula, a number of sites do exhibit evidence for the deposition of material to provide a level 
internal surface for sites built on a slope. A relatively unusual feature has also been tentatively 
identified at two sites in the study area which may be the remains of a stone revetment to the 
internal edge of the bank. 
 
Analysis of the various arguments concerning the origin, chronology, and function of the ringfort 
tradition suggests that, while remarkably early and late dates for ringfort construction have been 
postulated, the majority of sites may be confidently assigned to the period from the 6th to the 9th 
centuries and despite theories to the contrary, are of native origin, possibly developed in response to 
the emergence of a cattle raiding society. In the absence of excavated evidence it may be presumed 
that the bulk of ringforts from the Loop Head peninsula are broadly within this date range and were 
of similar function. 
 
In this chapter the selected morphological and locational elements of the ringforts on the Loop Head 
peninsula have been primarily examined in the context of their relationship to sites from other 
surveyed parts of the country. However, in the following chapter a wider variety morphological and 
locational variables are analysed and discussed both in terms of the overall distributional pattern and 
as constituents of the subsequent univariate, bivariate and multivariate statistical procedures. 
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Chapter 5 

 
Primary statistical analyses of the monuments 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

‘Statistics are never a substitute for thinking, but statistical analysis does present 

data which are well worth thinking about’1 
 
5.1 Introduction 
The primary aim of this chapter is to examine the distributional and morphological characteristics of 
the ringforts on the Loop Head peninsula. The variables employed in the analyses are laid out and 
discussed individually and their importance in the overall settlement pattern is assessed. To gain a 
deeper understanding of this topic a number of bivariate techniques are utilised, including the 
product-moment correlation coefficient, Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient, nearest neighbour 
analysis and the Chi-Square Test. In the case of nearest neighbour analysis an attempt is also made 
to explore these distributional patterns in conjunction with destroyed, heavily disturbed and potential 
ringfort sites known from aerial photography. Finally, there is the incorporation of other possibly 
contemporary sites in an attempt to reconstruct the fullest distribution of Early Christian sites that is 
possible for the Loop Head area. 
 
To these ends, a number of quantifiable components of site morphology, location and distribution 
were selected for analysis. As this particular approach is relatively unusual in ringfort studies, the 

criteria proposed by Stout2 are followed as closely as the evidence from the study area allows. It 
must be remembered, however, that these locational and morphological variables are quite subjective 
in choice and are potentially flawed in their ability to quantify important information about the sites. 
These variables are described below, along with a preliminary analysis of each. 
 
5.2 Variables employed in the analyses 
The maximum internal diameter was calculated during field work for all surviving ringforts which were 
not so overgrown as to preclude accurate measurement. Stout regards this as providing the most 
productive measure of the site’s actual ‘living space.’ He also argues that the measurement is 
analogous to the modern house plot size in that it may possibly be indicative of the status of the 
occupants. 
 
Maximum internal diameters for ringforts in the study area range from 21.50m (4, 63) to 49.82m, 
(87) with a mean measurement of 31.37m (e.g. 127). From observation of a histogram of this data 
(Fig. 5.1) it is obvious that the bulk of sites (73.77%) fall in the 20m to 35.9m bracket, with a clear 
overall peak in the 28m to 35.9m category (40.98%). When estimated diameters from overgrown 
sites are added to this data (Fig. 5.2) the picture is, largely, unchanged. Again, the bulk of sites 
(72.90%) are in the range of 20m to 35.9m with a well defined preference for sites with maximum 
internal diameters in the range of 28m to 35.9m (46.45%). 
 

                                            
1 Spaulding 1953, 313. 
2 Stout 1991, 207-12. 
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Fig. 5.1. Maximum internal diameter of ringforts (122 sites in sample, 78.71% of all ringforts). 
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Fig. 5.2. Maximum internal diameter of ringforts, including estimated diameters from overgrown sites 
(155 sites in sample, 100%). 
 
During field survey, the maximum overall diameter was calculated for all extant sites. The maximum 
external diameters of ringforts within the Loop Head area range from 27.12m (56) to 69.42m (25), 
the mean being 40.84m (e.g. 21, 66). From observation of a histogram of this data (Fig. 5.3) it is 
apparent that the majority of sites (72.26%) fall in the 29m to 46.9m bracket, with a clear overall 
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peak in the 29m to 37.9m category (29.68%). However, if this data is examined in terms of the 
vallation of the ringforts, it is clear that bivallate sites make up only a small percentage of sites in the 
29m to 46.9m categories. The occurrence of bivallate sites rises steadily as the overall diameter 
increases, finally composing the entirety of the 65m to 73.9m range. 
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Fig. 5.3. Maximum overall diameter of ringforts (155 sites in sample, 100%). 
 
The height of the surviving ringfort banks was recorded for all sites during the progress of the field 
survey. In this instance the measurements used in the calculations reflect the best possible attempt 
to differentiate between the original bank and, in some cases, later accretions to it. For the internal 
bank of bivallate sites and for univallate sites the rampart is given as height of bank 1 while the 
external bank of bivallate sites is given as height of bank 2 (Fig. 5.4). In all cases the height of the 
bank was calculated relative to present ground level. The heights of bank 1 range from 0.20m (35) 
to 6.40m (118) with a mean dimension of 1.57m (e.g. 106). The histogram (Fig. 5.5) illustrates 
that the vast majority of sites (122) fall within the range of 0.20m to 1.90m (78.71%) with a defined 
peak of 72 sites between 1.00m and 1.9m (46.45%), with occurrences falling off rapidly above this 
limit. 
 
The heights of the external banks of the 22 bivallate sites fall in the range of 0.05m (82) to 3.50m 
(10), the mean being 0.13m (e.g. 55, 68). A histogram of this data (Fig. 5.6) illustrates that in the 
vast majority of cases the height of the external bank is below 1.49m (83.36%). 
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Fig. 5.4. Degree of vallation of all ringforts (155 sites in sample, 100%; 133 univallate, 85.81%; 22 
bi/multivallate, 14.19%). 
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Fig. 5.5. Maximum height of external bank (1) of ringforts (155 sites in sample, 100%). 
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Fig. 5.6. Maximum height of external bank (2) of ringforts (22 sites in sample, 14.19% of total). 
 
The maximum depth of external fosse was calculated for the 44 sites where it appears to be an 
original feature as opposed to having been redug as an element of a local land drainage system. In 
the cases of bivallate sites the intervening fosse between the banks was recorded, but not used in the 

statistical analyses as the presence of such a fosse appears to be a diagnostic feature of such sites.1 
Fosse depths range from c.0.01m (18, 20), where the feature survives as little more than a marshy 
dip outside the bank of the site, to a maximum of 3.50m (65), the mean depth being 0.44m (e.g. 
70, 81). From the histogram (Fig. 5.7) it becomes apparent that the majority of surviving fosses (17 
examples) are below 0.10m in depth (38.64%). 
 

                                            
1 cf Stout 1991, 207. 
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Fig. 5.7. Maximum depth of fosse of ringforts (44 sites in sample, 28.39% of total). 
 
During the course of the field survey the orientation of all entrances to the ringforts which appeared 
to be original were recorded. Only 17 examples were clearly identifiable as contemporary features, of 
which the majority (11) were found to face east. A prime example of this feature is to be seen at the 
premier univallate ringfort of Lisduff (76) in Moveen West. Owing to the low numbers along with the 
difficulty of identifying genuine examples it was decided to omit this variable from further calculations 
(Fig. 5.8). 
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Fig. 5.8. Orientations of known entrance features (17 sites in sample, 10.97% of all ringfort sites). 
 
The slope, or gradient, of the land on which the sites are situated was calculated by measuring 
vertical and horizontal distances between 50ft (15.5m) and 100ft (31m) contours (or spot-heights 
and/or bench-marks where more appropriate). Stout sees slope as an important factor for other 
locational attributes of ringforts which he does not examine, including site intervisibility, drainage and 
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soil quality.1 The slopes on which sites are located range between 0.14° (17, 72) and 10.83° (2), 
the mean being 1.77° (e.g. 42, 50). Indeed, 66.45% (103 sites) are located on gradients between 
0.14° and 2° (Fig. 5.9). This is broadly consistent with the results observed by Stout for the south-
west midlands, where 54% of sites are located on gradients between 0.3° and 2°. 
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Fig. 5.9. Slope of land on which ringforts are situated (155 sites in sample, 100%). 
 
It is important at this point to note that all measurements used in the various statistical analyses 
which were derived from maps were calculated from the SMR constraint maps. These are slightly 
reduced copies of the 3rd edition OS six-inch map sheets, at 80mm to 1km. Measurements were 
taken from these sheets in millimetres from the centre of each site, to an accuracy of 0.5mm. These 
were then converted to actual metres, giving an acceptable accuracy of ±6.25m. The variables in 
question are slope, nearest neighbour distance, centrality index, distance to townland centre and 
distance to ecclesiastical centre. 
 
Aspect is closely related to the above criterion, as it is the observed direction in which the land 
actually slopes. For the majority of sites this factor was noted during field examination. However, for 
a number of sites which lie on what is effectively level land, this variable was calculated by 
examination of the OS six-inch map sheets. When this data is plotted on a histogram it is apparent 
that there is a distinct preference for locations whose aspects face from south-east, clockwise, to 
south-west (Fig. 5.10). 64.05% of ringforts fall in this range. Examples of ringforts located on these 
preferred aspects include site number 21 in Cross townland and number 141 in Tullaroe. 
 

                                            
1 Op. cit. 210. 
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Aspect of Land on which Ringforts are Situated
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Fig. 5.10. Aspect of land on which ringforts are situated (152 sites in sample, 98.06%, plus three 
sites located on the summits of hillocks). 
 
Stout defines aspect as ‘the direction of the slope of the land on which a ringfort is located’ but does 

not state in what manner he quantified it.1 As the use of textual labels (i.e. N, S, E, W etc.) is 
meaningless in terms of attempting a statistical exploration of the data, they must be converted to a 
numerical form. The simplest method to achieve this is to merely increment numbers around the 
compass dial, from 1 to 16. However, this technique would have produced organised, but 
substantively meaningless results which would have completely obscured any potential relationship 
that might exist between aspect and other variables. For example, in terms of numerical 
measurements, where, say, north is given as 1 it is correctly identified as being of a similar aspect to 
north-north-west when labelled as 2. However, in this system north is as far removed as it is possible 
to get from north-north-east which is labelled as 16 which has an identical substantive deviation from 
north as the previous. To avoid such latent traps it was decided to calculate two separate variables 

for aspect, one defining a southern aspect, the other indicating a westerly aspect.2 In both cases the 
dominant aspect variable was scored as 8 with scores retreating evenly on either side of this. For 
example, in the case of scoring southerliness, south was labeled as 8, south-south-east as 7, east as 
4 and north as 0. The other half of the compass was scored similarly, with south-south-west as 7, 
west as 4, and north-north-west as 1. This method is much more acceptable as it produces identical 
numerical labels for directions which possess the same amount of deviation from the dominant aspect 
variable, i.e. both east and west are scored as 4. The inclusion of a second aspect variable is thus 
essential, in this case westerliness was chosen, to differentiate between equally scored direction on 
either side of the compass, since values for westerliness, when calculated as part of the southerliness 

scale, are exactly the same as those for easterliness.3 
 
Ringfort altitude has been estimated by observation of a site’s location in relation to the 50ft (15.5m) 
and 100ft (31m) contours. Where available, bench-marks and/or spot-heights were utilised (Fig. 
5.11). 96.13% of all sites lie at altitudes of 200ft (62m) or below, with bivallate sites being divided 
relatively evenly between the 0ft to 100ft and 100ft to 200ft contours. Only one site lies above the 
300ft contour, namely ringfort number 6 in Carrownaweelaun. Examples of ringforts located almost 
at sea level include two ringforts (11 & 12) in the townland of Cloonconeen, lying c.0.6km from the 

                                            
1 Ibid. 
2 For the sake of convenience the terms ‘southerliness’ and ‘westerliness’ are used to denote aspect. 
3 Assistance in this matter was provided by Prof. Richard Wright. 
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shore line of Rinevella bay. Such results compare well with other areas of the country, including south 

county Donegal where ringfort settlement avoided areas below 30m and above 60m OD.1 On the 

Dingle peninsula ringforts again avoided locations below 30m and above 90m.2 In both instances it 
has been suggested that this reflects the need for drainage and the desire for better views. In county 

Louth ringforts similarly avoided areas below 31m OD.3 Matching results have also been returned for 

areas including east Ulster, north county Kerry.4 However, in other areas of Ireland where ringfort 
altitude has been examined, widely different results have been returned. For example, in parts of 
county Leitrim ringforts avoided areas below 61m OD, preferring locations between 61m and 91m 

OD.5 In county Wexford a distinct preference is noted for site location on land between 76m and 
152m OD, while in the barony of Morgallion in county Meath the majority of ringforts were located 

above 61m OD.6 In the barony of Rathdown, county Dublin, more extreme results were recorded 

where almost all ringforts were located above 182m OD.7  
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Fig. 5.11. Height above sea level of univallate and bi/multivallate ringforts (155 sites in sample, 
100%; 133 univallate, 85.81%; 22 bi/multivallate sites, 14.19%). 
 
The foremost distributional characteristic which was calculated was the nearest neighbour distance 
between all surviving ringfort sites. Nearest neighbour distances range from a minimum of 43.75m 
(72, 73) to a maximum of 1375.00m (19). The mean observed distance between sites was 318.67m 
(e.g. 76), with 97.42% (151 sites) under 1000m. The plotted histogram of this data indicates a 
marked preference of sites between 100m and 399.99m of each other (67.74%) with incidence 
decreasing rapidly on either side of this range (Fig. 5.12). This compares well with other areas, for 

                                            
1 Barrett 1972, table 17, 218, 222. 
2 Op. cit., table 18, 211-2. 
3 Barrett 1982, tables 4-5, 255-6. 
4 Stout 1997, 65; O’Flaherty 1982, 90. 
5 Farrelly 1989, fig. 23, 53. 
6 Bennett 1989, fig 3b, 50-1, 56; Brady 1983, 13. 
7 Stout & Stout 1992. 
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example Herity’s survey of Cruachain indicates that only 5 sites were over 1km from their nearest 
neighbour. The results of the nearest neighbour analysis are presented separately below (p 169 ff.). 
 

Nearest Neighbour Distance Between Ringforts
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Fig. 5.12. Nearest neighbour distances (155 sites in sample, 100%). 
 
The centrality index was calculated for each site to assess its position within the townland. Stout uses 
this variable on the assumption that ‘... the modern townland system may offer a rough indication of 
Early Christian land-holding patterns.’ Following Stout’s work the centrality index was calculated for 
all 155 surviving ringfort sites by dividing the minimum distance to a townland boundary by the total 
distance. The latter is a combination of both a site’s minimum distance to a townland boundary and a 

site’s distance to an estimated central point within that townland.1 Thus, a site having an index value 
of 0.00 lies on the townland boundary, while a result 1.00 indicates a perfectly central location. The 
sites in the study area display indices ranging from 0.00 (129) at minimum, to a maximum of 0.85 
(19, 55) (Fig. 5.13). This analysis provided a mean centrality index for the Loop Head ringforts being 
0.33 (e.g. 21, 43) which, similar to Stouts’ result, would appear to indicate a preference for the 

location of sites close to present townland borders.2 
 

                                            
1 Op. cit. 212. 
2 Stout 1991, 212. 
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Centrality Index for all Ringforts
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Fig. 5.13. Centrality index for ringforts (155 sites in sample, 100%). 
 
To test this conjecture, the relative percentages of area for an hypothetical townland were calculated. 
In this experiment the hypothetical townland was constructed as a circle, divided into ten concentric 

rings to represent each of the centrality index zones.1 This calculation allowed the comparison 
between the observed and expected numbers of ringforts to be made for each centrality index zone. 
These results are tabulated below (Fig. 5.14). It may be observed that the percentage area in the 
centrality index zones between 0.00 and 0.30 comprises 51% of the total land area. Thus, the 
returned mean of 0.33 is extremely close to what would be expected if ringforts were randomly 
located across the landscape without reference to townland borders. To illustrate this more 
graphically, the results of the observed and expected incidence of ringforts for each centrality index 
zone are compared in the histogram below (Fig. 5.15). Indeed, almost every analysis which has 

attempted to assess ringfort location in relation to townland borders has returned similar results.2 
The only exception to this is the barony of Burren, county Clare, where 61% of ringforts are located 

within 61m of townland boundaries, an area which accounts for only 40% of the total land area.3 
 

Centrality Index 
(CI) 

% of Land in 
each CI zone 

Observed Nos. 
of ringforts 

Expected Nos. 
of ringforts 

0.00 - 0.09 19% 24 29 
0.10 - 0.19 17% 28 26 
0.20 - 0.29 15% 22 23 
0.30 - 0.39 13% 19 20 
0.40 - 0.49 11% 22 17 
0.50 - 0.59 9% 18 14 
0.60 - 0.69 7% 16 11 
0.70 - 0.79 5% 5 8 
0.80 - 0.89 3% 1 5 
0.90 - 1.00 1% 0 2 
Totals 100% 155 155 

                                            
1 pers. comm. Mr. Matthew Stout, TCD. 
2 Stout 1991, 210-12, fig. 5b; Keegan 1994, 15; McErlean 1982, 32. 
3 Hennessy 1981, 28. 
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Fig. 5.14. (previous page) Table comparing observed vs. expected numbers of ringforts, based on the 
percentages of land available within each centrality index zone. 
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Fig. 5.15. Histogram showing the percentage of ringforts in each of the ten centrality index zones vs. 
the expected values from a random scatter of points within a townland. 
 
The third locational variable employed is the distance to townland centre. This measurement is 
calculated as the distance, in metres, from each ringfort to the same estimated townland centre as 
was used to establish the centrality index. These measurements range from 93.75m (129) at 
minimum, to a maximum of 6062.50m (40). The mean distance to an estimated townland centre is 
612.58m (e.g. 90), with 84.52% (131 sites) measuring under 1000m (Fig. 5.16). 
 
However, a problem is encountered when attempting to use the latter two variables of centrality 
index and distance to townland centre in statistical procedures such as correlation, cluster analysis 
and principal components analysis. This problem occurs because of a lack of algebraic independence 
between the two variables. The logical clash that results is due to the manner in which the centrality 
index is calculated (see above). Thus we may observe that the variable of distance to townland 
centre is not simply a variable in its own right, but also contributes substantially to the centrality 
index. Wright has performed a series of random number simulations for this calculation and has 
observed that they produce a spurious negative correlation between the centrality index and the 

distance to townland centre where r = - 0.7195 (see product-moment correlation coefficient).1 These 
findings were largely confirmed by the author’s own experiments on a 500 variable spread of 
randomly generated numbers over a series of 100 calculations. The simulations should have returned 
an r value of 0.00 if the two variables were fully independent, however, as with Wright’s observations 
a much higher apparent correlation was returned with r values ranging from 0.59 to 0.71, the mean 
being 0.66. Thus, the high negative correlation is entirely an artefact of how the centrality index 
variable is calculated. 
 
To rectify this situation, the variable of distance to townland centre was omitted from the calculation 
of both the cluster analysis and principal components analysis. It was, however, included in the 
calculation of the product-moment correlation coefficient to provide an example of the authors’ 
experimentation with the problems associated with the analysis of the combination of these variables. 
 

                                            
1 pers. comm. Prof. Richard Wright, MV Arch. Ltd. 
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Distance to Townland Centre for all Ringforts
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Fig. 5.16. Distance to townland centre (155 sites in sample, 100%). 
 

Distance to Ecclesiastical Centre for all Ringforts
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Fig. 5.17. Distance to ecclesiastical centre (155 sites in sample, 100%). 
 
The next variable chosen was the distance to ecclesiastical centre. This is given as the distance in 
metres between each site and its nearest Early Christian ecclesiastical centre. Stout argues that this 
may be viewed ‘... as a measurement of the relationship between a ringfort and its possible proto-

urban central place.’1 In this instance, the minimum distance is 26.50m (50), while the maximum 
recorded measurement is 7331.25m (60). The mean distance to an ecclesiastical site is 2779.57m 
(e.g. 53), with only 4.52% (7 sites) located within 1000m. The majority of sites are located at a 
remove of 1km to 3.5km (73.55%) (Fig. 5.17). 
 
It is, perhaps, of value at this point to note the specific selection criteria by which the various 
ecclesiastical sites were chosen for inclusion in these calculations. This is of importance as no 

                                            
1 Ibid. 
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ecclesiastical sites survive within the study area which exhibit archaeological features of definite Early 
Christian date (See Map 5.4). Indeed, there is a tradition in the west of County Clare that the area 

was devoid of churches until many years after the introduction of Christianity into Ireland.1 However 
intriguing such speculation may be, it is unlikely that this was actually the case. 
 
The earliest surviving structural remains of an ecclesiastical foundation within the study area are of 
probable 10th or 11th century date, at Teampul Sheorlais/Teampall Shearlais, in the townland of 

Kilcredaun.2 However, Westropp notes that, by tradition, this church site was founded by ‘Caritan, a 

friend of St. Senan, c.A.D. 550. It is called “kilcharitain,” in the “Life of Seanan.”.’3 The church of 
Teampallanard is located c.0.25km from the pervious site and is dated by Westropp to around 1500 
AD, and although it may be viewed as a component structure of a larger ecclesiastical complex which 

would have included the above Teampall Shearlais, it is here considered as a separate site.4 
 
The Church of the Nine Saints, or Templenanaeve, in the townland of Ross possesses no datable 
architectural features. However, from the large corpus of associated local folklore it seems reasonable 
to suppose that it too was a focus for Early Christian religious activity. Westropp notes that some 

large masonry on the inner face of the west gable may be remnants of an earlier stone church.5 All 

traces of the nearby church of Kilcoan, or Kilquane, in Moneen townland have disappeared.6 Mason 

notes that the site was named after St. Coan, the last survivor of the nine saints mentioned above.7 
Although the site can no longer be distinguished, it appears to have been a genuine establishment, 
and as the approximate location is given on the OS six-inch maps, it was included in these 
calculations. Although the church of Kilcrony in the townland of Lisheencrony probably dates to the 
late 15th century or somewhat later, its association with a ‘holy’ well and the local St. Croiné may 

indicate a date of establishment sometime during the Early Christian period.8 On these bases, this 
site was included in the calculations. 
 
The church of Kilballyowen, in the townland of the same name, is traditionally believed to have been 
dedicated to St. John the Baptist. Although Westropp suggests that the surviving structure appears to 
be largely datable to c.1500, the ITA MSS. add that ‘... few traces of more ancient masonry [are 

visible] in the lower courses.’9 The final possible ecclesiastical centre included in these calculations is 
the graveyard of Kilcashen. Although there is no historical evidence of a church having been founded 

there, the surviving foundations of a small church-like structure at the site may indicate otherwise.10 
 
A number of other sites were considered for inclusion in the calculations, but were finally rejected for 
a number of reasons, generally owing to the lack of both supporting historical and archaeological 

evidence. The first of these is the ‘Friary’ near the church of Kilballyowen.11 This is the only 
ecclesiastical site in the study area mentioned by Gwynn and Hadcock, and as such its order and 

period are listed as uncertain.12 As there are no records of any later monastic houses having been 
established on that site, there is no reason to suppose that it was comprised of anything other than a 
                                            
1 Murphy 1992, 61. 
2 Westropp 1912a, 107. SMR: CL072-02501. 
3 Westropp 1900, 167. 
4 Westropp 1912a, 114. SMR: CL072-026. 
5 Op. cit., 116. SMR: CL071-020. 
6 Ibid. SMR: CL071-019. 
7 Mason 1816, 437. 
8 Westropp 1911b, 125. Frost 1893, 91. SMR: CL065-05601. 
9 Westropp 1900, 167. Henchy Unpublished ITA MSS: Kilballyowen Parish. SMR: CL065-07101. 
10 SMR: CL065-026. 
11 SMR: CL065-07103. 
12 Gwynn & Hadcock 1970, 365. 
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number of ancillary buildings connected with the main site of Kilballyowen, and was therefore 
excluded from the calculations. The exact position of the site is also problematic as the site is 
indicated at two slightly different locations on the 1st and 2nd editions of the OS six-inch maps; no 

traces now being visible at either location.1  
 
It is unclear as to whether or not there was ever a church in the townland of Moyarta. Mason notes a 
much ruined church on the site while the OS Name Book notes the site as a graveyard, but makes no 

mention of a church.2 O’Curry in the OS Letters records that ‘... there is a tradition that there was 
never a Church there, and the old inhabitants assert that the place on the south side of the 
graveyard, said to be the site of the church, was the site of a cow-house ...’, an assertion with which 

Frost concurs.3 Westropp, however, considers that this had once been the site of a church, although 
one founded after 1302: ‘... the parish does not seem to have existed in 1302, so we may conjecture 
that some time in the later 15th century ... the church may have been built and a parish carved out of 

Kilballyowen or Kilfieragh for its support.’4 This possibility would seem consistent with the fact that 

the modern graveyard is built on a what appears to have been a ringfort (170).5 For these reasons, 
the site was omitted from the calculations. 
 
Westropp identifies the sites of Kiltrellig and Kilcloher, along with that of Killinny as having possibly 
been the sites of churches, now destroyed. This suggestion was made neither on historical nor 
archaeological evidence, but solely on the basis of their names, and the fact that they were used 

either as graveyards or children’s burial grounds.6 As no supporting evidence could be found, nor are 
there any local traditions of these locations having been monastic centres, they were omitted from 

the calculations. The final site in this category is Templemeegh in Querrin.7 It is today, locally held to 
have been a church site, though no historical records survive which support this assertion. Thus, it 
was considered that the evidence supporting its acceptance as ecclesiastical centres was too flimsy to 
be conclusive. 
 
Although not examined by Stout, the final variable considered in this thesis was the soil quality of the 
study area. Barrett suggests that since ringforts were primarily family homesteads, a positive 

correlation should be expected between site location and areas of higher quality soil.8 However, the 
question of reconstructing the soil types and qualities which prevailed during the early historic period 
is problematic in the extreme. Barrett suggests that ‘... the gradual modification of the natural 
vegetation and adjustments in the water balance may well have resulted in alterations in soil type.’ 
Since the soil conditions of the Early Christian period cannot be accurately determined, she is forced 
to rely on modern surveys indicating broad regional contrasts. Although this may be the case for 
County Louth, the situation in Clare is substantially different as a comprehensive survey of the 

modern soils has been published.9 Scarre, however, sees the use of modern conditions as an aid to 

understanding those of the past as a ‘... common archaeological error ...’10 As no palaeobotanical 
work has been published on this area of County Clare, it is of necessity that the variables chosen as 
potential indicators of site location in the Loop Head area take account of the present form of the 
landscape. As stated above, it is likely that the exact soil types may have altered to a certain, 

                                            
1 Westropp 1911b, 228. 
2 Mason 1816, 431. OSNB Moyarta Parish. SMR: CL065-5301. 
3 O’Donovan & O’Curry 1997, 119. Frost 1893, 90. 
4 Westropp 1912a, 109, 111. 
5 SMR CL065-05203 
6 Westropp 1900, 174. SMR: Kiltrellig CL071-022; Kilcloher CL072-008 and Killinny CL065-039. 
7 SMR: CL066-047. 
8 Barrett, op. cit., 86. 
9 Finch, Culleton & Diamond 1971. 
10 Scarre 1982, 53. 
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unascertainable degree and thus all conclusions that may be drawn from calculations based on such 
data must be treated with a certain proportion of scepticism. Since the distributional relationships of 
ringforts to the various soil types of the Loop Head area are best examined with reference to the 
available percentages of these types of soils, this variable will be dealt with below as part of the Chi-
square test (Fig. 5.18). 
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Fig. 5.18. Numbers of ringforts associated with various soil types (155 sites in sample, 100%). 
 
5.3 The product-moment correlation coefficient 
The first test of the data was bivariate correlation. This process involves the analysis of the way in 

which two variables are related in a regular way.1 The techniques used in this study rely on 
continuous paired data, such as maximum internal diameter and slope for each site. The procedure 
first involves the calculation of the ‘correlation coefficient.’ Scattergrams be may simply devised to 
visually plot such data, and indeed a certain level of correlation is easily ascertained by traditional, 
intuitive methods (Fig. 5.19). However, the attraction of such a statistical method lies in its unbiased 
nature and the fact that more informed judgements may be extracted from the data if a formal 

method of correlation is applied.2 When both of the variables to be examined are measured on the 
interval or ratio scale, the most appropriate method is considered to be the product-moment 
correlation coefficient, also known as Pearson’s correlation coefficient.3 The usual symbol used to 
represent this correlation is r, and produces values in the range from -1 to +1. In this case a returned 
r value of +1 would indicate a perfect, positive linear correlation where each variable increases at the 
same rate in relation to each other. A returned value of 0 implies that no correlation exists between 
the two variables under examination, while a value of -1 indicates a perfect, negative correlation 
where one variable decreases at the rate another increases. It is worth noting that the theoretical 
basis of this method relies on the production of a line of ‘best fit’ to the data and is, thus, solely 

testing for linear correlation.4 In this way, should a non-linear correlation be present within the data 

it will be largely ignored by the formula. The product-moment correlation coefficient is given as:5 

                                            
1 Fletcher & Lock 1991, 103. 
2 Lock 1991, 80. 
3 Fletcher & Lock op. cit., 105. 
4 Lock ibid. 
5 Fletcher & Lock op. cit., 106. 
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where the two variables are given as x and y with n pairs of observations and r is the returned 
correlation coefficient. For the purposes of explanation, an example will be calculated to examine the 
possible correlation between maximum internal diameter and nearest neighbour distance, the 
remaining data being tabulated below. In this instance n = 155, x = maximum internal diameter and 

y = nearest neighbour distance. Thus ∑x = 49393.25, ∑y = 4937.84, ∑x2 = 24113570.56, ∑y2 = 
163555.89 and ∑xy = 1597772.75. Once these variables have been derived the calculation of the 
formula is relatively straightforward. 
 

  

r =
155(1597772.75) − (49393.25)(4937.84)

155(24113570.56) − (49393.25)2[ ]155(163555.89) - (4937.84)2[ ]

 

 

  

r =
247654776.25 − 243895965.58

3737603437.19 − 2439693145.56[ ]25351162.36 - 24382263.87[ ]

 

 

  

r =
3758810.67

1297910291.625[ ]968898.50[ ]

 

 

  

r =
3758810.67

1257543328719637.7

 

 

  
r =

3758810.67
35461857.37831054

 

 
  r = 0.11 

 

If the returned r value is squared (r2) the result is known as the coefficient of determination. This 
may be understood ‘... as the percentage of variation in on of the variables that is explained by its 
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relationship to the other.’1 Thus, from the above example, it may be seen that the coefficient of 

determination between the two variables is (0.11)2 = 0.0121 (Fig. 5.19). From this it may be inferred 
that only 0.01% of the variation in the maximum internal diameter of the ringfort sites may be 
accounted for by the distance to their nearest neighbour. The information for all combinations of 
variables is tabulated separately (see Appendix 5.1). 
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Fig. 5.19. Scattergram of product moment correlation coefficient of distance to nearest neighbour 
with maximum internal diameter (r = 0.11). 
 
Discussion 
When the returned r-values from the product-moment correlation coefficient are tabulated and 
examined in detail it becomes apparent that there is little or no correlation between most sets of 
variables. Indeed this is to be expected when using this type of analysis as a complete data set for all 
sites is beyond the scope of a field survey based on extant features. The results discussed in this 
section are tabulated and marked for greater clarity (see Appendix 5.1). 
 
A certain number of relatively strong correlations may be observed from the data. However, their 
occurrence is unsurprising and while logically valid, they add nothing to the ringfort settlement 
patterns from this area. These include the strong, positive correlation between the height above sea 
level and the slope of the land (r = 0.41); the degree of vallation with the maximum overall diameter 
(r = 0.59); the degree of vallation with the height of the external bank (r = 0.71); maximum internal 
diameter with the maximum overall diameter (r = 0.71); and maximum overall diameter with the 
height of the external bank (r = 0.43). Although possessing no new archaeological insights, these 
values do indicate the logical validity of such a statistical approach to this corpus of ringfort sites. 
 
Weak, but statistically significant, positive correlations were observed between distance to nearest 
neighbour and sites possessing a more westerly aspect (r = 0.21). This suggests that the more 
dispersed sites are located on west facing slopes; conversely it would appear to suggest that a non-
westerly aspect was a preferred site location. Thus we may observe a somewhat more dense 
settlement pattern in these areas. An examination of the weak negative correlation of slope with the 

                                            
1 Op. cit., 108. 
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southerly aspect of sites (r = - 0.20) indicates a marginal preference for low-lying land with a 
southerly aspect. 
 
A strong correlation may be observed between the degree of vallation with the height of the inner 
bank (r = 0.40). This may be seen as indicating that the internal banks of bivallate sites were built to 
be somewhat larger than those of univallate examples. Alternately, it may also be argued that these 
banks were afforded greater protection from a host of destructive forces by the mere presence of an 
external bank. However, the former theory may be seen to have added weight when considered in 
conjunction with the weak, but significant, correlation from the degree of vallation with maximum 
internal diameter (r = 0.19) where bivallate sites are more likely to possess a larger internal space; 
along with the positive correlation of maximum internal diameter with the height of the internal bank 
(r = 0.28) in that the larger internal area that the site encompasses, be it univallate or bivallate, the 
higher the internal bank is likely to be. This is again reflected in the strong positive correlation of the 
maximum overall diameter with the height of the internal bank (r = 0.54) and the height of the 
internal bank with the height of the external bank (r = 0.54). 
 
A strong negative correlation may be observed from maximum internal diameter with distance to 
ecclesiastical site (r = - 0.41) indicating that sites with larger internal diameters are statistically more 
likely to be located close to Early Christian monastic foundations. Also, a weak, positive correlation 
exists between distance to ecclesiastical site and slope (r = 0.21), suggesting that the slope of the 
land on which a site is located increases the further its remove from a monastic site. Thus, it may be 
seen that sites lying close to Early Christian religious centres, and therefore the centres themselves, 
are located on the flattest available ground. 
 
Weak but significant correlations are also the be observed between fosse depth and the heights of 
both internal (r = 0.25) and external banks (r = 0.22). This would suggest that the increased height 
of the surviving banks is related to the depth of a surviving fosse. Thus low banks may indicate that 
the fosse or the bank has collapsed, or has been back-filled with material from the bank. However, as 
not all sites which may have originally had a fosse currently display one, this correlation is of little 
practical use. 
 
The apparent correlation between fosse depth and the distance to a townland boundary (r = 0.22) 
appears to be largely anomalous and serves as a warning against the dangers of relying too heavily 
on statistical methods which may produce convincing results, but with no basis in archaeological 
reality. Also, the centrality index with distance to the centre of the townland (r = 0.46) and with 
distance to townland boundary (r = 0.64) cannot be accepted as the calculation of the former is 
determined by the latter two variables (see above). 
 
5.4 Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient 
One of the problems with Pearson’s correlation coefficient is it’s inflexibility in dealing with outliers in 

the data which may seriously affect the line of best fit, and thus the returned r value.1 As it is not 
archaeologically valid to exclude these outliers it was decided to implement Spearman’s rank 
correlation coefficient (rs). Another perceived benefit of a second test of correlation is that it allows 
comparison with the previous method. This test of association is particularly suitable if one or more of 
the variables under analysis is measured on an ordinal scale, or if an approximately normal 

distribution does not exist within the data.2 The formula for this test of correlation is given as: 
 

  
rs = 1 −

6 d2
∑

n (n2 − 1)
 

 

                                            
1 Lock ibid. 
2 Fletcher & Lock op. cit., 110. 
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The first step in the process is to calculate the rank of each variable in relation to the others in the 
group, with 1 being given to the smallest number in each case, and where n is the number of 
observations made. Where two variables tie for ranking, both take the mid point. The values returned 
are interpreted in a similar fashion to those of the product-moment correlation coefficient. To 
illustrate this calculation, the example of maximum overall diameter with the height of bank 1 will be 
given. The complete set of returned values is tabulated separately (see Appendix 5.2). In this 

instance n = 155 and ∑d 2 = 329949.05 
 

  
rs = 1 −

6(329949.05)

155(1552 − 1)
 

  
rs = 1 −

1979694.302
155(24024)

 

 

  
rs = 1 −

1979694.302
3723720

   rs = 1 − 0.53164  

 

  rs = 0.46836     rs = 0.47 
 
The resulting rs value of 0.47 indicates a strong positive correlation between the variables of 
maximum overall diameter and the height of the internal bank and is comparable to the result 
obtained in the previous test (r = 0.54). One of the advantages of this test is that it can take account 
of correlations that are not strictly linear, thus giving a fairer result. This is partly due to the way in 
which outliers in the data are incorporated and that the product-moment correlation coefficient will 
incorporate all points in its calculations. The implication of this is that a small number, or even one 
outlier in the data can have a great bearing on the result. However, one of the limitations of this 
formula is its tendency to produce erroneous results when a large proportion of the rankings are tied. 
An example of this is the obviously inconsistent returned rs value, between the degree of vallation 
and slope, of - 1.01. It is for this reason that the results of correlations of certain variables must be 
ignored. These are, namely: Ordnance Datum, vallation and height of the external bank. 
 
Discussion 
When the rs values from Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient are tabulated it is clear that there in 
little to no difference between this and the previous test of association. Again, there is little or no 
correlation between the majority of variables. The results discussed in this section are tabulated 
separately and marked for greater clarity (see Appendix 5.2). 
 
Similar to the product moment correlation coefficient, a certain number of valid, though ineffectual 
results are produced by this method. Foremost among these is the very high, positive correlation 
between maximum internal diameter with maximum overall diameter (rs = 0.71). 
 
A weak but significant, negative correlation is evident between distance to nearest neighbour with 
slope (rs = - 0.26). This would suggest that ringforts located on steeper slopes are further apart from 
their nearest neighbours. Thus, it may be seen that the more densely populated areas are located on 
the flattest available land. 
 
A weak but significant, positive correlation is to be observed between the variables of maximum 
internal diameter with the height of the internal bank (rs = 0.22). This result is similar to that 
achieved by the product-moment correlation coefficient (r = 0.28). Once again, the implication is that 
the larger the internal diameter of the ringfort, the greater the expected height of the internal bank. 
 
A similar weak but significant, although negative, correlation may be detected between slope and 
aspect (rs = - 0.20). This result is somewhat higher than the previously returned result for this 
combination (r = - 0.16). The implication of this new result is that there is a preference for the lowest 
possible slopes among the ringforts with westerly aspects. However, when this is taken in conjunction 
with the result achieved by the product-moment correlation coefficient between slope and aspect 
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south (r = - 0.20), it may be observed that site aspect has relatively little bearing on its relationship 
to slope. Instead it may be a preference for the flattest possible land, regardless of aspect. 
 
Finally, a strong positive correlation is again shown to be present between maximum overall diameter 
and the height of the internal bank (rs = 0.47). The possible reasons for this are discussed above as 
part of the product-moment correlation coefficient. 
 
Stout’s correlation revealed a number of important factors that did not appear in the analysis of the 
Loop Head data. These include a ‘weak but significant negative correlation’ between maximum 
internal diameter with altitude, which shows a contrast between large, lowland sites and the smaller, 

upland examples.1 This relationship is also exhibited by similar pairs. A negative correlation was 
noted between altitude with nearest neighbour. Stout sees this as reflecting the fact that lowland 
ringforts are less numerous and more widely scattered than those at higher altitudes. This is probably 
the result of environmental determinism as opposed to differential destruction rates. This situation is 
reversed in the case of altitude with distance to ecclesiastical centre where lowland ringforts are 
lowland ringforts are closer to Early Christian monastic sites than upland examples. Stout argues that 
it is the combination of altitude with other variables indicates that ringfort morphology is a key index 
for determining the relative affluence of sites and their occupants. A question may be raised at this 
point as to why such results were not achieved from the Loop Head data. However, it may be 
answered in terms of the local topography of the west Clare area which sees ringforts located at a 
maximum altitude of 300ft (c.90m) OD. Even at such an altitude the land is gently rolling, with few 
steep slopes. Thus it may be speculated that the study area did not present a landscape to the Early 
Christian farmer which necessitated a specific adaptation of the ringfort type to a more high altitude 
location. 
 
5.5 Nearest neighbour analysis 
This technique was originally developed by Dice for use in the study of plant ecology to measure the 

manner and degree by which the distribution of a population is removed from a random pattern.2 
The procedure was later refined by Clark and Evans, and was eventually adopted into archaeology via 

geography.3 In an archaeological context, this procedure has been applied to site descriptions,4 to 

quantifying artefact distributions5 along with use on burial patterns in cemeteries.6 The method of 
nearest neighbour analysis is defined by Martlew as ‘... an objective measure of the degree of 

aggregation in a point pattern’7 With his study of the hillforts of West Penwith, Newcomb was among 

the first archaeologists to employ nearest neighbour analysis in a British context.8 He argues for the 
validity of this form of spatial analysis in that it can easily express the degree of randomness or 
conformity within a distributional pattern of monuments. He sees the advantages to the collection and 
analysis of this form of data to include the facts that it is ‘... easily ascertained and amenable to 

mathematical treatment and [is] conceptually meaningful’9  
 
It is arguable, however, that such a method is overly complex and merely produces results that are 
easily ascertainable by traditional, subjective methods. As with the other statistical methods 
employed in this study, it is objective and free from human bias and is thus, debatably, a more 
reliable method of assessing the pattern of sites in a landscape. It must be stressed, however, that 

                                            
1 Stout 1991, 212. 
2 Dice 1952.  
3 Clark & Evans 1954. Hagget, Cliff & Frey 1977, 439. 
4 cf Adams & Nissen 1972; Earle 1976; Plog 1974; Washburn 1974 and Zubrow 1971. 
5 cf Whallon 1974. 
6 cf Stickel 1968 and Graham 1980. 
7 Martlew 1981, 36. 
8 Newcomb 1970. 
9 Op. cit., 47. 
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the use of such a statistical approach is not, and cannot be, perceived as an end in itself. Nearest 
neighbour analysis will indicate a number of forms of spatial patterning, but is itself incapable of 
explaining why such patterns occur. There are also a number of important problems associated with 
the use of certain data in nearest neighbour analysis. These will be discussed, and the appropriate 
recalibrations made, after the technique has first been applied to the data gathered from the 
monuments within the study area. 
 
Nearest neighbour analysis is based on a simple formula which produces a mathematical index to 
allow the objective assessment of the relationships between a series of points. The technique 
originally gained favour with the ‘New Archaeology’ movement precisely because of its objectivity in 
that statements in relation to site distribution could be made which did not rely on subjective, 
intuitive and undefined terms such as ‘general’, ‘dense’, ‘sparse’, etc. 
 
The formula which is used in nearest neighbour analysis may be given as: 
 

  R = (2 r∑ N / A) / N  

In this equation R is the nearest neighbour index; ∑r, the summation of the distances between the 
sites, or ‘nearest neighbours’; N is the number of sites, or ‘observations’ in the sample; and A is the 
area of the landscape under analysis. Newcomb demonstrates that the nearest neighbour formula can 

produce indices (R values) in the range of 0 to 2.1491.1 This R value expresses the ratio of 
comparison between the actual sites in the calculation and the distributional pattern of a theoretical, 
random pattern of the same number of sites in an area of equal size. This maximum value of 2.1491 
indicates an extremely dispersed, hexagonal, pattern where each point is equidistant from its 

neighbours.2 A returned R value of 0 indicates the other extreme, ‘the highest possible degree of 

grouping’3 Alternatively, a returned R value of 1 indicates a completely random spatial distribution. 
 
The data required for the calculation of a nearest neighbour analysis were compiled by measuring the 
distance between each of the 155 sites, or ‘base points’ and their closest counterparts in the 
landscape. The methodology relating to the compilation of these measurements, their conversion to a 
metrical form, and the degree of accuracy which was attained has already been outlined, above. 
 
The combined total of the nearest neighbour distances between the 155 ringfort sites is 49.39km, 

while the total land area of the study area is 107.57882km2. For the purposes of this exercise, all 

measurements were calculated in metres and square-metres (m2). Thus, in this example, ∑r = 
49,393.25, N = 155, and A = 107,578,823.62643856. Once these data have been ascertained, the 
accomplishment of the formula is relatively simple: 
 

  

R = (2 r∑ N / A ) / N

R = (2* 49393.25* 155 /107578823.62643856 ) / 155

R = (98786.5* 0.00000144080400561200426 ) /155

R = (98786.5* 0.00120033495559031533) /155

R = 118.576889090422685 / 155

R = 0.76501218768014635

R = 0.77

 

 
 
                                            
1 Op. cit., 48. 
2 cf Groube 1981. 
3 Op. cit., 48. 
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Discussion 
From the foregoing, it is obvious that nearest neighbour analysis returned an R value of 0.77. In itself 
this value is meaningless without an appreciation of its relationship to the statistical categories of 
‘extremely dispersed’, ‘random’ and ‘highly grouped’, or ‘clustered.’ When the 0.77 R value is 
considered against this mathematical scale it may be inferred that the ringforts in the Loop Head area 
show a high tendency towards a random distribution. Only a slight tendency towards clustering may 
be inferred, with no movement towards the highly dispersed model. In effect what this value 
expresses, according to the formula, is that the ringforts within the study area are 0.77 times more 
dispersed than would be expected of a similar number of randomly spaced sites on the same 
landscape. 
 
Hodder argues that ‘Non random spatial patterns are expected because individual behaviour is not 
random but is constrained and determined by, for example, kinship factors in the exchange of goods 
and economic and physical factors in the location of sites. However, it will be found that this non-

random behaviour is often not apparent in the spatial patterns.’1 Although the nearest neighbour 
analysis of the ringforts from the Loop Head area indicates a distributional pattern approaching the 
completely random, it must be appreciated that there are many factors that cannot be adequately 
considered and accounted for by nearest neighbour analysis alone. An attempt will be made, below, 
to evaluate these other variables and their interaction in the choice of ringfort location. 
 
The returned R value from the Loop Head area of 0.77 is broadly consistent with Stout’s nearest 
neighbour analysis for the ringforts of the south-west midlands which produced an R value of 0.99, 

almost a perfectly random distribution.2 Although Stout’s methodology will be examined in more 
detail, below, he does make the point that such a returned R value should not be taken to suggest 
that the choice of site was carelessly, or lightly made. Instead it is reasonable to suggest that the 
variables by which the sites for ringforts were chosen are also randomly located within the landscape. 
 
As the analysis of ringforts from the study area indicates a distinct tendency towards a random 
pattern, it raises the question as to how such a pattern may be accounted for. As mentioned, many 
factors may well have been taken into account by the Early Christian farmers which are not amenable 
to this form of statistical analysis. Hodder believes these factors to be important in the consideration 

of apparently random site distributions.3 He also outlines a second factor, sampling bias and the 

survival rate of monuments which may easily influence patterns.4 For this reason, an important 
margin of error may be incorporated into the calculations and as this becomes exacerbated over a 
large number of calculations a spatial pattern may emerge which is far removed from that of the Early 
Christian period. Thus it is possible to argue for this latter explanation as to why the ringforts of the 
Loop Head area exhibit such a high degree of randomness in their distributional pattern. 
 
Significance testing 
Clark and Evans indicate that the usefulness of nearest neighbour analysis as a statistically diagnostic 

tool will be increased if the reliability of the R value can be ascertained.5 ‘If the value of R indicates 
that a given pattern is not completely random, the significance of the departure of   r A  from   r E  can 
be tested by the normal curve.’ The formula used to test the significance of the returned R value is: 
 

  
C =

r A − r E
σ r E

 

 

                                            
1 Hodder 1977, 224. 
2 Stout op. cit., 210. 
3 Hodder, op. cit., 228. 
4 Op. cit., 230. 
5 Clark & Evans 1954, 447. 
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In this equation, C indicates the standard variant of the normal curve,   r A − r E  is the strength of the 

departure from the expected result, given a perfectly random sample. Clark and Evans define   
σ r E  as 

‘the standard error of the mean distance to nearest neighbour in a randomly distributed population of 

the same density as that of the observed population. The value of   
σ r E  is for a population of density 

ρ  is 
 

  

σ r E
0.26136

Nρ
 

 

where N is the number of measurements of distance made’1 The returned C values of 2.58 indicates 
the 1% significance level, while a C value of 1.96 indicates the 5% level. This test of significance of 
the expected and the observed mean distance was applied to the 155 ringforts from the Loop Head 
area. In this instance the proposed hypothesis being tested (H1) is that the distributional pattern of 
ringforts is not random. Conversely, the null Hypothesis (H0) stares that the location of ringforts is 
random. 
 

  

C = r A − r E
σ r E

r A =
r∑

N
, r E = 1

2 ρ
, σr E

0.26136

Nρ

 

 
Where r = the sum of the distances between the sites, N = the number of sites, or ‘observances’ in 
the sample, A = the size of the land area being studied, and ρ  = N/A. 
 

  

r A = 49393.25
155

r A = 318.66612903225806
 

 

  

r E = 1

2 0.00000144080400561200426

r E = 1

2 * 0.00120033495559031533

r E = 1
0.0024006699111806307

r E = 416.55039509709514

 

 

                                            
1 Op. cit., 448. 
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σ r E = 0.26136

(155 * 0.00000144080400561200426)

σ r E = 0.26136

0.00022332462086986066

σ r E = 0.26136
0.0149440496810556897

σ r E = 17.489235219240572

 

 

  

C = r A − r E
σ r E

C = 318.66612903225806 − 416.55039509709514
17.489235219240572

C =
97.884266064837077
17.489235219240572

C = 5.5968294117944552

C = 5.60

 

 
 
Discussion 
Thus, from this test of significance of the difference between observed and expected mean distances 
between sites, we see a returned C value of 5.60. In this case the null hypothesis (H0) must be 
rejected, and the alternative hypothesis (H1) accepted with 99.99% certainty that the tendency of the 
distribution of ringforts is significantly inclined towards the clustered model. By this it may be 
understood that although the statistics indicate a high degree of randomness in the distribution, the 
degree of non random or ‘clustered’ placing on the landscape is of significance. 
 
Problems of nearest neighbour analysis 
As a statistical device, nearest neighbour analysis has a number of associated problems. The first of 
these is the problem of ‘reflective pairs.’ Simply put, this is where two sites are each others’ nearest 
neighbour. Since Clark and Evans believe that both sets of measurements should be included, as this 
introduces no bias into the calculations, this methodology was adhered to for the sites within the 

study area.1 It may be noted that 47 reflective pairs were recorded from the ringforts in the study 
area, 60.65% of all sites. 
 
The second problem is the so-called ‘edge-effect.’ It is explained by Clark and Evans that ‘The 
presence of a boundary beyond which measurements cannot be made will tend to make the value of 

  r A greater than would be obtained if an infinite area were involved.’ Hodder and Orton found that 

this element presented a significant margin of error in their own work.2 They state that ‘the boundary 

effect has shown to be considerable in cases where many of the sites are near the coast.3 To 
counteract this problem they suggest the introduction of a ‘buffer zone’ into the data set. It was 
decided to create just such a buffer zone for the ringfort sites from the Loop Head area. The practical 
implications of this recalibration was to eliminate from the data set all sites whose distance to the 

                                            
1 Op. cit., 450. 
2 Hodder & Orton 1976, 41. 
3 Ibid. Hodder 1971, 228. 
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coast was less than that to their nearest neighbour. In this instance 13 sites were removed from the 
calculations. When these sites were removed, the nearest neighbour analysis was performed again. 
 

  

R = (2 r∑ N / A ) / N

R = (2* 43287* 142 / 107578823.62643856) /142

R = (86574 * 0.00000131996237933486842 ) /142

R = (86574 * 0.00114889615689794542) / 142

R = 99.464535887282727 / 142

R = 0.70045447807945582

R = 0.70

 

 
Thus, having taken the ‘border effect’ into account the new R value which is returned is 0.70. While 
this still indicates a pattern tending towards the random, with no inclination towards the extremely 
dispersed, a distinct shift may be noted towards clusteration. The most reasonable conclusion that 
one can draw from this result is that the presence of a natural boundary imposes an important 
constraint on the outcome of distributional patterns. Once again this data is tested for significance, 
using the formula outlined above. As expected, the result indicates a statistically significant 
inclination, with 99.99% certainty, in the distribution pattern of ringforts towards the clustered model. 

 

  

C = r A − r E
σ r E

C = 304.83802816901408 − 435.20034164794772
19.090362387199216

C =
130.36231347893364
19.090362387199216

C = 6.828697687077241

C = 6.83

 

 
A further problem which is addressed by Stout is the question of including bogland along with land 

areas above the altitude at which one would expect ringforts to occur.1 In the first instance the 
presumption is that ringforts would not be built on such land and thus would have ruled it out as a 
positive locational factor for the Early Christian farmer, presuming of course that this land was 
already bog during that period. 
 

Within the Loop Head area the most of the bogland (c.9.95203km2) has a largely coastal distribution. 
However, a second area of peatland exists which is of interest. This, second, cohesive zone is roughly 
centrally located within the study area and includes the southern portions of the townlands of Moveen 
East and West, a small eastern portion of Carrownaweelaun townland, the most of the townland of 
Breaghva, the northern half of Lisheenfurroor, and all but the eastern portion and shore area of 

Lisheencrony townland, a total land area of c.6.75987km2 and is completely devoid of archaeological 
monuments of all types and periods. Westropp attempts to explain this deficiency on a linguistic 
basis: ‘... (breffa = place of wolves) [which] imply[s] that this district was for a long time a desert 
haunted by wild animals; the open populous country lying towards the river, the creek, and the sea, 

the rest being left to “the wild kindreds.” ’2 However, Gardiner and Radford's 1: 575,000 ‘General Soil 

                                            
1 Stout op. cit., 210 
2 Westropp 1909, 122. 
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Map of Ireland’ shows almost this exact area as a type 44, whose’ Broad Phisiographic Division is ‘Flat 
to undulating Lowland (mainly wet mineral and organic soils),’ its principal soil is Basin Peat and 

without any associated soils.1 The first edition OS six-inch map sheets show the area under a marsh 
and bog cover. This may be seen to be in line with evidence from other surveyed areas where the 
builders of ringforts appear to have avoided areas of peat deposits. The third edition OS six-inch 
sheet shows that, with the exception of Lisheenfurroor townland, this area had largely been drained 
and converted to usable farmland. Since this time the remainder has also been drained and turned to 
agriculturally usable land. All other factors having been discounted, this area may be termed an 

‘ecological black hole’ in the distributional pattern, as defined by Groube.2 Although remote, it is also 
possible that other forms of ‘black hole’, ‘bias holes’ and ‘craters’ exist in the distribution pattern of 
ringforts on the Loop Head peninsula that remain to be identified. 
 
It is my opinion that since these areas of bogland were avoided by the Early Christian farmer in the 
selection of settlement location, they should be removed from the nearest neighbour calculations. It 
should also be noted that, from an examination of the 1st edition OS six-inch maps, it is obvious 
these areas of land are highly fragmented in some parts and constrained within field boundaries. It 
may then be argued from the cartographic evidence that, even by the 19th century, these areas were 

being reclaimed for agricultural use and that the figure of c.16.71190km2 could be regarded as a 
possible minimum of bogland for the Early Christian Period. 
 
Stout uses the figure of 304m (c.980ft) as a point of exclusion, above which ringforts do not occur in 
the south-west midlands. While this may be an important factor in Stout’s analysis, it may be 
disregarded in relation to the Loop Head area as the land does not rise above c.140m (452.4ft). Once 
again the nearest neighbour formula is applied to the data, this time accounting for both the ‘border 
effect’ and for the areas of bogland within the study area: 
 

  

R = (2 r∑ N / A ) / N

R = (2* 43287* 142 / 107562111.728156617 ) /142

R = (86574 * 0.00000132016746155819987 ) /142

R = (86574 * 0.00114898540528511496) / 142

R = 99.472262477153542 / 142

R = 0.70050889068417987

R = 0.70

 

 
Discussion 
The resulting R value of 0.70 is largely the same as the first recorded value. Thus it would appear to 
indicate that when the ‘border effect’ is accounted for, and the areas of peatland (15.54% of total 
land area) removed from the equation, that the overall distribution pattern is unchanged. Again, this 
value indicates no movement towards the highly dispersed model, and only some inclination towards 
a clustered distribution. 
 
5.6 The completeness of the distribution 
At this point it is well to take note of the fact that while the 155 ringfort sites examined in this sample 
are as complete a corpus of sites as can be ascertained from the study area, they are most unlikely to 
represent a complete distribution of either the total of ringforts, or Early Christian settlement sites of 
the area in general. To augment the picture other sites were gradually incorporated into the nearest 
neighbour analysis. These 89 sites include those which appear from the OS six-inch maps to have 
been ringforts, but are now destroyed; sites which appear on the OS maps to have been ringforts, 

                                            
1 Gardiner & Radford 1975. 
2 Groube 1981, 190. 
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and while still existing as landscape features, have been subject to various rates of attrition and later 
modification that they cannot be designated as such with full certainty (Map 5.1 - 5.3). Finally, a 
small group of sites are added which are only known from aerial photography. These may have been 
ringforts, but were destroyed before the compilation of the 1st edition OS maps and are only known 
as cropmarks. As both the formulas for nearest neighbour analysis and for the test of significance 
have been described and explained above, the results of these new calculations will be given in 
tabulated form below (Fig. 5.20). 
 

Fig. 5.20. Results of nearest neighbour analysis from ringforts and related sites. 
 
At this point an attempt was also made to incorporate all other sites within the study are which may 
have been used as settlement sites during the Early Christian period. Thus, the various ecclesiastical 

centres and promontory forts were added in to the nearest neighbour calculations (Map 5.4 - 5.5).1 
Finally, a further two sites were added to make this Early Christian ‘potential distribution’ as complete 
possible. These last sites are, namely, an unenclosed house-site in Kilbaha South and possible 

earthwork in Oughterard.2 The results of these experiments are tabulated below (Fig. 5.21, Map 5.6). 
 

Fig. 5.21. Results of nearest neighbour analysis from related sites of possibly Early Christian date. 
 

                                            
1 Promontory forts used in analysis: Cloughaunsavaun CL064-0501; Doondoillroe CL065-027; Doonlicka 
CL055-0801; Doonmore/Horse Island CL071-014; Dundahlin CL071-006; Illaunadoon CL055-002. 
2 SMR: house site CL071-013 see Fig. 47, Map 4.1; possible earthwork CL065-105. 
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R = 0.91 
C = 2.86 

R = 0.75 
C = 7.34 

R = 0.75 
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 ∑r = 76.38km 
N = 262 

∑r = 58.58km 
N = 229 

w/ Others 
 

R = 0.91 
C = 2.69 

R = 0.75 
C = 7.18 

R = 0.75 
C = 7.18 

 ∑r = 76.96km 
N = 264 

∑r = 59.36km 
N = 231 
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Discussion 
When the tabulated R values which were returned from the nearest neighbour analysis are viewed in 
the form of a line-graph, the results are extremely interesting (Fig. 5.22). It becomes obvious that 
the ‘plain’, or uncalibrated, nearest neighbour analysis provides values in the range of 0.77 to 0.91, 
indicating a near random distribution with a small, but statistically significant, inclination towards 
clusteration in all but the highest values. When the imposed coastal boundary is taken into account in 
the calculations for all sites a marked increase in the tendency towards a clustered distribution 
becomes apparent. Something of a cohesion of all site types also comes to light at this point as the 
range of the nearest neighbour index drops to 0.70 - 0.76. With the final recalibration of removing 
the areas of bogland from the calculations, there is a slight increase in the overall tendency towards 
an overall random distribution. Once again, there is a statistically significant tendency towards 
clusteration of the overall group. Of greater interest, however, is the apparent homogeneity of the 
degree of randomness within the sample, with all site types falling into the range from 0.70 to 0.76. 
This aggregation within the returned values would seem to indicate that all ringforts, and possible 
settlement sites of contemporary date, while being randomly distributed throughout the landscape 
are part of the same overall pattern as their addition to the corpus of ringforts does not radically alter 
the overall pattern. The graph also indicates that the exclusion of bogland from the equation has no 
appreciable effect on the results of the distributional analysis. 
 
However, it must be appreciated that the addition of 89 sites which may have been ringforts (33.71% 
of the combined total), along with a further 20 sites of contemporary date (7.58% of the combined 
total) may not have the numerical weight to substantially alter the final result. 
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Fig. 5.22. Line-graph showing the variations in returned r values from nearest neighbour analysis 
over a number of site types and the various recalibrations to the data. 
 
One minor, though perhaps significant, problem that may be encountered with nearest neighbour 
analysis is in relation to the collection of distance data. It was noted during the course of this 
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research that one of the fundamental presumptions that this techniques relies on is the tacit 

understanding that all sites are located on a plane surface1. While this factor may not have any 
appreciable influence when used in certain circumstances, its effect on macroscopic analyses may be 
dramatic. This is due to the fact that the landscape is not a perfect plane, but is instead a series of 
rising and falling gradients. Thus, nearest neighbour distances when measured from maps may be 
misleading in that they do not represent actual walking distances between sites, nor do they account 
for impassable obstacles and impediments, such as bogland, between sites. 
 

To test this theory a small area of c.9km2 was selected as it represented a fairly unified site 
distribution along with degrees of slope representative of the study area. For the purposes of this 
experiment the sites were considered as a unified whole, without reference to any sites outside of the 
selected area. With due consideration for some of the limitations, as outlined above, the conventional 
nearest neighbour analysis was performed on the sites. This returned an R value of 1.04, indicating 
an apparently random distribution with a slight tendency towards being extremely dispersed. 
Following this result the nearest neighbour distances were again calculated, in this instance taking 
into account the slope of the land, in an attempt to provide a more realistic appraisal of the actual 
walking distances between sites. This was achieved by calculating the horizontal distances between 
vertical contours and thus deriving the true length of the slope via the Sin rule. This recalibration of 
the data returned an R value of 1.10 (Fig. 5.23), apparently indicating that the inclusion of actual 
distances between sites may have a small, but important effect on the understanding of the spatial 
patterning of sites within this study area. 
 
A number of problems were encountered, however, in attempting this experiment. Chief among these 
was the fact that the calculation of the true distances between sites located within the same OD 
contours proved impossible when using conventional Ordnance Survey maps. 
 
For these reasons it was decided test this hypothesis in the field. The distances between the selected 
sites were walked via a number of routes in an attempt to discover the most logical paths. The 
distances were recorded using an odometer and the calculations performed again. This set of 
calculations returned an R value of 1.31, again indicating an apparently random distribution of sites 
with a tendency towards the extremely dispersed model (Fig. 5.23). 
 
However, it is the opinion of this author that the methods employed may lead to erroneous results 
possibly owing to changes in the environment. Such changes could include the clearing or regrowth of 
forested areas, the drainage of waterlogged land, the removal or later insertion of stepping stones 
and weirs etc. After due consideration, it was decided that this approach to the collection of nearest 
neighbour data may be of importance, although its use in this study using the available methods was 
considered to be unfeasible, and ultimately unreliable. 

 
 Regular NNA w/ allowance for 

slope (from maps) 
w/ evidence from 

fieldwalking 
Test Area R = 1.04 

C = 0.26 
R = 1.10 
C = 1.12 

R = 1.31 
C = 1.75 

 ∑r = 9.04km 
N = 35 

∑r = 9.72km 
N = 35 

∑r = 11.32km 
N = 35 

Fig. 5.23. Results of regular nearest neighbour analysis in comparison with experimental analysis, 
allowing for slope. 
 
While nearest neighbour analysis has indicated a near random distributional pattern for ringforts, 
along with other sites of possibly contemporary date, it merely indicates that such a pattern exists, 

but is incapable of explaining why such a pattern has occurred and under what influences.2 Indeed, 
the statistical description of the distributional pattern as ‘random’ through the use of nearest 

                                            
1 cf Clark & Evans 1954, 446. 
2 Martlew 1981, 40. 
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neighbour analysis, or by any other technique, does not indicate that the distribution did not arise by 

chance.1 Martlew also states that an apparently random distribution may result ‘... from an indirect 
association or non-random factors, or a whole series of non-random judgements on the part of the 

people exploiting the landscape.’2 Owing to these facts. it is important that we now transcend such a 
level of enquiry and instead attempt to understand these controlling factors. 
 
5.7 The chi-square test 
It has been observed that the distributional pattern of the ringforts of the Loop Head area tend 
heavily towards the random, albeit one with a small, but statistically significant inclination towards 
clusteration. For this reason, it is now imperative that we consider which one, or which combination 
of a large number of environmental variables determined or imposed geographical constraints on the 
cognitive process involved in choosing a settlement location during the Early Christian period. 
 
In recent years much progress has been made towards providing an accurate, if localised, attempt at 
the reconstruction of the Early Christian landscape through the application of palaeobotanical 

techniques along with advances in the process of radio-carbon dating and calibration.3 It has been 
argued, however, that any attempt at reconstructing a past ecology or environment in terms of site 

location is, from the outset, compromised by a number of important obstacles.4 In general terms, 
this is the impossibility of creating an accurate model of the environment as it existed and was 
perceived by the people of past generations, in this case, specifically the Early Christian farmer of the 
Loop Head area. This argument is very concisely put by Martlew:  
 

‘This human element is something which traditional archaeological methods can 
rarely hope to recover; we are left only with the results of man’s actions, and we 
have to infer the thinking behind them in light of our own experience and knowledge. 
The prehistoric behavioural environment, in which the settlement patterns were 
created, is a subset of the environment as perceived by the people occupying the 

settlements, and this in turn is a subset of the whole phenomenal environment.’5 
 
In the face of such problems, one is forced to adopt general or idealised environments which may 

themselves be far removed from the actual landscape at the period under examination.6 Zimmerman 
recognises this deficiency and while being unable to suggest viable alternatives, stresses that any 
conclusions drawn from modern conditions, including soil types and land-use patterns, must be 
treated with extreme caution. 
 
Zimmerman argues that ‘precise relationships between locational variables can often be determined 

by the application of heuristic statistical techniques to a data set.’7 Among the most popular form of 

this technique is the chi-square test, developed by Karl Pearson in 1900.8 This method has been 
defined as one which ‘... tests whether the observed frequencies of a given phenomenon differ 

significantly from the frequencies which might be expected according to some assumed hypothesis.’9 
 
Shennan has stated that when using this particular type of test, a number of requisites should to be 
considered. In the first instance, it is important to assume a ‘null hypothesis’ (H0). This must state 

                                            
1 Hamond & McCullagh 1975, 240. 
2 Martlew ibid. 
3 cf Mitchell 1986& Barrett 1983, 86. 
4 Zimmerman 1978, 28. 
5 Martlew 1981, 9-10. cf. Davidson 1922. 
6 Zimmerman ibid. 
7 Op. cit., 29. 
8 Fletcher & Lock 1991, 116. 
9 Gregory 1964, 151. 



Chapter 5: Primary statistical analyses 

98 

that there is no correlation between the distribution of sites and the particular variable under 
examination. A second point is the setting of a level of significance by which one must judge the 
results of such a test. In this study the level which has been set is 0.05, meaning that there is a 
99.9% chance ‘... that the observed differences are not the result of a chance occurrence within the 

null hypothesis.’1 Thus, this set value of 0.1 is intended to eliminate the likelihood of chance variation 
occurring. A third consideration is that of the degrees of freedom (d. f.) within the sample. For the 
purposes of the chi-square test, d. f. is equal to one less than the number of categories in the 
sample, these being the number of types within the variable under examination. 
 
Lastly, it must be borne in mind that to appreciate the result provided by the test, probability tables 
indicating the percentage points of the chi-square distribution must be employed. Their purpose is to 
provide values with which to compare the chi-square value. 
 

The formula for this test is given as:2 
 

  
χ 2 =

(O − E)2

E∑  

 
Where O is the observed number of frequencies, E is the expected number of frequencies if H0 is true 

and   χ
2  is the symbol representing the chi-square. 

 
For the first variable to be tested, this process will be outlined in full and thereafter the results will be 
presented in tabular form. The first variable to be examined using the chi-square test is the 
correspondence between site distribution and the occurrence of various soil types within the study 
area (Fig. 5.24). The null hypothesis (H0) states that there is no correlation between the distributions 
of ringforts and soil types in the Loop Head area. The alternative hypothesis (H1) states that there is 
a high degree of association between the two variables, and thus ringforts were not located randomly 
in relation to the available soil types. 
 

Category 
(Soil Type) 

% of Soil Type Observed Frequency Expected Frequency 
 

137 3.12226 37 5 
71 66.82128 112 103 
55 0.41378 1 1 
62A 7.07211 3 11 
1M 4.58935 1 7 
1G 4.55173 1 6 
78 4.28814 0 7 
1B 0.63450 0 1 
1H 0.63950 0 1 
1K 8.08778 0 13 

Totals 100% 155 155 
Fig. 5.24. Tabulated data of observed vs. Expected frequencies of ringforts in relation to soil types. 
 
From the tabulated data above, the chi-square formula may now be easily completed. 
 

  
χ 2 =

(O − E)2

E∑  

 

                                            
1 Gregory op. cit., 155. 
2 Fletcher & Lock op. cit., 118. 
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χ 2 = (37 − 5)2

5
∑ + (112 − 103)2

103
+ (1− 1)2

1
+ (3 −11)2

11

+ (1 − 7)2

7
+ (1− 6)2

6
+ (0 − 7)2

7
+ (0 − 1)2

1
+ (0 −1)2

1
+ (0 − 13)2

13

 

 

  

χ 2 = (32)2

5
∑ + (9)2

103
+ (0)2

1
+ (−8)2

11
+ (−6)2

7

+ ( −5)2

6
+ (−7)2

7
+ (−1)2

1
+ (−1)2

1
+ ( −13)2

13

 

 

  

χ 2 = 1024
5

∑ + 81
103

+ 0
1

+ 64
11

+ 36
7

+ 25
6

+ 49
7

+ 1
1

+ 1
1

+ 169
13

 

 

  

χ 2 = 204.8∑ + 0.78641 + 0 + 5.81818 + 5.14286 + 4.16667

+7 + 1+ 1 + 13
 

 

  

χ 2 = 242.71411

χ 2 = 242.71

 

 

From an initial reading of the very large returned   χ
2  value of 242.71 it would appear to indicate an 

important difference between the observed and expected frequencies and appears to indicate a 

significant degree of association. Conversely, a returned   χ
2  value approaching 0 would suggest no 

evidence of association.1 To ascertain whether or not the returned   χ
2  value is indeed significant it 

must be compared to the relevant probability tables, considering the degrees of freedom, in this 
instance d. f. = 9. 
 
Discussion 
The probability tables indicate that when d. f. = 9 the critical 5% value is 16.9, the 1% value is 21.7, 

and the 0.1% value is 27.9.2 As stated above, the   χ
2  value for the sites in the Loop Head area is 

242.71 which allows the null hypothesis (H0) to be convincingly rejected at the 99.9% level, thus 
indicating a very strong association between soil type and the choice of ringfort location. 
 
The chi-squared formula may be modified to provide a more conservative test by the introduction of 
Yates’ continuity correction. This involves reducing the absolute difference between O - E by 

                                            
1 Op. cit., 117. 
2 Op. cit., 185, Appendix Table I. 
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subtracting 0.5 before squaring.1 When this is done to the above example, the returned   χ
2  value is 

almost unchanged at 243.60. 
 
Fletcher and Lock make the important point that, for the chi-square test to be valid, none of the 
expected frequencies should be less than five. They suggest that a possible way to overcome this 
difficulty would be either to omit categories with low expected occurrences, or to assimilate them into 

other suitable categories.2 As three categories of soil types have expected frequencies below five it 
was decided to combine the categories of 1K, 1M, 1B, 1G, and 1H as all are peats. However, as soil 
type 55 is the only representative of the brown podzolics in the area it seemed incongruous to assign 
it to another soil group in some arbitrary manner. Thus, the decision was made to omit it from the 

calculations. The chi-square test was then recalculated and the returned   χ
2  value of 242.55 

examined against the probability table. When examined at the level of four degrees of freedom, the 

critical 0.1% level is 18.5. When Yates’ continuity correction is applied the resultant   χ
2
 value is 

238.84. Once again, these   χ
2
 values are substantially greater than required to accept, with 99.9% 

certainty, that there is a correlation between site location and soil type. 
 
Cramer’s V 
One valuable quality of the chi-squared test is that it indicates the presence of an association 

between two variables. Further, the size of the   χ
2
 value indicates the statistical significance of this 

association. Logically, the next question that must be addressed concerns the exact strength of this 
relationship. To this end the Cramer’s V formula may be exploited to measure just such an 
association. In this instance the formula is given as: 
 

  
V =

χ2

( n)( m)
 

 
 Where n is the total number of all frequencies (i.e. the total number of sites) and where m is the 
smaller of (c - 1) and (r - 1), c and r indicating the numbers of rows and columns. By design, the 
formula will return a V value between 0 and 1; the values closer to 1 indicating a strong relationship. 

If this is demonstrated using the first example given above,   χ
2
 = 242.71411, n = 155 and m = 9. 

 

  

V =
χ2

( n)( m)
V = 0.17398860931899642

V =
242.71441
(155)(9)

V = 0.41711941853502387

V = 242.71441

1395
V = 0.42

 

 

                                            
1 Op. cit., 118. 
2 Op. cit., 119. 
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When this result is tabulated along with the results from the same formula as applied to the 
combined categories of soil types and in relation to the Yates’ continuity correction the results appear 
as follows (Fig. 5.25): 
 
 

 Normal Combined categories 
Chi-Square 

  χ
2  = 242.71 
V = 0.42 

  χ
2  = 242.55 
V = 0.51 

w/ Yates’ continuity 
correction   χ

2  = 243.60 
V = 0.42 

  χ
2  = 238.84 
V = 0.51 

Fig. 5.25. Tabulated results of chi-square test with Yates’ continuity correction on normal and 
combined categories of soil types. 
 
Discussion 
As shown above by the chi-square test, there is a highly significant correlation between ringfort 
location and soil type. However, when the strength of this result is measured by using Cramer’s V 
formula, it is apparent that the strength of this relationship varies relatively widely between the 
normal calculation of the formula and the combination of categories to eliminate low expected 
frequencies. It is, however, obvious that the introduction of Yates’ continuity correction has little 
influence on the result of either method of calculation of the formula. 
 
As the combination of categories in the manner outlined above is an important aspect of the chi-
square test, along with the element of conservatism introduced by Yates’, it is perhaps best to see 
this last result as the most reliable yet achieved. Thus, in this situation Cramer’s V produced a result 
of 0.51. This would appear to indicate that the strength of the relationship between soil type and 
choice of ringfort location is slightly above a medium influence, being almost half way between 0 and 
1. 
 
If the data for specific soil types is re-categorised by their ‘great soil groups’ it provides broader soil 
groupings which may afford a more suitable approximation of the Early Christian landscape in terms 
of locational desirability. The results of this are tabulated below (Fig. 5.26). 

 
Category 

(Great Earth Group) 
% of Soil Type Observed Frequency Expected Frequency 

 
Peats 18.69594 2 28 

Brown Podzolics 0.41379 1 1 
Brown Earths 3.12226 37 5 

Podzols 4.28841 0 7 
Gleys 73.89339 115 114 
Totals 100% 155 155 

Fig. 5.26. Observed vs. expected frequencies of ringforts re-categorised by great soil group. 
 
When the chi-square test, followed by Cramer’s V, is performed using this data the results appear as 

below (Fig. 5.27). It is obvious from the high   χ
2
 value that the ringforts in the Loop Head area have 

a stronger association with the soils of the region than would be expected if their distribution over the 
landscape was purely random. This strength of relationship is quantified by the use of Cramer’s V 
formula which indicates a strong correlation between the two. 
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 Great Soil Groups 
Chi-Square 

  χ
2  = 235.95 
V = 0.62 

w/ Yates’ continuity correction 
  χ

2  = 231.82 
V = 0.61 

Fig. 5.27. Tabulated results of chi-square test and Yates continuity correction on great soil groups. 
 
In themselves these figures have little significance if their archaeological relevance cannot be 
translated into concepts which had meaning to the Early Christian farmer and the choice of site 
location. To observe this more clearly the data may be expressed as a histogram indicating both the 
observed and expected numbers of sites in relation each of the great soil groups. 
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Fig. 5.28. Histogram of observed vs. Expected occurrences of ringforts on the various great soil 
groups (155 sites in sample, 100%). 
 
From this it becomes obvious that while the gleys make up the largest soil group in the area (73.89% 
of the land) they posse an appropriate number of sites. However, the brown earths which make up a 
much smaller area of the land, just 3.12%, have a much higher than expected number of ringforts 
(23.87% of the total). Conversely, the peats and podzols (18.70% and 4.29% of the land area, 
respectively) possess significantly fewer ringforts than would be expected (1.29% and 0%, 
respectively) if their distribution was purely random. 
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 Chi-Square Yates’ Continuity Correction 
w/ Destroyed Earthworks 

  χ
2  = 360.02 
V = 0.69 

  χ
2  = 354.87 
V = 0.68 

w/ Unclassified Sites 
   χ

2  = 420.30 
V = 0.71 

  χ
2  = 414.07 
V = 0.70 

w/ Possible Sites 
(Aerial Photography)   χ

2  = 427.60 
V = 0.66 

  χ
2  = 420.84 
V = 0.66 

Fig. 5.29. Tabulated results of chi-square test and with Yates’ continuity correction for related 
earthwork sites. 
 
When data from destroyed sites, unclassified earthworks and possible ringfort sites are gradually 
added to the calculations the picture is largely the same (Fig. 5.29) All examples indicating a 
statistically significant departure from the observed numbers of ringforts against the expected 
numbers of sites, given the relative percentages of the soils in the area, both for the regular chi-
square test and for the more conservative Yates’ continuity correction. In all cases the Cramer’s V 
calculation indicates that the exact strength of this relationship is above the medium (0.66), in some 
cases tending towards the strong (0.71). 
 
However, once again it is apparent that while these results are statistically significant, they reveal 
little archaeologically important information. Indeed, much more relevant information can be gleaned 
from the plotting of this data on a simple histogram (Fig. 5.30). 
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Fig. 5.30. Histogram of observed vs. Expected occurrences of ringforts and related sites on the 
various great soil groups (255 sites in sample, 100%). 
 
Returning solely to the definite ringforts, of the five series of peat recorded from Co. Clare, all are 
represented in some form on the Loop Head peninsula. It is immediately obvious from the histogram 
that although they represent a sizeable proportion of the land area (8.92%) only a small percentage 
of sites (2.58%) are located on them. Obviously, owing to their inherently waterlogged nature and 
lack of productivity, such soil series were avoided as locations for the building of ringforts. 
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The Brown Podzolics are a more intensely leached form of the Brown Earths group and are of a 

generally more acidic nature.1 However, they closely resemble each other in terms of their productive 
capabilities. Owing to a number of characteristics they are considered suitable and largely desirable 
for cultivation. The Mountcollins series (55), which comprises the sole pocket of brown podzolics in 
this area, is well drained and is of considerable local importance, if only from being surrounded by 

inferior soils.2 The Mountcollins series is also considered highly suitable for most tillage crops and 
pasture. Given its diminutive percentage of the total soil area, the statistical significance of its 
influence on ringfort location cannot be assessed. However, the fact that not one ringfort is located 
on this relatively precious soil is worthy of note. 
 
As the Podzols are more heavily leached than the brown podzolics they are considered to be 
degraded soils and in their unreclaimed state are usually covered with semi-natural vegetation. The 
Knockanimpaha series (78) is usually associated with a thin iron pan which impedes drainage and 
leads to root restriction. However, when cultivated, the iron pan is largely broken up, allowing normal 

root expansion.3 In terms of suitability these soils are very limited in their application and are today 
most suitable for stock grazing. Although podzols comprise a mere 4.28% of the available land area, 
they still outweigh their relative proportion of ringforts, possibly indicating their avoidance by Early 
Christian farmers. 
 
Gleys are by far the predominant soil group on the Loop Head peninsula, comprising 73.89% of the 
total available land. As their chief characteristic is their waterlogged nature which impedes plant 
growth, root aeration and the decomposition of organic matter, they are considered to be largely 

unfavourable.4 The gleys of the Loop Head area are comprised of the Kilrush (71) and Abbeyfeale 
(62A) series (non-peaty phase). Of these the Kilrush series is the larger, comprising 90.43% of the 
total area of gleys. In both cases the range of uses is limited almost exclusively to grass production, 
though the Abbeyfeale series gleys may be too waterlogged even for this. While the gleys are 
obviously not a highly desirable soil group, they comprise a large proportion of the land area. Thus it 
may be seen that, faced with little alternatives, the builders of ringforts utilised them to a large 
degree, though not to the full level expected considering their proportion of the land area. 
 
The Brown Earths group are represented on the Loop Head peninsula by a single soil, namely the 
Tullig series (137) which comprises 3.12% of the available land. The versatility and quality of the soil 
are limited by its weak structure, moderate drainage and its exposure to strong winds. However, it is 

described as retaining a moderate to wide range of uses.5 Significantly, it is due to its association 
with predominantly poorly drained soils that it is today commonly tilled in the absence of more 

productive alternative.6 Considering the high number of ringforts on this type of soil, this would 
appear to be a tenable parallel for Early Christian land use in this region, involving the exploitation of 
this relatively poor soil as it was the most productive available. Overall, this single soil stands out as 
the only one where the demand for ringfort locations statistically outweighs the availability of land. 
Thus it may be inferred that if the modern distribution of soils reflects the Early Christian pattern in 
any significant way, that the brown earths were by far the most desirable on the Loop Head 
peninsula. 
 
Many distributional studies of ringfort location have been undertaken which underline a nation-wide 

trend for site situation on areas of higher quality land.7 For example, Bennett’s study of the ringforts 
of county Wexford indicates a similar overall preference for site location on brown earths, the only 

                                            
1 Finch et al. 1971, 17. 
2 Op. cit., 19. 
3 Op. cit., 23. 
4 Op. cit., 27. 
5 Op. cit., 19. 
6 Op. cit., 14. 
7 e.g.. Fahy 1969a & b; Barrett 1972, 1980. 
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soil group where the percentage of ringforts (c.74%) exceeds the percentage of available land.1 She 
suggests that the probable reason for this preference is that such soil types are light and easy to till, 
thus making it an important consideration in site selection. Similarly, Barrett’s work on the ringforts 
demonstrates a strong positive correlation between site location and two categories of higher quality 
soils, namely the coarse textured acid brown earths and the brown podzolics of the Cooley 

peninsula.2 
 
Both of these studies reveal that other types of well drained and productive soils were under utilised 
in terms of ringfort settlement. Although Barrett does not theorise as to why this should be so, 
Bennett suggests that as these soils lie below 100ft (30m) OD they may have been avoided. The 
situation on the Loop Head peninsula, though producing similar results in terms of ringfort location, 
may be seen to stem from a different source. In this instance it is likely that the brown earths were 
exploited to such an extent (38.7% of surviving sites) purely in the absence of sufficient areas of 
higher quality soils of any type. 
 
Given the low percentage of brown earths and brown podzolics in the study area (3.54%), these 
being the most desirable land, the question arose as to whether these soils were deliberately not 
chosen as locations for the construction of ringforts in an attempt to conserve them solely for 

agricultural use.3 To test this theory it was decided to re-categorise the sites in relation to their 
proximity to such desirable land. In this instance the decision was made to include any ringfort which 

was located within 0.5km of an area of such soil as having a positive influence on the choice of site.4 
The results of this examination are displayed below (Fig. 5.31). 
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Fig. 5.31. Revised histogram of observed vs. Expected occurrences of ringforts on the various great 
soil groups, re-categorised to indicate site location within 0.5km of brown earths and brown podzolics 
(155 sites in sample, 100%). 
 
A simple analysis of this re-categorised diagram indicates that the numbers of ringforts unequivocally 
associated with gley soils may be seen to be markedly smaller than was first postulated. The same 
                                            
1 Bennett 1989, 55 and Fig. 4a. 
2 Barrett 1982, 88. 
3 Pers. Comm. Mr. Conor Newman, UCG. 
4 The arbitrary distance of 0.5km was selected as one which could be conveniently reached on a daily basis 
and from which land could be easily policed and livestock secured in times of crisis. 
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may also be noted of ringforts associated with podzols. Consequently we may observe marked 
increases in the numbers of sites whose choice for location may have been positively influenced by 
the close proximity of brown earths and brown podzolics. While no statistical weight may be placed 
upon such results, it does serve to highlight a previously unexamined aspect of ringfort location which 
warrants further study. 
 
5.8 Summary and Conclusions 
To summarise the results gained from the various analyses, it may be seen that both the product - 
moment correlation coefficient and Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient indicate that ringfort sites 
are more likely to be located away from west facing slopes. In fact this probably reflects a preference 
for the flattest possible land, regardless of its aspect. It was also noted that sites with larger internal 
diameters are more likely to be located close to ecclesiastical sites, possibly indicating a higher level 
of status for these larger sites. Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient also revealed a slight 
correlation between the distance to nearest neighbour and the degree of locational slope, implying 
that the ringforts sited on the steepest slopes are more likely to be found in isolation from each 
other. 
 
These methods of correlation also indicate a strong association between the degree of vallation and 
the height of the inner bank. From this it has been postulated that increased height of this bank is in 
some manner related to being bivallate. Thus, it may be speculated that such high status sites were 
either constructed as single entities, or that if the outer bank was a later addition to the site, owing to 
an elevation in status of the occupant, that this involved a simultaneous strengthening of the inner 
bank. 
 
Nearest neighbour analysis, with significance testing, has show that although there is a high degree 
of randomness within the distributional pattern of the ringforts, there is still a significant tendency 
towards clustering in the landscape. Modifications to the data to account for the presence of natural 
boundaries to the distributional spread of ringforts indicate that the presence of coastal areas has a 
marked influence on this pattern. Further modifications to the analysis to account for areas of 
bogland which may have been actively avoided by Early Christian farmers revealed little difference in 
the results. An attempt to incorporate sites of broadly contemporary date, and those which may have 
been ringforts, into the analysis produced no appreciable different results. While this may be viewed 
as implying that all are part of the same Early Christian settlement pattern, it is more likely to result 
from the fact that these sites did not have the numerical weight to significantly alter the outcome. 
 
Experimentation with the method of collection of distance data indicates that the use of actual 
walking distances between sites may have a profound effect on the results of nearest neighbour 
analysis and may be worthy of further study. However, given the methods available to the author, 
this approach was considered impractical for anything other than an experimental procedure. 
 
The chi-square test, in combination with Cramer’s V and Yates’ continuity correction, indicate that 
there is a strong correlation between ringfort distribution and soil types. Analysis of this data shows a 
strong preference for the best available soils on the Loop Head peninsula, namely the brown earths 
and brown podzolics. The theory that ringforts may have been sited at a slight remove from these 
more desirable soils to conserve them for agricultural purposes was also examined. This revealed a 
significant number of sites clustered around the dispersed pockets of these higher quality soils, 
implying that this may have been the case. 
 
At this point, it is necessary to elaborate from the findings of these preliminary statistical explorations 
to understand what they mean for individual sites and groups of sites on the landscape. From this it 
is hoped to present a basic social and functional classification of ringforts on the Loop Head 
peninsula. This will be attempted in the following chapter. 
 



Chapter 6: Multivariate analyses 

107 

Chapter 6 
 

Multivariate analyses of the monuments 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

‘... it would be a weary labour and a tax on our readers if we did more than allude to 
many of these forts, so much does the type conform to a standard pattern and even 

to similar dimensions’1 
 
6.1 Introduction 
The above is Westropps’ opinion as to the general homogeneity of ringforts on the Loop Head 
peninsula. However, from results gained by the methods utilised in the preceding chapter, it appears 
that there is sufficient evidence to warrant the exploration of groupings among ringforts. To this end 
an attempt is made at the hierarchical classification of ringfort sites into social and functional groups 
using ‘Ward’s Method’ of cluster analysis. The results of this endeavour are then examined for 
significance using principal components analysis. The benefits and potential disadvantages of each 
method are also examined. 
 
6.2 Cluster analysis 
The various statistical methods which have been utilised in the previous chapter have indicated some 
important trends in site location and morphology. However, a more detailed approach is required if 
these general trends are to be fully understood, and their potential relationships to individual sites 

extracted. The primary intent in this section is to approach a viable ‘archaeological reality.’2 One way 
to achieve this is by the incorporation and processing of as much information as possible, as is 
feasible with the use of multivariate techniques. Although the methods vary, the basic methodology 
behind all multivariate techniques is their ability to manipulate data in n-dimensional space, where n 

is equal to the number of variables being considered for each entity, or site.3 In the case of this 
research there are 155 sites which are each described by 13 variables. Multivariate statistical methods 
will then position each ringfort site in 13-dimensional space, according to the values for each 

variable.4 The statistical similarities or differences are then assessed, depending on the method 
applied, and some form of graphical output will result, usually in two-dimensions. This reduction in 
dimensions is necessary, due to the impossibilities of drawing such a multi-dimensional graph coupled 

with those of understanding it.5 
 
Following Stout’s approach, cluster analysis was selected because the method is one of the most 
appropriate for the analysis of large bodies of data to determine whether or not there are statistically 

significant differences between ringforts.6 The objective is to allow the a system of classification to 
be derived and then to examine the spatial relationships that may exist between groups. At this point 
it is, perhaps, valuable to state that the term ‘cluster’ is here used in a statistical sense and does not 
imply any form of spatial clustering of sites on the landscape. 
 
Using current techniques a wide range of ringfort features may be surveyed and analysed. However, 
when it comes to the question of analysing this data these variables usually remain relatively discrete 
and unassociated with each other. Thus, the attraction of cluster analysis is that it is a multivariate 
technique which allows the analysis of all pertinent variables for a large body of data which is based 
on their intricate interrelationships. 
 
                                            
1 Westropp 1908c, 345 
2 Lock 1991, 83. 
3 cf Shennan 1988, 246-9 for an in-depth review of this topic. 
4 Lock op. cit., 84. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Stout op. cit., 213. 
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Within archaeology, cluster analysis was one of the first multivariate approaches to be developed in a 

systematic fashion.1 Indeed, the technique remains among the most popular of its type. It must be 
noted that cluster analysis is not a single technique, but a generic term for a broad spectrum of 
techniques which attempt to sort and analyse data. The chief attraction of cluster analysis is its 
perceived objectivity and ability to reveal the structure of a data set without the prior imposition of 

subjective notions as to what that structure is.2 
 
Everitt defines cluster analysis as a set of certain techniques which attempt to solve the problem: 
 

‘Given a number of objects or individuals, each of which is described by a set of 
numerical measures, devise a classification scheme for grouping the objects into a 
number of classes such that objects within classes are similar in some respect and 
unlike those from other classes. The number of classes and the characteristics of 

each class are to be determined.’3 
 
Everitt sees the emergence of cluster analysis as a natural progression from the most primitive 
classification of objects as a necessary prerequisite for the development of language, through Greek 

and Roman medical classifications down to Darwin’s theory of evolution.4 However, it has only been 
since the 1960s, with the rise of powerful computers, that advanced methods of numerical taxonomy 

such as cluster analysis have become feasible, due to the immense number of calculations required.5 
Among the advantages of the method, Everitt argues that: 
 

‘The techniques of cluster analysis ... are useful tools for data analysis in several 
different situations. They may be used to search for natural groupings in the data, to 
simplify the description of a large set of data, to generate hypotheses to be tested on 

future samples ...’6 
 
Stout defines and explains the theoretical basis of this approach to archaeological data as one which: 
 

‘... is used to relate ringfort morphology to a wide range of measures of location and 
distribution and, although we cannot reconstruct the complex thought processes of 
the farmer from a thousand years ago, we can, in cluster analysis, highlight attributes 
relating to land quality and location that must have been foremost in the minds of the 
ringfort-builders. In this way the computer generates a mathematical surrogate of the 
mental maps that influenced past decisions; this is critical to our interpretation of the 

spatial attributes of ringforts ...’7 
 
In essence, the procedure of cluster analysis is rather simple. After choosing the variables to be 
analysed, itself a subjective decision, the similarity or dissimilarity between all pairs is examined. 
Then an algorithm, or rule for grouping the entities is selected and applied. Finally, a decision is 
made as to how many clusters are present. These three steps may be achieved by a number of 

methods, all of which have associated problems of some order and will be dealt with below.8 
 

                                            
1 cf Hodson et al., 1966. 
2 Baxter 1994, 154. 
3 Everitt 1980, 1. 
4 Op. cit., 2-4. 
5 Op. cit., 4. 
6 Op. cit., 1. 
7 Stout op. cit., 213. 
8 Baxter op. cit. 
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Among the most popular techniques of cluster analysis are the hierarchical clustering methods. 
Hierarchical clustering methods may be broadly divided into ‘agglomerative’ and ‘divisive’ techniques. 
Agglomerative methods function by a series of successive fusions of the data for all entities into 

groups; while divisive methods divide the data set into more and more refined groups.1 Everitt states 
that ‘Both types of hierarchical technique may be viewed as attempts to find the most efficient step, 

in some defined sense, in each stage in the progressive subdivision or synthesis of the data.’2 
 
As all agglomerative hierarchical techniques reduce the data set into a single cluster containing all 
sites, the divisive methods working in the opposite direction, the question of at which point the 

analysis should cease is an important and difficult decision.3 
 
To provide results which allowed legitimate comparison to Stout’s work, in the format of the 
agglomerative analysis employed, his use of ‘Clustan’ was emulated and a dendrogram produced 

using Ward’s Method.4 However, the technical details of how the variables relate to the resulting 
clusters was not emulated as this aspect of dual interpretation would be much more efficiently 
addressed within the context of the principal components analysis. 
 
Ward’s method, also known as ‘error sum of squares’ is ‘... a measure of the amount of variability 
within a cluster and is defined as 
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where   y k  is the mean of the k’th variable in the cluster. The overall variability is the sum of these 
terms across all clusters. Any amalgamation of clusters will increase the overall variability, and the 

two clusters that are merged at any stage are chosen to produce the least increase.’5 Ward’s method, 
along with the average linkage method, take account of cluster structure, or the similarity between 
groups as opposed to between a pair of individuals, in their calculations. Such an approach is 
generally considered to be an advantage to the respective techniques. Further, their proven ability to 
consistently provide interpretable results has led to their widespread use in many fields, including 
archaeology. 
 
The procedure involved with all hierarchical agglomerative methods of cluster analysis is similar, 
despite the wide variety of techniques available. In each case the process begins with the 
computation of a similarity or ‘distance matrix’ between every variable for every site, eventually 

producing a dendrogram of the information.6 Dendrograms are two-dimensional diagrams illustrating 

the fusions or divisions in the data set at each stage of the procedure.7 The dendrogram cumulates 

with all sites organised into one group or ‘cluster’8 All methods rely on the fusing of individuals, or 
groups of individuals, which are most similar in nature. The differences between the various methods 
occur due to the divergent modes by which the distance (or similarity) between individuals and 

groups is defined.9 In particular, Ward’s Method: 
 

                                            
1 Everitt op. cit., 24. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Stout op. cit., 213. cf Wishart 1970. 
5 Baxter 1994, 142. 
6 Everitt op. cit., 25.  
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
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‘... proposes that at any stage of an analysis the loss of information which results 
from the grouping of individuals into clusters can be measured by the total sum of 
squared deviations of every point from the mean of the cluster to which it belongs. At 
each step in the analysis, union of every possible pair of clusters is considered and 
the two clusters whose fusion results in the minimum increase in the error sum of 

squares are combined.’1 
 

As mentioned above, one of the main attractions of cluster analysis is the objectivity of its approach. 
However, it is actually the case that each clustering technique is designed to locate and segregate 
certain forms of clusters and may result in the distortion of the data to accommodate this ideal. As 
Gordon indicates: ‘Clustering criteria have not escaped dependence on an underlying model for the 

data; it is simply more deeply buried.’2 The problems of cluster analysis are far too many and varied 
to attempt a comprehensive discussion here. However, a basic review of the difficulties is presented 
in Appendix 6.1. 
 
For the purposes of this thesis, the calculation of both the cluster analysis and principal components 
analysis was undertaken by Professor Richard Wright of MV Arch. Ltd., NSW, Australia, using the MV-
Arch system developed at the Department of Anthropology, University of Sydney. The table below 
(Fig. 6.1.) lists the thirteen variables which were analysed for all 155 ringfort sites. 

 
Fig. 6.1. Variables used in the cluster analysis procedure. 

 
Maximum Internal Diameter Height of Bank 1 Fosse Depth 
Maximum Overall Diameter Height of Bank 2 Degree of Locational Slope 

Aspect (East) 
 

Centrality Index Locational Altitude 

Aspect (West) Distance to Townland Centre  
Distance to Nearest 

Neighbour 
Distance to Ecclesiastical 

Centre 
 

 
As noted, the result of cluster analysis is the production of a series of clusters. What no form of 
analysis can do, however, is to decide whether these results have any archaeological significance; 
this can only be ascertained by the close examination of the clusters themselves. As outlined above, 
the first step in this process is to decide the number of clusters present. The process implemented 

here was that of a ‘computer intensive randomisation method’ as designed by Wright.3 The results of 
this test indicates that one is statistically justified in selecting 2, 12, 5 or 7 clusters, in that order of 
significance. All other divisions of the data indicated a probability of being randomly created greater 
than the 0.05% level, and are thus statistically insignificant. After consideration, it was decided to 

select the 5-cluster level for examination.4 This decision was taken in a somewhat arbitrary manner 
as the resultant number clusters were perceived as being neither too large nor too small for adequate 
discussion (Fig. 6.2.). Having selected this five-cluster level for detailed spatial evaluation, it now 
becomes necessary to investigate those variables which make each cluster different from the others. 
 

                                            
1 Op. cit., 31. cf Ward 1963. 
2 Gordon 1981, 122. 
3 Pers. Comm. Prof. Richard Wright. cf Manly 1991. 
4 See Appendices 6.2-6.6 for a full listing of the ringforts which comprise each cluster 
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Fig. 6.2. Dendrogram of the last five cycles of ‘Ward’s Method’ for cluster analysis. 
 
To aid in this task, two statistics were implemented to allow greater ease in the interpretation of the 
clusters. The first of these is the F-ratio statistic and is ‘... derived by dividing the standard deviation 

of a variable in a cluster by the overall standard deviation of that variable.’1 Thus, the lowest 
returned F-ratios indicate those variables which are most similar within a cluster. The expected F-
ratio from a random sample is 1.00, although any value in excess of 0.5 is not considered significant 

in cluster analysis.2 The second statistic which was employed is the calculation of the T-value. The 
computation for this statistic is performed by ‘...subtracting the mean value of a cluster variable 
within a cluster from the variable’s overall mean and dividing this by that variable’s standard 

deviation within the cluster.’3 The use of this statistic lies in that it indicates how different the values 
of a variable within a cluster are from those of the entire data set. In this instance, a returned value 
of 0.00 would be expected from a purely random sample. Positive and negative results indicate 

whether the mean of the cluster variable is greater than or less than the mean for the entire sample.4 
It must be borne in mind that the exploitation of such a statistical method is a relatively unusual 
method which evaluates clusters in a univariate way. The computation of these values has been 
included to give as much ground as possible for comparison with Stout’s work. However, the question 
of relating the variables to the different clusters is much more conventional interpretation of the 
principal components analysis, below. 
 
Summary of results 
A summary of the results of the cluster analysis are now presented, with a more detailed examination 
of their properties and distribution presented separately below. After study of the results of the 
cluster analysis it was decided to choose the five-cluster level, i.e. to accept a five-fold division of the 
corpus of ringforts for further analysis. In brief, it may be noted that Cluster I sites are all univallate 
and are located on some of the lowest available slopes in the study area. These sites are also located 
close to both ecclesiastical centres and to their nearest neighbours. As a group these ringforts are 
also smaller than average in terms of both their maximum internal and overall diameters. Cluster II 
ringforts are again all univallate sites. The group also represents the smallest overall diameters of any 
cluster. These sites are located at the lowest average altitude and also possess the lowest surviving 
banks for any group. Cluster III is the only collection of ringforts from the study area to possess both 
bivallate and single-banked members. They have the second highest average distances to 
ecclesiastical centres and are the most isolated group in terms of their nearest neighbours. In 
morphological terms they have the second highest average internal diameters and over half possess 
an external fosse, the highest percentage for any cluster. Cluster IV ringforts are again all univallate 
sites and are located on the highest settled land and on the steepest slopes. A number of these sites 
are also built up internally, apparently in an attempt to compensate for these slopes. The final group, 
Cluster V, is composed exclusively of bivallate sites. These ringforts are located on the flattest 
available land and possess the both the largest maximum internal and overall diameters. 

                                            
1 Stout op. cit., 215. Based on Alexander 1983, 82. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
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Cluster I 

Fig. 6.3. Cluster I: 57 Cases (36.77%) 
 

Variable 
 

F-ratio 
Cluster 
Mean 

 
Variable 

 
T-value 

Cluster 
Mean 

Vallation 0.00 0.00 Fosse Depth 0.73 0.04m 
Height Bank 2 0.00 0.00m Nearest Neighbour 0.59 245.17m 
Fosse Depth 0.28 0.04m Overall Diameter 0.48 37.97m 

Height Bank 1 0.52 1.57m Height Bank 1 0.44 1.57m 
Nearest Neighbour 0.53 245.17m Ecclesiastical D. 0.38 2779.57

m 
 
Cluster I represents 57 ringforts, making it the largest single group within the study area. As a group, 
they appear to represent the ‘typical’ ringfort of this area, and as such would seem to be analogous 

to Stout’s Cluster 3 sites.1 All sites are univallate (F = 0.00) and lie on below average slopes, the 
cluster mean being 1.54˚ (T = 0.29). In both their distances to ecclesiastical centres and to nearest 
neighbours they are below the mean for the entire corpus of ringforts of the study area. Average 
distance to ecclesiastical centre for this cluster is c.2.25km (T = 0.38), while the mean distance to 
nearest neighbour is similar to that for Cluster IV at 247.17m (T = 0.59). Also, in terms of both 
internal and external overall diameters, this group is below the average for all ringforts in the area. 
The T-values for each of these variables are, respectively, 0.10 and 0.48, while their respective mean 
measurements are 31.31m and 37.97m. 
 
An important morphological variable for this cluster is the depth of the external fosse (F = 0.28, T = 
0.73); or rather the lack of such, as the group average is a mere 0.04m. While Cluster I possesses 15 
sites with some evidence of an external fosse, the highest number for any group, they represent only 
26.32% of the total number of sites in this cluster. 
 
Two of the sites which form this cluster include Lisroe in Killeenagh (54) and Lissalappauin in 
Kilcloher (53). In both cases the sites lie between the 50ft and 100ft contours, and respectively 
measure 31.5m and 35.18m in internal diameter. Other sites in this cluster include sites 77 and 78, 
in Moveen West and East, respectively. These sites lie between the 100ft and 200ft contours and 
their internal diameters range from 24.6m to 32.5m. Overall, these sites are rather nondescript, but 
provide the bulk of the corpus of ringforts from the Loop Head peninsula. 
 
 
 

Fig. 6.4. Cluster I Soils. 
Soil Type % of Soil Type Observed Expected 

 
Peats 18.69594 0 11 

Brown Podzolics 0.41379 0 0 
Brown Earths 3.12226 17 2 

Podzols 4.28841 0 2 
Gleys 73.89339 40 42 
Totals 100% 57 57 

 
If the members of this cluster are plotted against the relative availability of soils in the area, it 
becomes obvious that there was an avoidance of peats by the builders of the ringforts. 
Simultaneously, there is an important correlation of ringforts on the brown earths, well above what 
would be expected if the sites were randomly distributed over the landscape without reference to soil 
quality. The distribution of sites over the gley soils is similar to that which would be expected, given 
the high percentage of these soils in the area. This pattern is evident for both the other clusters and 

                                            
1 Op. cit., 217-8. 
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for the corpus of ringforts as a whole. Thus it may be concluded that while there are obvious and 
important correlations between soil quality and the choice of ringfort location in the Loop Head area, 
it is similar for all clusters and is not an influencing factor between them. As all clusters are 
remarkably similar in this respect, the tables illustrating the correlations between the ringforts and 
the various soil types will be included in the commentary on each cluster, but will not be discussed in 
any greater detail. 
 
Six ringforts in Cluster I (10.53%) appear to be raised internally. Similar attributes are also evident in 
other clusters, namely Cluster II (one site, 3.13%) and Cluster V (two sites, 10%). An examination of 
the locations of these sites indicates that on average they are built on land with a mean slope of 
1.38˚, markedly lower than the overall average for all sites, of 1.77˚. From this it may be seen that 
these sites lie on the flattest of the available land and this feature may have been deliberately 
incorporated into the building of the sites to raise the internal area above the external ground surface 
to prevent waterlogging. However, whether this feature is actually the result of intentional actions 
during the construction of the site, or is the effect of a natural accretion of deposits during the period 
of use for the ringfort, cannot be ascertained without recourse to excavation. 
 
Due to the large size of this cluster the general distributional characteristic is somewhat difficult to 
define (Map. 6.1). The major group of ringforts is located on the north and south sides of the shallow 
valley of the Moyarta River, which enters the sea at Carrigaholt. The ringforts located on the most 
western fringes of this group lie on the gentle slopes of the only major hillock in the townland of 
Kilballyowen; the ecclesiastical centre of the same name being located on its summit (52.2m/174ft 
OD). A noticeable break in the distribution pattern is visible at this point as no ringforts appear to 
have been constructed in the vicinity of the Kilballyowen complex. However, to the west of this, on 
the western slopes of the hillock, the distributional pattern indicates a group of ten ringforts which, 
again betoken an avoidance of what one may suggest was ecclesiastically controlled land. To the 
south of this is a small, linear distribution of four sites. These are located on, or in close proximity to, 
the more productive brown earths, while avoiding the steep inclines of Rehy Hill to the south and the 
swampy valley floor of the stream leading into Cloghan Lough. A similar, linear distribution is evident 
in the northern portion of the study area, where a series of seven ringforts are located around the 
periphery of the Breaghva ‘bog-land zone.’ Another group of seven ringforts in the eastern portion of 
Lisheencrony townland and the western portion of Doonaha West lie close to the southern and south-
eastern periphery of this same ‘bog-land zone.’ Finally, a group of six sites are located in close 
proximity to the shoreline between Querrin Point and Corlis Point, in the townland of Querrin. 
 
Cluster II 

Fig. 6.5. Cluster II: 32 Cases (20.65%). 
 

Variable 
 

F-ratio 
Cluster 
Mean 

 
Variable 

 
T-value 

Cluster 
Mean 

Vallation 0.00 0.00m Fosse Depth 1.24 0.02m 
Height Bank 2 0.00 0.00m Overall Diameter 1.12 35.18m 
Fosse Depth 0.22 0.13m Altitude 1.07 78.91m 

Overall Diameter 0.48 35.18m Height Bank 1 0.74 1.01m 
Ecclesiastical D. 0.54 2593.95

m 
Slope 0.51 1.77˚ 

 
The 32 ringforts represented in Cluster II are, perhaps, the plainest and ostensibly the least 
interesting of all the sites on the Loop Head peninsula. All the sites in this group are, again, univallate 
(F = 0.00) and this comprises their chief morphological characteristic. Another major morphological 
determinant is their average overall diameter of 35.18m (F = 0.48; T = 1.12), the smallest of all 
cluster averages. In this respect they are similar to Stout’s Cluster 5 ringforts, but are dissimilar in 

that this group is located on low slopes.1 The average height of the principal bank is again the lowest 
for any cluster, at 1.01m (T = 0.74). Interestingly, these sites also posses the lowest average altitude 
at 23.67m (78.91ft) (T = 1.24). Aside from the bivallate sites of Cluster V, this group are also located 
                                            
1 Op. cit., 218-9. 
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on the lowest available slopes, the average being 1.28˚. Of this group, only five possess an external 
fosse (15.62%) (T = 1.24), suggesting that its absence is an important morphological consideration. 
 
Cluster II includes such sites as Lisguire in Kilcloher (47) and ringfort 73 in Lissalougha. The former 
is a somewhat misshapen site, slightly oval in plan, while the latter is the smaller of the two 
conjoined ringforts, the only pair of its kind in the study area. 
 

Fig. 6.6. Cluster II Soils. 
Soil Type % of Soil Type Observed Expected 

 
Peats 18.69594 0 6 

Brown Podzolics 0.41379 0 0 
Brown Earths 3.12226 4 1 

Podzols 4.28841 0 1 
Gleys 73.89339 28 24 
Totals 100% 32 32 

 
The distributional pattern of Cluster II is composed of three distinct locational groups (Map 6.2). The 
first of these is comprises nine sites and lies chiefly in the eastern portion of the study area, generally 
concentrated along the valley of the Doonaha River. One outlier is found slightly to the east, with one 
further to both the east and west, both in close proximity to the coast. The second group, of seven 
ringforts, is located in the southern, central region of the peninsula. A central group of five sites is 
concentrated around the crown of a small hillock (23.34m/77.8ft OD) in the townlands of Rahona 
East and West. A further member of this group is located a short distance to the west, on the lower 
slopes of this hillock. Somewhat further to the west, in Cross townland, is a single outlier on the 
eastern slopes of the slight hillock in Kilballyowen townland, itself dominated by Kilballyowen church. 
The final distributional group within this cluster lies on the southern portion of the peninsula and the 
16 sites of which it is composed are somewhat nucleated by comparison to the preceding. The 
southern portion of this group, in the townlands of Kilcloher and Rehy West are a continuation of the 
linear spread of part of the Cluster IV ringforts which occupy a narrow area between the rising 
uplands of Rehy Hill, to the south and the boggy land on either side of the unnamed stream which 
drains into Cloghaun Lough. The remainder of this group lie along the western slopes of the 
Kilballyowen hillock. One outlier is found somewhat to the east, further up the slope towards the 
former monastic centre at Kilballyowen, yet remaining at a discrete distance from it. 
 
Cluster III 

Fig. 6.7. Cluster III: 23 Cases (14.84%). 
 

Variable 
 

F-ratio 
Cluster 
Mean 

 
Variable 

 
T-value 

Cluster 
Mean 

Vallation 0.82 0.09 Nearest Neighbour - 0.78 620.92m 
Overall Diameter 0.82 43.48m Fosse Depth - 0.46 0.54m 

Slope 0.85 1.64˚ Ecclesiastical D. - 0.45 3674.18
m 

Altitude 1.03 117.26m Height Bank 1 - 0.28 1.97m 
Internal Diameter 1.06 31.86m Overall Diameter 0.82 43.48m 

 
Cluster III represents 23 ringforts and is the only group to be composed of both univallate and 
bivallate sites, as it contains two double-banked examples (F = 0.82). In this sense, Cluster III 

ringforts are similar to Stout’s Cluster 1.1 In terms of this variable they are diametrically opposed to 
Cluster IV, with a mean nearest neighbour distance of 238.32m. This group is, on average, the most 
isolated as its mean nearest neighbour distance is 620.92m, the highest for any cluster (T = - 0.78). 
The presence of a fosse appears to be an important morphological factor in this group as 13 sites 
(56.52%) possess one, the mean depth being 0.54m (T = 0.46). Distance to ecclesiastical centre also 

                                            
1 Op. cit., 215-7. 



Chapter 6: Multivariate analyses 

115 

appears to be a very important element in this group, and the mean distance of c.3.67km (T = - 
0.45) is the second highest for any cluster. 
 
Of interest is the fact that this cluster represents a group of sites with the second highest mean 
values for maximum internal diameter (32.14m; T = - 0.04), maximum overall diameter (43.48m; T 
= - 0.25) and height of bank 1 (1.97m; T = - 0.28). It is tempting to see this group as a second-tier 
of high-status sites, located below the bivallate sites of Cluster V. 
 
Among the sites which comprise this group is the bivallate ringfort of Lismaguine, in Lisheencrony 
(65). It has a relatively small internal diameter of 24.6m, compared with its large overall diameter of 
51.5m. It appears that its large overall diameter, coupled with its significantly smaller internal 
diameter, caused it to be clustered with the site of Lissyhunna/Lissaphunna in Moyarta East (85), its 
overall diameter being 44.87m while its internal diameter measures 37.6m. This site is of particular 
interest as it appears to be close in type to Stout’s Cluster 4 sites which he postulates were capable 
of being used as pounds for seized cattle, as the sites’ large diameters might have allowed a 

multiplicity of activities to be conducted.1 It may be significant, therefore, that Westropp has stated 

that ‘the name seems to mean “pound fort,” i.e., “fort for impounding cattle” .’2 While it may not 
seem logical that a bivallate ringfort should be paired with a univallate site, in this instance it appears 
that ringfort 85 was clustered with number 65 owing to the relatively large differences between their 
respective maximum internal and overall diameters. A further interpretation may also be drawn from 
this result, suggesting that the morphological characteristics of the two ringforts indicate that they 
are of a similarly high status, although one is a univallate site. 
 
The second bivallate ringfort in this cluster is number 19, in the townlands of Cloughaunsavaun and 
Ross. Similarly, it too is a relatively unimpressive site with little to place it out of the ordinary, barring 
its double bank. However, it was paired at the primary level of the cluster analysis with what appears 
to be a univallate site of high status, namely ringfort 31 in Doonaha East. This site possesses an 
above average internal diameter of 36.34m, with the bank measuring 3.9m at its greatest, along with 
a fosse whose maximum dimensions are 1.02m in depth and 6.65m in depth. What this pairing 
implies is that the underlying rational of the clusteration formula ‘recognised’ the statistical similarities 
between these two sites. The archaeological interpretation which follows from this is that if a bivallate 
site is to be seen as an indicator of elevated social status of the occupant, then so too must an 
impressive univallate site. 
 
Interestingly, the most impressive univallate ringfort in the study area, Lisduff in Moveen West (76) 
was paired at the primary level of the cluster analysis with the larger of the two conjoined ringforts in 
Lissalougha (72). The former site, while univallate, is arguably of as high a status as many bivallate 
sites, with its large internal diameter of 40.7m; rock-cut fosse, up to 1.8m deep and 5.4m wide; with 
the rampart measuring up to 5.5m in height. The ringfort of Lissalougha (72) is a similarly high 
status univallate site, with an internal diameter of 30.75m; a fosse up to 5.92m wide and 1.10m 
deep; along with a bank which measures c.3.5m at its maximum height. The conjunction of this site 
with its less impressive neighbour appears to give weight to contention that it was a ringfort of 
relatively high position. 
 
It may be proposed at this point that what the cluster analysis has revealed is an interesting 
intermediary level of ringfort status, one which incorporates the lesser double banked sites along with 
the premier univallate ringforts. This interpretation contradicts the strict, and largely simplistic, 
dichotomy that views bivallate sites as the upper echelon of society with the whole corpus of 
univallate ringforts as a homogenous lower level. Instead, it may be suggested that while this view is 
largely correct, the actual situation may be more complex. What appears to be emerging from the 
cluster analysis at this point is that certain types of bivallate sites, notably those with little to mark 
them apart from the ordinary except their double bank, are equatable in status with the larger and 
more imposing of the univallate sites. For these reasons it seems that Stout’s assertion that such sites 

                                            
1 Op. cit., 218. 
2 Westropp 1909, 126. 



Chapter 6: Multivariate analyses 

116 

represent a secondary tier in Early Christian society, below the impressive bivallate sites of Cluster V 

but above the ‘typical’ ringforts of Cluster I, is correct.1 
 

Fig. 6.8. Cluster III Soils. 
Soil Type % of Soil Type Observed Expected 

 
Peats 18.69594 1 4 

Brown Podzolics 0.41379 0 0 
Brown Earths 3.12226 4 1 

Podzols 4.28841 0 1 
Gleys 73.89339 14 17 
Totals 100% 23 23 

 
Seven of the 23 sites in Cluster III are named on the Ordnance Survey maps, comprising 30.43% of 
the total. Considering that seven of the ringforts in the high status Cluster V are likewise named, it 
would seem to indicate a similarly high status for this cluster also. 
 
One enigmatic feature that was noticed during both the review of the literary sources and the original 

programme of field survey was the presence of what Westropp describes as a ‘banquette’2 or small 
terrace along the inner face of the principal bank of a number of sites. Only three such examples 
have been noted, two associated with this Cluster (76 and 144) and one in Cluster V (66). Westropp 
notes that ‘... Lisheencrony [66], has a very curious feature, rare, but occurring elsewhere, a sort of 
ledge inside the outer ring. ... Whether this was a fighting platform or was palisaded with a ‘sonnach’ 

or stakes is not clear’3. Whether this feature possessed an actual purpose, or is merely a result of the 
slip of the bank over time, cannot be easily resolved without excavation. Although the presence of 
this feature was not included in the statistical analyses of the ringforts, it is notable that it appears to 
be associated with sites in the two highest ranking clusters. Of further interest is the fact that in all 
three instances the feature is associated with ringforts which bear names, again a possible indicator 
of increased social position. 
 
Cluster III has a very scattered distribution with a large proportion of sites located at substantial 
intervals along the northern coast and western end of the peninsula (Map 6.3). A small proportion is 
also to be found along the southern shore line, facing the Shannon Estuary, with a number in closer 
proximity to the border with Kilfearagh Parish. In general, the distributional character of this cluster 
may be described as peripheral with the bulk of these ringforts are found in the outlying regions of 
the study area. 

                                            
1 Stout op. cit., 218-9. 
2 Westropp 1909, 125. 
3 Westropp 1911b, 229. cf Westropp 1908c, 358. 
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Cluster IV 

Fig. 6.9. Cluster IV: 23 Cases (14.84%). 
 

Variable 
 

F-ratio 
Cluster 
Mean 

 
Variable 

 
T-value 

Cluster 
Mean 

Vallation 0.00 0.00m Altitude - 1.05 171.74m 
Height Bank 2 0.00 0.00m Slope - 1.00 3.70˚ 

Nearest Neighbour 0.51 238.32m Nearest Neighbour 0.68 238.32m 
Fosse Depth 0.60 0.12m Ecclesiastical D. - 0.65 2779.57

m 
Height Bank 1 0.85 1.75m Internal Diameter 0.12 31.86m 

 
Cluster IV comprises 23 ringforts, all of which are univallate (F = 0.00), which appears to be their 
chief morphological characteristic. Closely related to this is their locational cohesion in being 
positioned, on average, on the highest available ground (T = - 1.05), the mean being 51.52m 
(171.74ft) OD. Consequently, the sites are also located on the steepest inclines in the area (T = - 
1.00), the average slope being 3.70˚. In terms of locational slope, this group is similar to Stout’s 

Cluster 5.1 This cluster also presents the highest average distances to ecclesiastical centres (T = - 
0.65), the mean being c.3.72km; similar to that for Cluster III. Interestingly, this group possesses the 
average nearest neighbour distances (T = 0.68), the mean being 238.32m. Within this group only 
eight sites have an external fosse, accounting for 34.78% of the ringforts. However, the majority of 
these are shallow and the mean depth is a mere 0.12m. 
 
Sites typical of this cluster include the three ringforts in Rehy East (130 - 2). These range between 
c.30m and 45m in diameter with banks rarely exceeding 1.5m in height, along with shallow fosses. 
 

Fig. 6.10. Cluster IV Soils. 
Soil Type % of Soil Type Observed Expected 

 
Peats 18.69594 0 4 

Brown Podzolics 0.41379 1 0 
Brown Earths 3.12226 6 1 

Podzols 4.28841 0 1 
Gleys 73.89339 16 17 
Totals 100% 23 23 

 
Three of the ringforts in this cluster (13.04%) appear to be partially built up on one side to 
compensate for the gradient of the land and would thus provide a level interior surface. This 
observation is consistent with the majority of sites in this cluster being located at the higher settled 
altitudes and thus on increased slopes. For comparative purposes it may also be noted that only one 
other site, in Cluster I (1.75%), is similarly built up to compensate for the gradient. 
 
The distributional characteristics of this cluster are interesting as it seems to divide into three 
relatively compact groups in the study area along with a minor number of outliers (Map 6.4). The first 
of these groups lies to the north and north-west of Rehy hill, and is comprised of seven sites. The 
next group, also of seven ringforts, is confined to the eastern portion of the study area near the 
border with Kilfearagh parish, having a single outlier to the west in Doonaha West townland. The final 
group of nine sites is somewhat more dispersed, but is located along the northern half of the central 
peninsular area. Of interest is the fact that each of these groups is somewhat linear in distribution. 
This apparent anomaly is easily explained in the case of the latter group as it forms part of a group 
which lie on the slightly higher ground to the north of the large Breaghva ‘bogland zone.’ A similar 
explanation may be postulated for the distribution of the eastern group as it skirts the eastern edge 
of another area of bogland in the northern half of Querrin townland. The group to the north of Rehy 

                                            
1 Stout op. cit., 218-9. 
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hill is of interest as it appears to be situated on the lowest slopes of this hill which is overlain by an 
area of favourable brown earths. The group is bordered to the north by the area of bog-land on either 
side of the stream which flows into Cloghaun Lough. It may further be possible to interpret this 
stream as marking the southern border of the large area of land surrounding the monastic site of 
Kilballyowen. 
 
Cluster V 

Fig. 6.11. Cluster V: 20 Cases (12.90%). 
 

Variable 
 

F-ratio 
Cluster 
Mean 

 
Variable 

 
T-value 

Cluster 
Mean 

Vallation 0.00 1.00 Overall Diameter - 1.17 58.05m 
Slope 0.39 1.17˚ Slope 1.15 1.17˚ 

Fosse Depth 0.42 0.06 Height Bank 2 - 0.86 0.58m 
Nearest Neighbour 0.64 309.38m Height Bank 1 - 0.57 2.90m 
Ecclesiastical D. 0.64 2467.81

m 
Internal Diameter - 0.40 35.40m 

 
Cluster V is the smallest group of ringforts on the Loop Head peninsula and is, perhaps, the most 
interesting of the clusters. The 20 members which constitute this group are exclusively bivallate 
ringforts and account for all but two double-banked sites (F = 0.00). This cluster is remarkably 
coherent as it appears to comprise almost all of the highest ranking sites within the Loop Head area, 

similar to Stout’s Cluster 2.1 Indeed, this cluster is the most compatible with Stout’s, however a 
significant difference is apparent as the ringforts of the south-west midlands exhibit much smaller 

internal diameters in comparison to their overall diameters.2 The reverse is true for the Loop Head 
area ringforts, as they consistently display both large internal areas and external diameters. The sites 
are characterised by their large internal diameters (T = - 0.40), on average 35.40m; along with their 
large overall diameters (T = - 1.17), 58.05m being the mean. In both cases these are the largest for 

any clusters, which may be paralleled with Stout’s Cluster 4.3 It is also of interest to note that slope 
is an important determinant for this cluster (F = 0.39), the mean locational slope being 1.17˚, the 
lowest mean for any cluster. Another important determinant for this group is the external fosse depth 
(F = 0.42). As only three sites (15%) possess an external fosse it is apparent that this absence is an 
important cluster determinant. 
 
In the forgoing tests of correlation one factor of particular interest was noted, namely the apparent 
relationship between bivallate sites and the height of the internal bank. This relationship again 
emerges in this cluster where the average for the height of bank 1 is 2.90m (T = - 0.57), the highest 
for any group. A number of explanations have been postulated above, however, with the added 
weight of the evidence from cluster analysis it seems reasonable to suggest that the bivallate sites 
were planned and constructed as a single unit. By this it may be understood that bivallate ringforts 
were initially built as double-banked sites and the external rampart was not a later accretion. 
Alternately, it may be postulated that if, at least some, bivallate sites were originally conceived as 
single-banked structures, that the rise in status associated with the construction of a second bank 
also necessitated the enlargement of the inner rampart. However, without the careful excavation of a 
potentially significant ringfort or group of sites to answer this question, it must remain as speculation. 
 
Among this cluster are such premier sites as Lissagreenaun in Moyarta West (87). This is a site with 
a very large internal diameter of 49.82m, and an overall diameter of 73.5m. The maximum height of 
the internal bank is 4.5m, with a clear entrance feature to the east. An intermediate fosse is visible 
between the banks, measuring 6.8m wide and 0.94m deep. Also in this group is the magnificent 
ringfort in Carrownaweelaun (10). Morphologically, this site approaches Stout’s Cluster 2 sites in so 
far as premier sites of the south-west midlands are characterised by small internal diameters in 

                                            
1 Op. cit., 217. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Op. cit., 218. 
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conjunction with large external diameters.1 In this instance the internal diameter is a mere 28.48m, 
while the maximum external diameter is 52.38m. Both ramparts of the site are of immense size, the 
internal bank measuring up to 1.5m in height, while the external component reaches a height of 1m. 
The intermediate fosse between the banks reaches c.1.2m depth in places. There is also evidence to 
suggest that there was a, third, smaller bank external to the site again. 
 

Fig. 6.12. Cluster V Soils. 
Soil Type % of Soil Type Observed Expected 

 
Peats 18.69594 1 4 

Brown Podzolics 0.41379 0 0 
Brown Earths 3.12226 2 0 

Podzols 4.28841 0 1 
Gleys 73.89339 17 15 
Totals 100% 20 20 

 
Seven of the ringforts in this Cluster are named on the Ordnance Survey maps (35.00%). If this is 
compared with the low status groups of Cluster I (nine named ringforts, 15.79%) and Cluster II (one 
site, 3.12%); along with the higher status Cluster III sites (seven ringforts, 30.43%) it may be 
argued that such a high incidence of named forts corresponds broadly with increased status. 
 
Cluster V is generally dispersed throughout the study area with a slight concentration in the central 
section of the peninsula (Map 6.5). The eastern range of this distributional pattern partially skirts the 
southern edges of the Breaghva and northern-Querrin ‘bog-land zones’ with one site on the western 
range of the Doonagha River valley. Two outliers are present to the west of the main concentration in 
the townlands of Quilty and Cloughaunsavaun. 
 
Discussion 
In brief, it has been suggested that there are adequate reasons to believe that five distinct clusters of 
ringforts are present within the corpus of the Loop Head area. It may also be observed that while 
Alexander’s T-values and F-ratios are reliable up to a certain point, a more in-depth, multivariate 
approach is called for before an adequate understanding of the variables which influence ringfort 
morphology and location on the Loop Head peninsula can be achieved. 
 
6.3 Principal components analysis 
The use of principal components analysis within archaeology is one of the more common multivariate 
applications. It has been exploited in the fields of artefact compositional analysis; inter-assemblage 

comparisons, along with its use in morphological and typological analyses.2  
 
The ultimate aim of principal components analysis is to provide an effective means of data analysis 
which allows important structural features to be easily discerned. In specific terms, principal 
components analysis may be applied to an archaeological data set to provide a two-dimensional 
graphic representation of the rows of this data matrix. This approach is intended to facilitate the 
examination of sites and their relationships with the individual variables. Principal components 
analysis may also be applied to extract a two-dimensional representation of the variables used in the 
data matrix and how these relate to actual sites. Finally, by analysing these two representations in 
terms of each other, information may be gleaned as to how various sites affect the structure of the 

whole.3 In general terms, the objective of the technique is to isolate those variables which contribute 
most to the variability between the individual sites in the study group. This degree of variability is 

                                            
1 Op. cit., 217. 
2 Baxter op. cit., 48. 
3 Op. cit., 49. 
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known as the first principal component.1 The next variable which contributes most to the variability 
of the group is designated as the second principal component. In this way there are as many principal 
components as there are variables. However, it has been observed that the most significant degrees 

of variability are usually accounted for by the first two principal components.2 
 
At a more technical level, one way in which principal components analysis may be seen to operate is 
that ‘... it attempts to approximate the (p-dimensional) Euclidean distance between the rows of a 

data matrix in just two dimension ...’3 Baxter gives the definition of the p-dimensional, squared 

Euclidean distance as:4 
 

   dik
2 = (yi1 − yk1)2 + ( yi2 − yk2 )2 +...+( yip − ykp )2  

 

  
= (yij − ykj)

2

j
∑  

 

The purpose of this formula is to generalise ‘... the definition of distance in everyday space.’5 A 
consequence of such a spatial definition is that high-value variables will contribute more to the results 
of the principal components analysis than variables composed of low values. When variables differ 
widely in their variance, only those possessing a wide variance will contribute in any significant way 
to the analysis. In this way, if unstandardised variables are used in the analysis, it is likely that only a 

small number of variables will influence the final outcome, effectively ignoring pertinent information.6 
If a logarithmic transformation is performed on the data this problem may be effectively countered. 
However, it may also result in low variables becoming dominant and, again, leading to inaccurate 

results.7 It is in an effort to avoid these problems that data is regularly standardised after 
transformation. The objective of this standardisation is to give all variables an equal weight, or 

variance, so that each may potentially contribute to the principal components analysis.8 There are a 
number of points of view as to how, and in what circumstances, data should be transformed and 

standardised for analysis.9 However, this discussion is only relevant if all the variables are measured 
in similar units. Since the data matrix for the Loop Head area ringforts includes measurements in both 
metrical units and degrees, it was considered most appropriate that the information be standardised, 

though not transformed.10 
 
The next step is to generate a covariance matrix for the variables. The aim of this operation is the 

production of a new set of variables which are uncorrelated with each other.11 From this the 

percentage variance is calculated by analysis of the eigenvalues for the rows of the data.12 In this 
way the highest value becomes the first principal component, the next greatest becoming the second 
principal component, and continuing thus for all the variables employed. In the case of the Loop Head 

                                            
1 Orton 1980, 56-7. Shennan 1988, 249-53. 
2 Op. cit., 57. 
3 Baxter op. cit., 63. 
4 Op. cit., 64. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. cf Pollard, 1986. 
9 For a comprehensive review of this debate see Baxter 1994, 64-5. 
10 Pers. Comm. Prof. Richard Wright. 
11 cf Baxter 1994, 240-51 for a comprehensive review of the underlying mathematics of this process. 
12 Orton 1980, 58. 
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data the first principal component produced an eigenvalue of 2.96 and accounted for 22.74% of the 
variability within the set. The second principal component produced an eigenvalue of 1.75 and 
accounted for 13.48% of the variability. Owing to the high number of complex calculations involved in 

such a multivariate technique, these operations are routinely performed by computer.1 
 

                                            
1 cf Orton 1980 for a more in-depth explanation of the mathematical process involved. 
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2nd Principal Component

Ringforts

Fig. 6.13. Principal components analysis scattergram for Loop Head area ringforts. 
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Fig. 6.14. PCA scattergram of variable distribution for Loop Head area ringforts. 
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Discussion 
The question which must now be addressed is that of how the results of the principal components 
analysis (Fig. 6.13) may be understood. It is most productive to see the two scattergrams as being 
interpretable in terms of each other. By this it may be understood that objects (ringforts) which lie in 
one area of the first scattergram are characterised by those variables which are located in the same 
relative area of the second scattergram (Fig. 6.14). However, one important caveat exists with this 
particular method of interpretation, namely that objects and variables which are represented near the 
centroids, or ‘cross-hairs,’ of the scattergrams are not characterised by either of the principal 
components. In this way the ringforts which are located in the area of the centroid are 

‘uninterestingly ordinary.’1 
 
Once this proviso is understood we may observe that the ringforts which appear on the right of the 
scattergram are characterised by high values for the variables of measurement and thus tend to be 

large ringforts (e.g. Nos. 7, 66, 150, 19, 32 and 10).2 With the exception of the variable of vallation, 
none of the non-measurement variables are located in this region and it may thus be seen that the 
tendency to be bivallate is closely linked to increased size over all measurement variables. It may be 
seen that there is no extreme scatter of ringforts to the left of the diagram, though those which lie 
along this periphery are somewhat smaller in size and have a higher likelihood of being univallate. Of 
interest is the observation that size and vallation appear to bear little significant relationship to such 
non-measurement variables as slope, altitude, townland centrality, aspect along with both distance to 
ecclesiastical centres and to nearest neighbours. 
 
When one comes to examine the second principal component, demonstrated in the vertical axis, it is 
apparent that the upper portion of the diagram characterises ringforts located on sloping ground with 
higher altitudes which tend to be more centrally located within townlands and which also display a 
marginally greater distance to ecclesiastical centres. The ringforts which lie in the upper part of this 
scattergram also show the greatest deviation from southerliness and westerliness in their aspect (e.g. 
2, 140, 94, 6 etc.). Conversely, it may be seen that these sites display the greatest propensity for 
location on northerly and easterly facing slopes. The location of ringforts in this area of the 
scattergram also indicate a slight tendency to be in close proximity to their nearest neighbours. 
Following from this it may be seen that ringforts located in the lower portion of the vertical axis show 
a proclivity towards location on southerly and westerly slopes and have an increased likelihood to be 
more distant from their nearest neighbours. Such sites also tend to be located on more level ground 
and consequently at lower altitudes. They also tend to be less centrally located within the townland 
structure and have lesser distances to ecclesiastical centres. 
 

Fig. 6.15. Comparisons between maximum and minimum Eigenvalues for Clusters I - V 
over 1st and 2nd Principal Components. 

Cluster 
(Ringforts) 

I 
(57) 

II 
(32) 

III 
(23) 

IV 
(23) 

V 
(20) 

Principal 
Components 

max. min. max. min. max. min. max. min. max. min. 

1st 
 

0.09 -0.14 0.01 -0.13 0.47 -0.11 0.13 -0.16 0.52 0.01 

2nd 
 

0.15 -0.16 0.12 -0.18 0.19 -0.20 0.46 0.08 0.11 -0.16 

 
The substantive issue which must be addressed at this point is that of understanding the nature of 
the previously derived clusters. Following Orton, a table was drawn up (Fig. 6.15) illustrating the 

                                            
1 Pers. Comm. Prof. Richard Wright. 
2 To avoid unnecessary overprinting of data, the PCA sequence numbers have been used. Appendix 6.7 
provides a correlation between these and the SMR codes. 
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highest and lowest eigenvalues of each of the principal components. The results are also presented in 

diagrammatic form below (Figs. 6.16 & 6.17).1 
 

Ranges of Eigenvalues Values of First Principal

Component for Clusters I - V.
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Fig. 6.16. Ranges of values of first principal component for Clusters I - V. 
 

Ranges of Eigenvalues Values of Second Principal

Component for Clusters I - V.
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Fig. 6.17. Ranges of values of second principal component for Clusters I - V. 
 

                                            
1 Orton 1980, 60. 
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From these representations we may observe that Clusters III and V include the largest ringfort sites 
within the Loop Head area, both in terms of measurement and in the degree of vallation (Fig. 6.16). 
In contrast to this it may be observed that Cluster II is composed of univallate ringforts of a much 
smaller scale. It may be noted that there is a certain lack of distinction between a number of groups, 
namely, Clusters I, II and IV. 
 
An analysis of the second principal component shows a general lack of distinction between the 
majority of clusters in terms of the locational variables (Fig. 6.17). The exception to this is Cluster IV 
which displays a propensity for the ringforts in this group to be located on higher ground and at a 
further remove from ecclesiastical centres and with slightly lesser distances to nearest neighbours. It 
may also be observed from the accompanying diagrams that Clusters I and II show the most 
similarities and thus it may be argued that they should be merged. 
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Fig. 6.18. Principal components analysis scattergram for Loop Head area ringforts, re-coded by 
cluster membership. 
 
If the ringforts principal components analysis diagram (Fig. 6.13) is now taken and the numerical 
codes replaced by symbols based on cluster membership, a more visually comprehensible format will 
be achieved (Fig. 6.18). In this way the interaction of groups may begin to be appreciated in a more 
holistic manner and the true complexity of cluster formation and membership may be observed. In 
simple terms, what is being sought is an understanding of how each of the clusters are formed and 
which variables characterise them most comprehensively. 
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I       II    III   IV   V
Cluster:

Ringforts: Partial Plot (Centroid Area)

1st Principal Component

Fig. 6.19. Enlarged section of centroid area of principal components analysis scattergram for Loop 
Head area ringforts, re-coded by cluster membership. 
 
By comparing this figure and the enlarged centroid (cross-hairs) section (Fig. 6.19) with Fig. 6.18 we 
may appreciate that Cluster I is not greatly characterised by any of the variables, the slight spread to 
the left of the scattergram indicating smaller physical dimensions and a tendency to be univallate. As 
noted above, Cluster II is largely similar, though the emphasis of the group is more towards location 
in low-lying areas with lesser distances to ecclesiastical centres. 
 
Cluster III ringforts are somewhat more disparate in their distribution among the principal 
components. They range over the major characteristics from high to low and may be seen as the 
least compact and well defined of all the groups. 
 
Alternatively, Cluster IV is a very well defined group in terms of the locational variables. The cluster is 
principally defined by higher scores for the variables of altitude, townland centrality and distance to 
ecclesiastical centres. Consequently these ringforts have lesser nearest neighbour distances. They are 
also characterised by lesser scores for the major measurement variables and thus tend to be smaller 
in size and also tend to be univallate. 
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Cluster V is also well defined, in this instance by high scores for the variables of measurement, 
located on the right of the graph. As stated previously, ringforts which lie in this area of the diagram 
also have a greater tendency to be bivallate. Ringforts in this cluster are also characterised by greater 
fosse depths and a marginally increased tendency towards isolation from nearest neighbours whit an 
approximately similar tendency to be in closer proximity to ecclesiastical centres. 
 
In general terms, while the majority of clusters have been shown to be largely compact and well 
defined, a certain degree of overlapping is obviously present between all groups. However, such 
overlapping should not be seen in a negative light. Instead, it must be acknowledged that cluster 
analysis and principal components analysis observe the data in markedly different ways. In the first 
instance, cluster analysis works within the thirteen-dimensional space to evaluate similarities, while 
principal components analysis projects down from the thirteen-dimensions of the variable space into 
the two-dimensions of the scattergram. Where there is statistically significant structure in the data 
the results of both analyses will tend to be similar, which is exactly how the current situation may be 
interpreted. 
 
6.4 Randomisation tests of the data 
From the foregoing it may be observed that this principal components analysis of the Loop Head 
ringfort data quite accurately describes the groups previously produced by cluster analysis. Although 
principal components analysis may be seen to obviate the need for such methods as Alexander’s F-
ratios and T-values which attempt to simplify the inherently complex structure of p-dimensional 

clusters in a univariate manner1. However, it may be argued that principal components analysis is of 
lesser value as it does not permit the mathematical calculation of statistical significance. Instead, 
principal components analysis has been substituted as a descriptive multivariate technique, appealed 
to the pattern in the scattergram of variables, but omitting tests of statistical significance. 
 
In an attempt to dismiss such objections it was decided to apply a randomisation test on the results 

of the principal components analysis.2 The null hypothesis (H0) for such a test is that there is no 
relationship between the selected variables for the Loop Head area ringforts, other than that which 
can be reasonably attributed to chance. 
 
The implications of this null hypothesis may be emulated by the randomisation of the variables. Thus, 
each variable is taken and the actual values are randomly reassigned to the ringforts. Following this a 
new principal components analysis is performed and the first and second pseudo-eigenvalues are 
noted. These two pseudo-eigenvalues are then taken as a measure of the tendency for the variables 

to correlate.3 
 
What is being sought at this point is whether the actual eigenvalues, of 2.69 for the first principal 
component and 1.75 for the second principal component, are significantly larger than the pseudo-
eigenvalues produced by the randomised data. The rational which lies behind this procedure is simply 
that larger eigenvalues indicate larger correlation structure in the data matrix. In this way, 
randomised data should, on average, return lower pseudo-eigenvalues if one is to read significance 
into the actual results. To this end a principal components analysis was applied 999 times, each time 
with the data set freshly randomised. When this procedure was complete, a count was made of the 
number of times that the pseudo-eigenvalues exceeded their respective actual eigenvalues. It was 
decided to set acceptable significance at the 0.05% level. In this way, if the actual eigenvalues were 
exceeded more than one in twenty times the null hypothesis would have to be accepted, indicating 
that there was no reason to believe that the results of the original principal components analysis 
could be attributable to anything other than chance occurrence. 
 

                                            
1 Alexander 1983, 82. 
2 Pers. Comm. Prof. Richard Wright. 
3 Ibid. 
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However, the results of applying 999 randomisations to the Loop Head area data indicate a very high 
degree of statistical significance for both the first and second principal components. In fact, on no 
occasion were the actual eigenvalues exceeded in magnitude by the pseudo-eigenvalues. Thus there 
is less than a one in one thousand probability that the original results are due to random 
circumstance. From this the null hypothesis may be rejected at the 0.001% level and the alternative 
hypothesis (H1)accepted. 
 
6.5 Summary and conclusions 
In an effort to examine the complex interactions of locational and morphological variables which may 
lead to a viable classification for the ringforts of the Loop Head area, the data was subjected to 
cluster analysis and the results validated using principal components analysis. 
 
From these analyses it also appears that there is great difficulty in attempting a direct correlation 
between the clusters proposed for the ringforts of the Loop Head area, and those presented by Stout 
for the south-west midlands. The primary implication of this observation is that the ringforts of this 
area are significantly different from those of the south-west midlands, and cannot be categorised in 
the same manner. In brief, while Stout’s Cluster 3 appears to be a reasonable parallel for the Loop 
Head Cluster I ringforts, none of the latter are appreciably raised internally. Stout’s Cluster 5 sites are 
similar to this author’s Cluster II sites, in so far as both represent the ringforts with the smallest 
overall diameters. However, Stout’s sites are commonly found on the steepest inhabited slopes, while 
Cluster II ringforts are located on among the lowest slopes in the study area. The Loop Head Cluster 
III ringforts are similar to Stout’s Cluster 1 sites as both are the only groups to contain univallate and 
bivallate sites. However, in other important locational and morphological variables they are markedly 
different. Cluster IV ringforts have no ready parallels in Stout’s analysis, barring perhaps his Cluster 5 
sites in that both are located on the steepest slopes in each of the respective study areas. Perhaps, 
the closest parallels are between Stout’s Cluster 2 sites and the Loop Head Cluster V ringforts as both 
groups are easily identifiable as containing the highest status ringforts in their areas, all of which are 
bivallate. They do however differ in one important factor as the sites in the south-west midlands are 
characterised by small internal diameters in comparison to their large overall diameters, while the 
Loop Head ringforts are notable for both large maximum internal and overall diameters. 
 
Unfortunately, the solution to why exactly these differences occur cannot be easily answered. 
However, it may be postulated that regional variations in topography between the two areas and the 
related marginal nature of the soils of the Loop Head peninsula must have had a significant influence 
on the adaptation of the ringfort to this territory. For example, these differences may have been due 
to the generally low lying nature of the land of the peninsula, making redundant the need for ringforts 
morphologically adapted to steep and high altitude areas. Neither does there appear to be the high 
prominence of ecclesiastical centres nor identifiable important Early Christian roadways in the Loop 
Head area that may have had a substantial influence on the social position of ringfort occupants in 
their vicinity. Other considerations which cannot be easily addressed include the question of the 
contemporaneity of sites and the degree to which Brehon law was enforced and observed in this 
isolated area. 
 
However, a preliminary ranking of the Loop Head area clusters may be attempted at this point. The 
ringforts of Cluster V easily appear to be the highest ranking in the area as the group is composed 
exclusively of bivallate sites which are located on the flattest available land and possess the both the 
largest maximum internal and overall diameters. Thirty-five percent of these sites are named on the 
OS maps, the highest for any cluster. 
 
Directly below them in terms of status, appear to be the ringforts of Cluster III, as they incorporate 
the most impressive univallate sites along with a small number of bivallate sites. They have the 
second highest average distances to ecclesiastical centres and are the most isolated group in terms of 
their nearest neighbours. In morphological terms this group have the second highest average internal 
diameters and over half possess an external fosse, the highest percentage for any cluster. Thirty 
percent of these sites are named on the OS maps, the second highest for any group. When this is 
viewed in terms of the percentage of named Cluster V ringforts, it may be argued that the persistence 
of names associated with individual sites is an identifier of elevated status. 
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Below this again are the common, or ‘typical’ univallate ringforts of Cluster I, which make up the 
largest single group within the corpus of ringforts. These ringforts are located on some of the lowest 
available slopes in the study area, second only to the high status Cluster V sites. Cluster I sites are 
also located relatively close to both ecclesiastical centres and to their nearest neighbours. These 
ringforts are also smaller than average in terms of both their maximum internal and overall 
diameters. In almost every way these sites present themselves as being closest to the average for 
the Loop Head area, and may thus be seen as the most representative of their type for the whole 
peninsula. 
 
The univallate Cluster IV sites appear to represent a lower degree of status again as they are located 
on the highest settled altitudes and on the steepest slopes, largely separated from other sites. The 
fact that a number of these sites are also built up internally, presumably an attempt to compensate 
for these slopes, may be interpreted in terms of the utilisation of less desirable locations. This in turn 
may possibly be viewed as an indicator of the lesser status of their inhabitants. 
 
The lowest group of all on this social scale appear to be the univallate ringforts of Cluster II. The 
group also represents the lowest average overall diameters of any cluster, meaning that the group 
represents the smallest ringforts in the study area. These sites are located at the lowest average 
altitude and also possess the lowest surviving banks for any group. In all the analyses of this cluster, 
these ringforts are consistently smaller in every respect than any other group. It is on this basis that 
these sites are postulated as belonging to the lowest social group on the Loop Head peninsula. 
 
What must now be explored are the relationships between these clusters on the landscape and with 
other monuments of contemporary date. The cumulation of this effort will go towards the 
reconstruction of the Early Christian landscape of the Loop Head peninsula. This will be attempted in 
the following chapter. 
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Chapter 7 
 

Towards a reconstruction of Early Christian settlement and society for the 
Loop Head peninsula. 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
7.1 Introduction 
The distribution of all five cluster groups of ringforts is shown on Map 7.1. At this scale the general 
distribution of the ‘typical’ Cluster I ringforts throughout the study area can be observed. It also 
becomes apparent that this contrasts markedly with the somewhat more peripheral distribution of 
Cluster III. This is confirmed in terms of the nearest neighbour distances for the group, being the 
highest for any cluster (c.620m), and also in their relative isolation from ecclesiastical centres 
(c.3.7km). Cluster V ringforts are among the most closely spaced sites (c.238m) and are usually 
found in proximity to Cluster I and II ringforts. However, the chief point of note at this point is that a 
distributional analysis at this scale is insufficient to examine the relationships between individual 
ringforts and the overarching context of the landscape, upon which the multivariate analyses are 
based. In an attempt to gain a fuller understanding of these relationships a number of areas were 
selected from the Ordnance Survey 6” sheets (Map 7.2). The areas were selected to display the 
widest possible variety of terrains on the peninsula along with a comprehensive array of surviving 

ringforts of various cluster types.1 Analysis of this nature cannot rely solely on information gleaned 
from maps, but must ultimately be tempered with the experience of intensive field survey where 
individual ringforts and the general landscape are known to the surveyor from long association and 
repeated visiting of the sites. In this way the analysis must take on a less statistical character and 
thus become balanced in a fusion of both objective and intuitive methods. This is the approach which 
will be attempted in the following chapter. 
 
7.2 Analysis of detailed study areas 
Detailed study area No. 1 

Map 7.3 represents an area of c.8.29km2 along the high cliffs that form the northern coastline of the 

Loop Head peninsula. The average density of ringforts in this area is 1.81/km2, though when all 
enclosures and ecclesiastical sites of a possibly contemporary date are included the figure for the 

area is 2.77/km2. The most obvious features of this distribution is the general trend for the location 
of ringforts on the sheltered southern slopes of both Moveen and Knocknagarhoon Hills and the 
avoidance of the lower altitude land in the valley of the Lisheen River. Two major groups are 
separated by the Lisheen River which flows generally north-west, entering the sea at Bealanaglass or 
Goleen Bay. The course of the river also forms the borders between Moveen West on the north and 
Carrownaweelaun and Breaghva on the south. The two major groupings of sites are both located on 
or in close proximity to small pockets of the Tullig series of Brown Earths, the best land available in 
the area. Each grouping appears to have a high status Cluster V ringfort at its centre, possibly 
representing the homestead of a prominent, local individual. In the case of the Moveen West group 
the Cluster V ringfort (79) is closely surrounded by three ‘typical’ Cluster I sites (77 - 79). However, 
the second grouping, centred on the Cluster V ringfort (7) in the townland of Carrownaweelaun, is 
surrounded at a slight remove by five lower status Cluster IV ringforts (4, 6 - 8 & 59). This 
difference in distribution is of particular interest as it is obvious that the Cluster IV ringforts are either 
located on the 50ft - 100ft (15.24m - 30.48m) contour or above the 200ft (60.96m) contour. It is also 
of interest to note that three of these ringforts (4, 6 & 59) display evidence of having been built up 
on their downslope section to provide a level internal area. This may possibly indicate that a special 
effort was taken in their construction to allow their close positioning to the area of higher quality 
brown earth soils to the west on Knocknagarhoon hill. It is possible that these, relatively, more poorly 
sited ringforts could have functioned either as cattle enclosures or as the homesteads of lesser status 
farmers along the outer edge of a circle of influence centred on the Cluster V ringfort (7) in the 
townland Carrownaweelaun. 

                                            
1 Destroyed sites are marked ‘D’ while unclassified and potential earthworks known from aerial photography 
are respectively marked ‘U’ and ‘A’. 
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In the case of the Moveen West group of sites, the three ‘typical’ Cluster I ringforts surrounding the 
main bivallate ringfort in the townland (79) are located on similar quality land and in the same 
contour bracket as the high status Cluster V site. This would seem to suggest the presence of an 
affluent community which could support such a group of ringforts. Indeed, the area to the east of this 
group is devoid of ringforts, though it supports good quality grazing and is largely sheltered from the 
brunt of the Atlantic storms by low hills to the north. There is one further element that may be 
postulated for the location of this group which has not been assessed by other writers, though has 
been suggested for earlier periods. Specifically, this is an increased level of desirability of a site 
location owing to the previous activity on the site. Raftery has postulated that the sites of a number 
of hill forts may have been influenced by the presence of Neolithic cairns which could have been used 
by the builders in an attempt to legitimise their claim to power. He argues that the presence of 
prehistoric burial mounds ‘... might have been seen as enduring symbols of the ancient integrity of 

the tribe, emphasising the stability of the people and their direct links with past generations’.1 In this 
area there is a standing-stone c.200m to the north of the Cluster III ringfort (76) along with a 

possible ring-barrow located between sites 78 and 190.2 The area is also noted in the annals as the 

site of the battle of Slieve Cailgé in AM 3790.3 While the veracity of such an event may be 
questionable, it does add to the overall impression of an area of some local importance in the 
prehistoric period. While no definitive proposal can be put forward at this time, it may be tentatively 
suggested, similar to Raftery’s hypothesis, that some attempt was being made to legitimise the 
builder’s claim to power. As Raftery also notes that ancient burial mounds regained their status as 
inaugurational and ceremonial sites during the Medieval period, it may not be stretching credulity too 

much to suggest that this same process may have continued through the Early Christian era.4 
 
While one is unwilling to read too much into this, such a theory may explain the presence of one of 
the finest of the ringforts on the Loop Head peninsula, the univallate Cluster III ringfort of Lisduff 
(76). In this context, the building of such a premier site may have been seen as securing the area on 
the landscape both in terms of its physical location and the mental implication of such a ‘place of 
power.’ However, the major caveat involved in such a postulation is the dense distribution of ringforts 
throughout the majority of the Loop Head peninsula, especially in areas proximate to the 100ft 
(30.48m) contour. Indeed, analysis of the complementary distributions of ringforts and ring barrows 
in the mid-Roscommon, while not indicating that the two types were contemporary, as Herity stated, 

may be related to preference being given to slopes as opposed to hill tops.5 
 
Whatever the accuracy of such an analysis, it is apparent that the ‘multi-functional’ Cluster III 
ringforts which have been postulated in the previous chapter as of a social status directly below the 
‘high status’ sites of Cluster V, are located on the peripheries of the two groups of ringforts in this 
area. In the Moveen West group the two Cluster III ringforts are located to the west (76) and north-
east (75) of the main group. In the Carrownaweelaun group the Cluster III sites are located to the 
south (9) and west (153) of the main concentration of ringforts. A short distance up-slope, to the 
north-west of the Cluster III ringfort in Trusklieve, is a Cluster IV site (154) which may be similar in 
function to the other Cluster IV enclosures in Carrownaweelaun and Knocknagarhoon. It would 
appear that Cluster III ringforts acted in some form of quasi-militaristic role in providing a buffer 
between areas with large ‘high status’ ringforts while still retaining their function as occupied 
homesteads. In the case of the Moveen West group the two Cluster III sites are located in prominent 
positions. The ringfort of Lisduff (76) stands on the end of a natural spur of high ground to the west 
of Moveen Hill which overlooks the Lisheen River valley and the Carrownaweelaun group of sites to 
the south and south-west while the other site (75) is in an elevated position which would have been 

                                            
1 Raftery 1994, 180. 
2 See Chapple 1994; 1992a 17-18. 
3 O’Donovan 1856, 1990 Vol. I, 48-9. 
4 Raftery ibid. 
5 Herity 1987, 134-7; Stout 1997, 96. 
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a satisfactory observation post for any activity to the east of the group, possibly overlooking cattle 
grazing land in that area. The bivallate, Cluster III ringfort in the central portion of Carrownaweelaun 
(9) may be seen in the same way as a territorial outpost, either of the Cluster V ringfort (7) in the 
northern portion of the townland or of the impressive Cluster V site of Carrownaweelaun, in the south 

of the townland (See Map 7.6).1 The Cluster III ringfort of Lismackadoo (153) is located on the 
exposed western slopes of Knocknagarhoon Hill. It is undoubtedly peripheral to the overall 
distribution of ringforts on the peninsula, as are its two neighbouring Cluster III ringforts (151 - 2) 
(See Map 7.1). While this particular site of Lismackadoo may be interpreted as being defensive to the 
Carrownaweelaun group, the others appear to be more likely defensive to the groups of ringforts 
dominated by the Cluster V ringforts to the south, in the townlands of Tullig (208) and Bellia (1) 
(See Map 7.6). While it is undeniable that this form of analysis is tentative in the extreme, it is of 
interest that these four ‘multi-functional,’ Cluster III ringforts should be peripheral to, possibly even 
demarcating the limits of, two apparently wealthy groups of ringforts. This pattern is repeated 
elsewhere within the Loop Head peninsula and is examined again in the following detailed study 
areas (Maps 7.4 - 7.7). 
 
Returning briefly to the function of Cluster III ringforts, specifically that of the example on the upper 
slopes of Moveen Hill (75), it has been suggested above that it could have acted as a observation 
post over grazing land to the east of the Moveen West group of sites. However, another possible 
aspect of such a site’s function may have been to overlook approach roads to the area. There are 
many references in the corpus of early Irish law to the possible augmentation in value of land, the 
most important of which is the increase due to proximity to roads leading to the residence of a lord or 

to a monastery (Fig. 7.1).2 Unfortunately, neither annalistic nor historical references are known to 
the writer which relate to the possible layout of a road system in this area during the Early Christian 
period. However, the unquestioning ancient use of the modern network of roads cannot be accepted 
without critical evaluation (Map 7.8). In the first instance, the cliff-top road along the northern coast 
of the peninsula must be dismissed as a possible route during the Early Christian period as it was 
constructed as part of a famine relief scheme in 1846, using part of the fabric of Doonlicka Castle, 

eventually resulting in the collapse of the structure in August 1879 (Map 7.8, ‡1).3 In the second 
instance, the main modern road which runs from Kilkee to Carrigaholt (L51) skirts the northern 
portion of the ‘Breaghva bogland zone’ (‡2). However, in the opinion of this writer, the most likely 
route through this part of the study area would have been the modern third-class road which passes 
along the southern contours of Moveen Hill with the Moveen West group a short distance to the north 
(‡3). The road then turns roughly south-south-east at Goleen Bay to run through the townland of 
Carrownaweelaun, passing directly to the west of the main Cluster V ringfort in that townland (7) 
(‡4). The advantages of such a route in the Early Christian period would have included the facts that 
it circumnavigated the unpopulated bogland to the south while retaining the protection from wind and 
rain of the low hills to the north. The change of direction at Goleen Bay is also a logical choice as it 
allows passage across the valley of the Lisheen River by the shortest possible route, avoiding the 
necessity of traversing lower ground which may have been either marshy or wooded. Indeed, the 
Ordnance Survey maps mark a ford over the river in an area just to the west of the modern turn in 
the road. One final piece of possible, though quite tenuous, evidence exists to suggest that this area 
was of significant economic importance in the Early Christian period, namely the potential presence of 
a mill in the region of Goleen Bay. A brief reference by Westropp indicates that there was certainly a 
mill in this area in 1820, though there is no reason to suspect that one existed there during the 

                                            
1It is also worthy of note that this site is positioned within 50m of the potential route across the northern 
portion of the ‘Breaghva bogland zone’ and within 250m of the cross-roads between this road and the potential 
north/south running route through Carrownaweelaun (see below). 
2 MacNiocaill 1971, 85. 
3 Murphy 1992, 131; Westropp 1908a, 46. The route is not marked on the 1st edition of the Ordnance Survey 
map. 
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period of ringfort construction and occupation.1 Nonetheless, the implication is that the Lisheen River 
could certainly have supported a milling enterprise here. This reference is of particular interest as the 
proximity of a ringfort to a water-mill is one element mentioned in the early Irish laws which 

increases the value of land (Fig. 7.1).2 Indeed, Críth Gablach indicates that farmers of the ócaire and 
bóaire classes would have had a share in a mill, while a farmer of mruigfer status may have had his 

own mill.3 In this context the positioning of the Cluster III ringfort to the east of the Moveen West 
group (75) would have provided excellent views over the major approach road to the northern 

portion of the Loop Head peninsula, and ultimately to the interior of the whole study area.4 
 

Fig. 7.1. Land values from early Irish law (in cumal). After Stout 1991, 236. 
Description Value Description Value 
Arable land 8.0 Coarse land 2.0 

Hilly arable land 6.7 Weak land 2.0 
Arable land requiring labour 5.3 Deep land 1.3 

Location factors which contribute to land value (added values in cumal) 
Factor Increase Factor Increase 

Highway 1.0 Mill 0.8 
Great sea 1.0 River mouth 0.8 

River 1.0 Pond 0.4 
Mountain 1.0 Road 0.3 

Wood 0.8 to 
1.7 

Lesser road 0.2 

Mine 0.8   
 
 
Detailed study area No. 2 

Map 7.4 represents a land area of c.23.33km2 along the southern portion of the Loop Head 
peninsula, from the townland of Querrin in the east to Lisheencrony in the west and bounded to the 

south by the Shannon Estuary. The average density of ringforts in this area is 1.37/km2 and 

2.36/km2 for all sites of possible Early Christian date. The main concentration of ringforts and related 
earthworks is centred on an area of land to the east of Kilcrony church and south of the portion of the 
‘Breaghva bogland zone’ which stretches through the southern portion of Moveen East and the 
northern areas of the townlands of Lisheencrony and Lisheenfurroor. The two destroyed sites in 
Moveen East (189) and Furroor Lower (182) along with the possible ecclesiastical centre of 
Kilcasheen mark the approximate northern limit of this area. The second major area of ringfort 
distribution is loosely concentrated around the high ground overlooking the Doonaha River valley and 
its tributaries in the west. The distribution continues eastward where it is chiefly coastal and generally 
avoids land above 100ft (30.48m) OD. The area to the north of this distributional spread is, today, 
relatively well drained, though at the time of the compilation of the 1st edition of the Ordnance 
Survey maps it was almost completely marsh and bogland. Today the area is dominated by the low 

productivity peats of the Aughty (cutover) series.5 The approximate northern limit of this marginal 
area is marked by the two Cluster IV ringforts in the townland of Tullaroe (142 - 3) and associated 
possible sites (205 & 242). 

                                            
1 Westropp 1912c, 211-2. The full reference reads: ‘Thomas O’Keane, a land surveyor, told [Eugene] O’Curry 
in 1820 that he knew and used an ancient satirical poem to expel rats, and that he had successfully driven out 
all that infested his house and mill at Bealahaglass [sic. recte: Bealanaglass], near Dunlicka Castle.’ 
2 Stout 1991, 236, Table 8. 
3 Kelly 1998, 245. 
4 While the influence of potential Early Christian route-ways are examined in this chapter, it is worthy of note 
that the proximity of ringforts to roads was not examined as part of the multivariate analyses and, thus, do not 
play any part in the determining of the resultant clusters. 
5 Finch et al. 1971, Map 1. 
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The distribution of the various ringforts over the available soils is of particular interest in this area. As 
outlined above, there is a general avoidance of peaty soils throughout the Loop Head peninsula. Since 
the majority of soils in the study area are composed of the relatively poor Kilrush series of gleys, the 
interaction of the choice of site location with the isolated pockets of comparatively higher quality 
Tullig brown earths is worthy of note. The more northern of the two Cluster V ringforts in the 
Lisheencrony/Lisheenfurroor group (68), along with two Cluster I sites (70 - 1) are located on an 

irregular area of the Tullig series soils (See Map 3.3).1 Contiguous to the eastern edge of this area, 
along the border between the townlands of Lisheenfurroor and Doonaha West, is an area of Allen 
(cutover) peat. The presence of this area of peat seems to be an important limiting factor in the 
distributional pattern, effectively causing a break in the spread of sites with the Lisheencrony group 
on one side and the Doonaha group on the other. A small area of the Tullig soil series lies slightly 
east of the main concentration of the Lisheenfurroor group of ringforts. Given the comparatively 
higher agricultural productivity of this type of soil, it is apparently slightly incongruous that only one 
Cluster I ringfort should be located on it; especially considering the higher relatively density of 
ringforts in the main part of the group. However, such an apparent avoidance of these soils is 
consistent with the postulation in chapter 5 (p 203) that, owing to their scarcity, the Tullig series of 
brown earths was deliberately avoided, in an attempt to conserve the maximum available land area 
for agricultural purposes. Observation of the slightly larger area of Tullig series soils to the south of 
the Doonaha group, while not in any way confirming this theory, certainly does not contradict it. In 
this instance one Cluster II ringfort (35) and a potential earthwork (215) is located directly on the 
edge of the area of brown earths, while only one potential earthwork (217) is located within its 
limits. It is, however, difficult to interpret the influence on the distribution pattern of the area of 
Abbeyfeale (non-peaty phase) series of gley soils which stretches from the confluence of the Doonaha 
River and its main tributary to the sea. While the area is devoid of surviving earthworks, a destroyed 
enclosure is recorded in the northern portion of the zone (197) and a potential enclosure is recorded 
further south, near the coast (235). 
 
The Lisheencrony group of sites is dominated by two high status Cluster V ringforts. The first of these 
is the ringfort of Lisheencrony (66) which is located on Kilrush gleys, above the 100ft (30.48m) 
contour and is effectively sheltered by the marginally higher ground to both the north and west. 
These topographical factors are shared with other sites in this area, all taking advantage of the very 
gently sloping, southerly aspect. To the west the site is associated with a Cluster I ringfort (63) and 
a Cluster II (64) sites along with a potential site (226) (Pl. 2). To the south-west there is a 
bivallate, Cluster III ringfort (65) along with a further potential site (228) with a further Cluster I 
site (67) to the east. However, the presence of a second Cluster V ringfort to the north-west (62) 
combined with five Cluster I sites (61 - 2, 69 - 71) provide an intriguing distributional question. The 
first inference which may be drawn is that this distribution represents a community capable of 
sustaining a relatively large and perhaps, affluent population, if the presence of Cluster V ringforts is 
accepted as indicative of high status. The ultimate reason for this distributional character may be 
related to the presence of Kilcrony church to the west of the group. As discussed in chapter 4, (p 127 
ff.) the presence of areas devoid of secular settlement adjacent to possible Early Christian religious 
foundations appears seems to be a diagnostic feature of settlement on the Loop Head peninsula. The 
church itself is located in a premier position as it is sheltered by the higher ground to the north and is 
afforded excellent views on its coastal sides especially to the south where the ecclesiastical centre of 
Kilcredaun is clearly visible. Indeed the church itself is situated at the centre of a relatively large area 
of the favoured Tullig brown earths. The logical northern limit of such a postulated ecclesiastically 
controlled land holding would have to be roughly convergent with the limit of the ‘Breaghva bogland 
zone.’ The western border of this hypothesised area may have been a certain distance to the east of 
the Cluster III ringfort of Lissyhunna (85) and its Cluster I neighbour (86) (See Map 7.6). In this 
context, it would appear reasonable to suggest that the eastern boundary of this church owned land 
would have passed somewhere to the west of the vertical line of Cluster I ringforts (61 - 3, 69) 
which form the western edge of the Lisheencrony group of sites. As the early Irish laws indicate that 

                                            
1 As the majority of sites in Lisheencrony/Lisheenfurroor group are located in the townland of Lisheencrony, 
the latter term will be substituted for reasons of convenience. 
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status may be gained by the location of a ringfort in close proximity to a monastery, it would seem 
logical that sites should be positioned as close as possible to the religious site, though still located at 

some distance because of the effective ‘buffer zone’ provided by the ecclesiastically held land.1 
 
A further element in this distributional pattern may have been the presence of route-ways through the 
area. The only modern east-west running roadway that passes through this area is the third-class 
road which links the villages of Doonaha and Querrin with Carrigaholt. However, if the ultimate 
terminus of this route are examined, it is obvious that it extends in a fluid motion from the 
ecclesiastical centre of Kilcredaun, moving northwards to the present site of Carrigaholt village at the 

mouth of the Moyarta River (‡5).2 From here it generally follows the line of the coast of Carrigaholt 
Bay, though diverting slightly inland to avoid three small ravines. The road continues generally east-
north-east as it passes directly to the north of Kilcrony church (‡6). It continues in the same general 
direction until it reaches an area c.20m to the west of the more northerly Cluster V ringfort of the 
Lisheencrony group (68). At this point the road bifurcates to the north-east and the south-east. If 
the former route is taken, it leads between the aforementioned Cluster V ringfort and a Cluster I site 
to the north (62). A short distance to the east the road passes between two Cluster I ringforts (70 - 
1), at which point it bends slightly to eventually join the turning southern portion of the road, a short 
distance to the west of a Cluster II ringfort of the Doonaha group (33). However, there are a number 
of reasons for doubting that this northern branch of the road existed during the Early Christian period 
(‡7). But first it is germane to examine the alternative, southern route. This, now little used, section 
of road travels roughly east-south-east from its departure with the northern route, generally following 
the contours of the high ground to the north and passes a Cluster II ringfort (64) to the south (‡8). 
The road bends abruptly east-north-east to roughly continue this line of contouring just north of the 
Cluster III ringfort of Lismaguine. After this point the road passes between the Cluster V ringfort of 
Lisheencrony (66) and a potential site (228). It passes just to the north of the Cluster I ringfort 
(67) located on a small area of brown earths before rejoining the northern route. 
 
If these two routes are contrasted, a number of significant differences may be observed. In the first 
instance, the southern route appears the most economical path as it follows the line of the contours 
of the higher ground and benefits from the shelter provided while the northern line is significantly 
exposed in that it cuts directly over the area. The northern route also traverses an areas of bogland 

and while examples of Early Christian bog trackways are known, they are extremely rare.3 Also, if the 
hypothesis that an element in the location of ringforts on the Loop Head peninsula included the 
conservation of higher quality soils is correct, the placing of the northern route directly through a 
zone of brown earths would seem wasteful of an important resource. In contrast, the southern circuit 
seems almost to divert its course to avoid running across such an area. One final point worthy of 
consideration is that there seems to be a pattern developing where Cluster V ringforts are apparently 
located near to roadways which are arguably contemporary in date, possibly guarded or at least 
overlooked by Cluster III ringforts. In this way the distribution of the Lisheenfurroor group of 
ringforts may be explained in terms of a desire towards location in agriculturally viable areas which 
possessed other somewhat more intangible characteristics related to social status. As has been 
outlined above, these include proximity to roadways, ecclesiastical centres and sheltered ground, 
while still attempting to conserve their agricultural resources for the most profitable exploitation. 
 
When analysed in this context it may be argued that the more northern of the two high status Cluster 
V ringforts (68) represents the social centre of an affluent stock rearing community, practised from 
the five ‘typical’ Cluster I ringforts to the north. Although located above the 100ft (30.48m) contour 
all but the most northerly Lisheen/Lisheenfurroor ringfort (69) is sheltered by higher ground. This 

                                            
1 MacNiocaill ibid. 
2 One caveat does exist when dealing with the section of road between Kilcredaun and Carrigaholt as it may 
owe its origins as equally to the nearby ecclesiastical centre as to the construction in 1814 of a ‘D’ shaped 
coastal battery. See Kerrigan 1995, 206-7, Fig. 106. 
3 Raftery 1990, 47 states that the majority of Early Christian track ways were of brushwood construction, the 
only known exception being the plank-path of Trackway 5 at Corlea, county Tipperary, which has been dated 
by dendrochronology to 587±9AD; see also Kelly op. cit., 392-3. 
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latter earthwork is located on the summit of the hill and possesses commanding views throughout the 
area. While the location of the site is rather windswept it may have had the advantage of being able 
to graze stock on a much larger area of land, albeit of lesser quality owing to the bogland to the 
north and south-east. The two Cluster I ringforts located on the brown earths (70 - 1) may have 
both acted as homesteads for farmers of similar status with an infield of higher productivity soils and 
an outfield comprising of rough grazing on the Allen (cutover) peats to the east. The remaining two 
Cluster I ringforts (61 - 2) would appear to have had the advantages of sheltered grazing lands and 
a possibly increased status from their location near the borders of ecclesiastically held land associated 
with Kilcrony church. 
 
The distributional layout of the southern portion of the Lisheencrony group is markedly different from 
the previous. The entire area is sheltered by the higher ground to the north while taking the optimum 
benefit from the generally southern aspect of the land in terms of available sunshine. A further 
advantage of this location is the peaceful waters of this part of the Shannon Estuary which are largely 
protected from both wind and storms by the southern extent of Kilcredaun Point to the west. The 
most westerly Cluster I ringfort in this area (63) may be interpreted in the same way as a number of 
the above sites in that its position may have been influenced by the desire for location near to an 
ecclesiastical centre while still maintaining a viable area of agriculturally productive land. Further, its 
coastal position would also have allowed the collection of a variety of shellfish which abound along 
the greater part of the southern shores of the peninsula. The other ‘typical’ Cluster I ringfort to the 
east of the group (67) is located at a slight remove from the main concentration of sites, at the edge 
of a small area of brown earth soils. Today, this area benefits from high quality sward production 
owing to the advantages of its sheltered location and increased levels of sunlight and may well have 
been similar during the Early Christian period. In this context, the ringfort may be seen as a well 
located site, taking good advantage of the available soils. 
 
As noted above, the premier site in this part of the Lisheencrony group is the Cluster V ringfort of 
Lisheencrony itself (66). A short distance to the west is a Cluster II ringfort (64) which appears to 
be among the lowest status sites on the peninsula. In this context, the site may represent either a 
cattle enclosure, most probably associated with Lismaguine, or that of a farmer of lower status. To 
the south-west of Lisheencrony is the Cluster III ringfort of Lismaguine (65) which is situated near 
the coast, just to the north of Poulnagolloor. Despite its low-lying situation it is relatively well 
protected to the south by a line of low cliffs facing into the Shannon Estuary. It also is enviably sited 
in that the ringfort is largely sheltered to the north by higher ground, though it is marginally more 
exposed to the west. As postulated above, in relation to the Moveen West group, it may be 
suggested here that this ringfort functioned in the same way by providing protection to Lisheencrony 
on its sea-ward side and acting as an outpost where both the roadway and the other sites in the 
group could be observed. From the distributional pattern of the ringforts in this area it seems 
apparent that the sites may represent two wealthy groups, possibly rich enough to endow a religious 
establishment, each centred on a ‘high status’ Cluster V earthwork. 
 
The Doonaha/Querrin group of ringforts, though much larger is more dispersed. It is possible to infer 

that the sites in this area are not as rich as, perhaps, the Lisheencrony group to the west.1 However, 
such a statement may be misleading as each group contains two Cluster V ringforts. In this way it 
may be more correct to see the Doonaha group as less agriculturally advantaged in terms of higher 
soil quality and perhaps less socially advantaged in that they do not have the proximity to an 
ecclesiastical centre possessed by their western neighbours. In this context it may then have required 
a larger number of subordinate ringforts to maintain two high status sites in this area. 
 
The most westerly of the two Cluster V sites is the premier ringfort of Liscroneen (32). The site is 
located on the northern side of a tributary of the Doonaha river. Its position just above the 50ft 
(15.24m) contour allows it to largely dominate the landscape in the area and to have unrestricted 
views over the majority of the river valley and the surrounding territory. Liscroneen is also admirably 
sited in terms of route-ways. In the first instance, it is located on a tributary of the Doonaha river 

                                            
1 For convenience this collection of ringforts will be referred to as the Doonaha group. 



Chapter 7: Early Christian settlement and society 

139 

which although shallow could have been navigable by dugout canoe or currach, and indeed may have 
had a higher water level in Early Christian times. The site is also located a short distance to the east 
of a modern third-class road which runs northward from a shingle beach on the southern shore of 

Doonaha West (‡9).1 The route first joins the modern L51 link road (which runs to the north of the 
‘Breaghva bogland zone’) after this point it becomes a minor road which finally joins with the course 
of the postulated Early Christian road to the south of Moveen Hill (‡11). It is arguable that the line of 
this road is originally of Early Christian date as it skirts the approximate eastern limit of the ‘Breaghva 
bogland zone’ and so would constitute a logical route-way through the area. In this way, Liscroneen 
is admirably located at the junction of two major route-ways in this portion of the Loop Head 
peninsula. Approximately 1.3km to the north are two Cluster II ringforts of the lowest status (27 - 
8). These, along with the two Cluster II ringforts to the east of Liscroneen (29 - 30), may be again 
interpreted as stock enclosures. However, their distance from any site of higher status may suggest 
that they were the homesteads of lesser ranking farmers, making a living on the exposed westerly 
slopes above the upper Doonaha River valley in an area of Kilrush gleys between the low productivity 

peats of the ‘Breaghva zone’ to the west and the ‘Querrin bogland zone’ to the east.2  
 
The location of the Cluster III ringfort (31) just below the 100ft (30.48m) contour is consistent with 
the more peripheral, and possibly protective function previously postulated for sites of this type. Its 
location just to the west of the ‘Querrin bogland zone’ may indicate a choice of location based on a 
perceived threat of attack from that direction. The 1st edition of the Ordnance Survey map shows a 
minor road running south from an area just to the east of the site, connecting with the main east-
west route-way through the area (‡12). Though it may be stretching the data somewhat, this route 
may once have connected to one of the roads to the north and so would be in keeping with the 
evidence outlined above. Whatever the truth of the situation, it does appear significant that this 
Cluster III ringfort is located near a roadway of some description. 
 
However, one feels that there is a significant gap in the distribution of ringforts in this group owing to 
the destruction of Lisfuadnaheirka (179). While the true nature of the site cannot, unfortunately, be 
assessed, the area of its location is of great interest as it is perhaps the most strategically defensive, 
occupied position on the whole peninsula. It was situated overlooking a bend in the Doonaha River 
and only accessible from that side by a steep assent. However, its destruction prevents its inclusion it 
in this analysis and thus its original position in the distributional pattern of the Doonaha group of 
ringforts must remain unknown. 
 
The low status Cluster IV ringfort (34) and the two Cluster II sites (33, 35) to the south of 
Liscroneen may be interpreted in the same way as the Cluster II sites mentioned above in that they 
most likely represent the homesteads of farmers of relatively low status. Both of the Cluster II 
ringforts are located below the 100ft (30.48m) contour and are sheltered by the higher ground to the 
north and west. The more southerly of the two sites is of interest as it is located on the northern 
edge of a sheltered coastal area of brown earths. However, the relationship of this site to this area of 
more productive land cannot be adequately assessed owing to the presence of a potential site directly 
to the east (215) along with a further one located near the centre of that area (217). The single 
Cluster IV ringfort in this portion of the group is located on the apex of a small spur of land at the 
eastern edge of the higher ground, though still being sheltered by more elevated land to the west. 
However, the question as to which group of ringforts these sites actually belong, be it Lisheencrony 
or Doonaha, cannot be answered, should such a question be in any way valid. 
 
To return to the question of possible Early Christian roadways which may have passed through this 
area, the progress of the road from Kilcredaun to ringfort 33 has already been described and so the 
remainder of the pattern will now be examined. As noted, the road passes just to the north of ringfort 

                                            
1 However, this section of road from the beach to the main east-west route through the area does not appear 
on the 1st edition of the Ordnance Survey map and is so unlikely to have existed during the Early Christian 
period (‡10). 
2 However, given the proximity of ringforts 27 and 28 to the limit of the Loop Head peninsula study area, their 
true nature and distributional relationships may be obscured. 
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33 from which point it continues generally eastward as it passes between a Cluster IV ringfort (34) 
and the destroyed site 180. From here it turns generally north-east as it descends into the valley of 
the Doonaha River, crossing it below the 50ft (15.24m) contour, just to the south of a Cluster II 
ringfort (30) (‡13). The route then climbs out of the valley, still heading in the same direction until it 
comes to an area just south of the destroyed site 178 (‡14). At this point it changes direction, 
generally following the contours of the land to move east in a gently sweeping motion, crossing the 
eastern tributary of the Doonaha River above the 50ft (15.24m) contour, and continuing until it meets 
the north-west to south-east running road which effectively bounds the northern edge of the ‘Querrin 
bogland zone’ (‡15). 
 
The second high status Cluster V ringfort in the Doonaha group (106) is located just above the 50ft 
(15.24m) on the predominant Kilrush series of gleys. Approximately 100m to the south-east is a 
Cluster I ringfort (107) which, while being in close enough proximity to the former site for 
interpretation as a cattle enclosure, the evidence of cluster analysis suggests that this was the 
residence of a typical farmer of the Early Christian period. This interpretation may be bolstered when 
the distribution of Cluster I ringforts to the east of this site is considered. Here three ringforts (102, 
108 & 111) are all similar in their locational characteristics to 107 in that they possess a generally 
southerly aspect, are located close to the 50ft (15.24m) contour and are largely sheltered by the high 
ground to the north (Pl. 6). This homogeneity in the choice of location would appear to indicate that 
these conditions present a positive set of determining influences, making these preferred and perhaps 
sought after positions in this area. A further two Cluster I ringforts are located near Corlis Pt. (109 - 
10), the former site giving its name to the area (Pl. 5). Although located directly adjacent to the 
coast, just above sea level, they are remarkably sheltered owing to the effects of higher ground to 
both the north and west, along with the calm waters of the Shannon Estuary to the east of 
Carrigaholt Bay. Owing to this location effectively protected from the majority of the prevailing winds, 
the sites take the maximum benefit form their southerly aspect and so receive much sunshine. While 
the land it almost completely flat it is also well drained by the small river flowing into Querrin creek 
and so could potentially sustain a buoyant agricultural economy. 
 
Two Cluster II ringforts (100 & 105) are located in this eastern area of the Doonaha group. In both 
instances they are situated at a remove from the high status Cluster V ringfort (106). The more 
northerly of the two sites (100) is located near the southern edge of the ‘Querrin bogland zone’ and 
appears to have functioned as a farming establishment of low status, operating on higher, less 
sheltered ground than ringforts of a higher social rank. The second Cluster II ringfort (105) is also 
located at a significant remove, to the south, from the chief Cluster V ringfort in the vicinity. It is 
situated on the relatively steep, north facing slope of an area of high ground, just below the 50ft 
(15.24m) contour. It may similarly be considered as a site of low status within the distributional 
pattern of ringforts in this area. 
 
Two Cluster III ringforts (101 & 104) are also present within this portion of the Doonaha group. In 
the first instance, ringfort 101 is located just to the north of the postulated Early Christian road which 
runs from east to west through this area. It is also approximately located near the southern limit of 
the ‘Querrin bogland zone.’ In this way the ringfort may have served a dual protective role in that it 
was both able to observe traffic along the major route-way through the area and to keep watch over 
the poor land to the north. In the latter case, the need to supervise the land to the north may have 
arisen from the need to protect cattle grazing on this poor, but expansive and largely indefensible 
area. The second Cluster III ringfort to be dealt with (104) is located on the crest of a small spur of 
high ground which allows excellent views over the majority of the Doonaha River valley and the low-
lying, coastal ground to the east. It is also located to the east of a generally north-south running road 
which connects the potential Early Christian route-way through this area with a shingle beach to the 
south. 
 
The two Cluster IV ringforts (142 - 43) and one destroyed (205) and a further potential site (242) 
in the townland of Tullaroe are located on the edge of the north-facing slopes of the ‘Querrin bogland 
zone.’ They appear to be associated with a separate distributional group, possibly centred around the 
Cluster III ringfort (139) further to the north. 
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Detailed study area No. 3 

Map 7.5 represents an area of c.13.48km2 and depicts ringfort distribution in the northern portions of 
the townlands of Feeard, Quilty, Oughterard and Kilballyowen along with the western portion of Cross 

and the majority of the townland of Tullig. Average ringfort density for this area is 1.45/km2 and 

2.46/km2 for all enclosures and monastic foundations of contemporary date. The main concentration 
of ringforts is located to the west of the area, centred on a high status Cluster V ringfort in the 
townland of Quilty (112). The central portion of this detailed study area is dominated by the church 
of Kilballyowen and the possible remains of a ‘friary.’ To the east of this area is an area of high 
ringfort concentration, dominated by two Cluster V sites in the townland of Cross (22 & 25) (See 

Map 7.6).1 
 
As noted above, the only Cluster V ringfort in the western potion of study area 3 is site 112 which is 
located on the predominant Kilrush series of gleys. The ringfort is located just below the 100ft 
(30.48m) contour and is thus sheltered from the tempestuous Atlantic by the higher ground to the 
north. Owing to the high number of sites in this area it may be suggested that what one is observing 
are the remains of an affluent and high status community. The exact nature of these positive 
determining influences will be examined in greater detail below. 
 
In the first instance, there is a small Cluster II site (40) located just to the south-west of ringfort 
112. From analysis of the results of cluster analysis it has been postulated that these sites represent 
the lowest social grouping within the Loop Head peninsula, based on their locational and 
morphological attributes. While this site possesses the same sheltered, southerly aspect of the Cluster 
V ringfort, it is located on somewhat lower ground approaching the valley of the Cloghaun River and 
may have thus been positioned on less desirable land (See Map 7.7). However, it is obvious that the 
chief ringfort cluster type which make up this portion of the distributional pattern are nine ‘typical’ 
Cluster I sites (37 - 9, 96 - 99 & 113 - 14). All but the two most northerly of these ringforts (96 & 
98) share the same locational characteristics in that all are located in close proximity to the 100ft 
(30.48m) contour on sheltered land with a southerly aspect. This distribution mirrors that of a 
number of ringforts in the Doonaha group and may be interpreted as the result of a combination of 
positive determining influences providing a perceived locationally desirable site (See above, Map 7.4). 
 
In many ways this distributional pattern may be interpreted as one which is largely devoid of the 
extra determinants which have been observed in other areas of the peninsula, including proximity to 
ecclesiastical centres, higher quality land and route-ways. Indeed, there is only one area of higher 
quality brown earths of the Tullig series in this area. It lies to the north of the aforementioned sites, 
on the western side of the central ridge of high land which dominates this area. The most northerly 
Cluster I site in this group (96) lies just on the eastern edge of this area. With the exception of the 
destroyed site (200), which lies at the approximate centre of the soil zone, the location of this 
Cluster I ringfort conforms to the postulated model of soil conservation outlined previously. The final 
Cluster I site in this group (98) is similarly located in relation to soil distribution, in that it lies on the 
western edge of a large zone of brown earths which stretch across the central ridge of high land in 
this area. It is of interest to note that the highest point of this ridge, and the approximate centre of 
this area of Tullig soils, corresponds with the location of the ecclesiastical centre of Kilballyowen. 
 
The place of the church, and related sites, of Kilballyowen within the general distributional pattern of 
the ringforts of the Loop Head peninsula conforms well with the postulated model for the church of 
Kilcrony. Here too a large ‘exclusion zone’ may be observed, which may well have been 
ecclesiastically held land preventing the construction of secular settlements. A further point of 
comparison is the fact that both religious centres are constructed on the more agriculturally 
productive Tullig series of brown earths. Although the area of this soil type surrounding Kilballyowen 
church is much greater in extent than that around Kilcrony church, the site lacks any protection from 
the elements as it is located on the highest point in the surrounding landscape. In this context, it 
                                            
1 As the eastern edge of this detailed study area passes through the approximate centre of the Cross group of 
ringforts, they will be dealt with as a unified whole in the section relating to detailed study area No. 4 (Map 
7.6). 
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would seem that favourable soil conditions outweighed the concerns of sheltered location and a 
southerly aspect, at least occasionally in the case of the ecclesiastical centres of the peninsula. A 
further element in the distribution of both secular and ecclesiastical sites in this study area again 
appears to be the presence of route-ways throughout the area. The major modern road through this 
area links the villages of Cross, to the east, with Kilbaha in the west (‡16). While it does not conform 
to the model of land conservation presented above, as it runs through the centre of both zones of 
brown earths in this area, and eschews a more sheltered route to the south, it does seem to be the 
most likely candidate for an Early Christian road through this locality. In the first instance, the road 
passes directly between the church of Kilballyowen and the possible friary to the north, a possible 
indication of its antiquity. While the road provides relatively little shelter to the traveller, it does have 
the advantage that in passing along this natural ridge it would have been less susceptible to flooding 
during bad weather. Indeed, the fact that the route passes through the zones of higher quality brown 
earths appears to be coincidental with their regular occurrence in well drained, elevated positions. A 
more southerly route does, however, exist though for a number of reasons it seems unlikely to have 
been in existence in the Early Christian period (‡17). Firstly, the line of the road partially cuts through 
the northern portion of the Cluster II ringfort 40, though this may only be the result of later widening 
of the route-way. However, the more easterly section, which connects a north-south running road 
through Kilballyowen with an area to the east of Cross village, though following the contours of the 

land does not appear on the 1st edition Ordnance Survey map and thus may not be early (‡18).1 
 
With these possible factors in mind, it may be suggested that the east and west extremities of the 
Kilballyowen land holding were roughly coterminous with the extent of the local ringfort distribution. 
From analysis of this distribution it may be posited that the modern east and west boundaries of 
Kilballyowen townland represent the approximate limit of this area. However, the location of the 
Cluster I ringfort (45) in the south of this townland may indicate that the area was somewhat smaller 
than current boundaries suggest. With regard to the northern and limit of this area, it may be 
suggested too that the present border, which is marked by a minor stream and a small area of 
Aughty (cutover) peats, is a logical terminus for the postulated land holding. Indeed, two roads run 
through this area in a roughly east-west direction, the more northerly of the two bends slightly to 
avoid the aforementioned area of peaty soils (‡19). Though with no postulated Early Christian route 
to connect to at their eastern extremities, it would seem unreasonable to suggest that they were 
contemporary with the period of ringfort construction and occupation. The southern border of the 
area may, perhaps have been similarly delimited by the small tributary stream which feeds into the 
Cloghaun River, the area around which is marshy and susceptible to flooding. 
 
A number of other roads in the locality appear on the 1st edition Ordnance Survey maps and may 
have had their origins in the Early Christian period. To the north of Kilballyowen townland, in Tullig, 
an east-west running route-way moves along the ridge of high ground in this area. It is similar to the 
situation outlined above for the road running through Kilballyowen in that it keeps to the high ground 
and also passes through a relatively large area of the Tullig series of brown earths (‡20). The Cluster 
III ringfort of Lisroe (144) is located just on the northern edge of this area of soil and its peripheral 
location is consistent with others of its type. The western end of this road terminates at the edge of 
the brown earths, before it can cross into an area of poor Abbeyfeale (non-peaty phase) series of 
gleys. At this point the road turns to the south-west, where it passes to the west of an area of Aughty 
(cutover) peat. After this, the road changes again to a roughly north-south direction, crossing the 
postulated east-west route-way through Kilballyowen just to the west of the area of brown earths. 
The possible ‘topographical logic’ involved in the laying out of such a route may be attributable to a 
number of factors. In the northern portion of the road way, there appears to be the same concern 
with providing a dry route, albeit through an area of higher quality soil and in an unsheltered 
position. The route of the western section of the road would appear to be chiefly influenced by the 
desire to avoid marshy land. A possible further consideration may also have been the reluctance, or 
                                            
1 The route is locally known as ‘the souper’s road’, referring to the alleged need to provide an alternative 
route-way for the people of Kilbaha to avoid the village of Cross on their way to receive sustenance during the 
famine of 1845-49. The apparent reason for this was the fact that the people of Cross did not approve of 
taking famine relief and taunted their neighbours who travelled to Kilrush to do so. Pers. Comm. P. Murphy, 
Kilbaha. 



Chapter 7: Early Christian settlement and society 

143 

indeed prohibition, to run all but the most necessary roads through the ecclesiastically held land of 
Kilballyowen. 
 
Detailed study area No. 4 

An area of c.17.62km2 is represented in Map 7.6 and displays the distribution of known ringforts from 
various townlands surrounding the shallow valley of the Moyarta River. In this area the average 

destiny of ringforts is 2.27/km2 and 3.18/km2 for all enclosures and ecclesiastical sites of presumably 
Early Christian date. For a number of reasons this locality presents the greatest difficulty for 
satisfactory analysis. The complications in understanding this area include all those of other areas, 
with the added aspect of the high number of supposed ‘high status’ ringforts of the Cluster V type, of 
which 11 examples survive, the highest concentration for any of the detailed study areas. 
 
Turning first to the two groups of ringforts in the townland of Cross which span both Maps 7.5 and 
7.6, it is obvious that each is dominated by a high status Cluster V ringfort. The most southerly of the 
two groups, is centred on a Cluster V ringfort (22) which is located on the apex of a small hill 
(112.9ft/34.41m OD) in the south of the townland. Although located at an ostensibly exposed 
location, the site is largely sheltered from all but the highest winds by the higher ground to the north, 
while still retaining a position which provides excellent views in all locations. To the south-east and 
south-west are two Cluster I ringforts (45 & 46) which are located on lower, more southerly facing 
land. These ringforts, and possibly the two destroyed sites directly to the east (162 & 163), may 
have functioned in the way outlined previously, where the sites represent the farm holdings of 
persons of lower status, subservient to the occupant of the high status ringfort. 
 
The second Cluster V ringfort in this townland (25) is located on the sheltered, east facing slopes at 
the end of the ridge of high land which passes through Kilballyowen townland. Three ‘typical’ Cluster 
I ringforts are located slightly to the west of this site, on somewhat more elevated ground. One site 
(23) is located on the edge of the zone of Tullig series of brown earths associated with the church of 
Kilballyowen to the west. The remaining two ringforts (21 & 24) are also located in close proximity 
to this area of more desirable soils, though have the added advantage of being sheltered by the 
higher ground to the north. It is of interest to note that both this, and the more southerly group of 
ringforts in this townland are chiefly located with proximity to the 100ft (30.48m) contour. A single 
Cluster II ringfort (20) makes up the final site in this group. While this site is located at roughly the 
same altitude of the previous sites, it is almost completely exposed to the elements as it lies on the 
north facing slopes of the ‘Kilballyowen ridge.’ Once again, the low status suggested for this site is 
exemplified by its poorer locational characteristics and its increased distance from the main Cluster V 
ringfort in the area, despite its marginally greater proximity to the neighbouring ecclesiastical centre 
of Kilballyowen. 
 
To the north, in the eastern portion of the townland of Tullig there is a further Cluster V monument 
(150) surrounded by a number of ringforts of lesser status. The upper course of the Moyarta River 
lies a short distance to the east, though it appears today as little more than a stream at this point. 
However, it may well have been large enough in antiquity to facilitate navigation by currach or 
dugout canoe. In the first instance there is a linear distribution of three Cluster I ringforts (147 - 9) 
to the north of this site. The two most northerly of these (147 - 8) are located just above the 100ft 
(30.48m) contour and all sites, including 150, possess a favourable southerly aspect. Approximately 
100m to the north-east of the main Cluster V ringfort in the group (150) is a destroyed site (208) 
which may either be interpreted as having been somewhat similar to the extant Cluster I sites, or as 
a possible cattle enclosure for its higher status neighbour. Further to the north and north-north-west 
are two Cluster IV ringforts (145 - 6) (See Map 7.5). Typically, their distribution is peripheral to the 
main group. However, despite their relatively exposed position they are located on the Tullig zone of 
brown earths (145) in one instance and just to the east in the other (146) and thus close to the 
postulated Early Christian road that runs through the area (‡20). This pattern bears marked similarity 
to the two Cluster I ringforts in the townland of Oughterard (96 & 98) which seem to eschew the 
benefits of a sheltered location in favour of exposed locations near zones of brown earths. Once 
again, the conclusion may be drawn that while a sheltered position with a southerly aspect may be 
favourable, the presence of higher quality soils becomes an overriding locational determinant. Further 
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to the west of these Cluster IV sites is the Cluster III ringfort of Lisroe (144). As has been noted 
above, its location is consistent with others of the type, being found in locations peripheral to Cluster 
V ringforts and most usually in proximity to postulated route-ways of Early Christian date. To the 
north of the Cluster I site 148 is a Cluster III ringfort in the townland of Trusklieve (152). In this 
instance it is extremely difficult to assess its relationship to any potential distributional ‘group’ of sites 
centred on a high status Cluster V ringfort. However, what seems of greater importance is the general 
distributional characteristic of the site which fits the observed pattern for sites of this cluster. 
 
On the south-east of the Moyarta River valley, on the border between the townlands of Killeenagh 
and Cloonconeen is a Cluster V ringfort (55) which appears to dominate a group of lesser status 
sites. To the north-north-west of this is the ‘typical’ Cluster I ringfort of Lisroe (54) and is sheltered 
by higher ground to the west. A group of three Cluster I sites (11 - 2 & 26), along with one further 
destroyed site (176) lie approximately 700m to the south and south-south-west of ringfort 55. The 
four Cluster I ringforts, and the single destroyed site, in this group are located on gently rising ground 
which shelters them to the west and north, thus providing favourable easterly and southerly aspects. 
Conversely, the single Cluster II ringfort (13) in the Killeenagh group, along with the unclassified 
earthwork 159 and the potential site 214, are located on much less favourable ground with a 
relatively unsheltered, westerly aspect. 
 
With regard to the possible roads which may have run through this area, the Cluster V ringfort 55 is 
located just to the north of a short length of road which runs north-west to south-east (‡21). 
Although this section of road partially cuts through the southern portion of the above site, it may be 
suggested that this feature is related to a modern widening of the road. Indeed, there are a number 
of reasons for accepting it as a possible Early Christian route-way. In the first instance it connects 
with the postulated road of contemporary date which passes through the townland of Kilballyowen 
(see above) and a generally north-south running road which moves from a more easterly section of 
the above, to Rinevella Bay. Although the road dips in altitude below the 50ft (15.24m) contour, it 
does have the advantage of crossing a to the north of the source of a minor stream (not illustrated), 
thus causing the least inconvenience for travellers. The north-south road mentioned above which runs 
to the bay of Rinevella may have been utilised as a route-way during the Early Christian period for 
the collection of shellfish along the shore, though this is sheer supposition. 
 
To the east of the above are two groups of ringforts centred on an area of higher ground in the 
townlands of Rahona East, Rahona West and Rinemackaderrig. These two groups are of interest as 
they are composed of similar numbers of the various derived clusters, and share the same 
relationships to soils, roads and altitude, though they are located on land of diametrically opposed 
aspect. The northern Rahona group is dominated by the Cluster V ringfort of Lissanuala (118). The 
site is located above the 50ft (15.24m) contour on land with a northerly aspect. However, the site is 
well sheltered owing to the higher land to the west and possesses unrestricted views over much of 
the Moyarta River valley and the land to the north. In terms of the sites relationships to the available 
soils, Lissanuala ringfort is located on the predominant Kilrush series of gleys, but at the edge of a 
relatively large area of the more productive Tullig brown earths. To the west of this site are three 
Cluster II ringforts of the lowest status (112 - 3 & 116) and one unclassified enclosure (173) (Pls. 
3 - 4). The locational characteristics of these sites are homogenous in terms of altitude and soils as 
they are located above the 50ft (15.24m) contour and are positioned on the dominant Kilrush series 
of gleys. The most northerly of the Cluster II ringforts (122 - 3) are located on the north facing 
slopes of the minor hill in Rahona (77.8ft, 23.71m OD) and as such are provided with little shelter 
from the prevailing winds. The unclassified enclosure to the west of these ringforts (173) is located 
on land with a predominantly north-north-west aspect and as the adjacent high ground lies to the 
south-east, the site is similarly exposed to the elements. The final Cluster II ringfort in this group 
(116) is of similarly low status to the previous sites in this cluster, but is located on north-west 
sloping land and is thus sheltered from all but the most inclement weather. To the south-east of the 
Cluster V ringfort of Lissanuala (118) is the Cluster I ringfort of Rathmacderrig (137). It is located 
within the area of Tullig brown earths mentioned above and on the low, east facing slopes with the 
higher ground of Rahona hill to the west providing excellent shelter to the site. 
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Directly to the south of this group is a very similar collection of earthworks, centred on the Cluster V 
ringfort 117. In its relationships to both soils and altitude 117 is similar to Lissanuala, though it 
possesses a southerly aspect and is sheltered by the high ground of Rahona hill to the west. To the 
west of this high status site are two Cluster II ringforts (120 - 1) which are located on the south and 
west facing slopes of Rahona hill and, similar to the others of the northern group, are exposed to the 
prevailing winds. To the east of ringfort 117 is a single Cluster I site (119) with a destroyed 
earthwork (203) further to the west again. Both of these sites are located within the area of Tullig 
brown earths and possess a generally southerly aspect while being sheltered by higher ground to 
both the north and west. 
 
Both of these groups centred on 117 and 118 appear to be interpretable in terms of a single high 
status ringfort located on sheltered ground at the centre of a collection of sites of lower social 
standing. The distribution of these lesser ringforts appears to be influenced in terms of available 
higher quality soils and the availability of a sheltered location. However, other considerations may 
have played important roles in the determining of site location. The first of these to be examined is 
the question of possible roads of Early Christian date through the area. Today only one modern, 
third-class road runs through this area which runs north to south between the two Cluster V ringforts 
of Lissanuala (118) and 117 across a slight saddle with Rahona hill to the west and an area of 
slightly higher ground to the east (‡22). This section of road is of interest as it links the route going 
west from the village of Carrigaholt with the potential Early Christian way through Rehy East and 
Rehy West (See below, Map 7.7). The route also adheres to the proposed theory of soil conservation, 
discussed above, as it passes just to the west of the only area of Tullig brown earths in this locality. 
However, as this road links with one running through the valley of the Moyarta river (discussed 
below) it cannot be wholly accepted as a postulated route of Early Christian date. At the same time it 
may not be out rightly rejected and, in the terms of this study, has been considered as a ‘possible’ 
route through this locality. 
 
The second factor which may have influenced ringfort location in this area is that of proximity to 
ecclesiastical centres. In this instance, the possible Early Christian monastery of Kilcredaun lies to the 
south of the Rahona groups of ringforts (not illustrated). As has been noted in relation to other 
ecclesiastical centres on the Loop Head peninsula, there appears to be a significant gap in the general 
distribution of secular sites in the vicinity of such foundations. The Kilcredaun complex is composed of 
the churches of Teampul Sheorlais/Teampall Shearlais and Teampallanard, along with the ‘holy’ well 
of Tobercredaun. These sites are located on the lower and east facing slopes of Kilcredaun hill and so 
are sheltered from the prevailing westerly winds. The soils of this area are the predominant Kilrush 
series of gleys. To the north of the complex, around the northern slopes of Kilcredaun hill, is a band 
of low productivity, Abbeyfeale non-peaty phase, podzolised gleys. Directly to the north of this again 
is a band of the Banagher series of peats, both of which span the width of the promontory which 
forms Kilcredaun point. In this context it is difficult to differentiate between the potential positive 
determinant of proximity to ecclesiastical centres and the desire for location away from peats. 
Indeed, these topographical factors may have served as an natural barrier between the distributions 
of secular and ecclesiastical sites and could thus have been deliberately chosen by a clerical faction 
on this basis. Despite the lack of the more agriculturally productive Tullig brown earths in the vicinity 
of the Kilcredaun churches, their sheltered position is highly desirable as it allows the maximum 
benefit from the available sunshine. The coastal positioning of the complex is also beneficial as it 
allows the potential exploitation of marine and inter tidal food resources along the shore and in the 
calm waters to the north of Kilcredaun point. Overall, the distribution of the Rahona groups of 
ringforts does appear to conform to the general thesis of location at a remove from ecclesiastical 
centres. However, the desire for proximity to the better quality soils, location at a distance from peaty 
land and a sheltered position may have been additional factors in site location in this area. 
 
A further group of ringforts is located along the north of the Moyarta River valley, centred around the 
Cluster V ringfort of Lissagreenaun (87). Lissagreenaun is located on the Kilrush series of gleys, just 
to the north of the Moyarta River, above the 50ft (15.24m) contour and is sheltered by higher ground 
to the north and west. This Cluster V ringfort is located approximately 100m to the east of a north-
east to south-west running road which links the postulated Early Christian route-way from 
Kilballyowen church to the north/south running road through Carrownaweelaun townland (‡23). This 
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choice of route-way has a certain ‘topographical logic’ to it, in that it crosses the Moyarta river above 
the 50ft (15.24m) contour, before the water course widens appreciably. While the road gains altitude 
as it moves north towards Carrownaweelaun, it is still largely protected from the weather by 
marginally higher ground to the west and north, in particular by Knocknagarhoon Hill. Also worthy of 
consideration is the fact that the Moyarta River is certainly navigable by dugout canoe around the 
area of Lissagreenaun and may have acted as an important local artery of trade and communication. 
In such a context, this Cluster V ringfort is positioned on a potentially significant cross-roads within 
the Loop Head peninsula. 
 
To the south of Lissagreenaun ringfort is a single, unclassified earthwork (168) while to south-west 
are two potential sites, known from aerial photography (223 & 231). Further to the east of these 
are two Cluster I ringforts (88 & 90) which are located close to the 50ft (15.24m) contour and on 
the Kilrush series of gleys (Pls. 3 - 4). They are both sheltered from the prevailing winds by higher 
ground to both the north and west and possessing a favourable southerly aspect. It is of interest to 
note that both of these ringforts are located within 150m of the Moyarta River which would indicate 
that the land was sufficiently well drained and free from winter flooding to support a livestock-rearing 
economy. 
 
Such topographical factors also have an important bearing on the question of a potentially Early 
Christian date for the modern route-way along the southern bank of the river. This section of road is 
a continuation of the theorised Early Christian route through Kilballyowen townland to the modern 
village of Carrigaholt and the postulated Early Christian coastal artery through the area. On first 
inspection, this path would seem to be at variance with other hypothetical routes of Early Christian 
date on the Loop Head peninsula as it descends into the river valley and largely follows its course to 
the sea (‡24). However, the existence of ringforts located near the base of this shallow valley would 
seem to imply, as stated above, that the area was agriculturally exploitable during the Early Christian 
period and was sufficiently free of floods to allow a road way through the area. As with all the roads 
through the Loop Head area, it is impossible to present definitive evidence of an Early Christian date 
and as such they are all regarded as potential routes. Nonetheless, a certain shadow of doubt hangs 
over this particular course and as while it cannot be dismissed as being of Early Christian date, it 
must considered as a possibility. 
 
The final ringfort in this group is a Cluster III site (89), located approximately 0.5km from the main 
body of earthworks (Pls. 3 - 4). It is similar to others of this type as its positioning is peripheral to the 
main concentration of ringforts, to the south. The site is located just below the 100ft (30.48m) 
contour on south facing slopes and is so sheltered to the north, though the site is severely exposed to 
the west. However, its location does have the advantage of providing excellent and unrestricted views 
in all directions, excluding some areas to the north. It is also of interest to note that similar to other 
Cluster III ringforts, 89 is located in proximity to a modern east to west running road (‡25). 
However, the section of the road to the west of ringfort 89 does not appear on the 1st edition of the 
Ordnance Survey map and so is unlikely to have been in existence during the Early Christian period. 
Further, the remaining section of road infringes on the northern portion of the ringfort bank, and 
while this may be the result of a later widening, possibly contemporary with the extension of the road 
to the west, it cannot be accepted as a potential route of Early Christian date. Whatever the 
archaeological truth of this matter, the central importance of this site is its unsheltered, peripheral 
location which overlooks both the other ringforts in this group and a large area of the surrounding 
land. 
 
Further to the east of this is a group of ringforts centred on the townland of Moyarta East. On first 
inspection, there appears to be no high status Cluster V ringfort associated with this group. However, 
it may be suggested that the unclassified earthwork 170 may have originally functioned in such a 
role. As discussed in chapter 5 (p 156) this site appears to have been a ringfort, possibly bivallate, 
but was given over for use as an ecclesiastical centre in the period after 1302 and is today used as 
the principal graveyard around Carrigaholt village. The initial choice of this ringfort as a Medieval 
ecclesiastical site may indeed have been influenced by its high secular status. The site is located at 
the approximate centre of a small area of the higher quality Tullig series of brown earths, above the 
100ft (30.48m) contour. The location is also desirable in that it is positioned on gently sloping land 
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with a generally southerly aspect. The site is also sheltered by high ground to both the north and 
west. Further, the site is located within 10m of a road junction which may, potentially have been of 
importance during the Early Christian period. Directly to the west is a possible Early Christian road 
discussed above, leading east from the Cluster III ringfort 89 itself linking with the potential route 
running south through the townland of Carrownaweelaun (‡4). To the north of site 170 is a road 
which skirts the western edge of the ‘Breaghva bogland zone’ and connects with the route which 
passes the northern edge of this zone (‡26). This route passes south from site 170 to join the 
previously discussed coastal route from Kilcredaun to Querrin (‡6). In this context, it is arguable that 
the location of this site is of the highest importance and would have been a suitable position for a 
high status, bivallate Cluster V ringfort. 
 
Two Cluster I ringforts (91 - 2) are found to the west of site 170 and are located on either side of 
the possible route-way from the Cluster III ringfort, 89, to the west. Both Cluster I ringforts are 
located on the south facing slopes of the upper valley of the Moyarta River, above the 100ft (30.48m) 
contour. However, owing to the local topography the sites are sheltered to the north, but not to the 
west. The most westerly of these two sites (91) is located on Kilrush gleys, at the edge of the 
previously mentioned area of Tullig brown earths, with a zone of Allen (cutover) peat a short distance 
to the north. The second Cluster I ringfort (92) lies across the road from the potential high status 
site 170 and thus close to the centre of the area of Tullig brown earths. A further Cluster I ringfort 
(83) lies a short distance to the east of 170. This site is, similar to its neighbour, located on 
sheltered, south facing ground above the 100ft (30.48m) contour and close to the edge of the zone 
of Tullig brown earths. Another Cluster I ringfort (84) is located at a slight remove to the south from 
the main group of ringforts. It is situated just above the 50ft (15.24m) contour, on the Kilrush gleys, 
near the junction of the coastal route from Kilcredaun and the road which passes site 170. The 
ringfort is sheltered by higher ground to the north, but is largely exposed to the weather from the 
west. As with other groups, it is possible to interpret these Cluster I sites as the individual farmsteads 
of ‘typical’ social status during the Early Christian period. However, the final Cluster I ringfort in this 
group (86) may not necessarily be interpreted in this way. This site is located approximately 150m to 
the north-west of the Cluster III ringfort of Lissyhunna/Lissaphunna (85) and Westropp suggested 

that it may have acted as a cattle enclosure for its neighbour.1 Since no ringfort sites on the Loop 
Head peninsula have been excavated, this suggestion remains unproven. However, a number of 
points relating to its distributional characteristics are worth noting. In the first instance, it is located in 
proximity to a Cluster III ringfort, a type which are almost exclusively found in relative isolation from 
other sites of that type, and especially in the eastern half of the peninsula, usually overlooking open, 
unpopulated bogland. Indeed, had this Cluster I ringfort been absent from the landscape, one would 
have had no hesitation in arguing for its conformity to the general type. The only comparable sites on 
the Loop Head peninsula are the Cluster V ringfort (16) and the nearby Cluster II site (18) in 
Cloughaunsavaun townland; and a Cluster III ringfort in Lissalougha townland (72) and its conjoined 
Cluster II ringfort (73) (See Map 7.7). Owing to the conjunction of the latter two sites, it seems 
reasonable to suggest the smaller of the two may have performed the function of a stock enclosure 
for its larger neighbour. In this context, and in the absence of excavated data, it seems reasonable to 
concur with Westropp’s view that this ringfort (86) may also have been intended as an enclosure for 
cattle. 
 
Despite the apparent aberration in the distributional pattern, the Cluster III ringfort of 
Lissyhunna/Lissaphunna (85) is otherwise relatively typical of others of its type in that it is located at 
a remove from the main group of sites and in close proximity to a modern road (‡27). In this 
instance, a road runs from 300m to the east of the ringfort, along the possible edge of a land holding 
under the jurisdiction of the ecclesiastical centre of Kilcrony (see discussion above), joining the 
postulated Early Christian route from Kilcredaun to Querrin. Today, the road continues north through 
the Allen (cutover) peat of the ‘Breaghva bogland zone’ to join the potential Early Christian road 
which runs along the northern edge of this zone. However, this northern section of road was not in 
place at the time of the compilation of the 1st edition of the Ordnance Survey maps and was thus 
unlikely to have been in use during the Early Christian period. Similar to the Cluster III ringfort in 

                                            
1 Westropp 1909, 126. 
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Moyarta West (89), this site would appear to have been located at the terminus of the road. 
However, should this be a true reflection of Early Christian settlement in this area, the implications of 
such a distributional characteristic are difficult to interpret. 
 
Similar to the unclassified earthwork 170, the ringfort of Lissyhunna/ Lissaphunna (85) is located at 
the centre of a small zone of Tullig brown earths. Directly contiguous to this area of soils, to the 
north-east, is a large area of Allen (cutover) peats which forms part of the unpopulated ‘Breaghva 
bogland zone.’ In this context, it may be argued that the combination of the proximal Tullig brown 
earths which would have produced higher quality grazing with the poorer quality fodder of the 
adjacent bogland could have allowed the inhabitant of this site to accrue a large dairy cattle herd, 
requiring a separate stock enclosure. Other, possibly less tangible factors may also have included a 
heightening of the individuals status owing to the proximity of this site to the ecclesiastically 
controlled land of Kilcrony. 
 
Four high status, bivallate Cluster V ringforts in this study area (No. 4) remain to be described (1, 3, 
10 & 58). However, they are all located within 1km of each other and do not form the centres of 
groups of ringforts that would have been expected from the analysis of other areas of the Loop Head 
peninsula. The one possible exception to this discrete distributional pattern is the ringfort of 
Lisnagreeve (58) which possesses two ‘typical’ Cluster I ringforts (56 - 7) to the west of the site 
along with a destroyed earthwork (187) to the south-west. All three surviving ringforts are located 
above the 100ft (30.48m) contour, on the Kilrush series of gleys. The adjacent land has a south to 
south-westerly aspect and thus the ringforts are sheltered to the north, but not to the west. In this 
instance it seems that the chief locational characteristic of Lisnagreeve is its proximity, c.175m to the 
west of the postulated Early Christian route-way which runs generally east from the ecclesiastical 
centre of Kilballyowen. Approximately 200m to the north of Lisnagreeve this road joins a further route 
which may also be of Early Christian date. This section of road effectively joins the postulated course 
which passes through the townland of Tullig to the main arterial route-way through the Loop Head 
peninsula. The ringfort of Bellia (1), in the townland of the same name, possesses the same 
locational characteristics as the previous sites, though located at a slightly greater altitude. It is 
located slightly further from the postulated main arterial road through this area, being approximately 
350m to the west, though it is within 10m to the north of the possible west-north-west to east-south-
east road which passes between this site and Lisnagreeve (‡29). This particular high status site 
appears to not to represent the centre of any group of ringforts, unless one counts the Cluster I 
earthwork (155), c.625m to the north-west, though they seem too far removed to be related in the 
sense used throughout this analysis. 
 
To the east of Bellia ringfort is a further Cluster V site (3), in the same townland. As with the other 
sites discussed in this section, this site is located above the 100ft (30.48m) contour on south facing 
land. However, this site is situated on the edge of a large zone of Abbeyfeale (non-peaty phase) 
gleys, as opposed to the predominant Kilrush series. Again, this site, despite its apparent high status, 
does not appear to form the centre of any substantial group of ringforts. The only site of lower status 
in the vicinity is a single Cluster IV ringfort (2) c.450m to the north-north-west. This small site is 
located further upslope, on the edge of the area of Abbeyfeale gleys mentioned above. Similar to the 
Cluster V site to the south, ringfort 2 is situated on a gentle south facing slope which shelters it to 
the north, but is exposed to the west. 
 
The Cluster V ringfort 3 is located approximately 375m to the east of the postulated Early Christian 
road way discussed previously. Although a modern road links the above route with the north-south 
course through Carrownaweelaun townland, it is unlikely to be of contemporary date (‡30). In the 
first instance, this section of road passes through the southern part of the external bank of this site. 
While in other cases this may relate to a modern widening of the course, this explanation seems 
unlikely as slight traces of this rampart are visible in the field on the opposite side of the road. This 
route also passes through the centre of the zone of Allen (cutover) peats, to the north of ringfort 91. 
While the suggested potential routes of Early Christian date through the Loop Head peninsula 
occasionally cross areas of peat they only do so when no other option is available, and this particular 
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route is obviously avoidable. Thus, it is the opinion of this writer that such a route is unlikely to have 

been in use during the Early Christian period.1 
 
The final Cluster V site to be examined is the impressive, possible multivallate ringfort of 
Carrownaweelaun (10). The site is located near the centre of a large area of Abbeyfeale (non-peaty 
phase) gleys on gentle, south facing slopes in the south of Carrownaweelaun townland. Similar to 
other Cluster V ringforts discussed in this section, the site is sheltered by the higher ground to the 
north, but is exposed to the west. Once again, this ringfort does not appear to form the centre of any 
substantial group of sites. The only possible exception to this being the single potential site known 
from aerial photography (210), c.100m to the south west. The ringfort of Carrownaweelaun is also 
located approximately 180m to the west of the postulated north-west to south-east running route-
way through that townland (‡4). 
 
The question as to why this apparent particular distributional pattern should exist must now be 
assessed. In the first instance, the sites are relatively homogenous in their topographical setting 
being located above the 100ft (30.48m) contour on gentle, south facing slopes composed of gley 
soils. In all cases the topography provides adequate shelter to the north, but not to the west. In 
other areas of the Loop Head peninsula such a south facing aspect appears to be a favoured location. 
However, in such areas the high status, bivallate Cluster V ringforts form the centre of a considerable 
group of lesser, single banked sites. Other factors which seem to have played an important 
determining influence in this region are those of proximity to areas of ecclesiastically held land and 
zones of higher quality brown earths. However, neither of these potential factors appears to have 
been in operation in this locality. The only remaining, possible locational determinant which may be 
advanced at this point appears to be the presence of the postulated roads of Early Christian date 
which run through this area. While the topographical setting of these sites is largely favourable, it 
may be tentatively argued that it is their proximity to contemporary road ways which afforded an 
increase in social status. From the currently available data it may be contended that such a social 
elevation was sufficient to allow the construction of higher status, bivallate ringforts without the 
obvious support of a subservient grouping of lesser sites under the túath system. While it seems 
unlikely that area was of any great importance on a ‘national’ scale, it may be suggested that the 
locality represented a major focal point for the entire Loop Head peninsula. 
 
Detailed study area No. 5 
Finally, Map 7.7 details the distribution of all known ringforts and contemporary monuments in a land 

area of c.22.81km2 from the townland of Kiltrellig in the west to the western portions of the 
townlands of Rehy East and Cross in the east. The average ringfort density for this detailed study 

area is 1.84/km2 while the figure rises to 2.85/km2 when destroyed, unclassified and potential sites 
known from aerial photography are included. 
 
The north-east quadrant of this detailed study area overlaps that of area number 3 (Map 7.5) which 
has been previously discussed and, thus, will not be repeated (p 274 ff.). This degree of overlapping 
of the detailed study areas illustrates the importance of taking a combined in-depth and broad based, 
landscape-wide perspective in the analysis of site location. 
 
The only Cluster V ringfort in this area, not already detailed, is site 16 in the southern portion of 
Cloughaunsavaun townland. This earthwork is situated on almost completely flat land, below the 50ft 
(15.24m) contour with a generally southerly aspect. Approximately 175m to the south-east of this 
site is a small Cluster II ringfort (18). As discussed above, in relation to the Cluster I ringfort 86, 
owing to the proximity of this site to its larger neighbour it would appear equally valid to interpret it 

                                            
1 For example, the postulated coastal route-way from the ecclesiastical centre of Kilcredaun to Querrin passes 
through an area of Banagher peat. However, as this zone of bogland blocks all access to the headland, it is 
inevitable that the road should cross this area. 
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as either a stock enclosure or as a separate farmstead inhabited by an individual of lower social 

status.1 
 
A short distance to the north of site 16 are three Cluster II ringforts (14 - 5 & 17). These ringforts 
are located on gently sloping ground, just below the 50ft (15.24m) contour. All three sites are located 
on the usual Kilrush gleys, though ringfort 14 is positioned just to the east of an area of Aughty 
(cutover) series of peats. The sites are sheltered by high ground to the north, though only ringforts 
14 and 15 are protected to the west. These latter two sites are also located slightly to the west of a 
modern road which runs north-east from the postulated Early Christian route through Kilballyowen, to 
Kilbaha Bay in the south-west (‡31). As this road passes through the aforementioned area of Aughty 
(cutover) peats, it seems unlikely that it is of contemporary date with the period of ringfort 
construction and occupation. 
 
To the south-west of the bivallate, Cluster V site 16 is the Cluster III ringfort of Lissalougha, in the 
townland of the same name. This site is located on virtually flat land, though sheltered by an area of 
higher ground to the west, in Kiltrellig townland. As mentioned previously, this site is conjoined on 
the north-east with a small ringfort of Cluster II type (73) probably for the corralling of cattle. With 
the exception of this conjoined Cluster II site, Lissalougha ringfort appears to be largely peripheral to 
the main group of earthworks. However, in this instance while the high status Cluster V ringfort 
seems to form the centre of the group, it is located at a slight remove from the other, lesser 
earthworks. Similar to other sites of this type, Lissalougha ringfort is also located c.190m from a 
north-south running road which moves from the south of the zone of Aughty (cutover) peat, bending 
slightly to the east of the higher ground in Kiltrellig before joining the modern coast road from 
Kilbaha, just to the west of Cloghaun Lake (‡32). While it is difficult to suggest what purpose this 
road may have had, were it of Early Christian date, its route does possess the ‘topographical logic’ of 
other postulated routes of this period. Nonetheless, in the present situation it is perhaps better to 
regard it simply as a possible route-way. 
 
Further to the north, near the coast, there is one final, bivallate, Cluster III ringfort (19). Despite the 
two unclassified earthworks to the east (161 - 2) this site is so obviously peripheral that it is difficult 
to assess which group of ringforts this site belongs. Indeed, it would appear that many Cluster III 
ringforts are chiefly notable for their lack of proximity to high status Cluster V ringforts, and surviving 
earthworks at large. This site is located above the 200ft (60.96m) contour, on the predominant 
Kilrush series of gleys. Ringfort 19 is also positioned within 10m and to the north of the postulated 
Early Christian roadway that runs west through Kilballyowen. Indeed, it may be argued that as many 
of these posited routes pass close to ecclesiastical centres, that this particular artery ran at least as 
far west as the monastic establishments of Templenanaeve in Ross townland and Kilcoan, or 
Kilquane, in Moneen townland (not illustrated). The presence of a Cluster III ringfort (41) further 
west in the townland of Fodry may indicate that this road originally continued as far as the border of 
this townland, if not as far as the unclassified enclosure of Cahercroghaun (167) in the townland of 
Kilbaha North. However, this is purely supposition. 
 
Although no bivallate, Cluster V ringfort survives in the Townland of Kilcloher, it may be argued that 
this collection of eight earthworks functioned as a ‘group’ in the sense used throughout this analysis. 
The likely candidate for this high status, ‘central site’ appears to be the destroyed ringfort of Lisroe 
(186), in the south of the townland. Although Westropp notes that the it ‘... has been entirely 

levelled since 1839.’ the fact that it is a named site may suggest some status (see p 232).2 Lisroe 
was located above the 100ft (30.48m) contour on relatively exposed north to north-west facing land 
near the south coast of the peninsula, to the north of Kilcloher head. The site was also positioned just 
inside the western edge of a zone of Tullig brown earths which stretches along the majority of the 
southern coast of this townland. It was also located c.210m to the south-east in a bend in a section 

                                            
1 However, the interpretation of this group may be severely compromised by the presence of five potential 
sites, revealed by aerial photography (211 - 3, 218 & 224) which, if ringforts, would add significantly to the 
overall distributional pattern. 
2 Westropp 1908c, 357. 
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of road which is a continuation of the coastal route from Kilbaha in the west, to join the main, 
modern east/west running road way through the southern peninsula in the north-west. 
 
With regard to the general road structure of this part of the study area, it may be suggested that the 
route which passes Lisroe (186) is more likely to have been of Early Christian date than the east to 
west section of road to the north. In the first instance, the southern route generally follows the 
contours of the land (‡33), while the more northerly section passes directly to the south of Cloghaun 
Lake and river in an area which is occasionally liable to floods (‡34). Further, this section of road 
passes through the northern portion of the Cluster II ringfort (49) and thus, on the bases outlined 
earlier, cannot be considered to have been a of Early Christian date. The coastal route along this 
portion of the Loop Head peninsula is also worthy of consideration. The ‘topographical logic’ which 
may be discerned in its layout appears sound as in adhering to the coast the route avoids 
unnecessary increases in elevation by passing the high ground in Kiltrellig to the south, until it turns 
to the east in Kilcloher. This circuit around the shores of Kilbaha Bay is also well sheltered and its 
adherence to the coastline would have allowed easy passage over the narrow outlet from Cloghaun 
Lake to the Shannon Estuary, instead of the necessity of negotiating the marshy ground to the east 

(‡35).1 This route continues east, following the general contours of the land, until it curves along the 
northern shore of Rinevella Bay (‡37). From here the road changes direction to the east-north-east to 
skirt along the zone of Banagher peats, which cut off the headland of Kilcredaun. At this point the 
route-way links to the postulated Early Christian coastal artery which runs from the ecclesiastical 
centre of Kilcredaun to Cross. 
 
To the north-west of Lisroe are two ‘typical’ Cluster I ringforts (50 - 51) located near the centre of a 
zone of Tullig brown earths, on the south facing slopes of an area of higher ground, just below the 
100ft (30.48m) contour. To the east of these sites is the Cluster I ringfort of Lissalappaun (53). The 
site is positioned on north to north-west facing slopes, below the 100ft (30.48m) contour in an area 
of Kilrush gleys. As in other areas of the peninsula, it is possible to interpret these ringforts as those 
of individual farmers of ‘typical’ social status, subservient to a person of greater position. Four Cluster 
II ringforts (47 - 9, 52) appear to be associated with this group and are all situated in more 
peripheral and exposed positions to the remainder of the group. Once again, these sites may be 
viewed as having been inhabited by farmers of lesser social position, living in somewhat less 
desirable topographical locations. 
 
Further to the east, along the northern slopes of Rehy Hill is a large group of ringforts which are more 
difficult to place within the hypothetical ‘group’ structure suggested for the remainder of the 
peninsula. In the townland of Rehy West there are three Cluster II ringforts (133 - 4 & 136) along 
with two destroyed earthworks (201 - 2) and a single potential site, known from aerial photography 
(237). In the adjoining townland of Rehy East there are seven Cluster IV ringforts (126 - 32) and 

single examples of Cluster I (124) and Cluster II sites (125).2 Thus it is apparent that there are no 
bivallate, Cluster V ringforts in this area which could have acted as political or social centres. In the 
first instance it may be suggested that the proposed hypothesis of a bivallate, Cluster V ringfort 
acting as a functional centre of power and status, surrounded by a ‘group’ of lesser earthworks 
breaks down when applied to this locality. However, it is the contention of this writer that when all 
potential topographical and social factors are accounted for, this area fits well with the proposed 
‘group’ pattern, though still open to a number of interpretations. 
 
The main topographical features in this study area include the relatively large, irregular zone of the 
more productive Tullig series of brown earths which are present from just above the 100ft (30.48m) 
contour to the crown of Rehy Hill (358.1ft, 109.15m OD) along with an extensive area of marshy land 
around the southern border of Kilballyowen townland. Thus, the topography is generally north facing 
and largely exposed to the inclemencies of the weather from both the north and the west. In this 

                                            
1 Indeed, the continuation of this road to the west, considered in relation to the presence of the Cluster III 
ringfort of Lissanooin (44), in Kilbaha North, raises the possibility that it too may have been of Early Christian 
origin (‡36). 
2 The Cluster II ringforts 130 - 2 are located to the east, off the area depicted on Map 7.7. 
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context, where the majority of the surviving sites are located between the 100ft to 200ft contour 
(30.48m - 60.96m), it may be seen that the available space for ringfort settlement in this area is 
concentrated between the marsh to the north and the relatively steep slopes of Rehy Hill to the 

south.1 From the analysis of site location in other areas of the Loop Head peninsula, it is apparent 
that the presence of a zone of brown earths in the locality functioned as an important positive 
determining factor in site location, albeit at a relatively high altitude and in an exposed position. The 
marshy area to the north would appear to have acted in the opposite manner, as a negative 
determining factor when both a well drained site and agricultural hinterland were sought. One final 
possible positive determinant is that of the desire for a measure of proximity to ecclesiastical land 
holdings, though these centres appear to have possessed sizeable land holdings creating an effective 
‘exclusion zone’ for secular settlement. With regard to the Rehy group of ringforts it may be 
suggested that the postulated southern border of the Kilballyowen ecclesiastical land holding 
presented a favourable social determinant. One possible complication to this situation may have been 
the presence of a substantial area of marsh surrounding the small stream that passes through the 
area, making the practical considerations of site location of higher importance. 
 
In this context, two possible interpretations of this collection of earthworks may be offered. Firstly, it 
seems possible to suggest that, in the absence of any ringforts of higher status, the single Cluster I 
site (124) acted as the social and political focus. Owing to the relatively steep slopes of the locality 
and the exposed, northerly aspect of the land this, perhaps, less locationally desirable area may not 
have permitted the necessary attainment of higher social rank required for the construction of a 
double-banked enclosure. In this way, site 124 could have functioned as the centre of a group of 
lower status, Cluster II and IV ringforts, each an individual farmstead operating in an area of lesser 
desirability. 
 
A second hypothetical explanation of this distributional pattern may also be offered. It is possible to 
view these, generally, lower status ringforts as peripheral extensions to regular groups centred on 
Cluster V sites. Within this conjectural framework these sites may represent enclosures used, and 
possibly refurbished, on a seasonal basis for the purposes of transhumance, or booleying. As such 
they may have been under the social influence of neighbouring groups centred on the townlands of 
Cloughaunsavaun, Quilty, Kilcloher and Cross. Indeed, under this interpretation the postulated group 
based in the townland of Kilcloher, in the absence of an extant Cluster V ringfort, may itself be seen 
as part of this overall pattern. However, without an extensive programme of excavation, coupled with 
a comprehensive series of closely dated deposits from well stratified contexts, the archaeological 
validity of any of these hypotheses remains unproven. 
 
7.3 Discussion of the distributional pattern 
It appears from the foregoing analysis that the distribution of ringforts on the Loop Head peninsula is 
based on the complex interaction of a number of diverse variables. Among these is what appears to 
be a primary desire for location away from marginal or boggy land, usually around the 100ft 
(30.48m) contour. However, such marginal land may have been used as rough grazing, perhaps 
equivalent to the lethmachaire (half plain) mentioned in the documentary sources. Nonetheless the 
paramount consideration in the siting of an individual ringfort had to be the retention of enough land 
to provide a viable farming enterprise, generally on gently sloping, south facing land sheltered from 
the prevailing winds. A further element in this process was the possible attempt to conserve valuable 
soil resources, often expressed in the construction of ringforts at a slight remove from these discrete 
areas of Tullig brown earths. 
 
Other determining variables may have been of a more social nature. Chief among these appears to 
have been the association of lesser ringforts with earthworks of higher status. Although tentative, 
one’s interpretation of this feature is of a society formed into semi-nucleated groups, each of which 
presumably represented a cohesive social unit, centred on a single, bivallate ringfort. Warner’s 
interpretation of the early literature would appear to corroborate such an interpretation, where he 

                                            
1 While the combined locational slope for the ringforts of this area is a mere 2.68°, it is worth noting that the 
average degree of locational slope for the entire Loop Head peninsula is only 1.77º. 
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cites an early tale which describes the residence of a king as having benches set aside for the nobles 

who lived nearby.1 He takes this as suggesting a deliberate clustering of clients residences around 
their lord, which would appear to be a valid assessment of the observed situation on the Loop Head 
peninsula. 
 
A desire for location close to ecclesiastical centres also appears to have played an important 
determining role. However, it appears from the analysis that the churches in this area possessed 
large land holdings, effectively creating ‘exclusion zones’ around these establishments. This pattern 
has been noticed in a number of areas, including west mid-Antrim, Morgallion, county Meath, and the 

south-west midlands.2 In the case of west mid-Antrim, McErlean explained it in terms of areas which 

remained wooded until the end of the 8th century.3 However, in the absence of confirming 
palaeoecological research, this interpretation is difficult to accept for the Loop Head peninsula study 
area. Instead, similar to Brady’s analysis of the barony of Morgallion, this pattern may represent a 

higher level of arable farming being carried out on large estates around the monasteries.4 It is 
possible to see the ultimate origin of this distributional pattern in frontier settlements or ‘pioneer 
foundations’ in unpopulous territory. In this context, it may be suggested that the Early Christian 
ecclesiastical centres of the Loop Head peninsula represent the earliest settlement in this area in a 
period following the ‘Iron Age lull,’ after c.400AD, and acted as foci for secular settlement at a slightly 
later date. Such a hypothesis fits well with other research indicating that ecclesiastical centres were 

regularly founded in deserted areas devoid of contemporary settlement.5 A similar solution has been 
suggested for the low density of ringforts in the south of county Louth which are attributed to 

secondary settlement around 6th century monastic foundations.6 This is of interest as the only 
evidence of an Early Christian foundation date for any of the ecclesiastical centres on the Loop Head 
peninsula is that of Teampul Sheorlais/Teampall Shearlais, in the townland of Kilcredaun which is 

believed to have been founded by St. Caritan, around 550AD.7 
 
The possibility that the choice of ringfort location may have been influenced by political motives, 
similar to those postulated for some prehistoric sites, has also been raised. Although this appears to 
be an intriguing hypothesis, it is difficult to justify in terms of the legitimisation of power given the 
generally dense distribution of sites throughout the peninsula and the country as a whole. A further 
element in the avoidance of such less agriculturally productive land may have been what has been 
described in Chapter 4 as a ‘composite socio-physical constraint’ where the unpopulous bogland may 
have gained a certain level of superstition by accretion, over time (p 131). 
 
One final positive determining variable appears to have been the desire for proximity to postulated 
route-ways through the peninsula. Work in other areas, combined with evidence from the early Irish 

laws, appears to support the thesis that high status ringforts may be located close to roads.8 
However, such results are markedly at variance with other research as in the barony of Garrycastle, 

county Offaly.9 Here ecclesiastical centres are located in close proximity to the two major arteries of 
communication through the area, namely the River Brosna and the Escir Riada, while high status 
ringforts are located at a considerable remove, on higher, sloping ground. 
 

                                            
1 Warner 1988, 67. 
2 McErlean 1982, 6-15; Brady 1983, 9; Stout 1997, 102, fig. 30. 
3 McErlean op. cit., 41-3. 
4 Brady op. cit., 19-24. 
5 Doherty 1985, 52. 
6 Murphy 1992, 373. 
7 Westropp 1900, 167. In this context, the local tradition that this area was devoid of churches for some period 
after the introduction of Christianity may have some grain of truth to it. 
8 MacNiocaill op. cit., 85; Warner op. cit., 50; Stout 1991. 
9 Stout 1997, 102, fig. 29. 
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In the early sources the value of three cows is added to the value of land located near a road which 
leads to the residence of a lord or a monastic establishment while the a two-year-old heifer is added 

to the value of land near a road leading to a cattle-pond or to a highway.1 One law text lists five 
orders of road, including the highway (slige), (secondary) road (rout), byroad (lámraite), curved road 

(tógraite) and cow-track (bóthar).2 Of these, the highway is the widest, allowing two chariots to pass 
each other while the cow-track must be wide enough to allow two cows to stand, one sideways. 
However, it is impossible to speculate as to the exact nature of these postulated routes through the 
Loop Head peninsula and what relationship they may have had to the hierarchy of road types as 
depicted in the laws. 
 
Stout maintains that townlands represent the basic unit upon which groups of ringforts are based in 
the south-west midlands. It is, however, difficult to quantify the exact influence of the townland 
structure on ringfort distribution on the Loop Head peninsula. In the current analysis townlands do 
not appear to have correlated with the distributional layout of ringfort groups as cohesive social units. 
Instead, there appears to have been more emphasis on suitable topographical and social features, 
disregarding townland boundaries which may be of later date. 
 
7.4 Early Christian settlement and society 
While the previous section of this chapter has considered the relationships between individual 
ringforts and their topographical setting along with a number of potential social determinants, the 
question of their place in the Early Christian social structure have yet to be examined. Thus, this 
section is concerned with the analysis of the statistical results derived from the multivariate analyses 
in the context of the surviving corpus of Early Christian documentary sources. This literature, in the 
main, relates to law texts dating to the 7th and 8th centuries, when it appears that ringfort 
settlement was at its most extensive. 
 
A review of the surviving legal documents clearly indicates that the form of idealised society depicted 
was a stratified one based on the túath system, where kings and lords occupy the upper echelon with 

free farmers or commoners below them.3 As discussed by Stout, in the context of settlement 
analysis, only the position of rí needs to be considered as an individual’s inter-territorial role as rí 
túaithe or ruire is external to their position within their own túath.4 Analysis of the laws appears to 
indicate that any member of the derbfine (kin group sharing a common grandfather) could aspire to 
the grade of rí, possibly leading to the creation of the aire forgill rank of formerly royal families or 

those related to royalty.5 Stout notes that the perceived mobility and comparable powers of these 
upper orders would indicate that there should be little difference between the physical distribution of 

ringforts belonging to the highest lordly grades of aire forgill and aire ard.6 
 
McLeod’s analysis of the physical location of ringforts on the landscape indicates the position of the 
aire déso on the periphery of a settlement core as his social status appears to have been determined 

by his function in inter-territorial disputes as a military leader.7 Thus, one should expect to find the 
ringforts of the aire déso on the periphery of territorial units. In the context of the present study, the 
territorial units in question are interpreted as the ‘micro’ holdings related to each ringfort ‘group’ as 
opposed to the ‘macro’ unit of the túath. Analysis of the five derived groups from the various bivariate 
and multivariate analyses indicate that Cluster III ringforts are the furthest removed from their 
nearest neighbours (620.92m), though their inclusion of a number of bivallate sites and the most 
impressive of the univallate sites on the peninsula would seem to suggest their higher status. 

                                            
1 Kelly op. cit., 390-1. 
2 Kelly op. cit., 537-44. 
3 Binchy 1941, 109. See Appendix 7.1 for a review of early Irish society as described in the law tracts. 
4 Stout op. cit., 229; McLeod 1986, 60. 
5 Binchy op. cit., 107; McLeod 1987, 43-4; MacNeill op. cit., 229. 
6 Stout ibid. 
7 McLeod op. cit., 50, 54; Binchy op. cit., 70; McCone 1986, 7-8. 
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Although these sites possess the second highest distances to ecclesiastical sites (3.67km), they do 
appear to be located close to postulated route-ways of Early Christian date, many of which have been 
demonstrated to run to or between monastic foundations. As has been discussed previously, they 
may occupy a second social tier below the wholly bivallate ringforts of Cluster V. 
 
While the early literature makes no reliable reference to the exact positioning of ringforts within lordly 
land holdings, a certain amount of information may be gleaned about the sites themselves. The 
available evidence from Críth Gablach describes the ringfort of a rí túaithe, and presumably those of 
the higher nobility, in the following manner: ‘Seven score feet of perfect feet [42.67m] are the 
measure of his stockade on every side. Seven feet [2.13m] are the thickness of its earthwork, and 

twelve feet [3.66m] its depth.’1 Stout’s analysis of this passage notes that the width of the fosse is 
not included, but postulates that it would have been the same width as the internal bank, thus 
concluding that the maximum overall diameter for the type of high status ringfort described in this 

text would have been 51.07m.2 The closest parallel to be found on the Loop Head peninsula are the 
bivallate Cluster V ringforts whose mean maximum overall diameter is 58.05m. However, the large 
internal area, in comparison to the defences, which this description implies, bears a number of 
similarities to the Cluster III ringforts. In his study of the ringforts of the south-west midlands Stout 
parallels the legal description of overall diameter with his Cluster 2 ringforts, and the high internal 

diameter to his Cluster 4 ringforts.3 On the Loop Head peninsula the large internal diameter of 
42.56m for the schematic ringfort of the legal texts is closest to the Cluster V sites whose mean 
measurement is 35.40m. However, this figure is only 3.26m greater than the mean overall internal 
diameter for the Cluster III ringforts. Thus, the Early Christian legal sources appear to describe an 
aristocratic residence which has close parallels in both the Cluster III and V ringforts as derived from 
the computer generated analyses. In this context these two cluster groups may be tentatively 
ascribed to the higher lordly grades within Early Christian society. In the first instance, the ringforts 
assigned to Cluster III may be seen to be analogous to the position expected of the residence of the 
aire déso/aire échta. On this basis, it may be reasonably presumed that the bivallate Cluster V 
ringforts are of a similar, if not higher social stratum, belonging to individuals of the aire déso grade 
and above. 
 
Directly following the above description is a reference to what are termed ‘the ramparts of vassalage’. 
In the context of the contract of clientship between a noble and individuals of lesser status, or base 
clients (giállnae), the latter undertook to provide a set amount of physical labour as part payment of 
the annual rent. Such duties could include the reaping of the lord’s crops and the digging of the 

earthwork surrounding his dwelling.4 Thus the ‘ramparts of vassalage’ have been taken to simply 

refer to the banks of a prestigious ringfort.5 In theory at least, the larger the number of clients owing 

allegiance to the lord, the larger his resulting earthwork.6 The measurements given in Críth Gablach 
are: ‘Twelve feet are the breadth of its opening and its depth and its measure towards the stockade. 

Thirty feet are its measure outwardly’.7 Stout’s analysis of this passage indicates that while the 
dimensions given could not have come from an actual surveyed example, the hypothetical thickness 

of the banks of a high status ringfort in the early Irish laws would have been 30ft (9.14m).8 While 
this measurement corresponds broadly with those of the postulated higher status sites in the south-
                                            
1 MacNeill op. cit., 305. 
2 Stout op. cit., 232, fig. 15. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Kelly op. cit., 446; but see op. cit., 444 for evidence of professional ditch diggers (cladaire) and rampart 
builders (ráthbuige). 
5 Binchy op. cit., 96. 
6 Stout op. cit., 232. Obviously there are immense difficulties with this theory as a ringfort which may initially 
have taken considerable physical effort to construct would have required little maintenance once in place. 
Indeed, excavated evidence regularly suggests that once dug, the fosse was left to silt up. 
7 MacNeill ibid. 
8 Stout op. cit., 234. 
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west midlands, situation on the Loop Head peninsula is somewhat different. In the first instance, the 
closest mean bank thickness to that derived from the laws within the study area are the univallate, 
Cluster IV ringforts which appear to be of low status (9.30m). The mean for the higher status Cluster 

III and V ringforts, respectively, exceed this dimension by 2.2m and 7.51m.1 It is undeniable that a 
certain amount of the recorded thicknesses of these banks may be the result of expansion due to a 
number of factors, including: natural settling, livestock grazing or later ploughing activity. However, 
the fact that the Cluster III and V groups of ringforts exceed the dimensions specified for the 
residence of a rí túaithe would appear to strengthen their hypothetical position, as one high on the 
social scale. 
 
From the description given in Críth Gablach of the ‘... prosperity and independence ...’ of the 

individual bóaire, Stout assigns his Cluster 3 ringforts to that grade.2 As has been discussed in 
Chapter 6 (p 222) the Cluster I ringforts of the Loop Head peninsula are best equated with the 
Cluster 3 sites of the south-west midlands in terms of location and morphology. However, the 
surviving corpus of early Irish laws do not contain even hypothetical dimensions of the types of 
earthwork inhabited by this class of landed freeman. Thus, the identification of the Loop Head Cluster 
I ringforts with those of bóaire rank must be seen as tentative in the extreme. 
 
Similarly, the early sources provide no indication as to the exact form or dimensions of the ringfort 
expected of an individual of the ócaire grade. However, Stout argues ‘... that the resources of time 
and labour spent on building an enclosure on rented land would be a good deal less than those 

expended on the property of one’s own derbfine.’3 Indeed, the implications of the law tracts are of a 
class of restricted means, near the bottom of the social scale, working a single tír cumaile of land. 
Stout sees this situation as concordant with the probability of limited investment on leased land. He 
goes on to argue that the ócaire was unlikely to have acquired his land as a client of the bóaire 
grades, owing to their own limited land resources. Instead, such parcels of land may be more 
reasonably seen as having been leased from the aristocratic grades, from aire déso and above. The 
early texts lend support to this postulation, listing the various numbers of ócaire clients appropriate to 
each grade. These range from a single ócaire client for the aire déso to six clients for the aire forgill 
(See Fig. 4.9). Stout suggests that: 
 

‘This indicates status in an indirect way in that all the land of the aire forgill and the 
aire ard was allotted to ócaire clients. In contrast an aire túise seems to have farmed 
one-quarter of his land, with an aire déso being directly involved in agricultural 
production on two-thirds of his property. In spatial terms this would locate the 
farmsteads of the ócaire in close proximity to the more prominent members of Early 

Christian society, in contrast to the economically and spatially independent bóaire.’4 
 
In the context of the south-west midlands, Stout sees the this situation reflected in the spatial 
relationship between his high status Cluster 2 ringforts and the apparently lowly Cluster 5 sites. This 
conclusion cannot, however, be drawn in its entirety from the evidence of the Loop Head peninsula. 
First it is necessary to examine the points of comparison between the two areas. There seems little 
reason to doubt the argument that the Cluster V ringforts as derived from cluster analysis represent 
the residences of the aristocratic grades. As all of these sites are bivallate enclosures it appears 
sound to parallel their morphology with the ‘ramparts of vassalage’ associated with individuals of high 
status in the laws. The group of ringforts designated as Cluster III also appear to be of relatively high 
status as they contain a small number of bivallate ringforts and the most impressive of the univallate 
earthworks. While it cannot be stated with any certainty, their impressive remains, coupled with their 
location on the peripheries of semi-nucleated groups of ringforts may indicate both an elevated social 

                                            
1 The relationships of the two remaining Cluster groups to ‘ramparts of vassalage’ dimension are as follows: 
Cluster I (-2.48m); Cluster II (-4.96m). 
2 Stout ibid. 
3 Stout op. cit., 235. 
4 Ibid. 
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position and a protective or defensive function. Such morphological and locational features fits well 
with the situation postulated for the grades of aire déso or aire échta. 
 
It is further down the social scale that other aspects of Stout’s normative model are less well suited 
to the present evidence. Following his analysis the Loop Head Cluster I ringforts, possibly attributable 
to the bóaire grade, should be located at a discrete distance from the high status, bivallate Cluster V 

sites. Indeed, this is often the case.1 However, Stout’s model suggests that such ringforts should be 
found exclusively at this remove. Within the study area, this is patently untrue as Cluster I ringforts 

are, if anything, more likely to be found in close proximity to Cluster V earthworks.2 The same model 
also predicts that Cluster II and IV ringforts, the least substantial and most poorly located sites, 
should be in much closer proximity to Cluster V earthworks than they appear on the landscape. The 
simplest solution to this apparent conundrum is to reverse the postulated roles for the Cluster I and 
Clusters II and IV ringforts. However, such an approach is completely untenable if the hierarchical 
nature of Early Christian society as described in the legal texts is to be accepted. As has been 
discussed above, the gradation of society was based on the affluence of one group of individuals 
above another. While the laws do not make any specific comment on the ringforts of the non-nemed 
freemen, the expected residence of a bóaire should be larger and more elaborate than one inhabited 
by an ócaire. Thus, Stout’s model, while appropriate to the south-west midlands, cannot be adopted 
for the Loop Head peninsula without serious modification. 
 
In the main, Stout’s assertion that the ringforts of the ócaire classes should be located in proximity to 
those of the lordly grades must be rejected for this area. Instead it may be suggested that if indeed 
land was granted as all, or part of a fief to this grade, the sites chosen were not located close to 
those of the nobility. Such a situation may be rationalised in an alternative manner. In the first 
instance it may be seen that implicit in Stout’s model is the association of ócaire sites specifically with 
those of the aire forgill as such an individuals land holding was completely divided up among the 
lower grades. Based on one’s knowledge of the present conditions of the area and the results of the 
multivariate analyses, it may be suggested that this area was relatively poor during the Early 
Christian period. From this position the argument may be extended to suggest that the area was 
largely lacking in both the necessary natural and human resources required to elevate an individual to 
such a position as aire forgill. Thus, if the Cluster V ringforts are interpreted as belonging to the lower 
grades of aire it would be quite reasonable, and within the parameters outlined by the laws, to have 
the habitations of the ócaire located at a distance. As such grades of nobility were engaged in the 
management of their own farms they would, presumably, have exploited land adjacent to their own 
ringforts. Thus, any fiefs of land given as part of the contract of clientship would be located at a 
greater distance from an aristocratic habitation. In such a context the land it would appear 
reasonable that the land farmed by the noble would be among the best available in the vicinity. It 
would then follow that the area leased by an ócaire would be positioned on land which was less 
desirable, both in terms of agricultural capacity and as a location for habitation. For example, a 
number of Cluster IV ringforts located above the 200ft (60.96m) contour in the townlands of 
Carrownaweelaun and Knocknagarhoon all appear to have been built up on their downslope sides to 

provide a level internal area on this relatively steep hillside.3 In the discussion of site location 
presented above (p 255) it has been suggested that this morphological feature was necessary to 
allow their close positioning to the somewhat better quality, though seriously unsheltered brown 
earths of Knocknagarhoon Hill. In the current context the argument may be extended to suggest their 
position as one on land markedly less desirable than that of the nearest Cluster V ringfort (7) located 
downslope on sheltered, gently sloping ground. While such an interpretation does not conform to 
Stout’s analysis, it remains a valid interpretation and is consistent with the information provided by 
the early Irish laws. 

                                            
1 For example: Map 7.4 Nos.: 69, 102, 108 & 109-11; Map 7.5 Nos.: 37, 38 & 96-99; Map 7.6 Nos.: 11, 12 
& 26; Map 7.7 Nos.: 50, 51, 53 & 124. 
2 For example: Map 7.3 Nos.: 77, 78 & 80; Map 7.4 Nos.: 62, 67, 71 & 107; Map 7.5 Nos.: 23, 24, 45 & 
114; Map 7.6 Nos.: 119, 137 & 147; Map 7.7 Nos.: 39, 113 & 114. 
3 See Map 7.3 Nos.: 4, 6, & 59. 
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In the context of the present analysis it appears that where lesser ringforts appear in close proximity 
to bivallate, Cluster V earthworks they are as likely to be of Cluster I as Cluster IV and II types. It 
may thus be suggested that where land was granted as part of the fief to a client it was as likely to 
be to an individual of the bóaire grade as an ócaire. It must also be restated that the cluster 
groupings produced through the multivariate analyses are tentative only. Indeed, while they do 
appear to provide a broadly interpretable hierarchical structure they are not absolute categories and a 
certain amount of ‘cross-over’ may exist between them. What this means when dealing with the 
ringforts assigned to Clusters I, II and IV is that they may not so easily and absolutely attributed to 
either of the free, non-nemed grades. Obviously, this presents problems if one wishes to produce 
exact assignations of single cluster groups to individual grades. However, as has been stressed 
throughout this work, the processes involved are exploratory in nature and by no means definitive. In 
this context what is presented is merely the probability that Cluster I ringforts may be interpreted as 
those of the bóaire grade. Similarly, those sites assigned to Cluster II in the computer classification 
may be tentatively described as those corresponding to the expected habitations of an ócaire. Owing 
to the unimpressive nature of many ringforts in this category the possibility cannot be discounted of a 
number having functioned as cattle enclosures. These may have been either directly spatially 
associated with larger earthworks or as more upland sites, possibly used for summer grazing. Within 
this functional interpretation the Cluster IV ringforts may not be satisfactorily understood as of one 
grade or another. Indeed, the examination of the results of cluster analysis through principal 
components analysis indicates a high degree of overlap between Clusters II and IV which is 
suggestive of similar group characteristics (See Fig. 6.18). This suggests that Cluster IV ringforts may 
be seen as largely analogous to the Cluster II sites. In archaeological terms the implication is that 
these sites may be most reasonably interpreted as relating to the ócaire grade. However, owing to 
this ‘cross-over’ some of theses sites, specifically the larger and more locationally advantaged, may 
be reasonably interpreted as those of the bóaire grade (Fig. 7.2). 
 
The combined morphological, locational, statistical and legal analyses undertaken by both Stout and 
the present writer indicates that a number of valid hypothetical, though divergent interpretations of 
Early Christian settlement geography may be drawn. It is beyond the scope of the present work to 
attempt an explanation of the archaeological reality in these two studies. However, in the absence of 
a country-wide series of closely dated excavations, it may be suggested that the observed differences 
may be attributable to regional variations. It is difficult to suggest what these distinctions may 
actually constitute, though they may result from differences in landscape, chronology, along with 
variations in the relative wealth of the two areas. Further distinctions may be related to regional 
differences in the form and flexibility of the application of early Irish law. While this a suggestion is 
purely speculative, such a situation may well result in substantial differences between the idealised 
form of society portrayed in the laws and the actual pattern of distribution on the landscape. 
 

Cluster group Postulated grade 
Cluster V Aire déso and higher grades 
Cluster III Aire déso (aire échta) 
Cluster I Bóaire 
Cluster IV Ócaire (+ some bóaire) 
Cluster II Ócaire/cattle stockade  

Fig. 7.2. Tabulation of cluster groupings with postulated grade from the early Irish laws. 
 
 
7.5 A functional and distributional settlement model 
The alternative model presented here attempts to graphically summarise the functional and 
distributional characteristics of ringforts on the Loop Head peninsula and may be broken down into a 
number of principal components (Fig. 7.3). 
 
Cluster V ringforts 
In the first instance the model describes a high status, bivallate Cluster V ringfort at the centre of a 
semi-nucleated group of lesser sites. It is located on gently sloping ground around 114ft (34.75m) 
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contour and is sheltered by higher ground to both the north and west. Such sites are, on average, 
located 309m from their nearest neighbours and 2.47km from their nearest ecclesiastical centre. The 
site is located in proximity to what may be interpreted as a large, ecclesiastically controlled land 
holding, itself conveying value and status on the surrounding sites. The presence of large monastic 
land holdings account for this relatively long distance to the religious foundations themselves.  
 
Cluster I ringforts 
A number of lesser earthworks, chiefly of Cluster I and II types surround the Cluster V ringfort. On 
average these sites are found around 114ft (34.75m) OD, the same as the Cluster V earthworks. This 
group are, on average, separated from their nearest neighbours by 245m and by 2.25km from 
ecclesiastical centres. Other Cluster I ringforts are located at a significant remove from the Cluster V 
earthwork and appear to have operated as relatively independent and affluent farming enterprises. 
 
 
Cluster II and IV ringforts 
A number of small Cluster II and IV ringforts are located on higher ground and in less sheltered 
positions at a remove from the central, bivallate site. However, Cluster IV ringforts are located at 
higher elevations, around 171ft (52.12m) OD while the majority of Cluster II sites are located at 
lower altitudes making their average elevation 78ft (23.77m) OD. Cluster IV ringforts are located at a 
mean distance of 238m from nearest neighbours and 3.73km from ecclesiastical centres. These 
figures are, respectively, the lowest and highest for any cluster group. Cluster II ringforts are 
separated from ecclesiastical centres by 2.59km and from their own nearest neighbours by a mean 
distance of 295m. Cluster II ringforts located in very close proximity to Cluster V earthworks may also 
have functioned, in some instances, as cattle stockades for the larger sites.  
 
Cluster III ringforts 
One or more Cluster III ringforts may be found on the peripheries of the group, generally overlooking 
postulated route-ways through the area and/or grazing land. They are located on slightly higher 
ground than the Cluster V ringforts, around 127ft (38.71m) OD. The interpretation that may be drawn 
is that these generally more substantial sites with large internal diameters provided a protective, or 
even defensive role for the sites within the group. Stout’s analysis places these sites chiefly along the 
boundaries between túatha in areas of potential strife. The Loop Head peninsula, however, does not 
represent such an area and possesses no apparent borders with other túatha. In this context the 
Cluster III ringforts appear to have taken up a possible secondary defensive role between individual 
groups of ringforts. 
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Fig. 7.3. Normative model of ringfort distribution for the Loop Head peninsula, based on field survey 
and multivariate analyses (not to scale). 
 
7.6 An hypothetical model of Early Christian settlement and society 
From the foregoing analysis of ringfort distribution on the Loop Head peninsula, an hypothetical 

model of Early Christian settlement geography may be now proposed (Fig. 7.4).1 It is derived from 
the observed physical distribution of ringfort groupings from the multivariate analyses, correlated with 
the schematised descriptions available from the early Irish law texts. This model attempts to explain 
the phenomena of that ‘basic building block of Early Christian society,’ the single, enclosed farming 
homestead and its associated land in the larger picture of the interrelationships between such sites 

and their landscape context.2 
 
The Aire grades 
In this conceptual analysis the social centre of secular life is dominated by an impressive bivallate 
ringfort, the residence of an aire déso or higher lord. The site is located on well drained and gently 
sloping ground with good access to roads and protected from the worst of the weather by higher 
ground to the north and west. As an aire déso he would have possessed land approximating three tír 
cumaile (41.4ha) of which he would have worked two-thirds (27.6ha). Should the individual have 
been an aire forgill ‘lord of superior testimony’ he may have owned as much as six tír cumaile 
(82.8ha), all of which would have been let to persons of lower social standing. It is likely that all or 
part of this land was rented out to the sons of the aristocratic classes and land-less freemen, many of 
whom may have been direct relatives of the noble. The possibility that the resident of the central site 
was of a higher social stratum than that of aire déso may be demonstrated by the number of lesser 
ringforts surrounding his earthwork. 
 

                                            
1 Ringforts of the aire grades are marked ‘A’ while those of the ócaire and bóaire grades are marked ‘O’ and 
‘B’, respectively. Possible cattle enclosures are marked ‘E’ and ecclesiastical centres as ‘+’. 
2 Stout op. cit., 238. 
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Around the edges of this group are the more isolated residences, probably of an aire échta, the more 
militaristic form of the aire déso grade. These lordly residences are more defensively sited at a 
somewhat higher altitude and appear to be positioned so as to overlook, and possibly protect open 
ground or local route-ways through the area. Both of these nobles would have had a number of 
clients of the ócaire and bóaire grades. 
 

 
Fig. 7.4. Hypothetical model of ringfort distribution for the Loop Head peninsula, based on field 
survey, multivariate analyses and early Irish law texts (not to scale). 
 
The non-nemed grades 
A number of bóaire clients would have also been located at a remove from the lordly residence, on 
the same type of gently sloping ground with access to areas of the more agriculturally productive 
brown earths. The ringforts of the ócaire are located at a distance from those of the aire grades, on 
more marginal and sloping ground. Such ringforts are also less sheltered from the weather, many 
with westerly and northerly aspects. Even when located near to better quality soils the exposed 
nature of the land largely detracts from its agricultural capabilities. Owing to their lower social status 
and the limited return that the aire could expect on his investment, the ócaire appear to have been 
given such marginal land and located in such relatively poor areas. Given the prevalence of boggy 
land in parts of the peninsula these areas were avoided for habitation, though they could well have 
been utilised as rough grazing, especially during the dryer summer months. These non-nemed 
freemen may have owed allegiance through clientship to up to three adjacent lords, receiving a fief 
from and paying annual rent to each. Despite being commoners in an hierarchical society they would 
have had a say in the affairs of the túath at the óenach, or assembly, presumably held on the ‘green’ 

(airlise) surrounding a lordly residence.1 While similar legal rights and processes were in operation 
throughout the island, such individuals were not protected by law outside of their own túath. With 
such exceptions as performing military duties, going on pilgrimage and attending an óenach outside 

of their own túath, ordinary commoners would have lived within the bounds of their own territory.2 
                                            
1 Kelly 1988, 4; op. cit. 1998, 368-9. 
2 Kelly 1988, ibid. 
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The ecclesiastical centres 
An important element in this model is that of the monastic establishment. These sites are located on 

generally flat ground and at lower altitudes, and always in close proximity to route-ways.1 From the 
foregoing analysis it has been suggested that these sites are largely of 6th century origin and 
represent ‘frontier settlements’ or ‘pioneer foundations’ in unpopulous and possibly heavily wooded 
territory (p 305). In this way they would have easily and quickly accrued large land holdings and 
subsequently acted as ‘central places’ in terms of their spiritual and economic roles along with the 
formation of a secular focus for settlement. Contemporary sources indicate that from the 8th century 
onwards many of these sites took on the character of proto-urban centres, including the function of 

trading centres.2 
 
The land-less grades 
The final consideration that must be taken account of within this hypothetical model is the place of 
the land-less individual in Early Christian Ireland. While the laws indicate that all individuals, from 
king to slave, had a place and a role to play within society, there is some difficulty in determining 
their spatial position on the landscape. Such individuals as poets, lawyers and clerics appear to have 

been afforded legal protection outside of their own túath and thus were probably highly mobile.3 
Skilled classes also appear to have been largely itinerant, moving from area to area as their work 
dictated. Other individuals, including slaves and buffoons, would have been housed close to their 
lord, both for their protection and to prevent their escape. Slaves were of special importance within 

early Irish society as they partly determined the wealth and status of the nobility.4 
 
The location of the lower classes within this society has been explained in terms of unenclosed, 

nucleated settlements located in areas which do not contain ringforts.5 However, this interpretation 
may be largely discredited when it is considered that the various grades considered (the hereditary 
serf, senchléite; tenant at will, fuidir; and cotter, bothach) were legally bound to their lord and are 

likely to have been housed in close proximity to him.6 Indeed, the density of ringforts throughout the 
Loop Head peninsula is such that there appears to have been little room for such nucleated 
settlements. 
 
 
Discussion of the model 

It may be noted that this model is markedly more conservative than that suggested by Stout.7 The 
reasons for this are manifold and include the problems mentioned above of ‘cross-over’ between 
cluster groupings. Among the main difficulties in attempting to produce such a model are the very 
corpus of laws themselves. As has been continuously stated, while these sources provide valuable 
insights into the social makeup of Early Christian Ireland, they are idealised forms that should, 
perhaps, not be taken literally. Further, they do not provide the morphological and locational 
information necessary to produce a workable model of Early Christian settlement geography which 
offers an explanation of ringfort distribution. As has been demonstrated above, the evidence provided 
by the legal tracts for site positioning and makeup is so slight that the relict distribution of ringforts 
may be interpreted in a number of equally archaeologically valid ways to conform to these sources. 
However, the abiding problem remains of the adequate identification of individual ringforts on the 
landscape. In this respect the multivariate analyses have proved themselves to be of great, but not 
definitive use. The rather simplistic dichotomy between bivallate and univallate ringforts as a measure 

                                            
1 See Stout 1997, 128 for discussion of hagiographic material relating to the siting of ecclesiastical centres. 
2 Doherty 1982, 302-3. 
3 Kelly op. cit., 5. 
4 Binchy op. cit., 81. 
5 Aalen 1978, 96; Mitchell 1986, 157-8. 
6 Binchy op. cit., 78, 93, 105. 
7 Stout 1991, 239. 
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of social status has been largely upheld, though with certain additions and caveats. From our 
analyses it appears that a genuine differentiation may be made between various forms of univallate 
ringforts. Broadly speaking these relate to a division between the larger, locationally favoured sites 
and the smaller, less impressive and poorly positioned earthworks. The tentative conclusion that may 
be drawn is that these may be divided between the ócaire and bóaire grades. Further, the most 
impressive single-banked ringforts a appear to be of a separate class, possibly equatable with 
individuals of the lordly grades. However, the caveats include the many gradations in the sizes of 
univallate ringforts which make the positioning of a strict line between one ‘type’ of site and another 
and their subsequent assignation to the Early Christian grades of non-nemed freemen difficult, if not 
a largely futile exercise. With regard to bivallate ringforts, the early sources are at least clear that 
double-banked enclosures are an index of heightened social position. The derivation of the Cluster III 
ringforts through multivariate analysis raises an interesting point as they combine some minor 
bivallate ringforts with the most impressive of the univallate earthworks, all unified by their general 
segregation from centralised groupings around a single double-banked enclosure. In the forgoing 
discussions of distribution they have been paralleled with the lordly grade of aire déso and as such 
may imply a blurring of the strict distinction perceived between nobility and commoners, based purely 
on the number of ringfort banks. While it is this writer’s contention that this observation is largely 
accurate, the problems of ‘cross-over’ may exist here too as the characteristics of a relatively 
substantial univallate ringfort located at a distance from its neighbours also has parallels in Stout’s 

definition of the bóaire as an ‘economically and spatially independent’ farmer.1 Further, Stout’s 
differentiation between individual grades of nobility on the basis of the number of subservient clients 
is difficult to reproduce for the Loop Head peninsula. Thus, while the residences of individuals of 
grand rank may be positively identified, it does seem that actual differentiations are too tenuous to 
be realistically applied. In brief, it may be suggested that while the application of computer-based, 
multivariate statistical analysis are in themselves valuable and worthwhile tools they are limited by 
certain factors which curtail their effectiveness. Among these factors is the potentially unreliable 
nature of data gleaned from field-survey, as surface remains do not always give an accurate reflection 

of site morphology and thus relative site importance.2 Also, as stated above, the lack of useful 
information contained in the early legal texts make understanding of macro settlement-structures 
difficult. In this way, multivariate statistical techniques are useful as they may outline the hierarchical 
nature of Early Christian society and settlement characteristics, albeit in very broad strokes. However, 
the ability to produce wholly accurate and definitive categories that are archaeologically viable is, one 
believes, beyond the ability of these computer-based procedures. Thus, while the production of a 
settlement model containing the detail required to be historically and archaeologically accurate is, at 
present, unattainable it may be regarded as a valuable and informative starting point for further 
research. 
 
7.7 Summary 
The purpose of this chapter has been first to examine the relationships between individual ringforts 
and their landscape setting. This was followed by an examination of these sites in the context of Early 
Christian society as a whole. From the outset it was acknowledged that the use of a single, small 
scale distribution map would have been insufficient for all but the broadest statements about ringfort 
distribution. To this end five areas, covering the most, but not all of the Loop Head peninsula, were 
selected for in-depth study and more detailed maps were prepared to combine landscape information 
with the clusters derived from the multivariate analyses. From the outset it was realised that the use 
of statistical methods alone would not suffice to build a realistic picture of the interaction between 
monument and place. Thus, other less easily quantifiable elements which would have acted as 
important factors in the original choice of location were also assessed. In this way it was necessary to 
combine the data gleaned from the statistical procedures with a more intuitive knowledge of the 
landscape and its monuments acquired from repeated field survey at a variety of times of the year 
and during a broad range of weather conditions. It was from this fusion of the objective and the 
intuitive approaches that the discussion of ringfort settlement distribution was derived. This analysis 
centred on the location of ringforts in a number of semi-nucleated groups, each centred on a bivallate 

                                            
1 Stout op. cit., 235. 
2 For example see Brannon 1981-2, 54; Stenberger 1966, 39. 
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earthwork of Cluster V type. Cluster I ringforts were found to be located at a variety of possible 
positions within this basic framework, while Cluster II and IV sites were more likely to be found at a 
remove from bivallate sites and on less favourable topography. 
 
As the Loop Head peninsula does not contain any areas which may be interpreted as the borders of 
túatha from the Early Christian period, Stout’s assertion that ringforts similar to our Cluster III sites 
should be located in border areas could not be tested. However, these sites were repeatedly noted to 
be at a significant remove from the ‘high status’ Cluster V ringforts. From this they have been 
interpreted as lying between these semi-nucleated groups of ringforts, possibly acting in a defensive 
role between such groups, while still retaining their character as operational farming enterprises. 
Further examination of their spatial positioning indicated a close correlation between Cluster III 
ringforts and areas possibly used for grazing, along with the ability to overlook potential route-ways 
through the Loop Head area. 
 
A critical examination of the modern system of roads throughout the study area supported this 
observation and led to their possible identification as an important potential factor within the Early 
Christian landscape. With the occasional exception of the relationships between premier sites and 
major, ‘national’ route-ways, there is very little research on the determining influences of possible, 

minor Early Christian route-ways on ringfort location.1 In this context, the route-ways discussed in 
this chapter are hypothetical and tentative in the extreme. However, it is the opinion of this writer 
that the reconstruction of a society, past or present, cannot be complete in the absence of an analysis 
of the possible arteries of trade and communication it is an aspect which appears to warrant further 
research and consideration. 
 
Examination of the interaction of Early Christian monastic foundations with the pattern of secular 
settlement appears to confirm the previous hypothesis that these ecclesiastical sites represent frontier 
settlements in unpopulated territory, possibly from the mid-sixth century onwards. The repeated 
occurrence of this pattern of large monastic estates and what has described as ‘exclusion zones’ to 
secular settlement, has been taken as a tentative indicator that many of the surviving church sites, 
for which neither definite historical nor archaeological information exists, are genuine foundations of 
the Early Christian period. 
 
Analysis of the distribution pattern of ringforts in the townland of Moveen west led to the hypothesis 
that, in this instance at least, site location may have been influenced by the presence of monuments 
of the prehistoric period, possibly in an attempt to consolidate or legitimise power. However, such a 
correlation may be purely fortuitous as both the ringforts and other earlier monuments are likely to 
be found in areas with the same locational characteristics. 
 
Not all of the ringforts examined fall easily or comfortably into the semi-nucleated structure argued 
for them throughout the analyses, in particular the high density of bivallate, Cluster V ringforts (1, 3, 
10 & 58) in the townlands of Bellia, Carrownaweelaun and Killinny. These sites do not appear to 
possess the necessary numbers of proximate ringforts of lesser status that may be interpreted as 
representing a relationship with dependent clients (See Map 7.6). In this instance, it has been argued 
that such earthworks do not only possess a favourable topographical setting of well drained, gently 
sloping ground with a southerly aspect, but are also positioned at the postulated junction of a major 
local junction of route-ways. In this way, it has been suggested that their apparent status, inferred 
from their bivallate morphology, rested not so much on their possession of clients, but on their 
proximity to this important arterial focus within the Loop Head peninsula. 
 
On the basis of this locational analysis a normative model of Early Christian settlement is presented, 
illustrating the basic workings of the semi-nucleated group in its landscape context (Fig. 7.3). It also 
attempts to illustrate the wider interactions between the examined locational and morphological 
variables and their influence on the choice of siting. The bearing of these factors on ringfort status is 
also discussed. Finally, the relationships between sites of different postulated social elevation are 

                                            
1 For example see Stout 1991; 1996; 1997; Warner 1988. 
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examined. Following a brief review of the surviving law texts, chiefly Críth Gablach, an hypothetical 
model of Early Christian settlement geography is proposed. Here the emphasis has been to correlate 
the results of the cluster analysis and the semi-nucleated ringfort groupings with the various grades 
identified in the laws. Finally, the various methods by which the model was derived are examined and 
assessed. A number of problems with the techniques are identified, not least of which are the laws 
themselves. While the documentary sources are of great interest in the study of the Early Christian 
period, their highly schematised form coupled with their lack of direct information on ringfort 
morphology and spatial positioning restrict their practical application in the reconstruction of 
contemporary settlement geography. In this context, only inferences may be drawn from these 
sources which, as demonstrated by the divergent models presented by both Stout and the present 
author, may differ widely when applied to the surviving pattern of earthworks. 
 
The multivariate statistical techniques, especially cluster analysis, are also not without criticism. It is 
argued that while the general algorithm employed by this method is capable of providing generalised 
categories which may be readily interpreted as reflecting an hierarchical structure, based on the 
morphological and locational variables supplied, these groupings are not sufficiently coherent to allow 
definitive parallels with the grades of Early Christian society to be convincingly drawn. However, such 
approaches should not be dismissed out of hand as of limited use in the archaeological process. 
Instead, when tempered with an adequate basis of field survey data and an intuitive approach to the 
understanding of the primary landscape context of these sites, statistical processes may still be 
regarded as a significant supportive analytical mechanism. 
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Chapter 8 
General conclusions and summation 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
8.1 General conclusions and summation 
The aim of this thesis has been to examine the surviving distribution pattern of ringforts on the Loop 
Head peninsula, county Clare in the west of Ireland. The area was chosen as a suitable location for 
in-depth study for a number of reasons. These included the fact that it contains one of the highest 

densities of ringforts per km2 in any part of Ireland, coupled with the comparatively low rate of site 
destruction since the compilation of the 1st edition Ordnance Survey maps in 1839. Other factors 
included the author’s long association with the area stemming from an initial field survey in 1991 and 
related publications thereafter. 
 
The approach used in this thesis has been to provide a comprehensive review of ringfort distribution 
based on an examination of the morphological and locational data using a variety of univariate, 
bivariate and multivariate statistical techniques. Such methods were intended to produce a workable, 
if tentative, hierarchical classification system for the ringforts of the Loop Head peninsula which 
would adequately reflect social and functional status. However, it was realised that such an 
investigation would be incomplete without taking account of factors which were less amenable to 
conventional statistical investigation. Thus, when examining the overall distribution pattern, an 
attempt has also been made to incorporate an more intuitive approach, based on a knowledge of the 
ringforts gained from repeated visits over a period of six years and in a variety of weather conditions. 
In this way factors which are difficult to quantify, such as protection from wind and rain along with 
seasonal waterlogging and modern sward production, could be understood and incorporated into the 
discussion. 
 
To provide an adequate background to these analyses the location, topography and historical context 
were examined in Chapter 1. A review of the development of landscape archaeology and the use of 
statistical techniques within the discipline were also presented. In the following chapter the available 
corpus of archaeological information was examined. Attention was given to the various cartographic 
and photographic sources along with a number of unpublished and miscellaneous records. The value 
of such sources as the Ordnance Survey maps, and related documents, along with the different 
bodies of aerial photographs were inestimable. Of the latter, the Irish Air Corps photographs, though 
restricted to the coastal areas were of particular importance as their low-level coverage facilitated the 
identification of potential sites. 
 
The published literature and the history of research into the Loop Head peninsula was reviewed in 
some detail. In this context, the important contribution of Thomas Johnson Westropp, an early 
pioneer in Irish archaeology, was acknowledged for his detailed drawings and descriptions of many 
sites. Following this the results and completeness of the field survey were assessed and discussed. 
Contact with local landowners led both to the compilation of a large body of local folklore and the 
identification of a number of previously unrecorded sites. 
 
In Chapter 3 the physical environment of the Loop Head peninsula was reviewed in detail to 
contribute to understanding the landscape context of the ringforts. This examination dealt with the 
geology, climate, vegetational history and the relief and drainage of the study area, and in particular 
on the modern pattern of soils. It was noted that gleys comprised the vast majority of the soils 
represented and were interspersed with small, discrete pockets of brown earths. In modern times the 
gleys are largely unproductive soils, and the brown earths, while little better, are regularly tilled in the 
absence of more favourable series. However, it was acknowledged that the present soil conditions 
could not be definitively correlated with those of the Early Christian period. Thus, any analyses 
derived from the consideration of the current soil pattern in connection with the distribution of 
ringforts were treated with a certain degree of caution. 
 
Chapter 4 concerned itself with a review of the current state of knowledge of ringforts as a settlement 
phenomenon in terms of their morphology, function, economy, distribution and the interrelated 
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questions of their origins and chronology. A certain number of features that post-date the main use of 
the sites were also reviewed as they regularly have a bearing on the quality of site preservation. As 
far as possible, special reference was made to the ringforts of Loop Head peninsula and comparisons 
drawn with other studied areas. Where discussion centred on the results from excavated data the 
reviews were used as a means of outlining the Early Christian context of these sites and the society 
and economy that they may be presumed to have participated in. In general terms, it may be noted 
that the ringforts of the study area compare well with those from other areas and are largely typical 
of the country as a whole. A relatively unusual feature was also tentatively identified at two sites in 
the study area which may have been the remains of a stone revetment to the inner edge of the bank. 
 
It was observed that both the average maximum internal diameter (c.31m) and maximum overall 
diameter (c.41m) were broadly similar to data from other areas. However, the numbers of univallate 
ringforts (c.86%) compared to bivallate sites (c.14%) for the study area were seen to be slightly 
higher than expected. It was also noted that markedly fewer ringforts in the study area preserved 
evidence for an external fosse (c.72%), compared to other parts of the country, though this may 
have been related to modern agricultural practice where many have been dug out to increase land 
drainage. 
 
With reference to the distribution of ringforts in the study area, a number of anomalies were 
discovered that warranted further discussion. Specifically, certain areas were found to be devoid of 
ringfort settlement. Although these areas today appear to be reasonable farmland, they are recorded 
on the 1st edition Ordnance Survey maps as marshy and boggy land. Two such areas were located, 
centred on the townlands of Querrin and Breaghva. However, other areas could not be similarly 
explained. In these localities ringforts did not appear to avoid areas that were formerly marsh and 
bog. Instead it was postulated that these areas represent large ecclesiastical land holdings, 
surrounding a central monastic foundation. However, the actual evidence for any of these 
ecclesiastical sites dating before 1500 AD is scant, and this feature may indicate a date in the Early 
Christian date for them. Nonetheless it was noted that a number of monastic centres that had been 
considered as ‘possible sites’ though they did not possess any local tradition did not possess such a 
feature. Of special interest in this context was the alleged church site of Moyarta which was not seen 
to have been surrounded by any form of substantial land holding. While it could not be dismissed as a 
former church site on this basis alone, it was considered to give some circumstantial support to 

Westropp’s assertion that it was a religious site, but one founded after 1302.1 
 
From this analysis a model of the interactions between both ecclesiastical and secular settlement and 
topographical features was proposed. The model focuses on the primary influence of topography on 
the choice of settlement location. These were divided into primary and secondary constraints. Primary 
topographical constraints were seen to include impassable barriers such as the coastline, steep sided 
valleys and ravines where site construction would have been immensely difficult, if not impossible. 
The secondary constraints were not as insurmountable as the former and may have involved 
subordinate economic factors, including the presence of unworkable bogland areas. The large 
ecclesiastical land holdings were viewed as social constraints to ringfort distribution where the 
religious authorities could have controlled sizeable estates and have forced secular settlement to 
avoid such areas. It was also suggested that other factors that may have worked in similar ways to 
restrict secular settlement, including the presence of political divisions between territories and a 
growth of superstition concerning marginal areas. It was postulated that secular settlement existed 
within a framework where physically unfavourable or socially unacceptable areas were avoided and 
advantageous sites sought out. 
 
Chapter 5 examined a variety of morphological and locational variables which were considered to 
have played a potential role in the determining of an individual site’s social and spatial position on the 
landscape. The variables employed were: maximum internal diameter, height of banks 1 and 2, 
maximum overall diameter, depth of external fosse, slope of the land, site aspect, altitude, centrality 
index, distance to townland centre, distance to ecclesiastical centre and distance to nearest 

                                            
1 Westropp 1912a, 109, 111. 
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neighbour. To aid in the understanding of these factors a number of bivariate statistical techniques 
were implemented, including the product-moment correlation coefficient, Spearman’s rank correlation 
coefficient, nearest neighbour analysis and the chi-square test. It was noted that the process of 
selection for these variables was itself a subjective choice and as such they were potentially flawed in 
their ability to quantify diagnostic information about the choice of ringfort location. 
 
The correlation processes indicated that ringforts were more likely to have been located away from 
west facing slopes, though a preference for flatter land regardless of aspect may have played a 
significant determining role. Other results indicated that sites with larger internal diameters were 
more likely to have been positioned nearer to ecclesiastical centres, both a possible indicator of 
status. 
 
Nearest neighbour analysis indicated that while there was a large degree of randomness in the 
distribution pattern, a significant tendency remained towards clustering on the landscape. 
Modifications to the procedure indicated that the presence of coastline played an important 
determining role for ringfort location and the presence of bogland did not appear to greatly influence 
distribution. The chi-square test returned results indicating a high degree of correlation between 
ringfort distribution and soil types. Specifically, there is a high degree of association between site 
distribution and the slightly better brown earth soils. It was also hypothesised that many ringforts 
were located at a remove from these soils in attempt to conserve this valuable agricultural resource. 
 
Chapter 6 attempted to progress from these preliminary statistical explorations in an attempt to gain 
an understanding of their meaning for individual sites and groups of sites on the landscape. From this 
it was hoped to present a system of classification based on the morphological and locational data 
which would have had implications for the social and functional characteristics of ringforts on the 
Loop Head peninsula. To this end two forms of multivariate analyses were implemented, namely 
‘Ward’s method’ of cluster analysis and principal components analysis. Cluster analysis was used to 
derive an number of groups within the data and the results were examined for significance using 
principal components analysis. Cluster analysis produced a dendrogram which further analysis 
suggested could be interpreted at a number of levels. After consideration, it was decided to examine 
the results at the 5-cluster level. 
 
The results of the cluster analysis may be briefly summarised as follows. Univallate Cluster I ringforts 
were located on the lowest slopes on the Loop Head peninsula. This group was also positioned close 
to both ecclesiastical centres and to their nearest neighbours. The sites comprising this cluster were 
found to be below average in terms of both their maximum internal and overall diameters. Cluster II 
sites, all univallate ringforts, had as a group the smallest overall diameters of any cluster and were 
located at the lowest average altitude and possessed the lowest surviving banks for any group. 
 
The ringforts of Cluster III, the only cluster to possess both bivallate and single-banked members, 
had the second highest average distances to ecclesiastical centres and were the most isolated group 
in terms of their nearest neighbours. In morphological terms these sites had the second highest 
average internal diameters and over half possessed an external fosse, the highest percentage for any 
cluster group. Cluster IV ringforts were, again, all univallate sites and were located on the highest 
settled land and on the steepest slopes. A number of these sites were also built up internally, possibly 
in an attempt to compensate for these slopes. Finally, Cluster V ringforts were all bivallate sites. 
These ringforts were found to be positioned on the flattest available land and possessed both the 
largest maximum internal and overall diameters. 
 
It was decided that such results could not be taken at face value and they were thus analysed using 
principal components analysis. The numerical codes of the principal components diagram were 
replaced with symbols assigned to the various clusters to provide a more visually comprehensive 
format. In this way the interaction of groups could be appreciated in a more holistic manner, allowing 
the true complexity of cluster formation and membership to be observed. In short, what was being 
sought was an understanding of how each of the clusters were formed and which variables most 
comprehensively characterised them. 
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In general terms, it was found that the examined clusters were largely compact and well defined, 
though a certain degree of overlapping between groups was noted. To dismiss any objections that 
this method presents a graphical representation of data without any mathematical tests of 
significance randomising tests were carried out on the results of the principal components analysis. 
After applying 999 randomisations it was found that in no instance did the randomly generated 
pseudo-eigenvalues exceed the actual eigenvalues. Thus there is less than a one in one-thousand 
probability that the original results are due to random circumstance. 
 
On these firm statistical bases a preliminary, hierarchical ranking of the ringforts on the Loop Head 
peninsula was proposed. Cluster V ringforts were perceived to have been the highest ranking group 
as they were all bivallate sites, located on the flattest available land along with both the largest 
maximum internal and overall diameters. Cluster III earthworks appeared have ranked somewhat 
below them and incorporated the most impressive univallate sites along with a small number of 
bivallate sites. They also had the second highest average distances to ecclesiastical centres and were 
the most isolated group in terms of their nearest neighbours. 
 
The most numerous Cluster I ringforts were viewed as largely typical of the corpus of ringforts as a 
whole and took up the next lowest position. Such sites were located relatively close to both 
ecclesiastical centres and to their nearest neighbours and also had smaller than average maximum 
internal and overall diameters. As the univallate Cluster IV sites were located on the highest settled 
altitudes and on the steepest slopes being largely separated from other sites they appeared to 
represent a lower degree of status again. Finally, the univallate Cluster II ringforts appeared to have 
represented the lowest social group of all. As a group these ringforts represented the lowest average 
overall diameters of any cluster, located at the lowest average altitude and possessed the lowest 
average surviving banks. 
 
Finally, in Chapter 7 an attempt was made to explore the relationships between these clusters and 
their landscape context and with other monuments of contemporary date. It was immediately realised 
that use of a single, small scale distribution map was insufficient for this task. Thus, five areas were 
selected for in-depth study, covering the greater part of the Loop Head peninsula. 
 
The discussion of ringforts settlement centred on the location of ringforts in a number of semi-
nucleated groups, each centred on a bivallate earthwork of Cluster V type. Within this context Cluster 
I ringforts were noted at a variety of possible positions within this basic structure, while earthworks 
of Cluster II and IV types were more likely to be found at a remove from Cluster V sites and in 
generally less favourable positions. 
 
For a number of reasons Stout’s assertion that ringforts similar to the Loop Head Cluster III sites 
should be located in border areas could not be tested, though these sites were repeatedly noted at a 
significant remove from the ‘high status’ Cluster V earthworks. Their position was interpreted as lying 
between these semi-nucleated groups of ringforts, possibly acting in a defensive role between such 
groups while still retaining their character as operational farming enterprises. It also appeared that 
such sites were located near, and overlooking, possible areas of grazing, and potential route-ways 
through the Loop Head area. Within this structure individual site location was seen to be based on 
the complex interaction of a number of factors. It appeared that the major concern was to provide 
enough land to maintain a viable farming enterprise, usually on gently sloping, south facing land 
sheltered from the prevailing winds at around the 100ft (30.48m) contour. A marked desire was also 
noted for ringfort location away from marginal or boggy land, though such areas may have been 
utilised for stock grazing, if only on a seasonal basis. A possible attempt at soil conservation was also 
tentatively identified, expressed in the construction of ringforts at a slight remove from discrete areas 
of the marginally better quality brown earths. 
 
While this model accounted for the majority of the analysed settlement pattern, other sited did not fit 
so easily in this framework. In the central area of the peninsula the high density of bivallate ringforts, 
without the expected numbers of ‘supporting’ sites indicated that a separate process was in action 
here. In this instance, it was suggested that such sites derived their status from their proximity to a 
major, though local, focus of communication within the peninsula. 
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Further analysis of the distribution of ecclesiastical centres appeared to confirm the hypothesis that 
these ecclesiastical sites represented frontier settlements in poorly populated territory, possibly 
dating from the mid-sixth century onwards. This analysis also examined the existing system of roads 
through the peninsula and it was hypothesised that a number of modern roads may have had their 
origins in the Early Christian period. 
 
The analysis cumulated with the presentation of an hypothetical model of an Early Christian physical 
and social landscape of the Loop Head peninsula, based on the semi-nucleated group structure. Part 
of its function was to illustrate the observed interactions between locational and morphological 
variables in the choice of ringfort positioning and their implications for the social status of the 
inhabitants. The chief early sources which dealt with status were reviewed and an attempt was made 
to correlate this information with the results of cluster analysis and the observed semi-nucleated 
group pattern. This conceptual analysis attributed the bivallate, Cluster V ringforts to the aire déso or 
higher lord. Such an individual would have rented out all of part of his land holding to subservient 
clients, many of whom would have been his direct relatives. The edges of such a semi-nucleated 
groups appeared to have been demarcated by a number of more isolated ringforts of Cluster III type. 
These were interpreted as possibly of the aire échta grade, the more militaristic form of the aire déso. 
Such lordly residences appear to have been more defensively sited and positioned so as to overlook, 
and possibly protect, open ground and local arterial routes through the area. 
 
Cluster I ringforts seemed to best correlate with the residences expected of a bóaire client. Such 
earthworks were regularly located at a remove from higher status sites, on the same type of gently 
sloping ground with access to areas of brown earths. Finally, ringforts of Cluster II and IV types were 
equated to those of the ócaire grade. These sites were are located at a remove from those of the aire 
grades, on more marginal, sloping ground and were less sheltered from the elements. 
 
The methods by which the model were formulated were examined and its shortcomings discussed. It 
was noted that the legal sources presented problems of interpretation owing to their schematised 
nature and the dearth of definitive information relative to actual ringfort size, morphology and spatial 
positioning. Multivariate methods were also criticised as they were unable to produce the strict 
differentiation between groups necessary for this form of analysis. Indeed, while broad 
differentiations between clusters could be made, the identification of individual site types on the 
landscape were felt to be currently beyond reach. However, it was also argued that such statistical 
techniques should not be lightly dismissed as they have much to offer in the process of archaeological 
research, especially if combined and balanced with other methods including the more intuitive 
approach utilised in this thesis. 
 
8.2 Limitations of the study and future research 
This thesis has made a number of significant contributions to the understanding of Early Christian 
settlement on the Loop Head peninsula and to the use of statistical procedures in general. However, 
it is a study not without some limitations. Perhaps the greatest of these is the fact that the Loop Head 
peninsula in itself does not appear to constitute a genuine territorial unit of Early Christian date. 
Thus, while the results of the various analyses are of direct relevance to the study area it is difficult 
to confidently transpose these conclusions to a complete túath. 
 
In this context, it would be desirable to extend the area of this study to encompass a larger territory. 
For example, the ancient territory of the Irrus may be suggested as an appropriate area for further 
investigation. During the course of this research it was noted that Stout’s nation-wide distribution 
map indicated an apparently significant break in ringfort settlement around the postulated limit of the 

Irrus, to the west of the River Fergus.1 
 
With regard to the statistical methods employed in this thesis, further research into the application of 
multivariate, quantitative techniques and their application to landscape archaeology would be a 

                                            
1 Stout 1997, figs. 10, 14 & 23. 
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valuable addition to the discipline. Further, the problem of producing a definitive social, functional 
and morphological typology for ringforts that is not dependent on computer-generated, hierarchical 
statistical procedures with categories which are readily identifiable on the landscape requires much 
further research. Also, an experiment with the method of collection of distance data for nearest 
neighbour analysis indicates that the use of actual walking distances between sites may have a 
profound effect on the statistical analyses and is worthy of further study. 
 
As has been stated more than once, distributional studies of this sort are dependent on the notion of 
broad contemporaneity of ringfort settlement. However, this point is not entirely beyond debate and 
much excavation and research is required to answer the potential question of regional differences in 
chronology. 
 
Within this work a number of route-ways, potentially of Early Christian date, have been tentatively 
identified. Although there are obvious difficulties in attempting to gain archaeological proof that such 
roadways did indeed exist and function at this period, there is certainly scope for more in-depth 
investigation and indeed for this form of analysis to be applied to other areas of the country. 
 
Possibly the single most important determinant in the choice of ringfort location was the pattern of 
soils throughout the Loop Head peninsula. However, all analyses of the sites and their relationships to 
soil quality is completely dependent on their modern distribution and condition. While many other 
studies have relied on such evidence, the question as to the exact nature of these soils during the 
Early Historic period remains unanswered and deserves investigation. Finally, the possibility that the 
factors in the choice of ringfort location included the conservation of small areas of the more 
productive brown earth soil series has been raised. At the present time neither statistical nor 
archaeological weight may be confidently placed on the results of the current analysis alone. In this 
light it may be suggested that such examinations be undertaken in other, similarly marginal areas to 
possibly corroborate and expand these findings.



 

 



 

 



 

 

A Statistical Analysis of Ringfort Distribution and 

Morphology on the Loop Head Peninsula, Co. Clare. 

___________________________________________________ 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Volume II of II 



 

 

 

A Statistical Analysis of Ringfort Distribution and 

Morphology on the Loop Head Peninsula, Co. Clare. 

_______________________________________________________ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Robert. M Chapple 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Thesis submitted for Masters of Arts examination of the National University Of Ireland. 
 
 
 
 
 

Originally submitted as two volumes: 1998 
This PDF version: 2011 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Oculus Obscura Press, Belfast 
 
 

Prepared as a student of the Department of Archaeology,  
University College Galway, under the academic supervision of  

Professor John Waddell and Head of department, Professor Etienne Rynne. 
 
 
 



Gazetteer of Ringforts 

173 

 
Gazetteer of Ringforts 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

‘Lunatic Asylum, Limerick. 
21st August 1835 

My Dear Sir, 
 The intervention of a wet day enables me to take up my list of forts ... I intend to confine 

myself to the right bank of the lower Shannon’1 
 
1. BELLIA         BELLIA 
 
OS 65:07:4  8183/15335  134 OD  CL065-040 
 
Bivallate. 66m in overall diameter and 35m in internal diameter. Maximum height of inner bank 5.5-
6m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet depicts the site as univallate while the 3rd edition shows it correctly 
as bivallate and with an entrance feature to the SE. 
The site is much overgrown with brambles and thorn bushes which prevented accurate measurement 
and inspection. 
 

NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
331.25 3625 431.25 0.1 1.13 SSE 71 

 
 
2. BELLIA 
 
OS 65:07:5  8238/15355  100-200 OD  CL065-043 
 
Univallate. 52.5m in overall diameter and 40m in internal diameter. Maximum height of inner bank 
5.5-6m. 
The site is located on gently south facing land with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet depicts the site as a single hachured ring while the 3rd edition 
shows the bank as depleted to the W and abutted by a field-bank to the E. 
The site is much overgrown with brambles and thorn bushes which prevented accurate measurement 
and inspection. 
 
Westropp 1914b, 169. 
 

NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
400 3200 237.5 0.63 10.83 SE 62A 

 
 

                                            
1 O’Donovan & O’Curry 1997, 123. 
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3. BELLIA 
 
OS 65:07:5  8256/15318  100-200 OD  CL065-044 
 
Bivallate. 60m in overall diameter and 35m in internal diameter. Maximum height of inner bank 5.5-
6m. 
The site is located on gently sloping land with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet depicts the site as univallate and with part of the bank extending 
out to the S into the roadway at that point. However, the 3rd edition shows it as bivallate and the 
bank as cut through by the roadway to the south. 
The site is much overgrown with brambles and thorn bushes which prevented accurate measurement 
and inspection. 
 
Westropp 1914b, 169. 
 

NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
400 2962.5 587.5 0.22 0.86 SE 62A 

 
 
4. CARROWNAWEELAUN 
 
OS 65:03:5  8225/15489  200-300 OD  CL065-01101  
 
Univallate. 27.8m in overall diameter and 21.5m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank on the 
N side 0.35m (externally) and 0.7m (internally). Maximum height of bank on S side 1.3m (externally) 
and 0.18m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping land with views to the SE. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site at the junction of field-banks from the N, E and W. 
The 3rd edition sheet is similar, except that the field-bank from the W has been removed. 
The site survives as a low grassy bank. It is built up on the S side to compensate for the gradient of 
the land. The otherwise excellent preservation of the site is slightly compromised by the insertion of a 
telegraph pole inside the bank in its SE quadrant. 
 

NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
181.25 3862.5 812.5 0.08 4.11 ESE 137 

 
 
5. CARROWNAWEELAUN 
 
OS 65:03:5  8283/15533  100-200 OD  CL065-013 
 
Univallate. 36.5m in overall diameter and 33m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank 1.5m. 
The site is located on sloping ground with views to the NW over the Lisheen River valley. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site abutted by a modern field-bank to the SE. The 3rd 
edition sheet, however, shows the site cut through by a field-bank to the NW. 
The site is relatively well preserved with only slight depletion of the bank to the NE side where it 
abuts a modern field-bank and drainage ditch. 
 

NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
356.25 3362.5 806.25 0.35 3.89 ENE 71 
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6. CARROWNAWEELAUN 
 
OS 65:03:4  8220/15506  302 OD  CL065-010 
 
Univallate. 30.5m in overall diameter and 26.5m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank 1.5m 
(externally) and 1.25m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with good views to the E. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet show the site as a small hachured ring. 
The bank is much broken down and destroyed. The site appears to have been slightly built up on one 
side to compensate for the gradient of the land. 
 

NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
181.25 3956.25 937.5 0.12 3.23 E 137 

 
 
7. CARROWNAWEELAUN 
 
OS 65:03:5  8294/15499  100-200 OD  CL065-015  
 
Bivallate. 58.9m in overall diameter and 30m in internal diameter. Maximum height of internal bank 
1.2m. 
The site is located on sloping ground with views to the NE, over the Lisheen River valley. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet show the site cut through by a modern field-
bank. However, the 1st edition sheet shows the site as univallate, while the 3rd edition correctly 
depicts it as bivallate. 
The site is cut by an E-W running field-bank and the site is further partially depleted to the SW side. 
 

NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
150 3206.25 443.75 0.58 2 E 71 

 
 
8. CARROWNAWEELAUN 
 
OS 65:03:6  8311/15511  100-200 OD  CL065-016  
 
Univallate. 30.31m in overall diameter and 24.7m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank 
2.56m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with views to the NE, over the Lisheen River Valley. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a small, perfect ring. 
The site now appears much overgrown and is otherwise quite nondescript. 
 

NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
150 3137.5 587.5 0.42 2.93 E 71 
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9. CARROWNAWEELAUN 
 
OS 65:07:3  8335/15423  100-200 OD  CL065-019  
 
Univallate. 32.48m in overall diameter and 28.5m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank 
1.5m. 
The site is located on marshy ground with good views in all directions. 
On the 1st edition OS six-inch sheet the site is partially hidden by the ‘O’ of ‘MOY[ARTA]’ parish. It 
also shows an E-W running field-bank abutting the bank to the S. The 3rd edition sheet shows this 
wall extended further in an anti-clockwise direction, from S to W, to envelop that external portion of 
the bank. 
Today the bank is lightly overgrown. There is an external fosse visible on all sides of the site, 
measuring 7.5m wide (maximum) and 0.75m deep (maximum). 
 

NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
750 2568.75 400 0.33 0.49 SE 62A 

 
 
10. CARROWNAWEELAUN    CARROWNAWEELAUN 
 
OS 65:07:6  8312/15351  157 OD  CL065-048  
 
Bi/Multivallate. 52.38m in overall diameter and 28.48m in internal diameter. Maximum height of inner 
bank 6-7m (externally) and 1.5m (internally). Maximum height of the second bank 3-4m (externally) 
and 1m (internally). 
The site is situated on a slight rise commanding good views to all sides. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet depicts the site as a large univallate earthwork. The 3rd edition OS 
six-inch sheet shows a partial third, outer bank to the N, much overgrown, which survives to an 
average height of c.0.5m and is c.70m long. The fosse between the internal and the middle banks 
measures c.1-1.2m deep (maximum) but is now much overgrown and inaccessible, as is the majority 
of the site. (Fig. Gaz. 3). 
 
ITA MSS., Moyarta Parish, 1943. 
Westropp 1908c, 360; 1912a, 112; 1913b, 48; 1914b, 169. 
 

NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
637.5 2487.5 1012.5 0.19 0.65 SE 1G 

 
11. CLOONCONEEN 
 
OS 65:15:4  8162/15054  50-100 OD  CL065-085 
 
Univallate. 30.5m in overall diameter and 27.68m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.75m (externally) and 0.5m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with good views in all directions. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site abutted by a field-bank to the S. By the publication 
of the 3rd edition sheet the site was depicted as situated at the junction of, and fully enclosed, 
externally, by field-banks and drainage ditches. 
The bank is also partially destroyed to the N by the field-banks. The site appears partially raised 
internally. 
 

NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
193.75 2637.5 325 0.38 0.74 ENE 71 
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12. CLOONCONEEN 
 
OS 65:15:4  8163/15034  50 OD  CL065-086 
 
Univallate. 39.28m in overall diameter and 37m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.75m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the SE. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet show the site abutted by a field-bank to the 
SW. The 3rd edition sheet also shows that the site is partially destroyed on its SW side. 
The site lies at the junction of three field-banks and their drainage ditches surround the site on all 
sides. The site is heavily overgrown and did not facilitate accurate measurement and inspection. 
 

NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
193.75 2687.5 368.75 0.22 1.34 E 71 

 
 
13. CLOONCONEEN 
 
OS 65:15:1  8207/15086  50-100 OD  CL065-087 
 
Univallate. 34.18m in overall diameter and 30.52m in internal diameter. Maximum height of inner 
bank: 1.34m (externally) and 0.98m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with views to the S and SW. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as perfect while the 3rd edition sheet shows a field-
bank abutting the site to the N. 
The bank is overgrown and partially destroyed to the N by a modern field-bank. The only break in the 
bank of the site is to the W, measuring 3.48m wide, though it may be misleading to interpret this as 
an original entrance feature. 
 

NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
493.75 2937.5 343.75 0.31 0.47 WSW 71 

 
 
14. CLOUGHAUNSAVAUN 
 
OS 64:16:6  7572/15003  50-100 OD  CL064-006 
OS 71:04:3   7571/15002     CL071-024 
 
Univallate. 30.48m in overall diameter and 28.24m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank 
0.83m. 
The site is located on sloping ground with views to the S and SE. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as abutted by a field-bank to the NE. The 3rd edition 
sheet indicates that the site was cut through by a field-bank running NW-SE. 
The side is partially destroyed to the W side where it is cut by a modern field-bank. Cultivation ridges 
or ‘Lazy Beds’, probably of 19th century date, are also visible internally. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
112.5 2000 243.75 0.61 1.65 N 71 
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15. CLOUGHAUNSAVAUN 
 
OS 64:16:6  7581/15006  50-100 OD  CL064-007 
 
Univallate. 43.72m in overall diameter and 40.5m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank 
0.98m. 
The site is located on sloping ground with views to the S and SE. 
The 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet show the site partially destroyed to the SE by a 
modern roadway. The 3rd edition sheet also indicates that the interior of the site is marshy. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
112.5 2106.25 281.25 0.49 1.37 N 71 

 
 
16. CLOUGHAUNSAVAUN 
 
OS 71:04:3  7603/14933  0-50 OD  CL071-026 
 
Bivallate. 52.5m in overall diameter and 37m in internal diameter. Maximum height of inner bank 
0.5m. 
The site is located on relatively flat ground with views in all directions. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet show the site abutted to the SW by a path or 
farm track. The 3rd edition sheet also indicates a stream or drainage ditch to the W side of the site. 
A fosse is preserved to the SW side of the site, measuring c.5.5m wide, and slight traces of a 
counterscarp bank are visible external to the fosse which measure roughly 5.8m wide. 
 
Westropp 1908c, 356. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

131.25 2418.75 512.5 0.39 0.14 SW 71 
 
 
17. CLOUGHAUNSAVAUN 
 
OS 71:04:3  7599/14981  0-50 OD  CL071-027 
 
Univallate. 35.72m in overall diameter and 33m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank 0.65m. 
The site is located on generally flat ground with views in all directions. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site whole, though overlapping a modern roadway. The 
3rd edition sheet indicates that it is just the S half of the interior of the site that remains visible, the 
exterior of the bank, having been externally enveloped by field-banks on all sides. And the N half 
destroyed by the roadway. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

281.25 2287.5 243.75 0.4 0.15 SW 71 
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18. CLOUGHAUNSAVAUN 
 
OS 71:04:3  7611/14922  0-50 OD  CL071-028 
 
Univallate. 27.38m in overall diameter and 24.82m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.7m (externally) and 0.5m (internally). 
The site is located on generally level ground with views in all directions. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet show a field-bank abutting the site to the SE. 
The site is partially destroyed to the S by a modern field-bank. An indistinct fosse is visible to the W. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

131.25 2412.5 650 0.36 0.14 SW 71 
 
 
19. CLOUGHAUNSAVAUN/ROSS 
 
OS 64:16:4  7485/15068  50-100 OD  CL064-002 
 
Bivallate. 44.89m in overall diameter and 34.4m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank 
1.26m. 
The site is located on generally flat land with views in all directions. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site complete, univallate and cut through by a N-S 
running field-bank. It also shows the site abutted by an E-W running field-bank. The 3rd edition sheet 
shows the E-W running bank removed and the portion of the site to the W of the N-S field fence as 
having been destroyed. 
The destroyed W portion of the site is still vaguely traceable on the ground as a very low and 
indistinct arc in Ross Townland. The fosse between the inner and outer banks is clearly defined to a 
width of 2.45m and a depth of c.1.5m. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
1375 1312.5 812.5 0 1.69 S 71 

 
 
20. CROSS 
 
OS 65:14:2  8016/15141  100-200 OD  CL065-073 
 
Univallate. 31.28m in overall diameter and 29.45m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.75m. 
The site is located on sloping ground with good views, especially to the N and W. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a circular earthwork with field-banks abutting the 
bank to the N and SW. The 3rd edition sheet shows field-banks enveloping the exterior of the site, 
clockwise, from S to N. 
The bank is partially destroyed to the W and N by modern field-banks. The fosse is represented only 
as a marshy band around the site c.2m wide. On the internal, S, side there is a slight mound 
measuring 3.3m long (E-W), 1.79m wide (N-S) and 0.82m high. The exact relationship of this bank to 
the site as a whole is uncertain, and may be a relatively late feature. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

293.75 1193.75 750 0.25 2.62 NW 71 
 
 



Gazetteer of Ringforts 

180 

21. CROSS 
 
OS 65:14:2  8025/15090  100-200 OD  CL065-075 
 
Univallate. 40.42m in overall diameter and 38.56m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank 
0.73m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S and SE. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site abutted by field-banks to the N and S. By the 
publication of the 3rd edition the site had been reduced to a small circular field at the junction of 
three field-banks. (cf. 24). 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
200 1218.75 437.5 0.33 2.01 SE 71 

 
 
22. CROSS 
 
OS 65:14:5  8033/15029  112.9-117 OD CL065-076 
 
Bivallate. 44.89m in overall diameter and 25m in internal diameter. 
The site is located on the summit of a small hill with good views in all directions. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as perfect while the 3rd edition sheet depicts its S 
half as almost totally destroyed. The 1st edition sheet also marks the height above sea level as 117 
feet, while the 3rd edition gives it as 112.9 feet. 
The site is much destroyed, to the W by a field-bank and internally by the, obviously, long term 
dumping of domestic and farm-yard waste products. Outside the bank, clockwise, from NW to E a 
fosse is visible. It measures 4.26m wide (maximum) and 0.45m deep (maximum). There is a further, 
low counterscarp bank external to the fosse. It is c.4.2m wide and 0.45m in height (maximum). 
 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
250 1481.25 687.5 0 0.42 360° 71 

 
 
23. CROSS 
 
OS 65:14:2  8037/15119  100-200 OD  CL065-077 
 
Univallate. 29.38m in overall diameter and 27.51m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank 
0.75m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with views to the E. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site abutted by a single field-bank to the NNW. By the 
publication of the 3rd edition sheet the site had been reduced to a small circular field at the junction 
of three field-banks. 
Little of the original bank survives. Some mounds of stone are visible internally, though these appear 
to be merely field clearance. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

268.75 1343.75 450 0.5 0.85 E 137 
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24. CROSS 
 
OS 65:14:2  8044/15094  117 OD  CL065-078 
 
Univallate. 28.11m in overall diameter and 27.23m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank 
0.24m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with views to the S and SE. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as circular, with field-banks clockwise from SW to W. 
By the publication of the 3rd edition sheet a further linking section of road had been constructed 
cutting between this site and (21). In the process much of the site was destroyed, clockwise from E 
to NW. The remains of the site are also shown as slightly oval in plan, though this is obviously due to 
the damage and destruction it had sustained. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
187.5 1412.5 268.75 0.59 1.88 SE 71 

 
 
25. CROSS 
 
OS 65:14:3  8062/15109  100-200 OD  CL065-081 
 
Bivallate. 69.42m in overall diameter and 40.72m in internal diameter. Maximum height of inner 
bank: c.1.5m (externally) and c.1m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with views to the E. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site abutted by field-banks to the E and W. The 3rd 
edition sheet shows that this external portion of the site, clockwise, from E to W has been enclosed 
and destroyed by field-banks. 
The site is slightly raised internally. The fosse between the inner and outer banks: c.4m wide and 
0.75m deep. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

231.25 1587.5 237.5 0.67 1.38 ESE 71 
 
26. CROSS 
 
OS 65:14:6  8133/15053  85 OD  CL065-082 
 
Univallate. 28.49m in overall diameter and 25.38m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.49m (externally) and 0.88m (internally). 
The site is located on relatively level ground with views in all directions. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as perfect while the 3rd edition sheet shows the site 
abutted by a field-bank to the S. 
The site is slightly raised internally and is partially destroyed to the S by a field-bank and drainage 
ditch. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
287.5 2350 725 0.05 0.82 SE 71 
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27. DOONAHA EAST 
 
OS 66:01:3  8869/15550  50-100 OD  CL066-004 
 
Univallate. 31.2m in overall diameter and 28.47m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.28m (externally) and 0.74m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with views to the SW. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site at the junction of four field-banks. By the publication 
of the 3rd edition sheet the original site bank had been depleted and fully enclosed by field-banks. 
The site is heavily overgrown and much destroyed, the remains of the bank being very gapped and 
broken down. It is also modified further by two telegraph poles in the NW and SE quadrants of the 
site. Internally the site is rather marshy. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

231.25 2643.75 868.75 0.15 0.55 SW 71 
 
 
28. DOONAHA EAST 
 
OS 66:02:1  8889/15562  100 OD  CL066-005 
 
Univallate. 30.21m in overall diameter and 27m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: c.1m 
(externally) and 0.65m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with views to the SW. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet show the site placed in the corner of a field and 
relatively undisturbed. 
The site is situated in marshy land and is densely overgrown, preventing accurate measurement and 
inspection. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

231.25 2818.75 850 0.2 0.44 NW 71 
 
 
29. DOONAHA EAST 
 
OS 66:06:1  8891/15439  50-100 OD  CL066-007 
 
Univallate. 29.28m in overall diameter and 26.38m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.23m (externally) and 0.46m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with restricted views over the upper valley of the Doonaha 
River. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet depicts the site at the junction of three field-banks. The 3rd edition 
shows that the site had been further enclosed by field-banks. 
The site appears much destroyed and overgrown. It is also highly difficult to assess how much of the 
extant bank is original and how much may be attributed to the erection of later field-banks. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
312.5 3550 525 0.14 0.57 W 71 
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30. DOONAHA EAST 
 
OS 66:06:1  8903/15409  50-100 OD  CL066-008 
 
Univallate. 30.92m in overall diameter and 28.45m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
c.1m (externally) and 0.64m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with restricted views over the upper valley of the Doonaha 
River. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site abutted by field-banks to the SE and W. The 3rd 
edition sheet shows the site abutted to the NW by similar field-banks, and partially destroyed to the 
W. 
The surviving bank is low, gapped and much overgrown. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
312.5 3531.25 787.5 0.15 0.66 SW 71 

 
 
31. DOONAHA EAST 
 
OS 66:02:4  8910/15508  50-100 OD  CL066-009 
 
Univallate. 44.29m in overall diameter and 36.34m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
3.9m (externally) and 1.85m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with views in all directions, especially to the S and W. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a large, perfect hachured ring while the 3rd 
edition sheet shows it as modified by a field-bank to the N. 
A possible entrance feature is visible to the E and measures 5.95m wide though no real traces of a 
causeway are visible outside it. I was informed by the landowner that during the period of the so-
called ‘Black and Tans’ (1920-1921) that the W portion of the bank was dug up and a wooden 
structure, roofed with thatch was inserted. It was then covered over and planted with trees and 
brambles and used to house ‘rebel’ guerrillas. Presumably the thick and inaccessible vegetative cover 
that still exists on the W side of the bank may be attributable to this period. An external fosse is 
visible on the E side of the site measuring 1.02m deep (maximum) and 6.65m wide (maximum). 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

581.25 3168.75 262.5 0.6 0.25 WSW 71 
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32. DOONAHA WEST      LISCRONEEN 
 
OS 66:05:3  8853/15436  50-100 OD  CL066-003 
 
Bivallate. 61.48m in overall diameter and 43.7m in internal diameter. Maximum height of inner bank: 
c.6-7m (externally) and c.1.5m (internally). 
The site is located on relatively flat ground with good views in all directions, especially over the valley 
of the Doonaha River. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet depicts the site as a very large univallate earthwork. The 3rd edition 
sheet correctly shows it as bivallate, with an entrance to the E and enclosed by field-banks, 
clockwise, from NNW to E. Westropp notes: ‘There are some slight traces of enclosures in the garth; 
the present gangway and its gaps lie to the east; ... The outer ring and the inner face of the interior 

were reverted with dry masonry down to recent times.’1 The OS Name Book gives the name of the 
site as ‘Liós Cróinín, Cronins fort.’ (Fig. Gaz. 1). 
 
ITA MSS., Moyarta Parish, 1943. 
Westropp 1909, 121-3; 1911b, 227-9. 

 
 

NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
375 2975 275 0.43 1.33 E 71 

 

                                            
1 Westropp 1909, 121-3. 
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Fig. Gaz. 1. Plan and section of Liscroneen ringfort (32). After Westropp 1909, 123. 
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33. DOONAHA WEST 
 
OS 66:05:6  8828/15354  50-100 OD  CL066-035 
 
Univallate. 31.28m in overall diameter and 28.3m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.85m (externally) and 0.6m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with views to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet depicts the site as a small, perfect ring. The 3rd edition sheet shows 
the bank partially destroyed to the S. Westropp notes that the exterior of the bank appeared to once 

have possessed a ‘stone facing’, but it had been removed shortly before his visitation of the site.1 
The better preserved, N, section of the site is partially overgrown with brambles, though even this is 
low and gapped. 
 
Westropp 1911b, 234. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

268.75 2831.25 675 0.26 1.08 SW 71 
 
 
34. DOONAHA WEST 
 
OS 66:05:6  8845/15376  106 OD  CL066-036  
 
Univallate. 30.24m in overall diameter and 27m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: c.1m. 
The site is located near the summit of a low rise with good views in all directions. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site at the junction of three field-banks. The 3rd edition 
shows the exterior of the site completely enclosed by field-banks, clockwise, from S to NW. 
What remains of the bank has been either destroyed or incorporated into the field-bank system. 
 
Westropp 1911b, 234. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

268.75 3062.5 493.75 0.49 2.49 360º 137 
 
 

                                            
1 Westropp 1909, 121. 
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35. DOONAHA WEST 
 
OS 66:05:6  8861/15340  50-100 OD  CL066-038 
 
Univallate. 31.49m in overall diameter and 28m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 0.2m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with views to the S and SE. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site at the junction of three field-banks. The 3rd edition 
sheet depicts the site as destroyed to the E. 
This destroyed, E, portion of the bank is still visible as a low ridge, the rest of the site being too 
overgrown with brambles and thorn bushes to accurately measure or inspect, although a fosse does 
seem to exist in places around the bank, measuring an estimated 1-2m wide. 
 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
362.5 3131.25 887.5 0.32 1.34 SSW 137 

 
 
36. FEEARD 
 
OS 64:16:6  7621/15061  50-100 OD  CL064-008 
 
Univallate. 39.21m in overall diameter and 36.96m in internal diameter. Maximum height of inner 
bank: 0.95m (internally). 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with views in all directions, especially to the N and E. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet depicts the site as a slightly oval ring with field-banks abutting to 
the N and S. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site with field-banks abutting to the N, S and SW. The 
site is also externally enclosed by field-banks and drainage ditches. 
The interior of the sight appears slightly raised, and fossilised cultivation ridges or ‘lazy Beds’, of 
probable 19th century date, are also visible internally. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

643.75 2568.75 650 0.25 1.3 SW 71 
 
 
37. FEEARD 
 
OS 65:13:4  7689/15064  100-200 OD  CL065-057 
 
Univallate. 37.42m in overall diameter and 33.2m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.5m (externally) and 1.25m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with views to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows a field-bank abutting the site to the N and two to the S. By 
the publication of the 3rd edition sheet the site had been reduced to a small circular field with field-
banks abutting the site to the N, E and S. Portions of the bank appear to remain to the N and W. 
The site is slightly overgrown and partially denuded and obscured by modern field-banks. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

118.75 2168.75 368.75 0.5 1.17 S 71 
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38. FEEARD 
 
OS 65:13:4  7700/15068  100-200 OD  CL065-058 
 
Univallate. 41.38m in overall diameter and 37.6m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.22m (externally) and 0.59m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with views to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site abutted by a field-bank to the WSW. The 3rd edition 
depicts the site as a small circular field at the junction of four field-banks. 
The only major gap in the bank, possibly the original entrance feature, is on the N side of the site and 
measures 2.6m wide. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

118.75 2050 437.5 0.38 5.06 SSE 71 
 
 
39. FEEARD 
 
OS 65:13:5  7725/15050  100-200 OD  CL065-060 
 
Univallate. 36.72m in overall diameter and 33.9m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.0m (externally) and 0.59m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with views in all directions, especially to the S and W. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site situated in a small square field with a roadway 
touching the bank to the NW. By the publication of the 3rd edition sheet the road had been removed 
and the S half of the site destroyed. 
Faint traces of the S portion of the bank are still visible as a low ridge for the full course of its circuit. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

268.75 1850 493.75 0.11 1.15 SSW 71 
 
 
40. FEEARD/QUILTY 
 
OS 65:13:5  7737/15008  50-100 OD  CL065-061 
 
Univallate. 31.29m in overall diameter and 30m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
c.0.4m. 
The site is located on relatively flat ground with views in all directions. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet indicate that just the S half of the site is visible, 
the N half having been destroyed under a modern roadway and further cut by a N-S running field-
bank. 
The E section of the surviving bank is much overgrown and destroyed by its enclosing field-banks. 
The W portion survives as a much destroyed, low grassy bank. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

193.75 1900 6062.5 0 1.83 SW 71 
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41. FODRY 
 
OS 71:03:4  7205/14896  97.2 OD  CL071-016 
 
Univallate. 29.42m in overall diameter and 27.56m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.67m. 
The site is located on flat ground with views in all directions. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet does not show the site. The 3rd edition sheet shows that 
approximately half of the bank has been destroyed by NE-SW running roadway. 
The ruinous condition of the site is most likely due to the fact that there was a house built on the 

site, probably in the last century, of which almost nothing, save the lintel stone, survives today.1  
 
Westropp 1908c, 356. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

1287.5 1725 337.5 0.41 2.17 WNW 137 
 
 
42. FURROOR LOWER      LISBOY 
 
OS 56:13:4  8703/15661  100-200 OD  CL056-064 
 
Univallate. 36.5m in overall diameter and 30m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: c.0.5m. 
The site is located on sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet represents the site as a small, perfect ring. The 3rd edition shows it 
cut through by a N-S running field-bank and drainage ditch, and destroyed to the W of this line. 
Externally, on the E side of the site a fosse is partially visible, measuring c.2m wide and 0.25m deep. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

206.25 1037.5 468.75 0.03 1.76 SSE 71 
 
 
43. FURROOR LOWER 
 
OS 56:13:5  8718/15647  100-200 OD  CL056-065 
 
Univallate. 34.12m in overall diameter and 37m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
c.0.75m. 
The site is located on sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet depicts the site enclosed in field-banks, clockwise, from the N to E 
and with a roadway bounding the bank to the S. The 3rd edition sheet reveals the same, except that 
field-banks had been erected on the W side of the site, fully enclosing the bank. 
The site is much overgrown with brambles and thorn bushes which did not facilitate accurate 
measurement and inspection. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

206.25 1143.75 250 0.33 1.75 SSE 71 
 
 

                                            
1 Pers. comm. landowner. 
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44. KILBAHA NORTH      LISSANOOIN 
 
OS 71:07:2  7319/14835  50-100 OD  CL071-017 
 
Univallate. 44.92m in overall diameter and 41.85m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.27m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the E. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a large ring with a N-S running field-bank abutting 
the site to the E. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site externally enclosed by stone faced field-banks 
and abutted by further N-S running field-banks to the E and W. The O.S. Name Book gives the 
etymology as ‘Lios an Uamaín’ or ‘Fort of the Cave.’ 
Large gaps have been knocked in the N and S sides of the bank to facilitate the movement of farm 
machinery into adjoining fields. Internally an ‘L’ shaped bank is visible, running 19m N-S and 11.7m 
E-W (from the N end). However, the association of these banks with the original phases of the site 
are, at best, unclear, and may be late additions. 
 
Westropp 1908c, 356. 
 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

1287.5 1437.5 1537.5 0.22 1.46 N 137 
 
 
45. KILBALLYOWEN 
 
OS 65:14:5  8020/15007  50-100 OD  CL065-074 
 
Univallate. 42.91m in overall diameter and 42m across the extant arc of the bank. Maximum height of 
bank: 0.38m. 
The site is located on sloping ground with views to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet does not represent the site. The 3rd edition sheet shows just the N 
half of the bank, the rest having been destroyed. 
Today the site is very destroyed with almost none of the bank surviving, as the field was extensively 

ploughed in the 1940s and 1950s.1 
 
Westropp 1908c, 356. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
250 1493.75 1150 0.16 2.9 SE 71 

 
 
46. KILBALLYOWEN 
 
OS 65:14:5  8051/15009  80 OD  CL065-079 
 
Univallate. 47.25m in overall diameter and 37m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: c.1m. 
The site is located on relatively flat, marshy ground with views to the S. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet depict the site as a large, circular ring abutted 
by field-banks to the NE, S and W. The 3rd edition adds the detail of an internally marshy area. 
The site is heavily overgrown and did not permit any accurate measurement and inspection. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
262.5 1737.5 1400 0.05 2.15 SE 71 

                                            
1 Pers. comm. landowner. 
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47. KILCLOHER       LISGUIRE  
 
OS 72:05:1  7680/14809  50-100 OD  CL072-004 
 
Univallate. 37.38m in overall diameter and 34.5m E-W, 24.92m N-S. Maximum height of bank: 1.24m 
(where not effected by modern field-banks). 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views to the S and W. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a large ring, abutted by field-banks to the NW, 
SE, WSW, and W. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site to be slightly oval in plan, with field-banks 
having replaced the southern portion of the bank. 
The bank is much broken down, and in places appears to have been heightened by modern field-
banks built directly on top of the original rampart. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
362.5 3606.25 756.25 0.12 1.58 SW 137 

 
 
48. KILCLOHER 
 
OS 72:01:4  7685/14850  0-50 OD  CL072-005 
 
Univallate. 34.37m in overall diameter and 33.5m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
c.0.3m. 
The site is located on sloping ground, overlooking the stream flowing into Cloghan Lough. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet represent the site abutted by field-banks to the 
S, W and ENE. The 1st edition sheet depict the site as circular in plan, while the 3rd edition sheet 
shows it as slightly oval. 
The site is fully enclosed externally by modern field-banks which have either destroyed or concealed 
most remains of the original bank. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
137.5 3293.75 637.5 0.4 2.54 NW 71 

 
 
49. KILCLOHER 
 
OS 72:01:4  7684/14863  0-50 OD  CL072-006 
 
Univallate. 30.25m in overall diameter and 28m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
c.0.27m. 
The site is located on sloping ground, overlooking the stream flowing into Cloghan Lough. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows half of the site actually overlapping the roadway to the N and 
abutted by a field-bank to the S. The 3rd edition sheet shows the N half of the site destroyed under 
this roadway, and the field-bank removed. 
The site is very overgrown and did not facilitate accurate measurement and inspection 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
137.5 3206.25 693.75 0.4 2.03 NW 71 
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50. KILCLOHER 
 
OS 72:05:1  7711/14827  50-100 OD  CL072-007 
 
Univallate. 33.59m in overall diameter and 31.0m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.75m (externally) and 0.5m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground, overlooking the stream flowing into Cloghan Lough. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet depicts the site externally enclosed by field-banks, clockwise from 
SW to W. The 3rd edition sheet shows these field-banks removed and the site as perfect. 
The site is slightly raised internally, though the bank is much destroyed. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
187.5 26.5 387.5 0.59 1.73 SW 137 

 
 
51. KILCLOHER 
 
OS 72:05:2  7729/14834  50-100 OD  CL072- 00802  
Univallate. 27.43m in overall diameter and 25.88m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
c.0.5m. 
The site is located on sloping ground, overlooking the stream flowing into Cloghan Lough. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the ring of the site with two field-banks, from the SW and 
the SE of the site respectively, joining together at a ninety-degree angle in the interior of the fort, 
and containing an area of over one quarter of the garth. Inside this angle, the map sheet indicates 
what appears to be a slight depression. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site cut through its NE and 
SE sides by field-banks. 
The site is much denuded and the bank appears as a low grassy ring. Internally there are a number 
of stones barely protrude above the field level, associated with a Children’s Burial Ground (SMR: 
CL072-00801). 
In the course of field survey a possible bullaun stone was discovered a short distance to the N of the 
site. It is carved into the E end of a small E-W running ridge of exposed limestone bed-rock. It is 
slightly oval in shape and measures 0.67m along its major axis, 0.38m along its minor axis and 
0.09m deep. It is internally fairly smooth, though it does have some irregularities which causes it to 
be listed merely as a ‘possible’ monument. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
187.5 3156.25 200 0.72 2.45 SE 137 

 
 
52. KILCLOHER 
 
OS 72:01:5  7748/14863  59 OD  CL072-009  
 
Univallate. 37.91m in overall diameter and 36m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
c.0.5m. 
The site is located on sloping ground, overlooking the stream flowing into Cloghan Lough. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet does not show the site but marks a spot-height in the general area 
occupied by the site. The 3rd edition sheet indicates that the N half of the site had been destroyed, 
and also that the site is abutted by a field-bank to the E. 
Some mounds and banks are visible internally, but their relationship to the original phases of the site 
remain unclear. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
350 2793.75 225 0.72 3.55 NW 71 
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53. KILCLOHER       LISSALAPPAUN 
 
OS 72:01:5  7801/14842  50-100 OD  CL072-011 
 
Univallate. 39.24m in overall diameter and 35.18m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.5m. 
The site is located on sloping ground with good views to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet depicts the site positioned at the angle of two field-banks, to the N 
and W. The site is also shown abutted by a field-bank to the SE. The 3rd edition sheet shows the 
field-bank to the W removed while the one to the N remains. The site is also depicted abutted by 
further field-banks to the S and E, both intersecting the ring and leaving the bank partially destroyed 
beyond their lines, to the S and the E respectively. The O.S. Name Book gives the meaning of its 
name as ‘The Fort of Lapan’. 
 
Westropp 1908c, 357. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
587.5 2762.5 518.75 0.18 0.39 SE 71 

 
 
54. KILLEENAGH        LISROE 
 
OS 65:11:4  8419/15169  50-100 OD  CL065-084 
 
Univallate. 35.98m in overall diameter and 31.5m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
c.2m (externally) and 0.5m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with good views, especially to the E and S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet depicts the site as a large ring at the junction of field-banks coming 
from the SE, SSW, WSW and NW. The 3rd edition sheet shows a field-bank running on top of the 
sites’ bank and abutted by field-banks to the ENE and WSW. 
 
OS Name Book: Moyarta Parish. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
525 2550 237.5 0.63 0.47 SE 71 

 
 
55. KILLEENAGH 
 
OS 65:15:4  8172/15123  50-100 OD  CL065-103 
 
Bivallate. 33.41m in overall diameter and 23m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 0.76m 
(externally) and 0.33m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with views to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet does not show the site. The 3rd edition sheet, however, does if only 
as a badly defined earthwork at the corner of a road that surrounds the exterior of the site, clockwise, 
from W to S and with a field-bank abutting the site to the N. 
There are slight traces of an external bank, especially to the S where an intervening fosse is visible, 
measuring 4.5m wide and 0.4m deep. In other areas the fosse is present only as a marshy ring 
around the site 3.11m wide and 0.21m deep. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
137.5 2706.25 425 0 0.75 SE 71 
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56. KILLINNY 
 
OS 65:11:1  8151/15313  100-200 OD  CL065-037 
 
Univallate. 27.12m in overall diameter and 23.7m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.95m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with views to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a small hachured circle. The 3rd edition sheet 
depicts the site as cut through by a NE-SW field-bank and drainage ditch. It had also been abutted to 
the WNW by a further field-bank. 
This bisecting drainage ditch apparently reveals the original land surface, in section, at 0.88m below 
the modern field level. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
137.5 3231.25 318.75 0.39 1.31 S 71 

 
 
57. KILLINNY 
 
OS 65:11:1  8152/15298  100-200 OD  CL065-038 
 
Univallate. 29.34m in overall diameter and 25.12m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.7m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with views to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a small hachured circle. The 3rd edition sheet 
depicts it as very slightly oval in plan. 
The site is in a good state of preservation with the bank only slightly overgrown in places. A fosse is 
well preserved on the N side of the site and measures 2.16m wide and 0.37m deep. A possible 
entrance feature is visible, also on the N side, and is c.2.25m wide. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
137.5 3156.25 187.5 0.64 1.32 S 71 

 
 
58. KILLINNY       LISNAGREEVE 
 
OS 65:11:1  8196/15305  100-200 OD  CL065-041 
 
Bivallate. 68m in overall diameter and 35m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: c.1.5m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with views to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet depicts the site as a large univallate ring with field-banks abutting 
the site to the N and S. The 3rd edition sheet correctly depicts the site as bivallate where the external 
bank is visible from WNW clockwise to NNE. However, the rest of the site is externally enclosed by 
field-banks which either hide or destroy the bank. The OS Name Book gives the name of the site as 
‘Lios na g-craob, fort of the bushes.’  
The site is heavily overgrown with gorse and brambles which prevented accurate measurement and 
inspection. 
 
Westropp 1908c, 358; 1912a, 112; 1914b, 169. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

331.25 3550 550 0.29 1.11 SSE 71 
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59. KNOCKNAGARHOON 
 
OS 65:03:4  8202/15477  200-300 OD  CL065-007 
 
Univallate. 28.55m in overall diameter and 24.7m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.0m (level with field) (externally) and 0.58m (internally), on the N side. Maximum height of bank on 
the S side: c.1.5m (externally) and 0.25m (internally). 
The site is located on steep sloping ground with views to the S and E. 
The site is not shown on the 1st edition OS six-inch sheet. The 3rd edition sheet barely shows it, 
being mostly obscured under the second ‘o’ of the townland name: ‘Knocknagarhoon.’  
The site is slightly raised on the S side to compensate for the gradient of the land, and is also cut 
through by a N-S running field-bank. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

256.25 3987.5 418.75 0.29 3.94 SE 137 
 
 
60. LEAHEEN/RAHINASKA 
 
OS 56:15:6  9342/15643  50-100 OD  CL056-087 
 
Univallate. 41.25m in overall diameter and 35m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 0.7m. 
The site is located on sloping ground with views to the E. 
The 1st edition sheet shows the site as a small sub-circular ring at the end of a short lane. Between 
the compilation of the 1st and the 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet the civil parish boundaries 
between Carrigaholt and Kilfeearagh have been moved approximately a few hundred metres S 
apparently being marked by a late field-bank which externally encloses the site from W to NE. 
The site is very overgrown with hawthorn. Very vague traces of a possible fosse appear to remain as 
marshy patches around the site, c.2.5m wide. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
900 7331.25 725 0 0.59 NE 71 

 
 
61. LISHEENCRONY 
 
OS 66:05:4  8658/15377  100-200 OD  CL066-025 
 
Univallate. 42.71m in overall diameter and 27.65m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
3.3m (externally) and 0.85m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet depicts the site as slightly oval in plan, with a field-bank abutting to 
the SW. The site is also cut through by a N-S running field-bank, which doubles as the townland 
boundary, and is destroyed to the E of this line. The 3rd edition sheet shows much the same, except 
that the field-bank to the SW is removed and a further field-bank abuts the site to the W. 
The bank appears to have been slightly raised by the later field walls. A fosse is visible only on the S 
side, measuring 3.7m wide and 0.24m deep. The interior of the site is also planted with young fruit 
trees. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

231.25 1393.75 381.25 0.02 1.08 S 137 
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62. LISHEENCRONY      LISMADINE 
 
OS 66:05:4  8661/15354   148 OD CL066-026 
 
Univallate. 32.68m in overall diameter and 28.8m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.37m (externally) and 0.9m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with good views to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet depicts the site as slightly oval in plan with field-banks abutting the 
site to the NE and W. The 3rd edition sheet indicates the same, with the addition of the field-banks 
being joined, clockwise, from W to NE to enclose the site externally and slightly modifying the 
structure of the bank. Henchy notes that ‘the local people remember a souterrain in this fort. It is 

now closed up as it was used as a dumping ground.’1 
Although relatively clear and free from overgrowth the internal area of the site is much disturbed by 
rabbit burrowings, while the bank is completely overgrown with gorse. The only major breach in the 
bank is to the E and is currently 3.1m wide. 
 
OS Name Book: Moyarta Parish. 
Westropp 1909, 123-4; 1911b, 234. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

231.25 1281.25 268.75 0.10 1.12 S 137 
 
 
63. LISHEENCRONY 
 
OS 66:09:1  8677/15290  83 OD  CL066-02801 
 
Univallate. 33.4m in overall diameter and 21.5m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 2.5m 
(externally) and 0.8m (internally). 
The site is located near cliffs and facing into the Shannon River at Carrigaholt Bay, on almost flat 
ground with good views in all directions. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet indicate that the site is slightly oval in plan. 
The 3rd edition shows that the site had been partially destroyed to the SW. 
The bank is broken down and gapped, especially to the SE and W. A fosse is also visible, 3.5m wide 
and 0.19m deep, although this has recently been filled in with rubble from a demolished field wall 
that lay to the NW. Slightly off centre, in the garth there is a shallow circular hollow which probably 
represents later digging on the site (Pl. 2). 
 
Westropp 1909, 125. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

256.25 1218.75 687.5 0.1 0.59 S 71 
 
 

                                            
1 ITA MSS., Moyarta Parish, 1943. 
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64. LISHEENCRONY 
 
OS 66:09:1  8700/15301  50-100 OD  CL066-029  
 
Univallate. 32.17m in overall diameter and 29.2m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.65m (externally) and 0.5m (internally). 
The site is located on very gently sloping ground with good views in all directions. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet depicts the site as slightly oval in plan while the 3rd edition sheet 
depicts it as circular. 
The bank is gapped to the N, S, and E. Although the central area of the site is clear, the bank is much 
overgrown with gorse and brambles. The site is otherwise quite nondescript (Pl. 2). 
 
Westropp 1909, 125. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

256.25 1462.5 775 0.28 0.53 S 137 
 
 
65. LISHEENCRONY      LISMAGUINE 
 
OS 66:09:2  8710/15274  97 OD  CL066-032 
 
Bivallate. 51.5m in overall diameter and 24.6m in internal diameter. Maximum height of internal 
bank: c.4m (externally) and 1.25m (internally). Maximum height of external bank: 0.45m (externally) 
and c.2.5m (internally). 
The site is located near cliffs and facing into the Shannon River at Carrigaholt Bay, on almost flat 
ground with good views in all directions. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet depicts the site as an, unnamed, subcircular univallate ring. On the 
3rd edition sheet the site is named and depicted as bivallate, although the bank is only visible to the 
N and S, the E and W portions of the site having been destroyed by field-banks. 
Currently, the site is further abutted to the SW by a partially destroyed field-bank. The fosse between 
the internal and external banks measure c.10.5m wide and 3-3.5m deep. Westropp mentions that 
‘There are two house sites inside adjoining the ring to the N.E., and measuring 23 feet by 15 feet and 

15 by 10 feet respectively. One has recently been dug into, probably for imaginary treasure.’1 
Although Westropp records that there was no gangway/causeway spanning the fosse, on inspection, 

one was noted to the E, measuring c.3.0m wide.2 However, this may be the result of a partial 
collapse of the bank or the result of a more recent ‘modification’ to the site. Of the remains of house 
sites and the holes left by treasure hunters that Westropp mentioned, they now appear merely as a 
vague hollow in the NE corner of the site. The OS Name Book gives the name of the site as ‘Lios 
magh doimin, fort of the deep plain.’ (Fig. Gaz. 2, Pl. 2). 
 
ITA MSS. Moyarta Parish, 1943.   Westropp 1911b, 229. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
287.5 1543.75 1018.75 0.12 3.3 SW 71 

 
 

                                            
1 Westropp 1909, 125. 
2 Ibid. 
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Fig. Gaz. 2. Plans and sections of Lismaguine (65) and Lisheencrony (66) ringforts. 
 
 
66. LISHEENCRONY      LISHEENCRONY 
 
OS 66:09:2  8749/15300  100-200 OD  CL066-033 
 
Bivallate. 40.73m in overall diameter and 31.1m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank 3-4m 
(externally) and 0.65m (internally). 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet depicts the site as a large, unnamed, univallate ring. The 3rd edition 
sheet shows the site as bivallate with its internal bank depleted to the NE, while its external bank is 
almost pear-shaped in plan, though very destroyed to the SW. Westropp notes that : ‘The outer ring 

is 4 feet high and 9 to 10 feet thick, with a sort of low banquette ... around its inner face.’1 He 
mentions this feature again ‘... Lisheencrony, has a very curious feature, rare, but occurring 
elsewhere, a sort of ledge inside the outer ring, with a shallow fosse inside it. Whether this was a 

fighting platform or was palisaded with a ‘sonnach’ or stakes is not clear.’2  
The site is a much overgrown, irregular earthwork. The SW corner of the external bank veers an 
additional 10-15m out from the internal bank, giving the site its distinctive pear-shape in plan. 
Between the internal and external banks there is a fosse over 6m wide and c.1.0-1.5m deep. (Fig. 
Gaz. 3, Pl. 2). 
 
Westropp 1908a, 39. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
375 1962.5 1231.25 0.22 1.95 S 137 

 
 

                                            
1 Westropp 1909, 125. 
2 Westropp 1911b, 229. 
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67. LISHEENCRONY 
 
OS 66:09:2  8785/15305  127 OD  CL066-034 
 
Univallate. 34.79m in overall diameter and 30.2m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.75m (externally) and 0.65m (internally). 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a small circular ring while the 3rd edition sheet 
shows it as slightly depleted to the S and cut through to the W by a NW-SE running field-bank. The 
trigonometrical point of 127 feet OD, shown on the 1st edition sheet was either obscured or removed 
before the publication of the 3rd edition. 
Of the surviving portion of the bank, the only major breach is to the E and c.3.5m wide. Internally, 
the site is partially overgrown. 
 
Westropp 1909, 125. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
375 2325 1562.5 0.17 1.57 SE 137 

 
 
68. LISHEENCRONY/LISHEENFURROOR 
 
OS 66:05:4  8677/15330  100-200 OD  CL066-027 
 
Bivallate. 45.28m in overall diameter and 28.3m in internal diameter. Maximum height of surviving 
bank: 1.75m (externally) and 0.6m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with views to the S. 
The site is not shown on the 1st edition OS six-inch sheet. The 3rd edition sheet apparently depicts it 
as slightly oval, but it is destroyed to the N of an E-W running field-bank, which also marks the 
townland boundary. 
The bank has been almost completely destroyed on all sides, except for a fragment measuring 10m 
long, to the NW. Overall, the site appears as a low, circular ridge. The fosse between the remains of 
the internal bank and the external bank is only visible to the S where it measures 5.6m wide and 
c.0.25m deep. The external bank is c.3.5m wide and 0.15m high. A short distance away to the W 
there is what appears to be an unfinished quern stone, that may have originally come from the site. 
It measures 0.55m in diameter and is now employed as the covering stone of a small well shaft. 
 
Westropp 1909, 124. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

281.25 1312.5 437.5 0.00 1.09 SSE 137 
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69. LISHEENFURROOR    LISHEEN/LISHEENFURROOR  
 
OS 66:05:1   8669/15428  184-5 OD  CL066-001 
 
Univallate. 43.45m in overall diameter and 36.2m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.25m (externally) and 1.0m (internally). 
The site is located on the summit of a low hill with good views in all directions. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a slightly oval ring with a field-bank butting to the 
SE and externally surrounded by field-banks on all sides from WSW, clockwise, to NNE. The 3rd 
edition sheet shows the site abutted to the E, by a N-S field-bank, the rest having been removed. The 
1st edition sheet gives the height of the site as 184 feet OD, while the 3rd edition, taking its mark 
from another point on the bank, gives it as 185 feet OD. 
The interior of the site is clear while the bank is slightly overgrown. There are slight traces of a fosse 
to the N, c.2m wide and the site is also abutted by a field-wall to the E. 
 
Westropp 1909, 123; 1911b, 234. 
 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

518.75 1843.75 375 0.42 1.17 S 71 
 
 
70. LISHEENFURROOR  
 
OS 66:05:4   8709/15373  100-200 OD  CL066-030 
 
Univallate. 46.41m in overall diameter and 26.65m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
2.38m (externally) and c.0.15m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with views to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a slightly oval ring and abutted to the SE by a NE-
SW running field-bank. The 3rd edition sheet correctly shows the site as circular, and with the 
abutting field-bank demolished, and rebuilt a small distance away from the bank. 
The site appears almost as a flat topped mound, the interior having been built up, though not 
necessarily of Early Christian date, and the bank largely destroyed, itself replaced with a late field-
wall. A vague fosse c.7m wide and, at maximum, 0.45m deep is also visible. Otherwise, the site is 
clear from overgrowth and relatively well preserved. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

181.25 1787.5 818.75 0.27 1.14 S 137 
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71. LISHEENFURROOR  
 
OS 66:05:4   8709/15355  100-200 OD  CL066-031 
 
Univallate. 27.39m in overall diameter and 23.2m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.75m (externally) and 1.0m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with good views, especially to the S and W. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a small circular ring abutted to the W, NW, ENE 
and SSW by field-banks. The 3rd edition sheet marks that there is a ‘Cave’, or souterrain on the site. 
It also shows that the field-bank to the SSW had been removed in the interval. 
On inspection it was obvious that at some time the site had been cut through by a field-bank, and 
later replaced by a barbed-wire fence on concrete posts. The bank has been almost totally removed 
on the S side of the site. The souterrain marked on the 3rd edition OS sheet could not be relocated. I 
was informed by a local landowner that the souterrain was open until the 1940s or 1950s when it 
collapsed. It was described to me as having been of a dry-stone construction with a roughly circular 
opening descending straight down to a depth of almost two metres. However, even then the rest of 
the structure had collapsed and filled in. 
 
Westropp 1908c, 356. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

181.25 1700 1000 0.11 1.14 S 137 
 
 
 
72. LISSALOUGHA      LISSALOUGHA  
 
OS 71:04:6  7569/14891  0-50 OD  CL071-02501 
 
Univallate. 51.23m in overall diameter and 30.75m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
c.3.5m (externally) and 1.27m (internally). 
The site is located on relatively flat ground with good views in all directions. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a large circular bank abutted to the N by a smaller 
ringfort, (73). The 3rd edition sheet shows the site as ‘modified’ and partially destroyed to the E and 
W by a N-S running field-bank, and abutted to the S by a further, NE-SW, running field-bank. 
The site appears to have been at one time, though no longer, fully conjoined with site 73. The 
external bank is approximately 0.5m high and c.6m out on all sides from the internal bank. An 
external fosse is visible on all sides, except to the NE where it comes closes to ringfort 73, where it 
disappears. This fosse is 5.92m wide (maximum) and 1.10m deep (maximum). The banks themselves 
are slightly overgrown and broken down in many places. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
43.75 2243.75 137.5 0.48 0.15 SSW 71 
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73. LISSALOUGHA  
 
OS 71:04:6   7572/14895  0-50 OD  CL071-02502 
 
Univallate. 31.28m in overall diameter and 28.81m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank, 
where not affected by modern field-banks: 0.25m. 
The site is located on relatively flat ground with good views in all directions. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a small circular bank abutted to the W by a NE-
SW running field-bank. The 3rd edition sheet shows this field-bank removed, though now fully 
enclosed and abutted to the N and S by further field-banks. 
These enclosing field-banks appear to have destroyed all traces of any possible fosse or entrance 
feature. (see also 72) 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
43.75 2250 175 0.47 0.15 SSW 71 

 
 
74. MOVEEN EAST  
 
OS 55:16:6   8569/15633  100-200 OD  CL055-010 
 
Univallate. 34.18m in overall diameter and 28.25m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
c.1.5m (externally) and 1.2m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet show the site as a subcircular earthwork, cut 
through by a N-S running field-bank. 
Today the bank is much overgrown with gorse. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
462.5 450 143.75 0.69 1.91 S 71 

 
 
75. MOVEEN WEST  
 
OS 55:16:4  8403/15682  200-300 OD  CL055-009 
 
Univallate. 42.71m in overall diameter and 26.2m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.25m (externally) and 0.8m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site abutted to the E and W by field-banks. The 3rd 
edition sheet shows the line of the sites’ S perimeter cut through by a NE-SW running field drainage-
ditch/gully. The bank is destroyed to the SE of this line. 
The site survives as a low grassy bank, partially destroyed. Marshy areas, on the N and W sides of 
the site, c.3m wide, may represent sections of an original fosse. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
612.5 2181.25 350 0.64 1.87 SW 71 
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76. MOVEEN WEST       LISDUFF  
 
OS 65:03:3   8316/15615  100-200 OD  CL065-017 
 
Univallate. 61.23m in overall diameter and 40.7m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
5.5m (externally) and 4.7m (internally). 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S and W over the 
valley of the Lisheen river. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet does not name the site, and shows it surrounded on all sides by 
field-banks, but at a slight distance so as not to actually encroach on the site. The 3rd edition sheet 
shows an entrance to the E, the external fosse and abutting field-banks to the NNW and partially 
enclosing the site from the E, (7.1m wide) clockwise, to SSE, and also from SSW to NW. 
Westropp notes the site: ‘The fosse is cut onto the rock for 4 feet to 6 feet deep [1.21-1.83 m], and 
varies in width from 17 feet at the north to 18 feet at the gangway (east) [5.18-5.49m wide], and 
[the bank is] 10 feet [3.05m]over the fosse and 8 feet 6 inches [2.59m]over the garth, being one foot 
or so lower to the south [c.2.29]. It had a low terrace 3 feet to 5 feet wide [0.91-1.52m]around the 
inside of the bank; but this is much cut up by the pits made (I hear) for the most part by a local 
treasure-seeker named Green; one was evidently dug shortly before our last visit; no antiquities were 

found.’1 (Fig. Gaz. 3, Pl. 1). 
 
ITA MSS., Moyarta Parish, 1943.   O’Broin 1981, 38. 
OS Name Book: Moyarta Parish.   Westropp 1913b, 45-6. 
 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

318.75 2931.25 1025 0.25 3.19 SW 137 
 

                                            
1 Westropp 1908c, 358. 
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Fig. Gaz. 3. Plans and sections of Carrownaweelaun (10), Lisduff (76) and Lissanuala (118) 
ringforts. 
 
 
77. MOVEEN WEST 
 
OS 65:03:3  8348/15619  100-200 OD  CL065-02003 
 
Univallate. 32.41m in overall diameter and 24.6m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.5m (externally) and 1.1m (internally). 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S over the valley of the 
Lisheen river. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a small circular bank in perfect condition. The 3rd 
edition sheet shows much the same, save that a field-bank modifies the exterior of the bank, 
clockwise, from W to N. 
The bank is much overgrown and broken through in many places. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
93.75 2612.5 706.25 0.47 2.63 SSE 137 
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78. MOVEEN WEST  
 
OS 65:03:3  8371/15629  100-200 OD  CL065-02004 
 
Univallate. 37.21m in overall diameter and 32.5m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.3m (externally) and 1.1m (internally). 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S over the valley of the 
Lisheen river. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheets show the site as a circular bank in perfect 
condition. 
The bank is much denuded and broken through in many places. Nineteenth century fossilised 
cultivation ridges or ‘Lazy Beds’ are also clearly visible on the interior of the site. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
93.75 2562.5 637.5 0.49 2.22 SE 137 

 
 
79. MOVEEN WEST  
 
OS 65:03:3  8371/15629  100-200 OD  CL065-021 
 
Bivallate. 32m in overall diameter and 24.3m in internal diameter, and 32m overall. Maximum height 
of bank: c.0.25m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S over the valley of the 
Lisheen river. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a slightly oval double ring. The 3rd edition sheet 
shows the site cut through by a WNW-ESE running field-bank, and abutted by two further field-banks 
at its ESE corner. 
The site appears as a slightly raised flat mound. It is surrounded by a fosse (6.3m wide and c.0.5m 
deep which is very marshy and has apparently been redug to connect it with the land drainage 
system. Exterior to this is a very slight counterscarp bank c.0.25m high, the E side of which has 
recently been ‘bulldozed’. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

156.25 2393.75 475 0.58 1.73 SE 71 
 
 
80. MOVEEN WEST  
 
OS 65:03:3   8386/15622  100-200 OD  CL065-022 
 
Univallate. 34.18m in overall diameter and 29.1m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.55m (externally) and 1.25m (internally). 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S over the valley of the 
Lisheen river. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a small circular bank, abutted by field-banks to 
the SE and NW. The 3rd edition sheet shows that these banks had been removed in the intervening 
period. 
Today, the bank is low and broken through in many places. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

156.25 2243.75 375 0.66 1.69 SE 71 
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81. MOVEEN WEST  
 
OS 65:04:2  8479/15624  100-200 OD  CL065-023 
 
Univallate. 41.97m in overall diameter and 33.5m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 3-
3.5m (externally) and 1.5-2m (internally). 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S over the valley of the 
Lisheen river. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheets show the site as a large, circular, bank 
partially destroyed to the NW, by a NNE-SSE running roadway. The 3rd edition sheet also shows the 
site as sub-circular in plan and abutted to the S by an E-W running bank. 
Where visible, a fosse measures 4.5m wide (maximum) and 0.45m deep. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
475 1306.25 687.5 0.29 1.68 S 71 

 
 
82. MOVEEN EAST/MOVEEN WEST     LISROE  
 
OS 65:04:2  8524/15615  100-200 OD  CL065-024 
 
Bivallate. 65.18m in overall diameter and 55m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 2m 
(externally). 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with views to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a large hachured circle abutted to the W by a N-S 
running field-bank, which is also the townland boundary. The 3rd edition sheet shows much the 
same, save that a portion of the bank is included on the E of this line, in Moveen East townland. 
The site is heavily overgrown with gorse and brambles which did not permit detailed measuring and 
inspection. From SW, clockwise, to N a very low section, of what may be a counterscarp bank, is just 
about visible. It lies approximately 5.5m outside the major bank and is c.64.5m long and c.0.05m 
high (maximum). 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
462.5 843.75 1162.5 0 2 SSW 71 

 
 
83. MOYARTA EAST  
 
OS 65:12:1  8415/15267  137 OD  CL065-05304 
 
Univallate. 37.12m in overall diameter and 30.33m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.0m (externally) and 0.9m (internally). 
The site is located on relatively flat ground with views in all directions, especially to the S. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a near perfect ring, abutted 
by an E-W running field-bank to the N. 
The bank is low and the internal area is slightly raised. 
 
Westropp 1912a, 111. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
262.5 1406.25 225 0.38 0.69 SE 137 
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84. MOYARTA EAST  
 
OS 65:12:4  8425/15220  50 OD  CL065-054 
 
Univallate. 40.29m in overall diameter and 31.5m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.0m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with views to the S and E. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a large circular bank and perfect. The 3rd edition 
sheet shows the site slightly oval in plan. The site is heavily overgrown with hawthorn and alder, and 
partially destroyed to the W by a modern roadway. A portion of the fosse remains to the north, 
c.2.5m wide and 0.25m deep. 
 
Westropp 1909, 358; 1912a, 111. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
487.5 1425 675 0.02 2.45 SE 71 

 
 
85. MOYARTA EAST    LISSYHUNNA/LISSAPHUNNA  
 
OS 65:08:4  8432/15314  100-200 OD  CL065-05501 
 
Univallate. 44.87m in overall diameter and 37.6m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
c.2m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with views to the S and E. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a perfect, hachured circle. The 3rd edition sheet 
shows it slightly off circular in plan, and abutted by field-banks to the NE. 
Westropp records that ‘It lies in Moyasta [sic., Recte: Moyarta] East. The name seems to mean 
“pound fort,” i.e., “fort for impounding cattle,” ... the fort is in a high field, north-eastward from 
Moyarta graveyard, within a mile of the village of Carrigaholt. It has traces of an outer ring; the fosse 
is 6 feet to 8 feet deep to the north [1.83-2.44m], but barely 3 feet deep [0.91m]to the S.E., near the 
entrance, being much overgrown with bushes and water-loving plants. The garth is 102 feet 
[36.58m]across, girt by a bank, 12 feet thick on top [3.66m], rising 5 or 6 feet [1.52-1.83m] above 
the marshy enclosure, and 12 feet to 15 feet above the fosse [3.66-4.57m]. ... In a field between 
them [this site and (86)] but just near the edge of the “basin,” a very old man, Mr. Peter Hanrahan, 
when a child saw his uncle break into a souterrain while tilling the field. The “cave” was a deep 
narrow passage, roofed with flagstones, but the people would not explore it for fear of offending the 

fairies, and it was speedily closed again.’1 He also records this feature on a copy of the 1st edition OS 
six-inch sheets, now housed in the Local Studies Centre, Ennis (see p 34). Today, the site is internally 
marshy and much overgrown. The fosse has been destroyed by the erection of field-banks and the 
digging of their associated drainage-ditches on all sides to the bank. The OS Name Book gives the 
name of the site as ‘Lios uí honna, O’Hunnas’ fort.’ 
 
Westropp 1911b, 235; 1912a, 111. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
125 1250 256.25 0.49 1.64 SE 137 

 
 

                                            
1 Westropp 1909, 126. 
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86. MOYARTA EAST  
 
OS 65:08:4  8443/15320  100-200 OD  CL065-05502 
 
Univallate. 35.72m in overall diameter and 29.1m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
c.1.5m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with views to the S and E. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a near perfect ring, with only a curving bank 
skirting the site at a short distance, clockwise, from W to NE. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site 
slightly larger, thus now much encroached upon by field-banks, clockwise, from W to SE. 
Westropp notes that ‘A second liss, now nameless, a ring of low mounds without a fosse, possibly the 

bawn or cattle-pen for its neighbour [(85)], lies about 80 yards to the east.’1 On inspection the 
exterior of the sides of the bank appear to have been pulled down. The interior of the site has also 
been ‘cleared’ by ‘Bulldozer’ and lowered by at least 0.5m, apparently destroying much of the 
archaeological strata. 
 
Westropp 1911b, 235. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
125 1156.25 356.25 0.28 1.64 SE 137 

 
 
87. MOYARTA WEST      LISSAGREENAUN  
 
OS 65:11:4  8202/15216  50-100 OD  CL065-042 
 
Bivallate. 68.5m in overall diameter and 49.82m in internal diameter. Maximum height of internal 
bank: 4.5m (externally) and 0.6m (internally). 
The site is located on relatively flat ground with good views in all directions. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a large circular, univallate, bank and perfect. The 
3rd edition sheet correctly shows the site as bivallate. It is abutted to the S by an E-W running field-
bank, and the exterior of its bank is also removed to the W by a further, N-S, running field-bank. 
Westropp records that ‘the entrance faced the S.’, however, this feature could not be relocated, 

although a possible entrance feature is preserved on the E side of the bank, c.3.6m wide.2 An 
intermediate fosse is visible, 6.8m wide and 0.94m deep. 
 
Westropp 1912a, 111-2. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
562.5 3218.75 1200 0.1 1.15 SW 71 

 
 

                                            
1 Westropp 1909, 126. 
2 Westropp 1908c, 358. 
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88. MOYARTA WEST 
 
OS 65:11:5  8256/15198  50-100 OD  CL065-045 
 
Univallate. 46m in overall diameter and 42m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: c.2m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views in all directions, especially to the S, over 
the Moyarta River valley. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a large circular bank, abutted by field-banks to 
the NE and SW, and enveloping the bank. The 3rd edition sheet shows that the field-banks which has 
enveloped the site, clockwise, from W to SE had been removed. The interior of the site is also shown 
to be marshy 
The site is partially destroyed to the S, the remainder, both the bank and the internal area, is heavily 
overgrown (Pls. 3-4). 
 
Westropp 1912a, 112. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

281.25 3056.25 743.75 0.16 1.25 S 71 
 
 
89. MOYARTA WEST  
 
OS 65:11:2  8263/15250  50-100 OD  CL065-046 
 
Univallate. 37.11m in overall diameter and 25.8m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.5m. 
The site is located on sloping ground with views in all directions, especially to the N. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site overlapping an E-W running roadway. The 3rd 
edition sheet indicates that the site has been partially destroyed to the N, by this roadway. 
The banks are overgrown, and where visible the fosse is well preserved. It measures 2.8m wide and 
c.0.75m deep (Pls. 3-4). 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
512.5 2900 587.5 0.39 1.27 SSE 71 

 
 
90. MOYARTA WEST  
 
OS 65:11:5  8283/15188  48 OD  CL065-047 
 
Univallate. 41.28m in overall diameter and 37.5m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.92m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views in all directions, especially to the S, over 
the Moyarta River valley. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a small hachured ring, abutted by a field-bank to 
the NW. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site as a small circular field with the hachured line of the 
bank visible only internally. The field-bank to the NW, on the 1st edition sheet, was extended to cut 
through the entire site. The site is further abutted to the SW by a NE-SW running field-bank (Pls. 3-
4). 
 
Westropp 1912a, 112. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

218.25 2843.75 618.75 0.18 2.13 S 71 
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91. MOYARTA WEST  
 
OS 65:11:3  8351/15269  100-200 OD  CL065-049 
 
Univallate. 46.21m in overall diameter and 38.5m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.75m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the southern portion of the site extending into an E-W 
running roadway. The site is also abutted to the W by a field-bank. The 3rd edition sheet shows the 
site as subcircular in plan. It shows that the field-bank to the W of the site had been removed. There 
is also a N-S running field-bank that abuts the site to the NW and continues down along the W half of 
the bank. The S portion of the bank has also been removed by the roadway. 
The site is slightly overgrown with gorse. A fosse is partially preserved to the N and NW, c.2.5m wide 
and c.0.25m deep. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

356.25 2018.75 418.75 0.08 1.82 SSE 71 
 
 
 
 
92. MOYARTA WEST  
 
OS 65:12:1  8387/15266  100-200 OD  CL065-052 
 
Univallate. 50.38m in overall diameter and 41.5m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
2.5m (externally) and 1.75m (internally). 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views in all directions, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a large hachured circle abutted by field-banks to 
the SW, WNW, and NNW. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site cut through by a NNW-SSW running 
field-bank. The field-bank abutting the site to the WNW is removed on the 3rd edition sheet. 
The bank is now much broken down. Slight traces of an external fosse survive around the site, c.2m 
wide. 
 
Westropp 1912a, 112. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
262.5 1662.5 700 0.06 2.68 SSE 137 

 
 
93. NEWTOWN EAST  
 
OS 66:03:2  9280/15571  100-200 OD  CL066-020 
 
Univallate. 39.78m in overall diameter and 35m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.75m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with views to the NE. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a large circular bank, cut through to the E by a 
NNE-SSW running field-bank. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site destroyed to the E of this line. 
The site is heavily overgrown with gorse and brambles which did not permit accurate measurement 
and inspection. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
412.5 6725 337.5 0.41 4.65 NNE 71 
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94. NEWTOWN EAST  
 
OS 66:03:3  9318/15555  100-200 OD  CL066-022 
 
Univallate. 38.73m in overall diameter and 27m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 0.6m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with views to the NE. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet show the site as a small, perfect, ring. 
The bank is low and broken down in many places. Slight traces of a fosse are visible c.2.5m wide and 
0.25m deep. Overall the site is badly preserved and much overgrown. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
412.5 7100 100 0.72 4.65 NNE 55 

 
 
95. NEWTOWN WEST  
 
OS 66:03:5  9250/15528  100-200 OD  CL066-018 
 
Univallate. 46mm in overall diameter and 35m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 0.5m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views in all directions, especially to the NE. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as perfect, with field-banks at a slight distance on all 
sides. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site abutted to the E by a N-S running field-bank, and 
externally enclosed to the S by a further curving field-bank. 
The site is heavily overgrown with gorse and brambles which did not permit accurate measurement 
and inspection. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

518.75 6481.25 443.75 0.16 0.66 W 71 
 
 
96. OUGHTERARD  
 
OS 65:13:2  7805/15109  192 OD  CL065-067 
 
Univallate. 35.98m in overall diameter and 29.23m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.45m (externally) and 0.95m (internally). 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views in all directions, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a small ring abutted to the SE by a field-bank. The 
3rd edition sheet shows the site as perfect, with the field-bank removed. 
The site is slightly raised internally and the bank, where broken through appears to have a very high 
stone to earth mix, above what may reasonably expected in the local soils. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
200 975 256.25 0.55 1.14 SSE 137 
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97. OUGHTERARD 
 
OS 65:13:6  7818/15054  100-200 OD  CL065-06803 
 
Univallate. 34.77m in overall diameter and 28.6m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
c.0.25m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views in all directions, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site abutted by field-banks to the NNW and S. The 3rd 
edition sheet shows the site with these field-banks removed and now cut through by an E-W running 
field-bank. 
The site is today destroyed to the S by the latter field-bank, though for the most part it survives as a 
very low grassy bank. It appears that the site is internally slightly concave and lower than the 
external land surface. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
112.5 968.75 300 0.56 2.48 SSE 71 

 
98. OUGHTERARD     LISCUNNIGAN  
 
OS 65:13:3  7822/15097  100-200 OD  CL065-069 
 
Univallate. 49.16m in overall diameter and 43.09m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank (to 
S): 1.13m (externally) and 0.45m (internally). Maximum height of bank (to N): 0.46m (externally) 
and 0.45m (internally). 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views in all directions, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a large, perfect bank. The 3rd edition sheet shows 
the bank depleted slightly to the S. The site is named only on the 1st edition sheet, and not on the 
3rd. 
The site appears to have been deliberately built up on the S side to provide a level area internally, 
and to compensate for the gradient of the land. The OS Name Book notes the site as ‘A large square 
fort,’ though this appears to be a mistake on the part of the compilers. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
200 806.25 156.25 0.54 1.16 SSE 137 

 
 
99. OUGHTERARD  
 
OS 65:13:6  7829/15051  100-200 OD  CL065-070 
 
Univallate. 32.98m in overall diameter and 25.11m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
c.0.25m (externally) and c.0.35m (internally). 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views in all directions, especially to the S. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet show the site as perfect. 
The site is today visible only as a low bank, and is otherwise fairly nondescript. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
112.5 881.25 368.75 0.5 1.17 SSE 71 
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100. QUERRIN 
 
OS 66:06:2  8895/15443  50-100 OD  CL066-011 
 
Univallate. 29.43m in overall diameter and 25.3m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.25m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with views, chiefly to the SW. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site abutted by field-banks to the NE and SW. The 3rd 
edition sheet shows that the field-bank to the NW had been removed, though new field-banks had 
been erected to the SE and NW. The site is also fully enclosed by field-banks, and the hachured lines 
representing the site are only visible internally. 
The site appears as a small circular field, the original bank beneath the later field-bank being barely 
traceable. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
662.5 4443.75 912.50 0.12 0.92 SW 71 

 
 
101. QUERRIN  
 
OS 66:03:4  9136/15476  100-200 OD  CL066-015 
 
Univallate. 33.91m in overall diameter and 26.87m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.84m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a fairly large circular ring, with field-banks 
abutting the site to the NW, NNW, and the NE. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site abutted by many 
field-banks from different directions, including one that runs directly on top of the site bank. 
Due to the interference from the modern field-banks the bank has been largely destroyed, leaving the 
bank as a very low, at times almost imperceptible ridge. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
675 5437.5 625 0.51 2 SSW 71 

 
 
102. QUERRIN 
 
OS 66:07:1  9184/15477  50-100 OD  CL066-016 
 
Univallate. 41.32m in overall diameter and 36.28m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.73m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet show the site as completely enclosed by field-
banks. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

268.75 6031.25 968.75 0.03 2.18 SSE 71 
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103. QUERRIN  
 
OS 66:03:5  9272/15477  100-200 OD  CL066-019 
 
Univallate. 45m in overall diameter and 35m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: c.0.7m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site abutted by field-banks to the N and SW. The site is 
also cut through by a WNW-ESE running field-bank, forming the boundary between the townlands of 
Querrin and Shanganagh. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site destroyed to the N of the 
Querrin/Shanganagh boundary. The field-bank to the SW of the site has also been removed. 
On inspection the site was heavily overgrown and did not permit accurate measurement and 
inspection. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

343.75 6787.5 275 0.04 2.68 SW 71 
 
 
104. QUERRIN  
 
OS 66:06:5  9007/15372  50-100 OD  CL066-040 
 
Univallate. 39.8m in overall diameter and 27.08m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.28m (externally) and 1.06m (internally). 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a small, perfect, hachured ring in the corner of a 
field. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site as slightly larger and more oval in plan. 
The site appears as a flat-topped grassy bank with only the occasional gorse bush. Since the 
publication of the 3rd edition six-inch map sheet a further field-bank has been built, abutting the site 
to the SW. A fosse is visible on all sides of the site, 2.6m wide and 0.28m deep. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
375 4643.75 1018.75 0.33 0.77 S 71 

 
 
105. QUERRIN  
 
OS 66:06:6  9036/15326  50 OD  CL066-042 
 
Univallate. 29.88m in overall diameter and 22.05m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.38m (externally) and 0.2m (internally). 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a hachured ring, abutted by field-banks to the NE 
and SW. The 3rd edition sheet shows that a small roadway had been built, destroying much of the 
bank from NNE, clockwise, to S. 
The interior of the site is marshy and the bank is overgrown with gorse and brambles. There appear 
to be some type of earthwork internally, but the it is too overgrown with brambles to be make any 
claims as to its antiquity. Where the bank is open it shows a construction mix of heavy dark clay with 
occasional large rock inclusions. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
537.5 4862.5 1206.25 0.2 0.54 WNW 71 
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106. QUERRIN  
 
OS 66:06:3  9039/15392  50-100 OD  CL066-043 
 
Bivallate. 50.12m in overall diameter and 35m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 1.57m 
(externally) and c.0.2m (internally). 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a double hachured ring, abutted by a field-bank to 
the SE. The 3rd edition sheet shows the external, counterscarp, bank to the N and E. The S half of 
the site is enveloped and partially modified by a field-bank. 
The interior of the site is much overgrown with brambles and thorn bushes which did not permit 
accurate measurement and inspection. A slight fosse is visible to the N, 5.98m wide and 0.86m deep. 
A portion of a counterscarp bank is visible, clockwise, from WNW to NW, c.4m wide and 0.05m high. 
This bank is also visible to the E where it is approximately of the same width, but 1.26m in height. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
100 4818.75 650 0.51 1.01 SSE 71 

 
 
107. QUERRIN  
 
OS 66:06:6  9043/15382  50-100 OD  CL066-044 
 
Univallate. 35.68m in overall diameter and 31.42m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.78m (externally) and 0.32m (internally). 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a small ring abutted by field-banks to the SE and 
NW. The 3rd edition sheet shows a field-bank running on top of the bank in a clockwise direction 
from SE to NW, distorting the original sites’ plan. 
The bank is very overgrown with brambles, gorse and thorn-bushes. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
100 4893.75 687.5 0.53 1.01 SSE 71 

 
 
108. QUERRIN  
 
OS 66:07:1  9118/15388  0-50 OD  CL066-045 
 
Univallate. 44.82m in overall diameter and 30.24m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.54m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a fairly large hachured ring in the corner of a field. 
The 3rd edition sheet shows that the site as much more oval in plan to the W. 
The only major break in the bank is to the E, 4.8m wide. A fosse appears to be represented in places 
outside the bank as a low, damp, marshy depression, max. 4.2m wide, mostly marked by ‘flaggers’. 
Internally the site is relatively clear, save a number of large thorn-bushes, some brambles and gorse. 
There are many stumps of burned and decaying bushes on the bank, the remains of an attempt by 
the landowner to clear the site some years ago. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
462.5 5531.25 575 0.44 1.97 SE 71 
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109. QUERRIN        CORLIS 
 
OS 66:07:4  9123/15307  0-50 OD  CL066-046 
 
Univallate. 45.28m in overall diameter and 27.22m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
2.58m (externally) and 1.25m (internally). 
The site is located on relatively flat ground with excellent views, especially to the S, over the Shannon 
estuary. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet show the site in perfect condition. The 1st 
edition sheet names the site as ‘Corlis’, an appellation deleted in the 3rd edition. The OS Name Book 
gives the name of the site as ‘Corr lios, odd fort or round fort.’ Its internal area appears slightly 
raised. The only major break in the bank is to the E, 2.9m wide (Pl. 5). 
 
ITA MSS., Moyarta Parish, 1943.  Westropp 1909, 119; 1911b, 226. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

168.75 5700 1337.5 0.05 0.9 E 71 
 
 
110. QUERRIN   
 
OS 66:07:4  9130/15322  0-50 OD  CL066-048 
 
Univallate. 42.73m in overall diameter and 28.43m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.5m (externally) and 0.97m (internally). 
The site is located on relatively flat ground with excellent views, especially to the S, over the Shannon 
estuary. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as perfect and situated in the corner of a field. The 
3rd edition sheet shows the site enclosed by a field-bank from SSE, clockwise, to W. 
The bank is overgrown with brambles and gorse. Internally the site is cut by a shallow E-W running 
drainage ditch. The only major gap in the bank is to the E, 4.78m wide. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

168.75 5862.5 1206.25 0.13 0.9 E 71 
 
 
111. QUERRIN  
 
OS 66:07:1  9161/15403  0-50 OD  CL066-049 
 
Univallate. 49m in overall diameter and 35m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: c.1.5-2m 
(externally) and c.0.75-1.0m (internally). 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site abutted by field-banks to the SE and to the E. The 
3rd edition sheet shows the site as the same, save that the latter field-bank has been removed. 
The site is today abutted by a modern field drainage-ditch to the N. An external fosse is visible on 
almost all sides of the site, 2-3m wide and very marshy (Pl. 6). 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

268.75 5887.5 806.25 0.29 1.8 SE 71 
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112. QUILTY  
 
OS 65:13:5  7743/15026  50-100 OD  CL065-062 
 
Bivallate?. 54.2m in overall diameter and 40.8m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
c.1.45m (externally) and 0.5m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with views to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as slightly oval in plan, and perfect. The 3rd edition 
sheet shows the site represented by a small circular field. The hachured lines of the bank are only 
visible externally from SW, clockwise, to NE. The site is also abutted to the SE by a further field-bank. 
5.8m to the S of the site are the possible remains of an external bank, c.32m long and 1.05m high. 
To the E and SE the site is encroached upon by a modern slatted-shed for cattle and a silage pit. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
162.5 1756.25 168.75 0.37 1.37 SSE 71 

 
 
113. QUILTY  
 
OS 65:13:5  7752/15053  100-200 OD  CL065-064 
 
Univallate. 28.4m in overall diameter and 23.4m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
c.0.5m 
The site is located on sloping ground with views to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a small ring with field-banks abutting the site to 
the NE, SW, and NNW. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site as a small, indistinct field. 
The site survives as a small circular field with the bank either destroyed or hidden under the late 
field-banks that are c.1.05m in height. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
187.5 1581.25 106.25 0.65 1.16 SSE 71 

 
 
114. QUILTY  
 
OS 65:13:5  7757/15034  100 OD  CL065-065 
 
Univallate. 38.24m in overall diameter and 34.3m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.2m (externally) and 0.8m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with views to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a large, perfect ring. The 3rd edition sheet shows 
the site enclosed externally by field-banks, the hachured lines representing the bank only visible 
internally  
The site is today cut through by a, N-S running, field-bank. To the E of this line the line of the bank is 
untraceable. The bank, where it survives, is very much destroyed and broken down. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
162.5 1600 100 0.67 1.13 SSE 71 
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115. RAHINASKA  LISSNAFALLAINGE/RATH AN UISCE (?) 
 
OS 56:15:5  9223/15630  138-189.1 OD CL056-085 
 
Univallate. 36.43m in overall diameter and 28.1m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.75m. 
The site is located on the summit of a small hill with good views in all directions. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as perfect, and situated in the centre of a field. The 
3rd edition sheet shows the bank slightly depleted to the NW and N. The height above sea level as 
given by the 1st edition sheet is 138 feet OD, while it is given as 189.1 feet OD by the 3rd edition. 
Westropp, citing O’Curry, states that ‘About a mile east of Cor-lios you cross a bog, and on its 
northern verge is “a handsome fort”, Rath an niogh, or Lios na falainge, “a clean, single enclosure,” 
the wall is about 10 feet [3.05m] high. It is the principal abode of the good people in this quarter, 

and various stories of their good and evil acts are on current record.’1 Judging by its distance form 
Corlis (109), this appears to be the site know from the literature as ‘Lissnafallainge,’ or the ‘Fort of 

the mantle.’2 The site is heavily overgrown, and otherwise quite nondescript. 
The bank, where not overgrown with gorse, is mostly low and denuded, with slight traces of an 
external fosse. 
 
O’Donovan & O’Curry 1997, 124. Westropp 1911b, 226; 1913b, 47-8. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
412.5 6143.75 400.00 0.30 0.81 SE 1M 

 
 
116. RAHONA EAST  
 
OS 65:15:3  8325/15115  50-100 OD  CL065-094 
 
Univallate. 42.38m in overall diameter and 37m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 1.5m. 
The site is located on sloping ground with good views, especially to the N, over the Moyarta River 
valley. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a relatively large ring abutted by a farm track to 
the W. Field-banks also abut the site to the SW, WSW, and NW. The 3rd edition sheet shows that the 
site had been destroyed from SW, clockwise, to E. The hachured lines representing the bank are only 
visible on the interior of the bank, the exterior having been enveloped by late field-banks. The OS 
Name Book gives the name of the site as ‘Liosan Nuála, Nualas’ little fort.’  
 
ITA MSS., Moyarta Parish, 1943.  Westropp 1908a, 39; 1911a, 42. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

168.75 2125 493.75 0.09 0.86 NW 71 
 
 

                                            
1 Westropp 1911b, 226. 
2 Wilde 1888, 1971, 28 
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117. RAHONA EAST  
 
OS 65:15:3  8335/15078  50-100 OD  CL065-095 
 
Bivallate. 67.1m in overall diameter and 48.6m in internal diameter (74.1m in overall diameter). 
Maximum height of internal bank: c.2.5-3m (externally) and c.0.2-0.5m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a relatively large, perfect, univallate ring, situated 
in the corner of a field. The 3rd edition sheet correctly shows the site as bivallate and enveloped, 
clockwise, from S to NE by a late field-bank. The site is also abutted by other field-banks at these two 
points. 
The interior of the site appears to be slightly raised above the adjacent field level. A fosse is only 
present between the inner and outer banks, 14.34m wide and c.1m deep. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
312.5 1806.25 193.75 0.54 1.27 NW 71 

 
 
118. RAHONA EAST      LISSANUALA  
 
OS 65:15:3  8356/15109  50-100 OD  CL065-096 
 
Bivallate. 67.1m in overall diameter and 34.29m in internal diameter. Maximum height of internal 
bank: c.7-8m (externally) and c.1.8m (internally). Maximum height of external bank: 0.5m. 
The site is located on sloping ground with good views, especially to the N, over the Moyarta River 
valley. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a double ring with field-banks abutting the site to 
the SE, NNW, and NE. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site had become encircled by a field-bank and 
cut through by a NNW-SSE running field-bank. 
Westropp comments that ‘The name may mean either Apple-fort, or else, perhaps, the fort of the 

shoulder or rising ground (guala) ... An entrance and a gangway of doubtful age are to the south.’1 
On inspection this entrance feature could not be relocated. (Fig. Gaz. 3). 
 
Westropp 1911c, 42. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
300 1881.25 343.75 0.49 1.55 NW 71 

 
 

                                            
1 Westropp 1908c, 360. 
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119. RAHONA EAST  
 
OS 65:15:3  8374/15073  50-100 OD  CL065-097 
 
Univallate. 37.81m in overall diameter and 30.18m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.92m. 
The site is located on sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a small ring abutted by field-banks to the NW, 
NNW and SW. The 3rd edition sheet shows the field-bank to the NW had been removed, though now 
abutted by a further field-bank to the SSW. The site is now also fully enclosed by field-banks so as to 
reduce it to as small circular field. The site is otherwise quite nondescript. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
275 1487.5 187.5 0.38 0.96 SE 137 

 
 
120. RAHONA WEST  
 
OS 65:15:2  8280/15079  50-100 OD  CL065-091 
 
Univallate. 37.28m in overall diameter and 33.6m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.78m. 
The site is located on sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a small hachured ring in the corner of a field. The 
3rd edition sheet shows the site as a somewhat larger ring, abutted by a field-bank to the SW, and 
partially destroyed to the W. 
The bank is much overgrown and partially destroyed. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
250 2262.5 237.5 0.55 1.3 SW 71 

 
 
121. RAHONA WEST  
 
OS 65:15:6  8304/15070  62 OD  CL065-092 
 
Univallate. 37.22m in overall diameter and 31.5m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.5m. 
The site is located on sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet show the site partially hidden under the ‘S’ of 
the ‘RAHONA WEST’ townland name. The 1st edition sheet shows the site abutted by field-banks to 
the ENE and NW. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site as merely a small circular field in plan. 
The bank is overgrown with brambles while the interior is marshy  

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
250 2012.5 225 0.29 0.91 SW 71 
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122. RAHONA WEST  
 
OS 65:15:3  8304/15128  59 OD  CL065-09301 
 
Univallate. 35.72m in overall diameter and 28.65m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
c.0.75m. 
The site is located on sloping ground with good views, especially to the N, over the Moyarta River 
valley. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site abutted by a field-bank to the NW. The 3rd edition 
sheet shows this field-bank removed. 
The round, flat-topped, bank is in excellent condition apart from one small drainage ditch running to 
the N. The only other break in the bank is c.3m wide and faces E. It is reasonable to suggest that this 
may have been the original entrance to the site. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
87.5 2293.75 706.25 0.03 0.99 NNW 71 

 
 
123. RAHONA WEST  
 
OS 65:15:3  8313/15127  50-100 OD  CL065-09302 
 
Univallate. 39.11m in overall diameter and 29.6m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.75m. 
The site is located on marshy, sloping ground with good views, especially to the N, over the Moyarta 
River valley. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet show the site as a small hachured ring near the 
boundary between Rahona East and Rahona West. 
The bank is very overgrown with brambles, while the interior is marshy and covered with reeds. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
87.5 2362.5 687.5 0.13 0.99 NNW 71 

 
 
124. REHY EAST  
 
OS 72:02:1  7969/14933  100-200 OD  CL072-018 
 
Univallate. 30.43m in overall diameter and 24.1m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
c.1.5m. 
The site is located on the N facing slopes of Rehy Hill with good views in that direction over marshy 
land associated with the stream flowing into Cloghan Lough. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a small bank abutted by field-banks to the N and 
SW. The 3rd edition sheet shows that the latter field-bank had been extended so as to enclose the 
entire S half of the site. 
The bank is slightly overgrown and internally marshy. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
237.5 1850 1031.25 0.02 2.76 SE 71 
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125. REHY EAST  
 
OS 72:02:2  7994/14929  100-200 OD  CL072-019 
 
Univallate. 42.26m in overall diameter and 41.53m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.19m. 
The site is located on the N facing slopes of Rehy Hill with good views in that direction over marshy 
land associated with the stream flowing into Cloghan Lough. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a large bank abutted by field-banks to the N, ENE, 
SSE. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site externally enclosed and partially destroyed by field-banks 
from N, clockwise, to SE. 
The bank is mostly low, denuded and overgrown. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
237.5 1987.5 793.75 0.22 2.54 N 71 

 
 
126. REHY EAST  
 
OS 72:02:5  8016/14896  100-200 OD  CL072-020 
 
Univallate. 41.92m in overall diameter and 24.58m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.75m. 
The site is located on the N facing slopes of Rehy Hill with good views in that direction over marshy 
land associated with the stream flowing into Cloghan Lough. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a small, perfect ring. The 3rd edition sheet shows 
the site in a similar condition, save that to the N it is abutted by an E-W running field-bank. 
A fosse, maximum width: 5.07m, is visible on all sides of the site except to the N. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
237.5 2381.25 606.25 0.37 2.35 NE 71 

 
 
127. REHY EAST  
 
OS 72:02:2  8023/14920  100-200 OD  CL072-021 
 
Univallate. 37.28m in overall diameter and 31.4m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.54m. 
The site is located on the N facing slopes of Rehy Hill with good views in that direction over marshy 
land associated with the stream flowing into Cloghan Lough. 
Both the 1st and 3rd edition of the OS six-inch sheet show the site as a small ring, partially destroyed 
to the S by an E-W running roadway. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site slightly more oval in plan, 
though this is possibly due to the partial destruction of the SW section of the bank by a NW-SE 
running field-bank. 
The site appears to have had a fosse, but it has been filled in by the recent dumping of building spoil 
around the outside of the bank. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

181.25 2218.75 506.25 0.49 2.33 NE 71 
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128. REHY EAST  
 
OS 72:02:5   8036/14908  100-200 OD  CL072-022 
 
Univallate. 50.55m in overall diameter and 46.88m N-S, 39.87m E-W in internal diameter. Maximum 
height of bank: c.1m. 
The site is located on the N facing slopes of Rehy Hill with good views in that direction over marshy 
land associated with the stream flowing into Cloghan Lough. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a large circular ring abutted by field-banks to the 
SW and WNW. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site as sub-circular in plan and with all the field-banks 
removed. 
The bank is broken through and flattened in many places, it is also slightly overgrown. Internally the 
site is covered with building spoil. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

181.25 2356.25 375 0.61 2.31 NE 71 
 
 
129. REHY EAST  
 
OS 72:02:3  8063/14918  100-200 OD  CL072-023 
 
Univallate. 55.23m in overall diameter and 42.64m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
c.3.5m. 
The site is located on the N facing slopes of Rehy Hill with good views, especially to the N and E. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site abutted by field-banks to the W, WNW, NE, SSW, 
SSE. The 3rd edition sheet shows that these field-banks have all been removed, and replaced by two 
other field-banks abutting the site to the N and S. 
Traces of a possible fosse remain around the site, but only as a vague marshy ring, c.2m wide, 
except to the S where it is obscured by one of the above field-banks. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
275 2468.75 93.75 0.85 2.12 NE 71 

 
 
130. REHY EAST  
 
OS 72:02:6  8088/14907  100-200 OD  CL072-02401 
 
Univallate. 51.1m in overall diameter and 37m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: c.1m 
The site is located on the N facing slopes of Rehy Hill with good views, especially to the N and E. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a small ring, abutted to the NE by a NE-SW 
running field-bank. The 3rd edition sheet shows that these field-banks had been removed, though the 
site is now abutted by field-banks to the NW, NE, and SW. The 3rd edition sheet also indicated that 
the site is situated in rough ground. 
The site is heavily overgrown and did not permit accurate measurement and inspection. A fosse, 
where visible, is 7.04m wide and 0.72m deep. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
81.25 2712.5 187.5 0.62 3.46 NE 71 
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131. REHY EAST  
 
OS 72:2:6  8096/14910  100-200 OD  CL072-02402 
 
Univallate. 41.8m in overall diameter and 37m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: c.1.5m 
The site is located on the N facing slopes of Rehy Hill with good views, especially to the N and E. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet show the site as a small perfect ring. The 3rd 
edition sheet also indicated that the site is situated in rough ground. 
The site is heavily overgrown and did not permit accurate measurement and inspection. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
75 2750 250 0.54 3.38 NE 71 

 
 
132. REHY EAST  
 
OS 72:2:6  8102/14904  100 OD  CL072-02403 
 
Univallate. 59mm in overall diameter and 40m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: c.1m 
The site is located on the N facing slopes of Rehy Hill with good views, especially to the N and E. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet show the site as a small perfect ring. The 3rd 
edition sheet also indicated that the site is situated in rough ground. 
The site is heavily overgrown and did not permit accurate measurement and inspection. Traces of a 
fosse are visible in places, c.5m wide and c.0.75m deep. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
75 2818.75 318.75 0.44 4 NE 71 

 
 
133. REHY WEST 
 
OS 72:01:6  7820/14921  50-100 OD  CL072-012 
 
Univallate. 45.23m in overall diameter and 31.9m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.5m. 
The site is located on sloping ground with good views, especially to the N, over marshy land 
associated with the stream flowing into Cloghan Lough. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a fairly large ring, hemmed in to the W and NW 
by field-banks and abutted by a further field-bank to the E. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site with 
all the above field-banks removed and standing alone in a field. 
The bank is very overgrown with gorse and brambles. Traces of a fosse are visible around much of 
the site, c.3m wide and c.0.5m deep. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
587.5 1968.75 756.25 0.18 0.24 SW 71 
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134. REHY WEST 
 
OS 72:01:6   7879/14915  85 OD CL072-015 
 
Univallate. 36.21m in overall diameter and 30.5m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
c.1m. 
The site is located on sloping ground with good views, especially to the N, over marshy land 
associated with the stream flowing into Cloghan Lough. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site cut through by a NNW-SSE running field-bank. The 
3rd edition sheet shows the site without the above field-bank, now standing alone in a field. 
Any traces of a possible fosse have apparently been destroyed, or at least hidden, by the recent 
dumping of building spoil around the external sides of the site. Internally the site is marshy and 
slightly overgrown with brambles. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
525 1868.75 262.5 0.67 0.85 NW 71 

 
 
135. REHY WEST  
 
OS 72:02:4  7915/14875  100-200 OD  CL072-016 
 
Univallate. 48m in overall diameter and 37m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 1.5m. 
The site is located on the lower slopes of Rehy Hill with good views, especially to the N, over marshy 
land associated with the stream flowing into Cloghan Lough. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet does not show the site. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site 
hemmed in on all sides by field-banks, except to the E where the site is cut through by a field-bank. 
The bank is low and broken down in many places. The site is heavily overgrown and did not allow 
accurate measurement and inspection. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
512.5 2256.25 275 0.69 3.59 WNW 137 

 
 
136. REHY WEST  
 
OS 72:02:4  7956/14907  100-200 OD  CL072-017 
 
Univallate. 41.5m in overall diameter and 32.0m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: c.2m. 
The site is located on the N facing slopes of Rehy Hill with good views in that direction over marshy 
land associated with the stream flowing into Cloghan Lough. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a perfect ring at the corner of 
a road. 
A fosse appears to be preserved as a marshy line, c.1.5m wide, running around the exterior of the 
bank. The bank is slightly overgrown and internally marshy, though otherwise it is well preserved. 
 
 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

293.75 2037.5 662.5 0.27 2.87 NW 71 
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137. RINEMACKADERRIG    RATHMACDERRIG  
 
OS 65:16:1  8390/15095  50-100 OD  CL065-098 
 
Univallate. 57.18m in overall diameter and 46.27m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.26m. 
The site is located on gently sloping, marshy ground with good views in all directions, especially to 
the N, E and S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as slightly oval, and abutted by a field-bank to the 
NNW, and NNE. The 3rd edition sheet shows the field-banks removed, while the interior is shown as 
rough and situated in rough ground. 
The site is today abutted by field-banks to the N and S. 
 
Westropp 1908c, 355, 361; 1911b, 224; 1911c, 42. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
275 1575 493.75 0.13 0.31 E 137 

 
 
138. SHANGANAGH  
 
OS 66:05:6  9305/15485  100-200 OD  CL066-021 
 
Univallate. 48.29m in overall diameter and 28.6m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
2.44m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a small ring abutted to the S, SSW, and NNW. The 
3rd edition sheet shows the site as a perfect hachured circle with all the above field-banks removed. 
Vague traces of a fosse appear to remain as a slightly marshy band around the exterior of the site, 
c.4-4.5m wide. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

343.75 7075 125 0.55 3.55 SSW 137 
 
 
139. TULLAROE  
 
OS 56:14:2  9017/15709  151.6-152 OD CL056-077 
 
Univallate. 32m in overall diameter and 24.7m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 2.48m 
(externally) and 1.68m (internally). 
The site is located on the summit of a small rise with good views in all directions. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a perfect ring situated in a corner of a field. The 
3rd edition sheet shows the site as larger in plan, and abutted by a NE-SW running field-bank to the 
W. The bank also appears denuded to the SW. The 1st edition sheet gives the height of the site as 
152 feet OD, while the 3rd edition gives it as 151.6 feet OD. 
Today the bank appears denuded to the E. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

1162.5 4181.25 837.5 0.15 0.5 360º 71 
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140. TULLAROE  
 
OS 56:15:4  9167/15666  100-200 OD  CL056-082 
 
Univallate. 37m in overall diameter and 27m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: c.0.75m. 
The site is located on sloping ground with good views in all directions, especially to the N. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site abutted by field-banks to the NW, ENE, and SSW. 
The 3rd edition sheet shows that all these field-banks have been removed, though now the site is 
enclosed by new field-banks from NNW to ESE. 
Traces of a fosse appear to survive in places around the site, 3.45m wide. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
300 5612.5 1125 0.7 5.75 NNE 71 

 
 
141. TULLAROE  
 
OS 56:15:4  9183/15639  100-200 OD  CL056-083 
 
Univallate. 30.12m in overall diameter and 24.8m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.75m (externally). 
The site is located on slightly raised knoll of land providing good views to all sides, especially to the 
E. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site abutted by field-banks to the NE and SW. The 3rd 
edition sheet shows that these banks had been removed and replaced by an E-W running field-bank 
abutting the site to the N. 
Today the bank appears as a near levelled ring with gorse bushes marking the perimeter  

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
300 5750 1243.75 0.13 5.75 E 71 

 
 
142. TULLAROE  
 
OS 66:2:3  9086/15612  177-178.0 OD CL066-01302 
 
Univallate. 29.11m in overall diameter and 22.52m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
c.1?m (externally) and c.0.5m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with good views, especially to the N. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet show the site abutted by field-banks to the W, 
NE, and S. The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as circular in plan, while the 3rd edition 
sheet shows it as slightly subcircular, and partially denuded to the W. The 1st edition sheet also gives 
the height above sea level as 177 feet OD, while the 3rd edition sheet gives the height as 178.0 feet 
OD. 
The site appears as a small circular field its bank much overgrown and rebuilt as field-banks. From 
SW, clockwise, to NE the internal edge of the site is planted with evergreen fir-trees, apparently to 
act as a windbreak to the 3 or 4 small apple trees planted in the centre of the site. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
93.75 4762.50 325.00 0.54 2.39 N 71 
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143. TULLAROE  
 
OS 66:2:3  9090/15615  100-200 OD  CL066-01304 
 
Univallate. 35.46m in overall diameter and 27.58m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.62m (externally) and 0.61m (internally). 
The site is located on sloping ground with good views, especially to the N. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as bivallate, abutted by field-banks to the SW, NW, 
and N. The 3rd edition sheet correctly shows the site as univallate, with the field-bank to the SW 
removed. A farm track also curves around the site at a slight distance to it, clockwise, from N to E. 
The site appears much destroyed. 
Although the above mentioned field-bank has been removed from the 3rd edition map it is still 
vaguely traceable on the ground. The interior is clear from growth and exhibits 19th century fossilised 
cultivation ridges, or ‘Lazy Beds.’ The NNE side of the site also holds a modern telegraph pole. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
93.75 4800 418.75 0.42 2.39 N 71 

 
 
144. TULLIG        LISROE  
 
OS 65:10:1  7900/15309  100-200 OD  CL065-029 
 
Univallate. 64.5m in overall diameter and 45.2m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 4.8m 
(externally) and 3.25m (internally). 
The site is located on relatively flat ground with views in all directions. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a perfect ring. The 3rd edition sheet shows the 
bank slightly cut through to the S by an E-W running field-bank and abutted to the W and N by a N-S 
and E-W running field-banks respectively. The E portion of the site is shown as very depleted and 
abutted by a further N-S running field-bank. 
On inspection these field-banks appear to have been largely removed. Inside the bank there is a 
‘terrace’ c.0.75m wide which may hide an internal stone reveting to the bank. Externally there is a 
fosse 3.8m wide and 0.35m deep. It has, however, been filled in on all sides, except to the NW, by 
building spoil, stone, and domestic refuse. There are only two major gaps in the bank, to the NE 
(1.8m wide) and to the E (5.4m wide). The gap to the NE appears to be related to an NE-SW running 
field drainage-ditch which crosses the diameter of the site. The latter gap, to the E, is possibly the 
original entrance feature. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
975 2056.25 662.5 0.4 3.08 NNW 137 

 
 
145. TULLIG  
 
OS 65:10:2  7997/15295  100-200 OD  CL065-031 
 
Univallate. 59.23m in overall diameter and 39.8m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
c.3m (externally) and c.1.5m (internally). 
The site is located on relatively flat ground with views in all directions. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a perfect ring. The 3rd edition sheet shows the 
site partially denuded to the SE. 
The extant portions of the bank are partially overgrown with gorse. An external fosse is also visible, 
5.8m wide and 0.6m deep. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
425 2143.75 337.5 0.66 2.25 SE 137 
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146. TULLIG  
 
OS 65:10:2  8040/15301  100-200 OD  CL065-032 
 
Univallate. 52.17m in overall diameter and 34.7m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.2m (externally) and 0.8m (internally). 
The site is located on relatively flat ground with views in all directions. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a perfect ring. The 3rd edition sheet shows the 
site abutted to the S by an E-W running field-bank. 
There are some large gaps knocked in the bank to the N, E, and W. There is an external fosse, 6.3m 
wide and 0.4m deep. The interior of the site also exhibits the traces of 19th century fossilised 
cultivation ridges or ‘Lazy Beds’. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
375 2406.25 775 0.39 1.67 E 71 

 
 
147. TULLIG  
 
OS 65:10:3  8067/15272  50-100 OD  CL065-033   
 
Univallate. 38.91m in overall diameter and 26.2m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.25m (internally). 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site to be in perfect condition. The 3rd edition sheet 
shows the site abutted by field-banks to the SE, S, and W. 
The bank is much destroyed and overgrown making the site difficult to access and measure. Where 
visible, an external fosse measures c.3m wide. It is water filled and appears to have been redug for 
drainage purposes  

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
150 2343.75 1043.75 0.22 0.42 SE 71 

 
 
148. TULLIG  
 
OS 65:10:3  8076/15314  100-200 OD  CL065-034 
 
Univallate. 35.11m in overall diameter and 28.5m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
c.0.5m. 
The site is located on relatively flat ground with views in all directions. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a small ring abutted to the NW by an E-W running 
field-bank. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site fully enclosed and abutted by field-banks to the NW 
and S. The hachured line of the bank is visible only internally, on the W half of the bank. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
150 2712.5 1150 0.09 1.67 E 71 
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149. TULLIG  
 
OS 65:10:3  8076/15293  100-200 OD  CL065-035 
 
Univallate. 45.9m in overall diameter and 29.1m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.55m (externally) and 0.7m (internally). 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a small, perfect ring. The 3rd edition sheet shows 
the site has been destroyed, leaving only the portion of the bank from SW, clockwise to NW, intact. 
The site is much destroyed, leaving the site difficult to access and measure. The remains of the site 
are abutted by field-banks to the W and S. Where visible, a possible external fosse measures c.3m 
wide. The fosse appears to have been redug for drainage. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
150 2575 1131.25 0.12 1.75 ESE 71 

 
 
150. TULLIG  
 
OS 65:10:3  8078/15263  50-100 OD  CL065-03602 
 
Bivallate?. 50m in overall diameter and 27.4m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 1.6m 
(externally) and 0.9m (internally). 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet show the site as a small and perfect, univallate 
ring. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site slightly abutted to the E by a N-S running field-bank. 
Outside the main bank a slight counterscarp bank appears to be visible, 3.3m wide and 0.15m high. 
The intervening fosse measures 6.9m wide and 0.6m deep. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
150 2362.5 1175 0.15 0.43 SE 71 

 
 
151. TRUSKLIEVE  
 
OS 65:06:2  8021/15433  100-2000D  CL065-001 
 
Univallate. 29.44m in overall diameter and 23.2m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
0.95m (externally) and 0.5m (internally). 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet does not show the site. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site as a 
subcircular ring, slightly abutted to the E by a N-S running roadway. 
The bank is much destroyed and broken down. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
787.5 3481.25 281.25 0.71 0.69 S 71 
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152. TRUSKLIEVE  
 
OS 65:06:3  8091/15413  100-200 OD  CL065-002 
 
Univallate. 45.91m in overall diameter and 29.2m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.2m (externally) and 0.96m (internally). 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a small, perfect ring. The 3rd edition sheet shows 
the site slightly abutted to the S by an E-W running field-bank. 
A possible external fosse is visible, clockwise, from SW to NW, 4.5m wide and 0.54m deep. However, 
this feature may be merely the product of later digging of associated land drainage-ditches. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
437.5 3612.5 450 0.49 0.85 SW 137 

 
 
153. TRUSKLIEVE      LISMACKADOO 
 
OS 65:06:3  8096/15458  200-300 OD  CL065-003 
 
Univallate. 52.79m in overall diameter and 44.88m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
c.2.25m (externally) and c.1.5m (internally). 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a large ring, abutted to the NE and ESE by field-
banks. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site externally enclosed with the addition of two more field-
banks, the hachured lines of the bank only visible internally, and externally to the S. 
The O.S. Name Book gives the name of the site as ‘Lios mic a duagú, fort of the Dagda’s Son.’. 
The site is substantially disturbed, though quite nondescript. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

168.75 4012.5 575 0.22 3.94 SW 137 
 
 
154. TRUSKLIEVE  
 
OS 65:06:3  8113/15460  200-300 OD  CL065-004 
 
Univallate. 33.11m in overall diameter and 26.4m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 
1.2m (externally) and 1.4m (internally). 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site to the WNW by an ENE-WSW running field-bank, and 
to the E by a further NNE-SSW field-bank. This latter field-bank marks the townland boundary of 
Trusklieve and Knocknagarhoon. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site with the ENE-WSW running 
field-bank extended to cut through the site, the portion of the site above this line has been destroyed. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 

168.75 4106.25 718.75 0.02 4.3 SW 137 
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155. TRUSKLIEVE  
 
OS 65:07:4  8142/15393  100-200 OD  CL065-005 
 
Univallate. 38m in overall diameter and 35m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: c.1m. 
The site is located on gently sloping ground with good views, especially to the S. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as perfect and situated in the corner of a field, close 
to an ENE-WSW running roadway. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site in a similar condition, save 
that part of the bank is abutted and partially destroyed by the above roadway. 
The site is very overgrown and rather nondescript. 

 
NNA Ecc.Dist Td Centre central’y i. Slope Aspect Soil Type 
550 2712.5 1012.5 0.03 1.29 S 71 
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174. BELLIA / KNOCKNAGARHOON  
 
OS 65:07:1  8207/15415  100 - 200 OD  CL065 - 008 
 
Bivallate. 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site as a double ring, cut through by a ENE - WSW 
running roadway. The 3rd edition sheet also shows the site as bivallate, with the S portion of the 
bank destroyed by the roadway, and to the W by a field bank and drainage ditch. 
No traces of the site could be found during field walking. 
 
 
175. CARROWNAWEELAUN  
 
OS 65:03:5  8242/15502  200 - 300 OD  CL065 - 012 
 
The 1st edition OS six - inch marks an earthwork, possibly a ringfort, on the site. It is shown as a 
perfect ring located in rocky ground. It is, however, omitted from the 3rd edition sheet. 
Field survey could locate no traces of it. 
  
 
176. CLOONCONEEN 
 
OS 65:15:4  8144/15048  50 - 100 OD  CL065 - 083 
 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site as a slightly oval ring in perfect condition. It is 
omitted from the 3rd edition sheet and appears to have been destroyed. 
Field walking could locate no trace of the site. 
  
  
177. CROSS 
 
OS 65:14:2  8007/15078  100 - 200 OD  CL065 - 072 
 
Univallate. c.23.72m in internal diameter. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a slightly irregular ring in perfect condition. The 
3rd edition sheet shows the site as partially destroyed at its N quadrant and seriously depleted from 
NW, clockwise, to S. The site is abutted to the NNW by two field - banks running along its perimeter 
from S, clockwise, to W. 
Only the faintest traces of the site can be made out from a distance but are indiscernible when 
actually at the site. 
 
 
178. DOONAHA EAST  
 
OS 66:06:2  8962/15451  50 - 100 OD  CL066 - 010 
 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site abutted by field - banks to the N and WSW. The 
3rd edition sheet shows that the field - banks have been extended from WSW, clockwise, to N 
running along the line of the original bank. 
The site appears to have been completely destroyed. No traces of the site could be relocated during 
field survey. 
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179. DOONAHA WEST     LISFUADNAHEIRKA 
 
OS 66:06:1  8889/15462  50 - 100 OD  CL066 - 006 
 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site as a large irregular ring, abutted to the NE, SE, 
SSW, WSW, and NNW by field - banks. The 3rd edition sheet shows only the name beside a large 
irregular field. 
Westropp notes that the fort is ‘Supposed to be called from a ‘horned ghost’; the ring is half 

levelled.’1 He adds that ‘... only the north - eastern portion of Lisfuadnaheirka remains near the bend 

of the brook.’2 
Today, nothing appears to remain of the site. 
 
 
180. DOONAHA WEST  
 
OS 66:05:6    103 OD CL066 - Not in SMR. 
 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site near the centre of Doonaha village, encroached 
upon by houses to the N, ENE, and NW; and abutted by field - banks to the SSE and W. The site is 
omitted from the 3rd edition sheet. 
The site was apparently destroyed when the adjacent church was renovated, c.1975. 
 
 
181. FEEARD  
 
OS 64:16:3  7646/15130  100 - 200 OD  CL064 - 009 
 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site in perfect condition, standing in rough ground. The 
3rd edition sheet indicates that only the NE quadrant of the site survives, abutted by a field - bank at 
the E end of its surviving portion. 
No traces of the site could be relocated during field survey. 
 
 
182. FURROOR LOWER 
 
OS 66:01:2  8781/15612  100 - 200 OD  CL066 - 002 
 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site as a small ring in perfect condition with a stream 
flowing NNW - SSE near the E side of the bank. The site is omitted from the 3rd edition sheet. 
No trace of the site could be relocated during field survey. 
  
  

                                            
1 Westropp 1908c, 355. 
2 Westropp 1909, 120. 
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183. KILBAHA SOUTH     CAHERCOOLIA 
 
OS 71:06:2  7066/14795  200 - 300  CL071 - 011 
 
Univallate? The 1st edition Ordnance Survey six - inch sheet shows the site as complete. The 3rd 
edition shows only the N half of the site to be extant. 
Westropp states that ‘Cahercoolia is shown as perfect on the map of 1839; it is now barely marked by 

shapeless mounds and pittings on a heathery hillock in the in the moor near the Ross road.’1 He 

notes the site again: ‘... we find a heathy knoll a few pits and mounds marking Cahercoolia.’2 
Field - walking could locate no trace of the site. 
 
 
184. KILBAHA SOUTH 
 
OS 71:07:4  7208/14722  100 - 200 OD  CL071 - 015 
 
Univallate? 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a very slightly sub-circular, hachured ring. The 
site is omitted from the 3rd edition sheet. 
The site has been totally erased from the landscape and extensive fieldwalking could not locate any 
trace of it. 
 
 
185. KILBAHA SOUTH 
 
OS 71:07:3  7335/14777  100 - 200 OD  CL071 - 018 
 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site cut through by field - banks running N - S, WSW - 
ENE, and SW - NE, all meeting on the inside of the bank near the SW corner. The site is omitted from 
the 3rd edition sheet. 
No trace of the site could be relocated during field walking. 
 
  
186. KILCLOHER        LISROE 
 
OS 72:05:2  7756/14793  100 - 200 OD  CL072 - 010 
 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site in perfect condition, located near the NW corner of 
a field. The site is omitted from the 3rd edition sheet, and is marked instead as ‘Lisroe (Site of)’. 

Westropp notes that the site ‘... has been entirely levelled since 1839.’3 No trace of the site could be 
relocated during field walking. 
 
 

                                            
1 Westropp 1908c, 349 
2 Westropp 1898, 411. 
3 Westropp 1908c, 357. 
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187. KILLINNY 
 
OS 65:11:1  8161/15263  50 - 100 OD  CL065 - 039 
 
Univallate. Max. height of bank: 0.45m. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a single, hachured ring in perfect condition and 
notes it as ‘Burial Ground for Children’. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site as a small, irregular field 
and is marked as ‘Killinny Children’s Burial Ground’. 
Today, all that remains of the site are vague traces of the bank, the majority having been completely 
removed. 
 
 
188. KILTRELLIG  
 
OS 71:04:5  7492/14855  50 - 100 OD  CL071 - 023 
 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site as a large double ring, cut through on the E side by 
a NNW - SSE running field - bank. The site is omitted from the 3rd edition sheet. 
No traces of the site could be relocated during fieldwork. 
 
 
189. MOVEEN EAST 
 
OS 65:04:3  8574/15586  100 - 200 OD  CL065 - 025 
 
Univallate. 38.3m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 0.13m. 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site as a small ring, abutted to the E by a N - E running 
field bank. The site is omitted from the 3rd edition. 
Today only the vaguest traces of the site are visible, and then only in certain light. 
  
 
190. MOVEEN WEST 
 
OS 65:03:3  8338/15627  100 - 200 OD  CL065 - 02001 
 
Univallate. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a circular ring in perfect condition. The site is 
omitted from the 3rd edition sheet. 
The site has been totally erased from the landscape and extensive fieldwalking could not locate any 
trace of it. 
 
 
191. MOYARTA WEST  
 
OS 65:11:6  8378/15207  0 - 50 OD   CL065 - 051 
 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site as a single ring, abutted to the N by an E - W 
running field - bank, and cut through by a meandering N - S field - bank. The 3rd edition sheet shows 
the site as a small irregular field. 
Today no identifiable trace of the original site remains. 
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192. OUGHTERARD 
 
OS 65:13:5  7809/15056  100 - 200 OD  CL065 - 06801 
 
Univallate. 25m - 30m in internal diameter (originally). Maximum height of bank: 0.5m. 
Both the 1st and 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet show the site as a single hachured ring in 
perfect condition. 
The site is almost totally destroyed and the bank is represented to the S and SW only. 
 
 
193. OUGHTERARD 
 
OS 65:13:5  7811/15047  100 - 200 OD  CL065 - 06802 
 
Univallate. c.20m - 35m in internal diameter. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a single hachured ring in perfect condition. The 
site is omitted from the 3rd edition sheet. 
The site has been almost totally erased from the landscape and only the faintest traces of it remain, 
though it is too faint to measure accurately. 
 
 
194. QUERRIN  
 
OS 66:06:2  9020/15437  0 - 50 OD  CL066 - 012 
 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows to site as a slightly irregular ring. The 3rd edition sheet 
shows only the E half of the site, the rest having been destroyed. 
The site has since been completely destroyed. No traces of it could be located during field survey. 
  
  
195. QUERRIN  
 
OS 66:06:3  9079/15457  100 - 200 OD  CL066 - 014 
 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site as a perfect ring, abutted by two E - W running 
field - banks to the SSW and SSE. The 3rd edition sheet shows the W half of the bank only, the rest 
having been destroyed. 
The site has since been completely destroyed. No traces of it could be located during field survey. 
  
 
196. QUERRIN  
 
OS 66:03:5  9206/15471  100 - 200 OD  CL066 - 017 
 
Univallate? Approximately 25m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 0.1m. 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site as a small ring in perfect condition. The site is 
omitted from the 3rd edition sheet. 
The site is barely visible as a slightly dished ring and is almost completely destroyed. 
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197. QUERRIN  
 
OS 66:06:4  8943/15096  0 - 50 OD  CL066 - 039 
 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site as a small ring in perfect condition. The 3rd edition 
sheet shows the site as slightly more oval in plan, though still in perfect condition. 
The site appears to have been destroyed during land clearance. No traces of the site could be 
relocated during field survey. 
 
 
198. QUERRIN  
 
OS 66:06:5  9027/15350  50 - 100 OD  CL066 - 041 
 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site as a slightly irregular ring, abutted by field - banks 
to the NW and SE. The site is omitted from the 3rd edition sheet. 
No traces of the site could be relocated during field survey. 
  
  
199. QUILTY  
 
OS 65:13:2  7742/15134  100 - 200 OD  CL065 - 063 
 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site to be in perfect condition. The site is omitted from 
the 3rd edition sheet. 
No trace of the site could be relocated during field survey. 
 
  
200. QUILTY  
 
OS 65:13:2  7769/15096  100 - 200 OD  CL065 - 066 
 
Univallate. Approximately 30m in internal diameter. 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site abutted to the N by an E - W running roadway, and 
to the SSW by a ENE - SSW running roadway. It is also partially hidden under printed information 
relating to a nearby bench mark. The site is omitted from the 3rd edition sheet. 
Today the site is almost completely destroyed, and the bank is so low as to be almost imperceptible. 
 
 
 201. REHY WEST  
 
OS 72:05:3  7862/14822  100 - 200 OD  CL072 - 013 
 
Univallate. 37.86m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: c.0.05m. 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site as a slightly irregular ring abutted by two field - 
banks at its SW corner. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site as a slightly oval ring abutted by field - 
banks to the W and N. 
The site has almost totally destroyed, leaving only the slightest trace of the original bank. 
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202. REHY WEST  
 
OS 72:05:3  7878/14822  100 - 200 OD  CL072 - 014 
 
Univallate. 41.85m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: c.0.05m. 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site as a large double ring abutted by field - banks to 
the NE, SE, W, and NW. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site cut through by a N - S running field 
bank. 
The site has almost totally destroyed, leaving only the slightest trace of the original bank. 
 
 
203. RINEMACKADERRIG  
 
OS 65:16:4  8064/15064  50 - 100 OD  CL065 - 099 
 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site as a small ring in perfect condition, abutted by a N 
- S running field - bank to the W. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site in perfect condition, situated in 
rough ground. 
The site has apparently been destroyed during land reclamation. 
  
 
204. ROSS 
 
OS 64:16:4  7461/15052  100 - 200 OD  CL064 - 001 
 
Univallate. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a single, hachured ring, cut through by a NNW - 
SSE running field - bank. The site is omitted from the 3rd edition sheet. 
The site has been totally erased from the landscape and extensive fieldwalking could not locate any 
trace of it. 
 
 
205. TULLAROE  
 
OS 66:02:3  9074/15610  100 - 200 OD  CL066 - 01301 
 
Univallate?. Approximately 30m in internal diameter. 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site as a small ring, abutted by field - banks to the NE 
and SSW. The 3rd edition sheet shows only the SE quadrant of the site, the rest having been 
destroyed. 
Portions of the E side of the bank are marked by the line of modern field - banks, the remainder of 
the bank has been destroyed and is so low as to be almost imperceptible. 
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206. TULLAROE  
 
OS 56:15:4  9133/15685  50 - 100 OD  CL056 - 079 
 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site as a small ring in perfect condition, abutted by field 
- banks to the N and SSE. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site with the field - bank to the SSE 
removed. A further field - bank, running NW to SE abuts the site to the SW, and another has been 
built running along the line of the bank from N, clockwise, to SE. 
Some months before surveying (January 1992) the site was completely demolished in the course of 
land clearance, leaving only the portions of the bank that had been incorporated into the field - bank 

system.1 Examination of the spoil produced no stray finds. In one section, to the W, a number of 
fragments of wooden beams were visible, though it is impossible to comment as to their antiquity. 
 
 
207. TULLIG  
 
OS 65:10:1  7914/15291  100 - 200 OD  CL065 - 030 
 
Univallate. Maximum height of bank: 1.5m. 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site as a small, slightly irregular hachured ring, abutted 
by field - banks to the N and SSE. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site as a small circular field, 
abutted by the same field - banks, plus one further one to the W. 
The site is almost completely destroyed, having been levelled to facilitate the building of a ‘silage pit’. 
Only a small portion of the bank remains, c.3m long. I am informed that during the destruction of the 
site a quern stone was recovered, carved with the date ‘1846’. 
 
 
208. TULLIG 
 
OS 65:10:2  7997/15295  50 - 100 OD  CL065 - 03601 
 
Univallate. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a circular ring in perfect condition. The E portion 
of the earthwork is marked on the 3rd edition Ordnance Survey sheet. 
The site has since been destroyed by the landowner and no trace survives of it. 

                                            
1 Pers. Comm. landowner. 
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156. CARROWNAWEELAUN  
 
OS 65:03:4  8219/15520  300 - 400 OD  CL065 - 009 
 
Univallate. Approximately 25m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 0.5m. 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site as a perfect ring in the corner of a field. The 3rd 
edition sheet shows that the site has been largely destroyed by modern field banks and quarrying 
activities, except to the NE where the remains of the bank measure c.25m long and appear to 
represent approximately one-quarter of the original. 
 
 
157. CARROWNAWEELAUN  
 
OS 65:03:5  8284/15542  100 OD CL065 - 014 
 
Univallate. 22.4m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 0.3m. 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site abutted by field - banks to the north and south. 
The 3rd edition indicates that the bank has been largely obliterated by the building of modern field - 
banks around the exterior of the site. The site appears as a small irregular field, the hachured lines of 
the original site being visible internally only. 
Today the site is badly preserved and much overgrown. 
  
 
158. CARROWNAWEELAUN 
 
OS 65:03:6  8321/15496  100 - 200 OD  CL065 - 018 
 
Univallate. 20.6m in overall diameter. Maximum height of bank 1.5m. 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site as perfect but with a field - bank abutting the bank 
at its SE quadrant. The 3rd edition sheet shows the entire S half of the site as destroyed. 
The site appears to be vaguely oval in plan, though it is only partly preserved and is much 
overgrown. 
  
  
159. CLOONCONEEN 
 
OS 65:15:4  8211/15074  57 OD  CL065 - 088 
 
Univallate. 26.57m to 29.45m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 0.95m. 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site as a slightly oval ring in perfect condition. The 3rd 
edition sheet shows the site to be even more oval in plan and that the western portion of the bank 
has been removed. 
The bank is overgrown and is slightly marshy internally. 
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160. CLOUGHAUNSAVAUN  
 
OS 64:16:5  7532/15059  100 - 200 OD  CL064 - 003 
 
Univallate. 27.7m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 1.5m. 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site abutted by field - banks to the SW and SE. The 3rd 
edition sheet shows the site with these banks removed and the site as ‘perfect’. 
At the centre of the ring is an elliptical mound measuring 3m by 2.28m, and 0.55m high. I am 
informed that the mound was once higher, but has been broken down over the years by bovine 
activity. Until recently a fosse was extant around the exterior of the site until it as filled in by the 
landowner. Otherwise the site appears well preserved. 
  
  
161. CLOUGHAUNSAVAUN  
 
OS 64:16:5     100 - 200 OD  Not in SMR 
 
Univallate. 27m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 0.89m. 
Neither the 1st edition nor the 3rd edition OS six - inch sheets record this site. 
The site is very much destroyed, as it is cut by an E - W running roadway and a N - S running 
drainage ditch. There is also a telegraph pole positioned just inside the remains of the bank. I was 
informed by a local landowner that this was once a ‘fort’, though if it ever was it is now near 
unrecognisable. 
  
  
162. CROSS  
 
OS 65:14:6  8058/15036  50 - 100 OD  CL065 - 08001 
 
Univallate. 21.95m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank 1.1m (externally) and 0.25m 
(internally). 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site as a complete, if slightly oval, hachured ring; on 
the 3rd edition sheet the entire S half of the site is shown to have been destroyed. 
The bank is now very depleted on the S and SE sides. 
 
 
163. CROSS 
 
OS 65:14:6  8063/14809  50 - 100 OD  CL065 - 08002 
 
Univallate. 30 - 35?m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 0.97m. The 1st edition OS six - 
inch sheet depicts the site as small, perfect and positioned in the corner of a field. The 3rd edition 
sheet shows that all but the S half of the site has been destroyed and the rest of the site has then 
been enclosed in field banks. 
The site is very overgrown with brambles and thorn bushes which prevented any form of accurate 
measurement or inspection. 
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164. KILBAHA SOUTH    CAHERNAHEANMNA 
 
OS 71:06:4  6991/14702  100 - 200 OD  CL071 - 005 
 
Univallate. 10.4m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank 1.2m. 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the bank as a large, complete, hachured ring. The 3rd 
edition sheet retains the site, although depicting it as a smaller hachured ring, though depleted to the 
E. 
Westropp notes that ‘Where the 1839 maps mark Lisdundalhen [(165)] and Cahernaheanmna we 
only found a level field sheeted at the first with exquisite flowers, and at the other with coarse grass 

and heather. Indeed the latter fort had vanished before the date of the map.’1 He also notes that 

‘“Cahernaheanmna” is hardly discoverable on the moor, about 430 yards from [Lisdundalhen].’2 
However, in the course of field - survey the site was located without difficulty, if now partially 
destroyed to the E by a field - bank and drainage ditch. Whether, in this instance, Westropp is 
inaccurate, or the bank had at some intervening period been rebuilt is puzzling and difficult to access. 
The O.S. Name Book notes the site as ‘A fort having a cave in it’. However, it is likely that this site is 
not a ringfort, but a ring barrow. 
 
Westropp 1912b, 140. 
 
 
165. KILBAHA SOUTH     LISDUNDAHLIN  
 
OS 71:06:5  7034/14731  100 - 200 OD  CL071 - 008 
 
Univallate. 12.8m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 0.3m. 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site in perfect condition, with a N - S running field - 
bank curving around the western perimeter of the bank. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site as a 
smaller ring, and partially destroyed to the E. 
Today the site is badly preserved and heavily overgrown. Small concentrations of limpet shells and 
bone fragments are visible in the spoil from animal burrowings on the site. 
 
Westropp 1908c, 349  
  
  

                                            
1 Westropp 1898, 411. 
2 Westropp 1908c, 350. 
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166. KILBAHA SOUTH       CAHERSAUL 
 
OS 71:06:5  7054/14764  200 - 300 OD  CL071 - 010 
 
Univallate. 29.72m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank measures c.0.8m. The 1st edition 
OS six - inch sheet shows the bank full, though bisected by a N - S running field bank and drainage 
ditch. By the publication of the 3rd edition sheet the site had deteriorated to be destroyed to the E of 
this N - S field bank and to the S of an adjoining E - W field bank, leaving just the NW quadrant of 
the site extant. 
Some internal banks are visible on the site, though these are undoubtedly late. Westropp commented 
in 1898 that: ‘Beyond the road a nearly vanished ring, scarcely rising a foot above the field, 
represents Cahersaul. It was only 60 feet in diameter, and was levelled to build the adjoining house 

and enclosures.’1 And again in 1908, he notes that ‘Cahersaul, the stone fort of the brine, lies, ... on 
the crown of the ridge. It was a small fort, about 60 feet across the garth; and much of it is barely 
traceable, though the faint ring is entire, rising, where best preserved, hardly a foot over the crisp 
grass of the field near the junction of the Ross and Kilbaha roads. ... Mr. Marcus Keane recollects 
that, in about 1865, a souterrain lay open near Cahersaul. His uncle, Mr. Henry Keane, having heard 
there was some tradition of a passage having run from Cahercroghaun [(167)] to the ‘shore fort’ of 
Dundahlin [(071 - 006)], searched and found this ‘cave,’ but was only able to explore it for a short 

distance.’2 
 
 
167. KILBAHA NORTH      CAHERCROGHAUN 
 
OS 71:02:6  7094/14855  274/272.2 OD CL071 - 012 
 
Univallate?. Approximately 90m in overall diameter. Maximum height of bank measures c.1m. The 1st 
edition OS six - inch sheet depicts the site as a very large univallate ring. with a ‘Telegraph (in ruins)’ 
apparently within the S half of the site. The 3rd edition sheet shows a slightly smaller univallate bank, 
though slightly depleted to the N. Although the site exhibits the ‘Caher’ prefix in its name, it is in too 
ruinous a condition to demonstrate any real features of its original character and morphology. The 
interior is much pitted and dug up from various activities during its history. Westropp notes that the 
site ‘... occupies the summit of a hill some 274 feet above the sea. Its walls were demolished to build 
a telegraph tower a hundred years since. Even its successor is now levelled to the ground, and we 

can trace only the oval ring of small stones, about 180 feet across.’3 He described the site again: 
‘Cahercroghaun is a mere levelled ring of grey stones, 180 feet in diameter, girding the summit of the 
“croagh” or “hump,” from which it evidently takes its name. It was levelled for building material for a 
Telegraph Tower, a relic of the fear of Napoleon, itself levelled so as hardly to show a foundation; not 

a single fragment of the cashel wall subsists.’4 In a footnote to the above he also states that: ‘We 
have possible records of this place - Cahercrogan, Cahercrokan; and in 1577 (misprinted 1511 ...); 
but caution must be used as the spelling may be intended for Cahercorcaun near Dysert, especially 
where connected with the O’Hehirs. ... It is, perhaps, the Cahercrocane of the inventory of Mary 
O’Brien, 1741. Mason calls it Carncrohane in 1816 ... and Mrs. Knott, “the conical hill of 
Cahircroghaune” ....’. 
 
Westropp 1912a, 137 - 8. 
 
 

                                            
1 Westropp 1898, 411. 
2 Westropp 1908, 349. 
3 Westropp 1898, 411. 
4 Westropp 1900, 348-9. 
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168. KILLEENAGH  
 
OS 65:11:4  8210/15198  55 OD  CL065 - 111 
 
Univallate. 37.54m from one end of the surviving portion of bank to the other. Maximum height of 
bank: 0.52m (externally) and 1.09m (internally). 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet does not show the site, but marks a spot height in the vicinity, 
possibly on the site. The 3rd edition sheet shows the southern portion of the site only. 
The bank and fosse are only partially extant. From NE, clockwise, to SW a fosse is partially 
preserved, at maximum 3.30m wide and 0.28m deep. The site may have originally been oval or ‘D’ 
shaped, but the site is too broken down to draw any conclusions. 
 
 
169. KILTRELLIG  
 
OS 71:03:6  7400/14848  0 - 50 OD  CL071 - 02202 
 
Univallate? Approximately 30m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: c.1m. 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site as a slightly oval hachured ring to the N of Kiltrellig 
Burial Ground. The site is omitted from the 3rd edition sheet, and appears to have been overtaken by 
the nearby graveyard. 
The site today appears as a flat - topped mound, and extensively reused for burials. The majority of 
these burials on the site appear to be of 19th century date, while more modern burials are positioned 
slightly to the south and away from the remains of the bank. The original extent of the site is evident 
on Irish Air Corps vertical photograph V. 218 / 44. 
 
 
170. MOYARTA EAST 
 
OS 65:12:1  8399/15268  100 - 200 OD  CL065 - 05303 
 
Univallate. c.40m E/W and c.55m N/S in internal diameter. 
The 1st edition OS six-inch sheet shows the site as a perfectly circular earthwork, just touching the 
line of a roadway to the W and SW. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site as a slightly irregular, 
hachured ring. 
The site has been much mutilated since the last century by burials in Moyarta Graveyard, Site 
(CL065 - 05302). The fosse is preserved only on the S side and measures c.4m wide and 1.5m to 
2m deep. Westropp says that a church (levelled before 1816) was ‘built on the platform of a circular 

flat-topped fort, 7 or 8 feet high’ and is covered by other tombs.1 He states that there are ‘some 
traces of a shield-like annexe, a lower platform, nearly obliterated by the burials, but the main fosse 
is steep sided and well marked.’ However this ‘annexe’ could not be relocated during fieldwalking. He 
also notes that ‘an ancient bell was found in its enclosure a few years before 1816, but was sent to 
Limerick and sold.’ The graveyard is still in use and the oldest datable graves are from the 19th 
century though there are some uninscribed gravemarkers that may be earlier. Westropp notes that 
‘The church itself, of which only fragments remained even in 1816, is entirely removed; it stood on an 
ancient ring-fort, the fosse and platform of which are still well marked at the north corner of the 

graveyard’.2 
 
 
 
 

                                            
1 Westropp 1912a, 111. 
2 Westropp 1908c, 357. 
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171. OUGHTERARD  
 
OS 65:09:5  7774/15210  100 OD CL065 - 028 
 
Univallate. 20.43m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 0.35m. 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site as a small perfect ring in rough land. The 3rd 
edition sheet shows the site to be in perfect condition. 
The site appears as a low circular, grassy bank without a fosse. The site is generally well preserved, 
though it appears to fill with water at certain times of the year (Pl. 7). 
 
Westropp 1908c, 357; 1913, 50. 
  
 
172. RAHONA WEST  
 
OS 65:11:5  8276/15163  0 - 50 OD CL065 - 089 
 
Univallate?. 69.2m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: c.1.5m. 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site as a large double ring with a N - S field - bank 
curving around its W side. It is cut through in its SE quadrant by a NE - SW running field - bank, and 
abutted by a NNW - SSE field - bank at the same point. The 3rd edition sheet shows the site as the 
same, but also cut through by a further N - S field - bank. 
If there was ever a fosse it has been destroyed by the digging of modern drainage ditches around the 
outside of the bank (Pls. 3 - 4). 
 
 
173. RAHONA WEST  
 
OS 65:15:2  8279/15110  65 OD  CL065 - 090 
 
Bivallate?. 47.9m in internal diameter. Maximum height of bank: 1.12m. 
The 1st edition OS six - inch sheet shows the site abutted by field - banks to the N and W, with a 
field track curving around the E side. The 3rd edition sheet shows the same field - banks extended to 
enclose the exterior of the site, leaving only the internal hachured line of the bank visible. 
The site is in an excellent state of preservation. The main bank is flat - topped and there appears to 
be a partial bank and fosse internal to this main bank. It extends from SSW, clockwise, to N, though 
from NW to N it becomes difficult to distinguish from the modern field - bank. This fosse measures 
c.5m wide and c.0.75m deep (Pls. 3 - 4). 
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209. CARROWNAWEELAUN 
 
OS 65:16:2  8483/15117  200 - 300 OD  CL065 - 01102 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
 
 
210. CARROWNAWEELAUN 
 
OS 65:07:5  8299/15347  100 - 200 OD  CL065 - 106 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
 
 
211. CLOUGHAUNSAVAUN  
 
OS 71:04:2      0 - 50 OD  Not in SMR 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
A potential site is visible on Irish Air Corps vertical aerial photograph V. 218 / 42. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
 
 
212. CLOUGHAUNSAVAUN  
 
OS 71:04:2      0 - 50 OD  Not in SMR 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
A potential site is visible on Irish Air Corps vertical aerial photograph V. 218 / 42. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
 
 
213. CLOUGHAUNSAVAUN  
 
OS 71:04:6      0 - 50 OD  Not in SMR 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
A potential site is visible on Irish Air Corps vertical aerial photograph V. 218 / 45. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
 
 
214. CLOONCONEEN 
 
OS 65:15:1  8195/15099  0 - 50 OD  CL065 - 107 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
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215. DOONAHA WEST 
 
OS 66:06:4  8879/15344  50 - 100 OD  CL066 - 053 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
 
 
216. DOONAHA WEST 
 
OS 66:01:6  8827/15471  50 - 100 OD  CL066 - 054 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
 
 
217. DOONAHA WEST  
 
OS 66:06:4      50 - 100 OD  Not in SMR 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
A potential site is visible on Irish Air Corps vertical aerial photograph V. 218 / 31 and on GSI vertical 
aerial photograph Q 66. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
  
 
218. FEEARD 
 
OS 71:04:3  7647/14946  0 - 50 OD  CL071 - 02905 
OS 72:01:1  7648/14945     CL072 - 00102 
 
Univallate? c. 20m in internal diameter. 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
Cleary indicates that a potential site, possibly a ringfort, is relatively clear on the aerial photographs 
for the area. She notes that in field inspection, the site was difficult to locate due to the high 
vegetation covering it. Field inspection showed that the site had ‘... raised areas and surfaces 

irregularities, suggestive of internal occupation or buildings.’1 
 
 
219. FEEARD 
 
OS 65:13:1  7665/15127  152 OD  CL065 - 101 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
 
 
220. FEEARD  
 
OS 65:09:1      50 - 100 OD  Not in SMR 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
A potential site is visible on Irish Air Corps vertical aerial photograph V. 218 / 52. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 

                                            
1 Cleary 1992. 
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221. FODRY 
 
OS 71:03:4  7216/14892  50 - 100 OD  CL071 - 030 
 
Univallate? 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet indicate a site at this location. 
The site has been totally erased from the landscape and extensive fieldwalking could not locate any 
trace of it. 
  
  
222. KILBAHA NORTH  
 
OS 71:02:6   7121/14869  100 - 200 OD  CL071 - 031 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
A potential site is visible on Irish Air Corps vertical aerial photographs V. 218 / 46 and V. 247 / 21. 
The potential site also appears on GSI vertical aerial photographs Q 74 and Q 75. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
 
 
223. KILLEENAGH 
 
OS 65:05:3     0 - 50 OD  Not in SMR 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
A potential site is visible on GSI vertical aerial photograph Q49. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
 
 
224. KILTRELLIG 
 
OS 71:04:5  7501/14916  51 OD  CL071 - 032 
 
Univallate?  
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet indicate a site at this location. 
The site has been totally erased from the landscape and extensive fieldwalking could not locate any 
trace of it. 
 
 
225. KILTRELLIG 
 
OS 71:04:1  7464/14935  0 - 50 OD  CL071 - 033 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
 
 
226. LISHEENCRONY 
 
OS 66:09:1  8683/15296  50 - 100 OD  CL066 - 02802 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
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227. LISHEENCRONY 
 
OS 65:08:6  8606/15329  100 - 200 OD  CL065 - 108 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
 
 
228. LISHEENCRONY  
 
OS 66:05:5      100 - 200 OD  Not in SMR 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
A potential site is visible on Irish Air Corps vertical aerial photograph V. 218 / 32. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
 
 
229. MOVEEN WEST  
 
OS 55:16:4      200 - 300 OD  Not in SMR 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
A potential site is visible on Irish Air Corps vertical aerial photograph V. 247 / 39 and on GSI vertical 
aerial photograph Q 68. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
 
 
230. MOVEEN WEST  
 
OS 55:16:4      100 - 200 OD  Not in SMR 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
A potential site is visible on Irish Air Corps vertical aerial photograph V. 247 / 39. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
 
 
231. MOYARTA WEST 
 
OS 65:07:4     0 - 50 OD  Not in SMR 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
A potential site is visible on GSI vertical aerial photograph Q49. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
 
 
232. NEWTOWN EAST 
 
OS 66:03:3  9359/15544  100 - 200 OD  CL066 - 052 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
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233. OUGHTERARD  
 
OS 65:09:3      50 - 100 OD  Not in SMR 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
A potential site is visible on Irish Air Corps vertical aerial photographs V. 218 / 39 and V. 218 / 52. 
However, this potential site was not observed on the GSI vertical aerial photographs for the area. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
 
 
234. QUERRIN  
 
OS 66:07:1      50 - 100 OD  Not in SMR 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
A potential site is visible on Irish Air Corps vertical aerial photograph V. 218 / 28. However, this 
potential site was not observed on the GSI vertical aerial photographs for the area. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
 
 
235. QUERRIN 
 
OS 66:07:1      0 - 50 OD  Not in SMR 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
A potential site is visible on GSI vertical aerial photograph Q 66. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
 
 
236. QUILTY 
 
OS 72:01:2  7760/14995  50 - 100 OD  CL072 - 028 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
 
 
237. REHY WEST  
 
OS 72:02:4      200 - 300 OD  Not in SMR 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
A potential site is visible on Irish Air Corps vertical aerial photograph V. 205 / 73. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
 
 
238. SHANGANAGH 
 
OS 66:03:6   9343/15476  100 - 200 OD  CL066 - 051 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
A potential site is visible on Irish Air Corps vertical aerial photographs V. 218 / 25 and 218 / 72. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
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239. SHANGANAGH 
 
OS 66:3:6      50 - 100 OD  Not in SMR 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
A potential site is visible on Irish Air Corps vertical aerial photograph V. 218 / 25 and 218 / 72. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
 
 
240. TRUSKLIEVE  
 
OS 65:06:4   7922/15362  100 - 200 OD  CL065 - 10201 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
A potential site is visible on Irish Air Corps vertical aerial photograph V. 247 / 34. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
 
 
241. TRUSKLIEVE  
 
OS 65:06:4   7922/15369  100 - 200 OD  CL065 - 10202 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
A potential site is visible on Irish Air Corps vertical aerial photograph V. 247 / 34. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
 
 
242. TULLAROE 
 
OS 66:02:3  9089/15604  100 - 200 OD  CL066 - 01303 
 
Univallate. 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six-inch sheet indicate a site at this location. 
The site has been totally erased from the landscape and extensive fieldwalking could not locate any 
trace of it. 
 
 
243. TULLAROE 
 
OS 56:02:3      100 - 200 OD  Not in SMR 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
A potential site is visible on GSI vertical aerial photograph Q 65. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
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244. TULLIG  
 
OS 65:02:2      100 - 200 OD  Not in SMR 
 
Neither the 1st nor 3rd editions of the OS six - inch sheet depict a site at this location. 
A potential site is visible on Irish Air Corps vertical aerial photograph V. 247 / 37. However, this 
potential site was not observed on the GSI vertical aerial photographs for the area. 
This area was intensively walked, but no remains of a site were detected. 
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Appendix 1.1: Translations and orthography of placenames on the Loop 
Head peninsula 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Introduction 
Frost claims that since county Clare was, for much of its history, isolated from outside influences by 
water and by mountains, and spoke the Irish language almost exclusively until the 19th century, in 
most cases there is relatively little difficulty in translating the Irish placenames, compared to those of 

the rest of the country.1 
 
As in other parts of the country the placenames frequently refer to topographical or botanical features 
such as trees, hills, bogs, woods and lakes. The influence of Christianity is also abundantly evident 
with many townlands prefixed with the word ‘Cill,’ anglicised to ‘Kill,’ and normally followed by a local 
saints name. Some townlands hold suffixes: ‘Lower,’ ‘Upper,’ ‘East,’ or ‘West;’ divisions usually 
considered as created by the compilers of the first edition Ordnance Survey map sheets of 1840. 
However, in some situations, as in the case of Moveen townland this bipartite division may date to at 
least the mid to late 14th century. 
 
Parish Names 
CARRIGAHOLT: Frost gives the older form of the name as ‘Carraic an Chabhlach, rock of the fleet.’ It 
is said by some to refer to the ships of the Spanish Armada who anchored here in 1588, or possibly 

to a trading fleet of the McMahons.2 There are even some local tales of an earlier, Viking or ‘Danish’ 

fleet at Carrigaholt.3 Mason gives the orthography as ‘Carrick an Oultagh,’ the Ulsterman’s rock as 
the castle ‘... is said to have been built by an adventurer from the County of Down, from which 

circumstance ... [the townland] name is derived.’4 There is also a conflicting story, locally related, 
that it was an Ulsterman who was drowned in a ship wreck in, or near, the bay which gave the name 
to the area. 
 
The site of the village, or castle of ‘Carigoli’ was shown on the north coast of the peninsula in the 
Pacta Hibernia map; it was similarly misplaced, as ‘Carygoly’ by Speede in 1631. It is the ‘Karygoly’ of 

Mercator’s Atlas in 1564 and apparently the ‘Corrugh’ of the Down Survey of 1683.5 Thomas Dineley, 
in 1681, calls it ‘Carrigoholt’; in 1689 it was incorrectly placed on the north coast and given as 

‘Caregoly’ on a map by R.P. Agostino Lubin.6 In 1693 it was again abbreviated, this time to ‘Carrugh.’ 
A French naval chart of the same year correctly places ‘Karighaul.’ By the publication of Sennex and 
Maxwell’s map of Ireland in 1712 the name appears to have almost reached its present form (it is 
given as ‘Carigaholt.’). This would also appear to be the case of the other placenames given on the 
map, namely, Moyarta, and Querrin. 
 
See below under individual townand names for the translations and orthography of the Cross parish 
name, and the older appellations of Moyarta and Kilballyowen. 
 
 
 
 
 

                                            
1 Frost 1893, preface to appendix ‘County of Clare (Irish local names explained)’. 
2 O’Brien 1979. 
3 Murphy (Ed.) 1992, 30-1. 
4 Mason 1816, 443. Carrigaholt Castle SMR: CL065-10001. 
5 Petty 1683. 
6 Shirley 1867, 188. 
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Townland Names 

 1. BELLIA: from ‘Bile,’ meaning a large tree .1 Hardiman gives it as ‘Bille’.2 The name is given as 
‘Beltre’ on the Pacta Hibernia map’ ‘Belter’ on the 1689 R.P. Agostino Lubin map; ‘Bally’ by the Down 
Survey of 1683; and ‘Baillie’ on the Pelham map of 1787.  
 

2. BREAGHVA: ‘Bréach Mágh,’ this could mean either the wolf’s field or the place of badgers.3 Murphy 

gives it as the former, after a wild-wolf killed at Breaghva Cross.4 Westropp gives it as ‘... (breffa = 
place of wolves) [which] imply[s] that this district was for a long time a desert haunted by wild 
animals; the open populous country lying towards the river, the creek, and the sea, the rest being left 

to “the wild kindreds”.’5 
 
3. CARROWNAWEELAUN: Frost gives the meaning as ‘Carrow’: from ‘Ceathramhadh,’ meaning ‘a 

quarter or a sub-division of a Baile Biathach’ and ‘ne Faoileán,’ of the seagulls.6 Joyce notes that 
‘Carrownaweelaun in Clare represents the sound of the Irish Ceathramhada-na-bhfaeleán, the quater-

land of the seagulls.7 Murphy gives the local meanings of the name as the ‘quarter of the white crow’ 

or as the ‘quarter of the wild oats’.8 Westropp in a footnote gives: ‘Carrowfoelen, 1622; 

Carrownawillane, 1655 map (Valency Series, from Bibliothèque Nationale of Paris)’.9 It is also the 
‘Carrownawillan’ of the ‘Down Survey’.  
 
4. CLAREFIELD: ‘Clar,’ ‘a board placed across a river’. The Ordnance Survey Name Book gives it as 

gort a clarig, Dr. Clare’s field or garden. Murphy gives a local meaning for it as ‘a flat piece of land’.10 
The Down Survey gives it as ‘Gartaclary.’  
 
5. CLOGHAUNBEG: ‘Clochán Beag,’ ‘a little crossing over a stream.’ Joyce notes that ‘A row of 
stepping stones across a ford in a river, is called in every part of Ireland by the name clochan ... This 
mode of rendering a river fordable was as common in ancient as it is in modern times; for in the tract 
of Brehon law in the Book of Ballymote, regulating the stipend of various kinds of artificers, it is 

stated that the builder of a clochan is to be paid two cows for his labour’.11 
 
6. CLOONCONEEN: ‘Cluain Coinín,’ meaning the meadow of the coinín, or rabbits. It may also mean a 

rabbit warren.12 However, it may be possible that ‘con’ refers to a dog, or hound, with the 

diminiuitive suffix ‘een,’ meaning small, thus: the meadow or field of the small dog.13 
 
7. CLOGHAUNSAVAUN: ‘Clochán Samhán,’ it is occasionally given locally as meaning the stone fort of 
Savaun, from a supposed Savaun of a branch of the Mc Mahon family. The Ordnance Survey Name 
Book gives it as the ‘fort of the stepping-stones’. Frost suggests that it translates as ‘puppy dog.’ 

                                            
1 Frost op. cit.; Joyce 1869, 500; OSNB. 
2 Hardiman 1828, 41. 
3 Frost op. cit.; Joyce op. cit., 482; OSNB. 
4 Murphy op. cit., 32. 
5 Westropp 1909, 122. 
6 Cf. Westropp 1908a, 33; OSNB. 
7 Joyce op. cit., 486. 
8 Murphy op. cit., 34. 
9 Westropp op. cit., 358. 
10 Murphy ibid. 
11 Joyce op. cit., 364. 
12 Joyce 1913, 227 
13 Cf. Joyce 1869, 480-1. 
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Hardiman records it as ‘Clonsuman,’ while the ‘Down Survey’ gives it as ‘Cloghanshevan.’ Pelhams’ 

map of 1787 notes ‘Cloughansaven Cas[tle]’.1 
 
8. CROSS: ‘Cros,’ possibly meaning a termon cross which was usually erected to mark the boundary 

of church lands.2 Murphy gives a local tradition how it came from ‘croch’ after a supposed gallows 

placed, where the modern village now stands, by the Mc Mahon family of Carrigaholt.3 Hardiman 
gives it as ‘the Cross’ which may imply that the former meaning is the most correct. It is also given in 
the ‘Down Survey’ as ‘Crosse.’  
 

9-10. DOONAHA: ‘Dún Faitche,’ ‘in O’Briens Rental, A.D. 1380 - It means a doon in an open field’.4 
Joyce translates it as ‘Dunatha, fort of the ford. The ford crossed a little stream flowing through the 

townland into the Shannon; but it is now spanned by a bridge’.5 The Ordnance Survey Name Book 
gives it as ‘Dún Athaigh, giant’s fort.’ 
 
11. FEEARD: ‘Fiadha Ard’ / ‘Fiodh Ard,’ from a high plain or high lying scrub land or woods. ‘Feeard 
seems to imply the former existence of a wood on the high ground, now storm swept to allow even a 

bush to grow here’.6 In the ‘Down Survey’ it is given as ‘Fiard,’ which is similar to the locally used 
modern pronunciation. 
 

12. FODRY: ‘Fód,’ meaning a sod or ‘a place where the surface land was stripped off for fuel’.7 Joyce 
notes that ‘the name is pronounced Fóidre by the people, and signifies a place with a smooth green 

surface, literally a place of fóds or sods’.8 Murphy (op. cit.: 33) gives the local translation as ‘Fod 

Deireadh,’ or literally, the ‘last sod’ being almost the most westerly townland in Clare.9 Westropp 

records it as ‘Fodry (soddy place), Fotra in “1390”.’10 The ‘Down Survey’ records the name as 
‘Foidra,’ which is very close to the modern pronunciation used locally. A map published in 1787 by 
Pelham notes the name as ‘Foydroy.’  
 

13-4. FURROOR: ‘Fór Bhár,’ ‘the ‘hill top’ or ‘Fo úr,’ buried (Cormac’s Glossary )’.11 The Ordnance 
Survey Name Book gives ‘Foruir (meaning not known)’. It is given as ‘Furrow’ in the ‘Down Survey’ 
and as ‘Turroore’ on Pelhams’ map of 1787. 
 

15-6. KILBAHA: ‘Cill Beathach,’ ‘the church of the birch woods’.12 The Ordnance Survey Name Book 

and Joyce gives it as ‘Cóill Beathach,’ simply meaning a birch-wood.13 Hardiman records it as 
‘killbetagh.’ It is also ‘Kilbeagh’ in the ‘Down Survey’. Pelham also records the area as ‘Kilbeagh’ and 
the adjoining bay as ‘Kilbahan.’  
 

                                            
1 SMR: CL064-00501. 
2 Frost op. cit.; Joyce op. cit., 327. 
3 Murphy op. cit., 33. 
4 Frost op. cit.; see also Hardiman op. cit. 
5 Joyce 1913, 306. 
6 Westropp 1912a, 115; see also Joyce 1869, 494. 
7 Frost op. cit. 
8 Joyce 1912, 11. 
9 Murphy ibid. 
10 Westropp op. cit. 
11 Frost op. cit. 
12 Frost op. cit. 
13 Joyce 1869, 507. 
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17. KILBALLYOWEN: from ‘Coill Baile Eóghan’ or ‘Cill Baile Eoin’ meaning the church or lands of John. 
As there is no local Saint of this name it is said to refer to John the Baptist. The Ordnance Survey 
Letters give it as ‘Church on the town of Owen.’ Mc Guane gives a further permutation of the name as 

‘the wood growing on Owen’s land’.1 In relation to this townland Joyce gives ‘Eoghan [Owen means, 

according to Cormac’s Glossary, well born.]’2 R. P. Agostino Lubins’ map of 1689 records it as 
‘Killone.’ Sanson, in 1693 shows ‘Kilballiboine,’ and it is given as both ‘Kilballibolne’ and ‘Killballibone’ 

by the ‘Down Survey’. Pelham notes it as ‘Killballihone, while Coulter gives it as ‘Kilgarryowen’.3 

Cannon Dwyre gives it as ‘Kilballyhone’.4 
 
18. KILCASHEEN: ‘Cóill Cáire’ is given by Frost as ‘the wood by the stream,’ while the Ordnance 
Survey Name Book notes it as ‘Cill Casín, Cassin’s church.’ The ‘Down Survey’ gives it as ‘Kilcaskin’ 
and Pelham notes it as ‘Kilcashine.’ 
 

19. KILCLOHER: ‘Cóill Clocar’ or ‘Cóill Clochar,’ meaning ‘the wood of the stony ground’.5 The 
Ordnance Survey Name Book gives it as ‘Cill Cluthair,’ ‘the sheltered wood.’ Joyce records that ‘In 
some cases the word cluthar [shelter] comes in where you would least expect to find it; of which a 
good example is Kilcloher on the shore of the Shannon mouth, near Loop Head in Clare; but in cases 
of this kind, I suppose that an artificial shelter was constructed, or a rock or an abrupt elevation was 
taken advantage of, to counteract the bleakness of the situation. Indeed it is just in such exposed 

places that a sheltered nook would be more noticeable and more likely to receive a special name’.6 
Westropp notes that ‘... kilclogher, translated ‘wood of shelter’ by Dr. Joyce, is the Oillen (? Cillen) 

clochair of ‘1390’ evidently a stone-name like the clochauns in this parish’.7 It is recorded as 
‘Killcloghird’ by the ‘Down Survey’.  
 
20. KILCREDAUN: ‘Cill Creadan,’ Frost notes that ‘this name is given in O’Briens Rental as Cill 

Cordain, the name of a saint.’ Murphy gives the local version as ‘the church of St. Caritan’.8 McGuane 

translates the name as ‘The wood of the carrion crow’.9 Dineley, in his tour of 1681, gives it as 

‘Kilcardane’.10 It is the ‘Kilcrean’ of the Pacta Hibernia map and possibly the ‘Kilkord Aone’ of the 
1564 ‘Mercator’s Atlas,’ and the ‘Kilcordan’ of the ‘Down Survey’. In Capt. Manby’s 1837 map of the 
Carrigaholt Bay area he gives it as ‘Kilcredaan.’ 
 

21. KILLEENAGH: possibly from ‘Cillíneach, little [children’s] burial grounds’.11 Joyce treats generally 
of the name, noting that ‘the diminutive Killeen is the name of about eighty townlands, and its 
combinations are very numerous - all derived from a “little church,” except about a fifth from 

“woods”.’12 
 
22. KILLINNY: ‘Cill Eithne, Ethnea’s Church’ or possibly a children’s burial ground, or ‘Killeen.’ It 
appears as the ‘Killfiny’ of the ‘Down Survey’. 
 
                                            
1 McGuane 1984, 103. 
2 Joyce 1912, 153. 
3 Coulter 1862, 52 
4 Dwyre 1878, 504. 
5 Frost op. cit. 
6 Joyce op. cit., 250. 
7 Westropp op. cit. 
8 Murphy op. cit., 35. 
9 McGuane ibid. 
10 Shirley 1867, 188. 
11 OSNB Moyarta parish. 
12 Joyce 1869, 316. 
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23. KILTRELLIG: ‘Cóill Tri Lice’ from ‘wood of the three standing stones’ or ‘Cill Throilleag,’ or 

Troilleog’s church.1 It is given by the ‘Down Survey’ as ‘Kiltralig.’ 
 
24. KNOCKNAGARHOON: ‘Cnoc na Geathramhna,’ ‘ so called from several town- lands converging 

there’.2 The Ordnance Survey Name Book gives it as ‘Cnoc na gceathraman, hill of the quarter.’ Joyce 

gives: ‘[-garhoon], hill of the (land-) quarters’.3 
 
25. LISHEENCRONY: ‘Liosín Crón,’ meaning ‘the brown lios’. Joyce gives it to mean the little fort of 
the crone, while the Ordnance Survey Name Book gives it as ‘Lisín Cróine, Cron’s little fort.’ Treating 
generally of the name, Joyce, notes that ‘the two diminutives liosán and lísín [lissaun, lisheen], little 
fort are very common. The latter is usually made Lisheen, which is the name of twenty townlands, 

and helps to form many others.’4 The townland may also take its name from Kilcrony church, 

supposedly dedicated to St. Crona, a relative of St. Senan.5 This view is supported by its appellation 
of ‘Killcrony’ in the ‘Down Survey’ and again as ‘Killcroonagh’ as recently Capt. Manby’s 1837 map of 
the Carrigaholt Bay area. Hardiman records it as ‘Kilkrone.’  
 
26. LISHEENFURROOR: ‘Liosín For Bhár,’ ‘the little lios on top of the hill’. It is apparently the ‘Lishine’ 
of the ‘Down Survey’ and also of Pelham’s ‘Grand Jury’ maps of 1787. 
 
27. LISSALOUGHA: ‘Lios a locha’ is given by the Ordnance Survey Name Book as ‘Lake fort or the fort 
of the lake.’ It appears as the ‘Lislagh’ of the ‘Down Survey’.  
 

28. MONEEN: ‘Móinín’ from ‘a little bog, it also indicates rough pasture’.6 
 
29-30. MOVEEN: Frost notes that ‘This place is given as Magh Mhín in O’Brien’s rental. It means the 

smooth district’.7 The Ordnance Survey Name Book also notes that this townland as ‘Da Maomin; the 
two Moveens of Hardiman’s Deeds.’ Hardiman’s English translation actually gives it as ‘the 2 
Moymeens.’ Westropp gives ‘Moveen, Madmín Westropp adds the footnote: ‘Probably “Landslip,” as 
at Mountallon (madmin talmain) in this county; the name is certainly not “little plain” in the early 

records’.8 The ‘Down Survey’ twice gives it as ‘Movin.’  
 

31-2. MOYARTA: ‘Mágh Fheartha’ from ‘the place of the graves’.9 Joyce mentions it: ‘... in Irish 

Magh-fherta (fh silent ...), the plain of the grave’.10 He notes generally that ‘Moy as an anglicised 

form of magh, meaning a plain’.11 The Ordnance Survey Letters give ‘Magh Fearta’ and note that 
‘whether those graves were of pagans or of Christians we have not been able to ascertain.’ 
 

33-4. NEWTOWN: ‘The Irish name of this place is Nead an Uibhas, literally a nest in a yew tree’.12 
 

                                            
1 Frost op. cit.; OSNB Kilballyowen parish. 
2 Frost op. cit. 
3 Joyce 1913, 415. 
4 Joyce 1869, 273. 
5 SMR: CL065-05601. 
6 Frost op. cit.; OSNB: Kilballyowen parish; Joyce op. cit., 468; 1912, 110. 
7 Frost op. cit.; Joyce 1913, 513. 
8 Westropp 1909, 122; 1912, 115. 
9 Frost op. cit.; see also OSNB Moyarta parish; Frost 1893; 90. 
10 Joyce 1869, 346. 
11 Joyce 1913, 514. 
12 Frost op. cit. 
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35. OUGHTERARD: Frost gives the name as ‘Úachdar Árd,’ ‘the high lying division’. The Ordnance 

Survey Name Book gives ‘Uaithar Ard’ as the ‘high, upper part’.1 It is given as ‘Woughterard’ in both 
the ‘Down Survey’ and Pelhams’ ‘grand Jury’ maps of 1787. 
 
36. QUILTY: ‘Coillte,’ Frost comments that ‘this word must mean woods, but they can have been only 
underwood of hazel or holly.’ The Ordnance Survey Name Book gives it as ‘Caoilte, woods (a local 

form of coille)’.2 
 
37. QUERRIN: ‘Caor, a blaze of firelight’. The Ordnance Survey Name Book gives it as ‘Cuibrean, a 
dividend.’ Joyce notes it as ‘Caorthann , the quicken tree [Mountain Ash or Roan.]: a place of quicken 

trees’.3 It is also said locally to derive its name from a local chieftain who had a fort, Cathair 
O’Caoidhearn, there. He reputedly killed another chieftain, one Fuaim Na hAdhairce (Fuaim of the 

Horn), at a ford over the Doonaha creek.4 
 
38. RAHANISKA: ‘Ráth an Uisge, the residence by the water’. Considering Joyce, and the fact that 
there is no area of open water within the townland, nor does it border on the river Shannon, the 
name may just come from ‘Raithne’ or ‘Raithneach’ [Rahna] the fern and generally pronounced 

‘Rahin-.’5 
 
39-40. RAHONA: ‘Rah Thonnac, a fortified rath’. The Ordnance Survey Name Book gives it as ‘Rath 

Ona’ or Ona’s fort, this also appears to be the most common meaning that still survives locally.6 The 
‘Down Survey’ notes it as ‘Rahoone.’  
 
41-2. REHY: Frost gives the name as ‘Reig’ from ‘Mountain flats’, while the Ordnance Survey Name 
Book gives it as ‘Reithe,’ meaning the same. Joyce writes that ‘“Reithe” is a ram: comes in at the end 
of names usually as the anglicised form of Rehy or Reha ... There is a conspicious hill over the Clare 
shore of the Shannon, a little below Carrigaholt, called Knockrehy - the ram’s hill - now commonly 

called Rehy Hill, giving name to the townland of Rehy’.7 Locally it is said to mean a signal light, either 
used to warn or lure ships passing along the coast. Another tale relates that during penal times a fire 
would be lit on the hill to tell the local population if there was a Roman Catholic priest in the area and 
to announce the celebration of Mass. It is also known locally as the ‘hill of the rams’ a reference to its 

supposed use as commonage grazing for sheep.8 Westropp records that ‘Rehy, Ram hill, was 
“Reiche” in “1390,” it was divided into Rehygarrane and Rehydadrien in “1675” [Westropp’s foot-
note: “Survey at Edenvale p. 32.], [in the “Down Survey” map of 1683 “Rehy W,” “Rehigarron,” and 
“Rehidradron” are listed, while Pelham (1787) notes only the latter two.] and Thomas Dineley, in his 

sketch of 1681, calls it Knockray [sic.: recte. Knock Ray]’.9 Hardiman’s English translation of the 
‘O’Brien Rental’ actually gives it twice as ‘Reithy.’ Pelham also notes ‘Rehey Hill.’  
 
43. RINEMACKADERRIG: ‘Rin Mac An Deirge, redness. No doubt from the exhibition of light to allure 

passing ships’.10 The Ordnance Survey Name Book gives it as ‘Rin mhic a’ deirg, point or promontory 
of the son of Derg.’ Joyce, treating generally of the name, gives ‘Rinn meaning the point of anything 

                                            
1 Cf. Joyce 1869, 271. 
2 Cf. Joyce 1869, 493. 
3 Joyce 1913, 534. 
4 See Appendix 4.1. 
5 Joyce 1912, 331. 
6 See also Murphy op. cit., 36. 
7 Joyce op. cit., 309. 
8 Murphy op. cit., 34. 
9 Westropp 1912a, 115. 
10 Frost op. cit. 
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... in its local applications it denotes a point of land, a promontory, or a small peninsula’.1 Murphy 
records that the name is locally translated as ‘Rinn Mhic Aoidh Deirg - Aodh Dearg [an] ancient name 

for the sun’.2 Westropp gives a footnote: ‘Ramacdirigg (Book of Dist., vol. ii., p. 379); Rathmacdirrig 

(Edenvale Survey, p.31), ... It is the Rein-mac-ndeirg of the “1390” rental’.3 
 

44. ROSS: ‘Ros’ ‘signifies a wood, sometimes meadow, and again a promontory’.4 The ‘Down Survey’ 
gives it as ‘Rosse.’ 
 

45. SHANGANAGH: ‘Seangánach, a place abounding in ants.5 
 

46. TRUSKLIEVE: ‘Trosc Sliábh, it is difficult to find the meaning of this word’.6 The Ordnance Survey 
Name Book gives it as ‘Triosg Rhabh, the fasting mountain’ and also as ‘Troisc thabh, Trosk 
mountain.’ Westropp notes that ‘Trusklieve, the high track below Knock na garhoon, was “Trosg 
Sliabh” ... in “1390”. Hardinan’s English translation of the O’Brien Renatal gives it as ‘Trosg 
mountain.’ Joyce gives it as ‘Trosc-Shiabh, cod mountain, where the s of slieve falls out by 

aspiration’.7 He also notes that a place of the same name in Donegal is interpreted as ‘Troisc-
shliabh,’ ‘hungry mountain,’ from trosc or troscadh, to fast. Murphy gives it’s local etymology as 
‘Trosc Cliabh’ or ‘Bothar na gCliabh ... the way of the baskets, (cliabh), i.e. fish, turf and other 
produce which was brought this way in baskets.’ It is given as ‘Troscleave’ in the ‘Down Survey’ and 
as ‘Troscleve’ on Pelham’s grand jury maps. 
 
47. TULLAROE: ‘Tula Ruad’ or ‘Tualach Rúadh, the red hill.’ 
 

48. TULLIG: ‘Tulig,’ ‘the little hill’.8 The Ordnance Survey Name Book gives it as ‘Tollaig, a hill (local 
form of tulaigh).’ The ‘Down Survey’ gives it as ‘Tully.’ 
 

                                            
1 Joyce 1869, 405. 
2 Murphy ibid. 
3 Westropp 1908c, 361. 
4 Frost op. cit.; see also OSNB: Kilballyowen parish; Joyce 1869, 443, 495; 1912, 300; 1913, 544. 
5 Joyce 1913, 552. 
6 Frost op. cit. 
7 Joyce op. cit., 586. 
8 Frost op. cit.; see also Joyce 1869, 389. 
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Appendix 4.1: Lisfuadnaheirke 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
The Ordnance Survey Name Book gives the meaning of this name as ‘Lios fuaid na hadaírce, fort of 

fuad of the horn.’1 Very little is recorded about this particular item of local folklore relating to the 
ringfort (179). In his later life Eugene O’Curry remembered that in 1815 or 1816, when a boy: ‘Fuad 
na hadhairche ... still maintain[ed] a respectable and prominent place in the numerous legends of this 
neighbourhood, as my bare shins and toes could well attest on many a hard winter night some 

twenty years ago.’2 Westropp also comments that ‘The name is said locally to commemorate a 

“horned ghost” seen at its remains.’3 He also records that ‘... at Lisfuadnaheirka, near Kilkee, we 
were told in 1896 of a “Horned Ghost,” but “Fuadnaheirke” was a local “terror by night,” who slew 

people.’4 Local tradition still holds that Cathair O’Caoibhearn, a local chief, slew Fuaim Na hAdhairce 

at a ford over the Doonaha river.5 Spellisy and O’Brien also record: ‘... how Fuaim took his name, 
Fuaim of the Horn, from a horn that was fitted to his helmet. In his fight with O’Caoidhearn, however, 
his horn became embedded in the ground and before he could free himself he was slain by his enemy 
...’. 

 

                                            
1 OSNB: Moyarta parish. 
2 O’Donovan & O’Curry 1997, 123. 
3 Westropp 1909, 120. 
4 Op. cit. 1910b, 343. 
5 Spellissy & O’Brien 1987, 68-9. 
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Appendix 4.2: The stolen bride of Querrin 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Wilde records the legend of the stolen bride of Querrin.1 It tells of ‘“Kern of Querrin,” who appears to 
have lived about 1670, when out hunting duck, on the east strand, one November Eve came across 
“four stout men carrying a bier on their shoulders, on which lay a corpse covered with a white cloth.” 
These men fled when he startled them, and raising the cloth from over the “corpse”, found a 
beautiful young girl, not dead but asleep. He took her home with him, but for one full year she 
neither spoke nor ate any food. The following November Eve he decided to return to the east strand. 
On his way there he passed by a ringfort named “lios-na-fallainge,” or the fort of the mantle [(115)], 
and from inside he heard the sounds of music and of mirth. On stopping he overheard voices saying 
that the bride that they had stolen the previous year was “the fair daughter of O’Connor,” he also 
overheard them say that the only way to revive her from her trance was to make her eat off her 
father’s table-cloth: “which covered her as she lay on the bier, and which is now thrown up over the 
top of her bed.” Kern immediately rushed home, and although still night, he set a meal for her and 
said: “Drink ... that speech may come to you.” Having eaten, she told him her story of how she was 
to be married and how she was bewitched and stolen by the “fairies.” Kern prepared a “chariot” and 
brought the girl home to her father. The couple eventually married “and no evil befell them, but good 
followed all the work of their lands.”’ 
 

 

                                            
1 Wilde 1888, 1971, 27-9. See also Westropp 1912c, 214. 
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 N. 

Neigh. 

OD Vall. Max. 

Int. D. 

Dist. to 

Ecc. 

Slope Aspect

South. 

Aspect

West. 

Max. 

O’ll. D. 

Bank 1 Bank 

2 

Fosse 

Depth 

Td. 

Centre 

Td. 

Bndry 

Central

ity i. 

N. 

Neigh. 

               

OD 

 

- 0.05 

r2 0.0025 

              

Vall. 

 

0.07 

r2 0.0049 

- 0.05 

r2 0.0025 

             

Max. 

Int. D. 

0.11 

r2 0.0121 

- 0.08 

r2 0.0064 

0.19 

r2 0.0361 

            

Dist. to 

Ecc. 

0.10 

r2 0.0100 

- 0.01 

r2 0.0001 

- 0.11 

r2 0.0121 

- 0.41 

r2 0.1681 

           

Slope 

 

- 0.08 

r2 0.0064 

0.41 

r2 0.1681 

- 0.15 

r2 0.0225 

0.12 

r2 0.0144 

0.21 

r2 0.0441 

          

Aspect

South. 

- 0.05 

r2 0.0025 

0.02 

r2 0.0004 

0.08 

r2 0.0064 

- 0.07 

r2 0.0049 

- 0.19 

r2 0.0361 

- 0.20 

r2 0.0400 

         

Aspect

West. 

0.21 

r2 0.0441 

- 0.19 

r2 0.0361 

- 0.05 

r2 0.0025 

0.04 

r2 0.0016 

- 0.02 

r2 0.0004 

- 0.16 

r2 0.0256 

- 0.02 

r2 0.0004 

        

Max. 

O’ll. D. 

0.08 

r2 0.0064 

0.00 

r2 0.0000 

0.59 

r2 0.3481 

0.71 

r2 0.5041 

- 0.04 

r2 0.0016 

0.05 

r2 0.0025 

- 0.02 

r2 0.0004 

- 0.07 

r2 0.0049 

       

Bank 1 0.13 

r2 0.0169 

0.05 

r2 0.0025 

0.40 

r2 0.1600 

0.28 

r2 0.0784 

- 0.03 

r2 0.0009 

0.12 

r2 0.0144 

0.00 

r2 0.0000  

0.01 

r2 0.0001 

0.54 

r2 0.2916 

      

 
Appendix 5.1 The product-moment correlation coefficient matrix 

 



Appendix 5.1: The product-moment correlation coefficient matrix 

264 

 

 N. 

Neigh. 

OD Vall. Max. 

Int. D. 

Dist. to 

Ecc. 

Slope Aspect

South. 

Aspect

West. 

Max. 

O’ll. D. 

Bank 1 Bank 

2 

Fosse 

Depth 

Td. 

Centre 

Td. 

Bndry 

Central

ity i. 

Bank 

2 

0.11 

r2 0.0121 

- 0.04 

r2 0.0016 

0.71 

r2 0.5041 

0.12 

r2 0.0144 

- 0.05 

r2 0.0025 

- 0.08 

r2 0.0064 

0.07 

r2 0.0049 

- 0.08 

r2 0.0064 

0.43 

r2 0.1849 

0.54 

r2 0.2916 

     

Fosse 

Depth 

- 0.01 

r2 0.0001 

- 0.02 

r2 0.0004 

0.09 

r2 0.0081 

0.00 

r2 0.0000 

- 0.11 

r2 0.0121 

0.05 

r2 0.0025 

0.09 

r2 0.0081 

0.07 

r2 0.0049 

0.19 

r2 0.0361 

0.25 

r2 0.0625 

0.22 

r2 0.0484 

    

Td. 

Centre 

0.07 

r2 0.0049 

- 0.10 

r2 0.0100 

0.02 

r2 0.0004 

- 0.06 

r2 0.0036 

0.05 

r2 0.0025 

0.00 

r2 0.0000 

0.02 

r2 0.0004 

0.03 

r2 0.0009 

- 0.05 

r2 0.0025 

- 0.02 

r2 0.0004 

0.04 

r2 0.0016 

0.04 

r2 0.0016 

   

Td. 

Bndry 

- 0.02 

r2 0.0004 

0.08 

r2 0.0064 

- 0.07 

r2 0.0049 

- 0.06 

r2 0.0036 

0.13 

r2 0.0169 

0.00 

r2 0.0000 

- 0.19 

r2 0.0361 

- 0.06 

r2 0.0036 

- 0.04 

r2 0.0016 

- 0.04 

r2 0.0016 

- 0.04 

r2 0.0016 

0.22 

r2 0.0484 

- 0.08 

r2 0.0064 

  

Central

ity i. 

- 0.12 

r2 0.0144 

0.09 

r2 0.0081 

- 0.12 

r2 0.0144 

0.02 

r2 0.0004 

- 0.04 

r2 0.0016 

0.19 

r2 0.0361 

- 0.14 

r2 0.0196 

- 0.04 

r2 0.0016 

0.00 

r2 0.0000 

- 0.02 

r2 0.0004 

- 0.07 

r2 0.0049 

- 0.07 

r2 0.0049 

- 0.46 

r2 0.2116 

0.64 

r2 0.4096 

 

 

Key to the abbreviations 

N. Neigh. Distance to nearest neighbour Max. O’ll. D. Maximum overall diameter of site 

OD Ordnance Datum Bank 1 Height of inner bank 

Vall. Degree of vallation Bank 2 Height of exterior bank (bivallate sites) 

Max. Int. D. Maximum internal diameter Fosse Depth Depth of fosse (where present) 

Dist. to Ecc. Distance to nearest ecclesiastical site Td. Centre Distance to centre of townland 

Slope Degree of slope on which site lies Td. Bndry Distance to border of townland 

Aspect South. Degree of southerliness in the aspect of site location Centrality i. Centrality index (see above) 

Aspect West. Degree of westerliness in the aspect of site location   
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N. 

Neigh. 

               

OD 

 

0.34 
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Vall. 

 

0.25 

rS
2 0.0625 
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2 0.0064 

             

Max. 

Int. D. 

- 0.06 
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2 0.0036 

- 0.12 
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- 0.72 
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2 0.5184 
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- 0.13 
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2 0.0169 
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rS
2 0.0004 

- 0.95 

rS
2 0.9025 
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2 0.0225 
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- 0.26 

rS
2 0.0676 
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rS
2 0.1089 
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rS
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0.14 

rS
2 0.0196 

0.08 

rS
2 0.0064 

          

Aspect
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0.17 

rS
2 0.0289 

0.24 
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2 0.0576 

- 0.39 

rS
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rS
2 0.0004 

- 0.19 

rS
2 0.0361 

- 0.14 

rS
2 0.0196 

         

Aspect
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0.13 

rS
2 0.0169 

- 0.02 

rS
2 0.0004 

- 0.61 

rS
2 0.3721 

0.00 

rS
2 0.0000 

- 0.02 
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- 0.20 
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2 0.0400 

0.12 
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2 0.0144 

        

Max. 
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- 0.14 
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0.71 
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- 0.06 
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0.08 
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- 0.12 
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0.08 
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2 0.0064 

- 0.48 
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2 0.2304 

0.22 
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2 0.0484 

0.00 

rS
2 0.0000 

0.01 

rS
2 0.0001 

0.10 

rS
2 0.0100 

- 0.06 

rS
2 0.0036 

0.47 

rS
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Int. D. 

Dist. to 

Ecc. 

Slope Aspect

South. 

Aspect

West. 

Max. 

O’ll. D. 

Bank 1 Bank 

2 

Fosse 

Depth 

Td. 

Centre 

Td. 

Bndry 

Central

ity i. 

Bank 

2 

0.19 

rS
2 0.0361 

- 0.15 

rS
2 0.0225 

1.00 

rS
2 1.0000 

- 0.75 

rS
2 0.5625 

- 0.99 

rS
2 0.9801 

- 1.06 

rS
2 1.1236 

- 0.44 

rS
2 0.1936 

- 0.66 

rS
2 0.4356 

- 0.42 

rS
2 0.1764 

- 0.50 

rS
2 0.2500 

     

Fosse 

Depth 

- 0.20 

rS
2 0.0400 

- 0.18 

rS
2 0.0324 

- 0.58 

rS
2 0.3364 

- 0.83 

rS
2 0.6889 

- 0.79 

rS
2 0.6241 

- 0.73 

rS
2 0.5329 

- 0.35 

rS
2 0.1225 

- 0.63 

rS
2 0.3969 

- 0.44 

rS
2 0.1936 

- 0.55 

rS
2 0.3025 

- 0.67 

rS
2 0.4489 

    

Td. 

Centre 

- 0.06 

rS
2 0.0036 

- 0.08 

rS
2 0.0064 

- 0.79 

rS
2 0.6241 

- 0.14 

rS
2 0.0196 

0.18 

rS
2 0.0324 

0.00 

rS
2 0.0000 

- 0.01 

rS
2 0.0001 

- 0.04 

rS
2 0.0016 

- 0.02 

rS
2 0.0004 

0.07 

rS
2 0.0049 

- 0.83 

rS
2 0.6889 

- 0.74 

rS
2 0.5476 

   

Td. 

Bndry 

- 0.14 

rS
2 0.0576 

0.03 

rS
2 0.0009 

- 0.91 

rS
2 0.8281 

- 0.03 

rS
2 0.0009 

0.11 

rS
2 0.0121 

0.12 

rS
2 0.0484 

- 0.13 

rS
2 0.0169 

- 0.10 

rS
2 0.0100 

- 0.05 

rS
2 0.0025 

- 0.02 

rS
2 0.0004 

- 1.01 

rS
2 1.0201 

- 0.64 

rS
2 0.4096 

- 0.19 

rS
2 0.0361 

  

Central

ity i. 

- 0.18 

rS
2 0.0784 

0.04 

rS
2 0.0016 

- 1.00 

rS
2 1.0000 

0.04 

rS
2 0.0016 

0.00 

rS
2 0.0000 

0.18 

rS
2 0.0324 

- 0.08 

rS
2 0.0064 

- 0.08 

rS
2 0.0064 

- 0.04 

rS
2 0.0016 

- 0.07 

rS
2 0.0049 

- 1.05 

rS
2 1.1025 

- 0.70 

rS
2 0.4900 

- 0.67 

rS
2 0.4489 

0.82 

rS
2 0.6724 

 

 

Key to the abbreviations 

N. Neigh. Distance to nearest neighbour Max. O’ll. D. Maximum overall diameter of site 

OD Ordnance Datum Bank 1 Height of inner bank 

Vall. Degree of vallation Bank 2 Height of exterior bank (bivallate sites) 

Max. Int. D. Maximum internal diameter Fosse Depth Depth of fosse (where present) 

Dist. to Ecc. Distance to nearest ecclesiastical site Td. Centre Distance to centre of townland 

Slope Degree of slope on which site lies Td. Bndry Distance to border of townland 

Aspect South. Degree of southerliness in the aspect of site location Centrality i. Centrality index (see above) 

Aspect West. Degree of westerliness in the aspect of site location   
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Appendix 6.1: Problems of Cluster Analysis 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Problems arise in cluster analysis even with the apparently simple question of defining what a cluster 
actually is. Everitt acknowledges that while several authors have attempted to accurately define the 

term ‘cluster’, the majority of definitions are somewhat vague and circular in nature.1 For example, 

Kendal and Buckland define a cluster as ‘a group of contiguous elements in a statistical population’2 
Gengrelli defines a cluster as ‘an aggregate of points in the test space such that the distance between 
any two points in the cluster is less than the distance between any point in the cluster and any point 

not in it’.3 Wallace and Boulton opt for a more simplified definition in that they suggest that a cluster 
may be considered as a subset of the entities which, for practical purposes, may be treated as a 

unified group.4 Cormack argues that a cluster may be recognised by its ‘internal cohesion and 

external isolation’, but he then fails to define these terms.5 It may be seen from the foregoing that 
there seems to be little consensus as to what constitutes a cluster and, indeed, no single definition 

may be regarded as sufficient.6 
 
One problem which all methods of clusteration hold in common is that of deciding the number of 
clusters present. Many authors, including Ling and Sneath and Skoal, have attempted to address this 

issue, but with relatively little practical success.7 Aldenderfer and Whallon examine certain facets of 

this problem, but are among the very few archaeologically oriented discussions of the topic.8 
 
Among the earliest suggested solutions was Thorndike’s intuitively based assumption that a sudden, 

marked flattening of the curve at any point indicates a distinct, natural level of clusteration.9 

However, artificially generated data failed to confirm this theory.10 Nonetheless other authors, 
including Gower, have suggested similar methods where ‘... the classification criterion is plotted 
against the number of groups and ... “a sharp step in this plot indicates the number of classes 

otherwise there is no justification for having more than one class” ’.11 While this works on a 
theoretical level, the practical implications of this form of ‘sharp step’ within the clustering is found to 

be subjective in the extreme and in many applications has not proved noticeably helpful.12 Indeed, 
Seber argues that ‘... a large change in the fusion level of a dendrogram is a necessary but not a 

sufficient condition for clear-cut clusters’.13 
 
Added to this, hierarchical clustering techniques present a certain number of discrete problems. Not 
least of these is the fact that the theory of hierarchical representation of clustered data was 
developed primarily by the biological sciences. Thus, the results from such procedures may be seen 

to closely follow the traditional hierarchical format associated with Linnean taxonomy.14 
                                            
1 Everitt Op. cit., 59. 
2 Kendal & Buckland (Eds.) 1982. 
3 Everitt Op. cit. see also Grengrelli 1963. 
4 Wallace & Boulton 1968, 186. 
5 Cormack 1971, 329. 
6 Wallace & Boulton ibid. 
7 Ling 1971, 126 cited in Everitt 1980, 64. Sneath & Skoal 1973. 
8 Aldenderfer 1982; Whallon 1990. 
9 Thorndike 1953. 
10 Everitt 1980, 64. 
11 Ibid. citing Gower 1975. 
12 Op. cit., 64 - 5. 
13 Seber 1984, 388. 
14 Everitt Op. cit., 67. 
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Complications may arise when these methods are, possibly inappropriately, applied outside of the 

study of biology.1 This is due to the fact that within their biological applications, the researcher is 
generally concerned with the entire dendrogram structure and not the point at which individual 

clusters arise.2 A number of solutions to this problem have been suggested, including Mojena’s 

‘stopping rules’.3 However, there seems to be little consensus on this point as Aldenderfer notes that 
these rules tend to excel only when using techniques which are predisposed to the discovery of 

compact, spherical clusters.4 In recent times ‘computer intensive randomising methods’ have been 

developed by Wright to establish the statistical significance between clusters.5 
 
Marriot has suggested that the choice of hierarchical techniques may not be the most suitable 
methods to search for ‘natural clusters’, thought they may prove efficient where the clusters are 

clearly separated.6 To test this theory, Everitt applied a number of agglomerative, hierarchical 

methods of cluster analysis to a variety of data sets.7 The results of these tests indicate the 
possibility of Ward’s method creating wholly or partially artificial clusters when used on homogenous 

data.8 These tests also indicated the permanence of the agglomerative, hierarchical techniques, 

especially Ward’s method, on strongly grouped data.9 However, when applied to data which consists 
of two discrete elliptical groups, Ward’s method showed a marked inclination to produce a relevant 

number of groups, though they tended not to accurately reflect the original clusters.10 Wright states 

that such anomalies are fairly typical.11 While Ward’s method did not appear to perform as well as 
other techniques in this series of tests, Everitt notes that the data sets used were idealised in that 

there was no overlap in the clusters.12 Obviously, this is unlikely to occur in practice and thus Ward’s 

method appears to be as effective as any other agglomerative hierarchical technique.13 

 
Indeed, all methods of cluster analysis hold tacit assumptions regarding the form and type of 
structure present within the data set. When these assumptions are not fulfilled it is possible that 
spurious results will be achieved, these being magnified for entities of more than two dimensions. For 
these reasons, great care is required with their use, especially when the required result is a workable 

classification structure.14 Within the study of archaeology, this is the most frequent application of the 

technique.15 Everitt notes that since the motivation for employing cluster analysis in the first instance 
springs from the researcher’s belief that subgroups actually exist within the data, there is a risk of 

obtaining inaccurate results.16 The reason for such spurious results is simply that the majority of 

                                            
1 Ibid. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Mojena 1977. See also Baxter 1994, 162 - 3. 
4 Aldenderfer 1984. 
5 Pers. Comm. Prof. Richard Wright. See Manly 1991 for a general review. 
6 Marriot 1971, 501. See also Wishart 1969; Seber 1984, 372. 
7 Everitt Op. cit., 86. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Op. cit., 88. 
10 Op. cit., 92. 
11 Wright 1989. 
12 Everitt Op. cit., 92. 
13 Op. cit., 93. See also Seber 1984. 
14 Op. cit., 95. 
15 Baxter 1994, 140. 
16 Everitt Op. cit., 95. 
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clustering techniques are biased towards the isolation of spherical clusters.1 However such spherical 

clusters are found more within the realms of theory than of practice.2 While such clusters may occur, 
it is more likely that other ‘cluster shapes’ exist within the data and may thus be ignored by the 

techniques employed.3 In this way, important information may be ignored and inaccurate solutions 
derived. 
 
A further difficulty associated with hierarchical methods is that they ‘... contain no provision for 

reallocation of entities who may have been poorly classified at an early stage in the analysis’.4 
Effectively, what this implies is that a site which may have been initially poorly clustered has no 
mechanism by which it may be regrouped into a more appropriate partition. Thus, data which has 
been poorly partitioned at an early stage may cut through, and so obscure, natural clusters within the 

sites.5  
 
According to Everitt, one of the most fundamental problems associated with the use of cluster 
analysis is in assessing ‘... the stability and validity of the clusters found by the numerical technique 

used.6 He suggests that a number of questions should be addressed before any give typology can be 

viably proposed as a reasonable form of classification.7 Among these questions he lists the problems 
of the introduction of new data into the set and whether membership of certain groups is based solely 

on the variables employed in the analysis, but not on other potentially pertinent variables.8 However, 
the vast majority of studies which have used cluster analysis do not attempt to answer these 
questions, preferring instead to use one method and simply report the results. Everitt suggests that 
such an approach is feasible if the objective of the research is to merely provide a summary account 

of the data.9 Alternately, he suggests that this approach is inadequate if the objective is to provide a 

definitive classification.10  
 
Once again, there seems to be little consensus on this point as some authors argue that the arbitrary 

splitting or dissecting of homogenous data set into groups is a misapplication of cluster analysis.11 
Instead they suggest that an appropriate technique would be one which facilitated the identification 

of a data set which produced no clusters.12 However, this question of the identification of clusters is 
in itself highly problematic. This approach is supported by Cormack, who argues that when cluster 
analysis is applied to a homogenous data set, the result can only be an arbitrary division of the data 
into synthetic clusters. He sees that the result of such a situation would effectively be to limit the 
number of possible hypotheses which may be generated from the data, while simultaneously allowing 
the increased formation of, potentially unreliable, theories whose only basis is the manner in which 

the information was dissected by the clustering technique.13  
 

                                            
1 Ibid. 
2 Baxter Op. cit., 155. 
3 Everitt Op. cit., 96. 
4 Op. cit., 68. 
5 Gower 1967. 
6 Everitt Op. cit., 74. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Fleiss et al. 1971, 129. 
12 Op. cit., 130. 
13 Cormack 1971, 348. 
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Alternatively, Ross sees that the purpose of this form of analysis should rest with the provision of a 
reliable basis for the dissection of the data which capitalises on the natural fractures which occur 

within the set.1 Everitt suggests that such an approach is most viable when the investigator is less 

concerned with the relative isolation of the clusters than with their internal homogeneity.2 In 
essence, the problem lies in the blurred distinction between the dissection and the classification of 
clustered data in most research. This is further exacerbated by the lack of an adequate and reliable 
test to detect distinct clusters. 
 
 
 
 

                                            
1 Ross 1971, 357 - 358. 
2 Everitt Op. cit., 75. 
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Appendix 6.2: Cluster I 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Object 
Loading 

SMR Number Catalogue 
Number 

57 CL065 - 038 57 
77 CL065 - 02003 77 
56 CL065 - 037 56 
107 CL066 - 044 107 
51 CL072 - 00802 51 
74 CL055 - 010 74 
50 CL072 - 007 50 
113 CL065 - 064 113 
99 CL065 - 070 99 
97 CL065 - 06803 97 
24 CL065 - 078 24 
80 CL065 - 022 80 
78 CL065 - 02004 78 
37 CL065 - 057 37 
114 CL065 - 065 114 
96 CL065 - 067 96 
23 CL065 - 077 23 
83 CL065 - 05304 83 
86 CL065 - 05502 86 
43 CL056 - 065 43 
149 CL065 - 035 149 
148 CL065 - 034 148 
124 CL072 - 018 124 
67 CL066 - 034 67 
70 CL066 - 030 70 
61 CL066 - 025 61 
42 CL056 - 064 42 
71 CL066 - 031 71 
62 CL066 - 026 62 
63 CL066 - 02801 63 
26 CL065 - 082 26 
81 CL065 - 023 81 
69 CL066 - 001 69 
92 CL065 - 052 92 
91 CL065 - 049 91 
155 CL065 - 005 155 
39 CL065 - 060 39 
38 CL065 - 058 38 
98 CL065 - 069 98 
21 CL065 - 075 21 
110 CL066 - 048 110 
109 CL066 - 046 109 
102 CL066 - 016 102 
111 CL066 - 049 111 
108 CL066 - 045 108 
137 CL065 - 098 137 
90 CL065 - 047 90 
88 CL065 - 045 88 
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Object 
Loading 

SMR Number Catalogue 
Number 

84 CL065 - 054 84 
46 CL065 - 079 46 
45 CL065 - 074 45 
54 CL065 - 084 54 
53 CL072 - 011 53 
147 CL065 - 033 147 
119 CL065 - 097 119 
12 CL065 - 086 12 
11 CL065 - 085 11 
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Appendix 6.3: Cluster II 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Object 
Loading 

SMR Number Catalogue 
Number 

116 CL065 - 094 116 
123 CL065 - 09302 123 
122 CL065 - 09301 122 
28 CL066 - 005 28 
136 CL072 - 017 136 
20 CL065 - 073 20 
125 CL072 - 019 125 
15 CL064 - 007 15 
135 CL072 - 016 135 
52 CL072 - 009 52 
48 CL072 - 005 48 
134 CL072 - 015 134 
49 CL072 - 006 49 
14 CL064 - 006 14 
40 CL065 - 061 40 
33 CL066 - 035 33 
30 CL066 - 008 30 
27 CL066 - 004 27 
73 CL071 - 02502 73 
18 CL071 - 028 18 
64 CL066 - 029 64 
35 CL066 - 038 35 
120 CL065 - 091 120 
121 CL065 - 092 121 
17 CL071 - 027 17 
133 CL072 - 012 133 
47 CL072 - 004 47 
36 CL064 - 008 36 
105 CL066 - 042 105 
100 CL066 - 011 100 
29 CL066 - 007 29 
13 CL065 - 087 13 
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Appendix 6.4: Cluster III 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Object 
Loading 

SMR Number Catalogue 
Number 

65 CL066 - 032 65 
85 CL065 - 05501 85 
76 CL065 - 017 76 
72 CL071 - 02501 72 
31 CL066 - 009 31 
19 CL064 - 002 19 
144 CL065 - 029 144 
139 CL056 - 077 139 
60 CL056 - 087 60 
44 CL071 - 017 44 
41 CL071 - 016 41 
153 CL065 - 003 153 
138 CL066 - 021 138 
103 CL066 - 019 103 
95 CL066 - 018 95 
75 CL055 - 009 75 
115 CL056 - 085 115 
151 CL065 - 001 151 
101 CL066 - 015 101 
9 CL065 - 019 9 

152 CL065 - 002 152 
104 CL066 - 040 104 
89 CL065 - 046 89 
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Appendix 6.5: Cluster IV 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Object 
Loading 

SMR Number Catalogue 
Number 

93 CL066 - 020 93 
140 CL056 - 082 140 
94 CL066 - 022 94 
34 CL066 - 036 34 
143 CL066 - 01304 143 
142 CL066 - 01302 142 
126 CL072 - 020 126 
131 CL072 - 02402 131 
127 CL072 - 021 127 
8 CL065 - 016 8 
5 CL065 - 013 5 

141 CL056 - 083 141 
154 CL065 - 004 154 
6 CL065 - 010 6 
59 CL065 - 007 59 
4 CL065 - 01101 4 
2 CL065 - 043 2 

132 CL072 - 02403 132 
130 CL072 - 02401 130 
146 CL065 - 032 146 
145 CL065 - 031 145 
129 CL072 - 023 129 
128 CL072 - 022 128 
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Appendix 6.6: Cluster V 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Object 
Loading 

SMR Number Catalogue 
Number 

22 CL065 - 076 22 
79 CL065 - 021 79 
55 CL065 - 103 55 
68 CL066 - 027 68 
66 CL066 - 033 66 
16 CL071 - 026 16 
112 CL065 - 062 112 
106 CL066 - 043 106 
150 CL065 - 03602 150 
58 CL065 - 041 58 
25 CL065 - 081 25 
7 CL065 - 015 7 
32 CL066 - 003 32 
10 CL065 - 048 10 
82 CL065 - 024 82 
117 CL065 - 095 117 
87 CL065 - 042 87 
118 CL065 - 096 118 
3 CL065 - 044 3 
1 CL065 - 040 1 

 
 



Appendix 6.7. Principal Components Analysis Loadings 

277 

Appendix 6.7: Principal Components 
Analysis Loadings 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Analysis by MV-NUTSHELL program PCA 
 
 
Sum of PCA eigenvalues = 13  Eigenvalues 2.96 1.75  
%  22.74 13.48    CUM % 22.74 36.21 
 

PCA variable 
loadings 

Variables PC 1 PC 2 

1 NNA 0.18 -0.20 
2 OD -0.05 0.60 
3 Vallation 0.78 -0.16 
4 Max. Int.Diam. 0.56 0.19 
5 Ecc.Dist. -0.15 0.27 
6 Centrality i. -0.09 0.42 
7 Slope -0.03 0.82 
8 Southerliness 0.07 -0.38 
9 Westerliness -0.03 -0.39 
10 Max Overall Diam. 0.85 0.18 
11 Height Bank 1 0.74 0.16 
12 Height Bank 2 0.77 -0.10 
13 Fosse Depth 0.31 -0.02 
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Object Scores/Cat. 

No 
SMR Nos. PC 1 PC 2 

1 CL065 - 040 0.41 0.00 
2 CL065 - 043 0.13 0.46 
3 CL065 - 044 0.36 0.00 
4 CL065 - 01101 -0.13 0.17 
5 CL065 - 013 -0.05 0.16 
6 CL065 - 010 -0.11 0.25 
7 CL065 - 015 0.19 0.11 
8 CL065 - 016 -0.08 0.13 
9 CL065 - 019 -0.03 -0.05 
10 CL065 - 048 0.52 -0.07 
11 CL065 - 085 -0.11 -0.06 
12 CL065 - 086 -0.03 -0.02 
13 CL065 - 087 -0.06 -0.13 
14 CL064 - 006 -0.12 0.03 
15 CL064 - 007 -0.01 0.04 
16 CL071 - 026 0.13 -0.16 
17 CL071 - 027 -0.06 -0.16 
18 CL071 - 028 -0.13 -0.18 
19 CL064 - 002 0.22 -0.20 
20 CL065 - 073 -0.10 0.01 
21 CL065 - 075 -0.02 0.04 
22 CL065 - 076 0.08 -0.07 
23 CL065 - 077 -0.11 0.03 
24 CL065 - 078 -0.13 0.03 
25 CL065 - 081 0.32 0.09 
26 CL065 - 082 -0.09 -0.11 
27 CL066 - 004 -0.08 -0.14 
28 CL066 - 005 -0.11 -0.05 
29 CL066 - 007 -0.11 -0.15 
30 CL066 - 008 -0.09 -0.14 
31 CL066 - 009 0.10 -0.07 
32 CL066 - 003 0.51 0.05 
33 CL066 - 035 -0.10 -0.11 
34 CL066 - 036 -0.12 0.10 
35 CL066 - 038 -0.11 -0.10 
36 CL064 - 008 -0.02 -0.10 
37 CL065 - 057 -0.04 -0.01 
38 CL065 - 058 -0.02 0.15 
39 CL065 - 060 -0.04 -0.07 
40 CL065 - 061 -0.10 -0.12 
41 CL071 - 016 -0.08 -0.11 
42 CL056 - 064 -0.06 -0.05 
43 CL056 - 065 -0.07 -0.01 
44 CL071 - 017 0.06 -0.05 
45 CL065 - 074 -0.00 0.01 
46 CL065 - 079 0.00 -0.03 
47 CL072 - 004 -0.04 -0.09 
48 CL072 - 005 0.01 0.01 
49 CL072 - 006 -0.13 -0.05 
50 CL072 - 007 -0.08 -0.07 
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Object Scores/Cat. 
No 

SMR Nos. PC 1 PC 2 

51 CL072 - 00802 -0.13 0.04 
52 CL072 - 009 -0.06 0.08 
53 CL072 - 011 -0.01 -0.09 
54 CL065 - 084 -0.03 -0.04 
55 CL065 - 103 0.02 -0.16 
56 CL065 - 037 -0.14 -0.03 
57 CL065 - 038 -0.12 -0.00 
58 CL065 - 041 0.23 0.00 
59 CL065 - 007 -0.12 0.17 
60 CL056 - 087 -0.03 -0.04 
61 CL066 - 025 0.02 -0.07 
62 CL066 - 026 -0.07 -0.08 
63 CL066 - 02801 -0.05 -0.16 
64 CL066 - 029 -0.09 -0.14 
65 CL066 - 032 0.47 -0.10 
66 CL066 - 033 0.18 -0.05 
67 CL066 - 034 -0.05 -0.00 
68 CL066 - 027 0.11 -0.09 
69 CL066 - 001 0.00 -0.03 
70 CL066 - 030 0.01 -0.04 
71 CL066 - 031 -0.10 -0.09 
72 CL071 - 02501 0.09 -0.11 
73 CL071 - 02502 -0.11 -0.15 
74 CL055 - 010 -0.06 -0.00 
75 CL055 - 009 -0.06 0.07 
76 CL065 - 017 0.24 0.09 
77 CL065 - 02003 -0.10 0.05 
78 CL065 - 02004 -0.06 0.08 
79 CL065 - 021 0.01 0.01 
80 CL065 - 022 -0.08 0.07 
81 CL065 - 023 0.05 -0.02 
82 CL065 - 024 0.33 -0.02 
83 CL065 - 05304 -0.06 -0.02 
84 CL065 - 054 -0.02 -0.09 
85 CL065 - 05501 0.10 0.06 
86 CL065 - 05502 -0.06 0.01 
87 CL065 - 042 0.45 -0.08 
88 CL065 - 045 0.05 -0.06 
89 CL065 - 046 -0.03 -0.07 
90 CL065 - 047 -0.02 -0.08 
91 CL065 - 049 0.01 -0.01 
92 CL065 - 052 0.08 0.04 
93 CL066 - 020 -0.07 0.23 
94 CL066 - 022 -0.11 0.25 
95 CL066 - 018 -0.04 -0.04 
96 CL065 - 067 -0.06 -0.01 
97 CL065 - 06803 -0.10 0.04 
98 CL065 - 069 0.04 0.03 
99 CL065 - 070 -0.12 -0.03 
100 CL066 - 011 -0.12 -0.15 
101 CL066 - 015 -0.10 0.01 
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Object Scores/Cat. 
No 

SMR Nos. PC 1 PC 2 

102 CL066 - 016 -0.04 -0.01 
103 CL066 - 019 -0.03 0.04 
104 CL066 - 040 -0.05 -0.09 
105 CL066 - 042 -0.12 -0.12 
106 CL066 - 043 0.20 -0.04 
107 CL066 - 044 -0.09 -0.02 
108 CL066 - 045 -0.03 -0.00 
109 CL066 - 046 -0.02 -0.02 
110 CL066 - 048 -0.05 -0.02 
111 CL066 - 049 0.01 0.00 
112 CL065 - 062 0.24 -0.06 
113 CL065 - 064 -0.14 -0.01 
114 CL065 - 065 -0.04 0.03 
115 CL056 - 085 -0.09 0.01 
116 CL065 - 094 -0.01 -0.07 
117 CL065 - 095 0.33 0.01 
118 CL065 - 096 0.36 0.02 
119 CL065 - 097 -0.06 -0.06 
120 CL065 - 091 -0.06 -0.07 
121 CL065 - 092 -0.07 -0.11 
122 CL065 - 09301 -0.09 -0.08 
123 CL065 - 09302 -0.05 -0.05 
124 CL072 - 018 -0.09 0.01 
125 CL072 - 019 -0.00 0.10 
126 CL072 - 020 -0.08 0.08 
127 CL072 - 021 -0.08 0.11 
128 CL072 - 022 0.04 0.17 
129 CL072 - 023 0.10 0.20 
130 CL072 - 02401 -0.00 0.19 
131 CL072 - 02402 -0.05 0.18 
132 CL072 - 02403 0.06 0.21 
133 CL072 - 012 -0.01 -0.16 
134 CL072 - 015 -0.07 -0.05 
135 CL072 - 016 0.01 0.12 
136 CL072 - 017 -0.02 0.06 
137 CL065 - 098 0.09 -0.02 
138 CL066 - 021 -0.02 0.14 
139 CL056 - 077 -0.05 -0.04 
140 CL056 - 082 -0.11 0.28 
141 CL056 - 083 -0.13 0.21 
142 CL066 - 01302 -0.16 0.12 
143 CL066 - 01304 -0.09 0.13 
144 CL065 - 029 0.22 0.14 
145 CL065 - 031 0.13 0.12 
146 CL065 - 032 0.03 0.09 
147 CL065 - 033 -0.09 -0.09 
148 CL065 - 034 -0.09 0.04 
149 CL065 - 035 -0.02 0.04 
150 CL065 - 03602 0.17 -0.10 
151 CL065 - 001 -0.11 -0.05 
152 CL065 - 002 -0.02 -0.03 
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Object Scores/Cat. 
No 

SMR Nos. PC 1 PC 2 

153 CL065 - 003 0.07 0.19 
154 CL065 - 004 -0.11 0.12 
155 CL065 - 005 -0.03 -0.07 
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Appendix 7.1 Review of early Irish society 
as described in the law tracts 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Críth Gablach indicates that there are seven grades within society, which have been derived by 
analogy from the ecclesiastical world: ‘for every order that is in the Church, it is just that its like 

should be in the tuath.’1 In the first instance, the laws differentiate between two types of non-nemed 
freemen, namely the grades of the ócaire and the bóaire. While such individuals did not belong to the 
more privileged, aristocratic classes, they did hold their own honour-price (lóg n-enech) and were 

allowed to attend the assembly.2 Kelly suggests that these non-nemed freemen constituted the main 
population core of adult males during the Early Christian period. He also notes that the divisions 
between ócaire and bóaire may be likened to the 20th century distinction between ‘small’ and ‘strong 
farmer’ in rural Ireland. 
 
The ócaire has an honour-price of three séts, or 1.5 milch cows, and receives a fief (taurchrecc) of 

eight cows from his lord in return for which he pays a yearly rent of a two-year-old bullock.3 Críth 
Gablach outlines the possessions of an individual of this class. He would have lived in a house with a 

diameter of 19ft (5.79m), the equivalent of 283.53ft2 (26.34m2) and possessed an out-house of 13ft 

(3.96m) in diameter or 132.73ft2 (12.33m2) where his food rent to his lord is divided up.4 His land is 
calculated to be worth seven cumals of which three cumals are given over as grazing land for 
livestock while one cumal each is used for planting cereals and for aftergrass (athlompaire) in 

winter.5 Críth Gablach gives the schematised description of an ócaire’s livestock as one comprised of 
‘... seven cows with their bull; seven pigs and a brood sow; seven sheep; a horse both for working 

and for riding’.6 He also has a quarter share in a plough along with shares in a mill, a kiln and a 

barn.7 In addition to his quarter share in a plough, the ócaire would have provided one ox for the 

plough-team plus the plough-share, a goad and a halter.8 Kelly notes that while such descriptions 
should not be taken too literally, they do give a valuable insight into the average wealth of an ócaire 
during the 8th century.9 The low status of the ócaire is implicit in the fact that he was not expected 

to offer hospitality to a visitor or passer by, owing to his limited resources.10 
 
Kelly notes that the ócaire’s quarter share in a plough-team indicates that by necessity he undertook 
co-operative ploughing agreements, probably with his kinsmen. In the context of triad 125, which 
warns of the three activities which bring sorrow in their wake: ‘co-ploughing, vying in feats of 
strength, a marriage alliance’, he suggests that the ócaire was unlikely to have had the wherewithal 

to provide a full set of ploughing equipment and sufficiently trained beasts.11 
 
A distinguishing characteristic of this class is that the ócaire alone among freemen does not possess 
any land in his own right, a tír cumaile being rented from his lord as part of the contract of clientship 
                                            
1 MacNeill 1923, 282; see McLeod 1986 for a review of the concept and system of social gradation. 
2 Kelly 1988, 10. 
3 Op. cit. 30; 1998, 484. 
4 MacNeill op. cit., 288; Kelly 1998, 362; See Kelly op. cit., 565 for a discussion of the possible length of one-
foot (traig) during the Early Christian period. 
5 Kelly op. cit., 422; See Kelly op. cit., 575 for a discussion of the tír cumail. 
6 MacNeill op. cit., 286. 
7 MacNeill op. cit., 287; McLeod 1987, 63. 
8 See Kelly op. cit., 253, 254, 445-7, 474 for discussion of other possessions and duties expected of the ócaire 
rank. 
9 Op. cit. 1989, 10, 101n. 
10 Op. cit., 321; McLeod op. cit., 71. 
11 Op. cit. 101. 
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which requires him to leave ‘... one of the seven cows at the year’s end for the rent of the land.’1 
However, Críth Gablach possesses internal contradictions which have led some commentators to 

suggest that the fief granted was in terms of cattle alone.2 For example, Charles-Edwards disputes 

the concept of land having been rented to the ócaire classes.3 His interpretation is based on the 
concept that such an arrangement would have fostered a situation where livestock were held 
independently of the lordly grades. This interpretation carries as an implication the degradation of the 
economic significance of the aristocratic ranks towards their vassals. McLeod argues that land was 
given to the ócaire as a fief and is specifically noted in the law text to illustrate the lowly position and 

limited means of the ócaire.4 It has also been argued that Críth Gablach indicates that the renting of 

land was frowned upon, while other kin lands may have been used, including heirless land.5 Also, 
from the presumed sparse population at this time, those without access to farm-land would have 
been few. Kelly adopts a more compromising stance, arguing for the fief having been generally given 

in cattle, with land and farming equipment having been occasionally used.6 McLeod suggests that the 

ócaire grade was made up of farmers who were forced to rent land to fulfil their basic needs.7 This 
may have been due to the diminishment of their kin land may have, or the fact that they had 
numerous relatives drawing on the same land resource, forcing him to seek extra agricultural land 
elsewhere. In such a situation the ócaire may have accepted land as a fief, as part of dependent-
clientship. 
 
Should an ócaire gain enough wealth his grandson may eventually aspire to the rank of bóaire. The 
term ‘bóaire’ may be translated as ‘cow-freeman’ and as Críth Gablach states: ‘... his nobility and his 

honourprice are derived from kine’.8 The average bóaire had an honour-price of five séts and his title 

appears to be derived from his basic rent of one milch cow per year.9 Such an individual would have 
had a half share in a plough-team plus shares in a mill, kiln and a barn. 
 
According to Críth Gablach the higher grade of bóaire, the mruigfer, or ‘land-man’ was expected to 
possess: ‘Twenty cows, two bulls, six oxen, twenty pigs, twenty sheep, four hundred hogs, two brood 

sows, a saddle horse, an enamelled bridle’.10 Research by McCormick has indicated that at least the 
make up of the cattle herd is reflected in excavation where milch cows make up 71% of the faunal 

remains.11 Even the most prosperous farmers of the bóaire rank were expected to have only one 

work-pony and one riding horse (ech immrimme).12 Indeed, the possession of horses and riding 
equipment is associated throughout the early Irish texts with individuals of grand rank. He was also 

required to sow 16 bushels (míachs) of seed annually.13 The oxen were of special importance in 
allowing him to dispense with the potential difficulties of co-operative ploughing. Lower grades of 

                                            
1 MacNeill op. cit., 286. 
2 McLeod op. cit., 62-3. 
3 Charles-Edwards 1986, 69. 
4 McLeod op. cit., 62-3. 
5 Pers. Comm. N. Patterson, cited in Stout 1991, 112. 
6 Kelly 1988, 29; 1998, 446n. 
7 McLeod op. cit., 71. 
8 MacNeill op. cit., 290. 
9 Kelly 1998, 27. 
10 Kelly op. cit., 8, 49, 80; MacNeill op. cit., 291; see also Kelly op. cit., 424. 
11 McCormick 1983, 256, 259. 
12 MacNeill op. cit., 290; Kelly op. cit., 88, 90, 96. 
13 Kelly op. cit., 232, 371. See also op. cit., 54, 85, 241, 242, 244, 245, 253, 254, 319, 332, 337, 361, 379, 
491, 499, 500 for discussion of other possessions and duties expected of the bóaire grade. 
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bóaire, such as the bóaire febsa, would have only had two oxen. Indeed, the law text explicitly state 

that the mruigfer was expected to possess his own ploughing team and equipment.1 
 
The average bóaire possessed 14 cumals of land while the mruigfer could expect to farm on 21 

cumals.2 McLeod’s analysis suggests that such an individual possessing 14 cumals would amount to 

approximately 24.2ha, and thus may be seen as a small, independent farmer.3 Críth Gablach 
indicates that both the average bóaire and the more prosperous mruigfer would have lived in houses 

with a diameter of 27ft (8.22m), the same as that of the lowest grade of lord, the aire déso.4 Such a 

house would have had a floor space of 572.56ft2 (53.19m2). The same source states that the bóaire 
febsa would have had an out-house (airchae) with a diameter of 14ft (4.27m) or 153.94ft2 (14.30m2) 

while the mruigfer would have had one with a diameter of 17ft (5.18m) or 226.98ft2 (21.07m2).5 He 
is also expected to possess pens for sheep (lías caírech) and calves (lías lóeg) along with a pig-sty 

(muccfoil), all of which were probably located within the ringfort (les).6 
 
The wealth of the mruigfer is obvious from the detailed, if probably highly stylised, description in 
Críth Gablach: 
 

‘... with all the apparatus of his house in their proper places: a cauldron with its spits 
and supports; a vat in which a boiling [of ale] may be stirred (?); a cauldron of 
ordinary use [and its] utensils, including irons and trays and mugs, with its ...; a 
washing-trough and a bath, tubs, candlesticks, knives for cutting rushes, ropes, an 
adze, an auger, a saw, a pair of shears, a trestle (?), an axe; the tools for use in 
every season, every implement thereof unborrowed; a grindstone, mallets, a billhook, 
a hatchet, spears for killing cattle; a fire always alive, a candle in the candlestick 

without fail; full ownership of a plough with all its outfits.’7 
 
Kelly suggests that the mruigfer may have been wealthy enough to eschew the physical labour 
demanded of him each year by his lord as part of his contract of clientship, instead being allowed to 

send one of his own workers to complete the tasks.8 While an individual of the ócaire or lower bóaire 
grades may have a share in a mill, the mruigfer may possess his own.9 Should a bóaire gain enough 
wealth and status he would have become a fer fothlai (man of withdrawal), though only if this level is 

maintained could his grandson attain the aristocratic rank of aire déso (lord of vassalary).10 
 
Above the landed commoners are the lordly, or aristocratic grades. The rights and duties of these 
ranks do not so much stem from their own land-holdings, as they do from the number of clients they 
possess. For example, a commentary on Críth Gablach indicates that the aire déso sowed only seven 
bushels (míachs) of seed each year, while the mruigfer was expected to plant 16 bushels. The text 
also states that the aire forgill possessed his own plough-team and as such has no greater ploughing 

capacity than the mruigfer.11 These points and the fact that the same text does not discuss the area 

                                            
1 Kelly op. cit., 468. 
2 MacNeill op. cit., 290-1; Kelly op. cit., 421; McLeod op. cit., 57. 
3 McLeod op. cit., 56; Stout op. cit.; 134. 
4 MacNeill ibid. 
5 Kelly op. cit., 361, 363. 
6 Op. cit., 364. 
7 MacNeill op. cit., 291. 
8 Kelly op. cit., 447. 
9 Op. cit., 245. 
10 Op. cit., 12, 28; MacNeill op. cit., 293. 
11 Kelly op. cit., 422. 
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of land farmed by the lordly grades from aire déso to aire forgill is taken by many commentators as 
indicating that the aristocracy depended less on direct agricultural productivity, rather than on the 

number of their clients (céili).1 Under the terms of the contract of clientship the lord advances the 
commoner a fief or cattle or land. In return for which the commoner supplies an annual food rent to 

the lord along with providing a certain amount of physical labour and winter hospitality.2 
 
The law texts note a number of different grades of lord, though the differ somewhat in their ranking 
of them. For example, the Uraicecht Becc gives the list of nobles as: ‘aire désso, aire échta, aire 
túise, aire ardd, aire forgill, king and overking’ while Críth Gablach gives two arrangements of the 
aristocratic grades: ‘aire désa, aire ardd, aire túise, aire forgill and king - if it be by the right of Féni 
law; and if it not be that, the following seven orders are distinguished: Aire désa, aire échta, aire 
ardd, aire túise, aire forgill, tánaise ríg, and king.’3 However, all sources agree that the aire déso is 
the lowest form of lord. The term aire déso is usually translated as ‘lord of vassalary’ in terms of 

grade, but it may be literally interpreted as ‘noble of a déis’.4 MacNeill takes the view that the term 
‘aire déso’ must have originated as a generic title for all grades of nobles, other titles being adopted 
before c.650 AD to further differentiate between high ranking individuals. 
 
In the Crith Gablach the aire déso has an honour price of 10 séts and a retinue (dám) of six 
individuals and 10 clients. He is expected to possess one saddle horse and a silver bridle along with 

four horses with what the text describes as ‘green’ bridles and ‘... a precious brooch of an ounce’.5 
The same source indicates that he would have lived in a house of 27ft (8.23m) in diameter 

(572.56ft2/53.19m2), the same size of that expected of an individual of mruigfer rank along with a 

‘proper outhouse’.6 The list of his house contents are given as: ‘Eight beds with their furnishings in it, 

drinking vessels, cauldrons, with the full supply of a noble’s house of work-vessels, including a vat.’7 
 
The Crith Gablach next lists the rank of aire échta (lord of vengeance), who is described as ‘... a 
leader of five who is left to do feats of arms in [a neighbouring territory under] treaty law for the 
space of a month, to avenge an offence against the honour of the tuath, one of which has been lately 

slain.’8 As the text merely notes that ‘His retinue and his sick-maintenance are due as (those) of an 
aire déso.’ MacNeill argues that the aire échta differs from the aire déso only in terms of function, and 

not in status.9 Thus, one may expect that the surviving remains of dwellings of individuals of these 
ranks should be similar in morphology, though not necessarily in location. 
 
Above the aire échta, the Crith Gablach places the aire ard (High lord) with an honour price of 15 séts 
and 20 clients. This is followed by the Aire túiseo (Lord of leadership/Lord of precedence) who has an 
honour price of 20 séts and possesses 27 clients. Such an individual is expected to own his own 
ploughing outfit along with two horses for harrowing plus two bridals, one of gold and one of 

silver.10 
 
Above this again is the grade of aire túise or ‘leading noble’ who would have possessed 27 clients and 
land worth 20 séts. The text gives the dimensions of his house as 29ft (8.84m) in diameter or 

                                            
1 Op. cit., 232n, 421; MacNeill op. cit., 296n. 
2 Kelly op. cit., 27. 
3 MacNeill op. cit., 274, 282. 
4 MacNeill op. cit., 269. 
5 MacNeill op. cit., 297. 
6 Kelly op. cit., 363; MacNeill op. cit., 296-7. 
7 MacNeill op. cit., 297. 
8 MacNeill ibid. 
9 MacNeill op. cit., 298. 
10 Kelly op. cit., 231, 435. 
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660.52ft2 (61.36m2) along with an out-house with a diameter of 19ft (5.79m) or 283.53ft2 

(26.34m2). The contents of such a house are listed as: 
 

‘Eight beds in this house, with their full furnishing ... including six couches 
(brothracha) these having their proper furnishing, both cushions and rugs. Proper 
sets of furniture in the house, woodwork (?) of every size, and irons for every use 
and bronze vessels, including a cauldron which holds a beef and a bacon hog ... 
Twelve bridles, one of gold, the others of silver ... He has the implements for every 

work, with a plough and its full lawful equipment. Two work-horses on the road’1 
 
Finally, the Aire forgill (Lord of superior testimony/affirmation) is placed at the top of the lordly 

grades with an honour price of 30 séts and the ability to keep 40 clients.2 MacNeill’s suggests that 
the creation of this grade is later than that of aire túise, though how much later and to what extent 
this may affect the interpretation of the surviving remains is difficult to determine. Such an individual 

would have lived in a house with a diameter of 30ft (9.14m) or 706.86ft2 (65.67m2) and would have 

had an out-house with a diameter of 20ft (6.10m) or 314.16ft2 (29.19m2).3 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                            
1 MacNeill op. cit., 299. 
2 MacNeill ibid.; Kelly 1988, 28. 
3 MacNeill op. cit., 300; Kelly 1998, 363. 
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Pl. 1. Rock-cut fosse at Lisduff ringfort, Moveen West (76), from the south. 
 

 
Pl. 2. Ringforts on the south coast of the Loop Head peninsula, near Carrigaholt Bay, from the south-
west. Lismaguine (65) is centre right, with 64 centre left, 63 in foreground and Lisheencrony (66) 
in right background. A postulated Early Christian route-way (‡8) curves through the upper left 
quadrant of the frame. 
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Pl. 3. Ringforts in part of the Moyarta River valley, including portions of the townlands of Moyarta 
West and Rahona West. 
 

 
Pl. 4. Index to Plate 3 showing locations of ringforts 88, 89 and unclassified enclosures 172, 173. 
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Pl. 5. Corlis ringfort (109) in Querrin townland, from north. 
 

 
Pl. 6. Ringfort 111, Querrin townland, from south. 
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Pl. 7. Unclassified enclosure 171 in Oughterard townland. 
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Townlands on the Loop Head peninsula 
Key to Map 1.3. The names and location of townlands on the Loop Head peninsula 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 A. R. P. 
1. Bellia   0319 : 3 : 06 
2. Breaghva  0471 : 3 : 03 
3. Carrownaweelaun 0848 : 3 : 36 
4. Clarefield  0439 : 2 : 29 
5. Cloghanbeg  0108 : 0 : 32  
6. Cloonconeen  0333 : 3 : 00  
7. Cloughaunsavaun 0573 : 3 : 31  
8. Cross   0542 : 1 : 27  
9. Doonaha East  0450 : 2 : 16  
10. Doonaha West  0746 : 2 : 12 
11. Feeard   0658 : 0 : 29 
12. Fodry   0425 : 3 : 27 
13. Furroor Lower  0308 : 1 : 05 
14. Furroor Upper  0223 : 3 : 38 
15. Kilbaha North  0791 : 1 : 26 
16. Kilbaha South  1083 : 2 : 12 
17. Kilballyowen  1027 : 3 : 09 
18. Kilcasheen  0195 : 1 : 12 
19. Kilcloher  0658 : 2 : 17 
20. Kilcredaun  0273 : 3 : 38 
21. Killeenagh  0365 : 3 : 30 
22. Killinny   0375 : 3 : 12 
23. Kiltrellig  0573 : 1 : 04 
24. Knocknagarhoon 0411 : 0 : 29 
25. Lisheencrony  1246 : 1 : 06 
26. Lisheenfurroor  0856 : 1 : 05 
27. Lissalougha  0077 : 2 : 28 
28. Moneen   0147 : 2 : 09 
29. Moveen East  1075 : 2 : 14 
30. Moveen West  1140 : 2 : 08 
31. Moyarta East  0241 : 0 : 39 
32. Moyarta West  0539 : 3 : 00 
33. Newtown East  0182 : 2 : 26 
34. Newtown West  0151 : 2 : 33 
35. Oughterard  0528 : 1 : 36 
36. Querrin   1701 : 1 : 26 
37. Quilty   0292 : 3 : 11 
38. Rahinaska  0250 : 3 : 24 
39. Rahona East  0410 : 1 : 04 
40. Rahona West  0372 : 0 : 24 
41. Rehy East  0663 : 3 : 13 
42. Rehy West  0653 : 1 : 34 
43. Rinemackaderrig 0266 : 0 : 11 
44. Ross   0517 : 0 : 39 
45. Shanganagh  0174 : 1 : 14 
46. Trusklieve  0881 : 2 : 24 
47. Tullaroe  0887 : 3 : 34 
48. Tullig   1083 : 0 : 33 
Total Land Area:         26,448 : 1 : 22 
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Map 2.2. OS map coverage of the Loop Head Peninsula study area. 
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Map 3.1. Distribution of solid geological formations in County Clare. After Finch et al. 1971, 73. 

 

 
Map 3.2. Glacial pattern in Co. Clare. After Finch et al. 1971, 77. 
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Map 3.3. Extract from soil map of county Clare. After Finch et al. 1971, Map I. 
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Key to Map 3.3. Soil Map of Co. Clare. After Finch et al. 1971, Map I. 
 

Great Soil Group Series etc. Acres (Co. Clare) % of total area* 
  (Hectares) Co. Clare Loop Hd. 

Brown Earths 137 
Tullig 

7,280 
(2,946) 

0.94 3.12 

Brown Podzolics 55 
Mountcollins 

25,680 
(10,393) 

3.30 0.41 

Gleys Abbeyfeale 
non-peaty phase 

62A 

10,320 
(4,177) 

1.33 7.07 

 Kilrush 
71 

151,680 
(6,1385) 

19.48 66.82 

Podzols Knockanimpaha 
78 

1,800 
(729) 

0.23 4.29 

Peats Aughty 
1K 

65,360 
(26,451) 

8.40 8.09 

 Aughty cut-over 
1M 

50,360 
(20,381) 

6.47 4.59 

 Allen 
1B 

5,960 
(2,412) 

0.77 0.63 

 Allen cut-over 
1G 

10,760 
(4,355) 

1.38 4.55 

 Banagher 
1H 

19,480 
(7,884) 

2.50 0.64 

* Total area refers to total land area minus major water and urban areas. 
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Map 3.4. Extract from soil suitability map of county Clare. After Finch et al. 1971, Map 2. 



Maps 

301 

Key to Map 3.4. Soil suitability Map of Co. Clare. After Finch et al. 1971, Map 2. 
 

Suitability Class Sub Class Area 

Tillage* Grassland† Type of Limitation Acres Hectare
s 

% of 
total 

area‡ 
1 A b Occasional steep 

slopes 
84,920 34,368 10.91 

3 B k Moderate drainage, 
weak structure, 

severe wind 
exposure 

7,280 2,946 0.94 

4 D p Poor drainage, weak 
structure 

184,520 74,674 23.70 

5 E u Weak structure, high 
altitudes, some steep 

slopes 

1,800 729 0.23 

Unclassified (mostly peat) z  156,080 63,166 20.06 
 
* Tillage 1 Very 

Good 
2 Good 3 Moderat

e 
4 Poor 5 Very 

Poor 
† 
Grasslan
d 

1 Very 
Good 

2 Good 3 Moderat
e 

4 Poor 5 Very 
Poor 

‡ Total area refers to total land area minus major water and urban areas. 
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Map 3.5. Extract from Ordnance Survey 1/2” map sheet No. 17 (1:126,720) showing Loop Head 
peninsula. 
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Map 3.6. Rainfall distribution on an average annual basis. After Finch et al. 1971, 70. 
 
 

 
Map. 4.1. Map of Loop Head area showing positions of the unclassified enclosures of Cahersaul 
(166), Cahercroghaun (167), the destroyed earthwork of Cahercoolia (183), the possible barrow of 
Cahernaheanmna and monuments in the vicinity. After Westropp 1908b, 227. 
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Map 4.2. The density of ringforts per km2 in each Irish barony. After Stout 1997, 55. 
 
 

 

Map 4.3. Distribution of ringforts in West Clare zone. After Stout 1997, 60. 
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Map 4.4. Enlarged section of West Clare zone, showing the Loop Head peninsula study area. After 

Stout 1997, 60. 
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Key to Maps 7.3 - 7.7 
 
 

     0ft - 50ft (0m - 15.24m) 
 

     50ft - 100ft (15.24m - 30.48m) 
 

     100ft - 200ft (30.48m - 60.96m) 
 

     200ft - 300ft (60.96m - 91.44m) 
 

     300ft - 400ft (91.44m - 121.92m) 
 

     400ft - 500ft (121.92m - 152.4m) 
 

     Sea 
 

     River/Lake 
 

     Mud 
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I

    Cluster I Ringfort 
 

  
II

    Cluster II Ringfort 
 

  
III

    Cluster III ringfort 
 

  
IV

    Cluster IV ringfort 
 

  
V

    Cluster V ringfort 
 

  
D

    Destroyed earthwork 
 

  
U

    Unclassified earthwork 
 

  
A

    Potential site from aerial photography 
 

      Ecclesiastical (or related) centre 
 

      Possible ecclesiastical centre 
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Map 7.3. Detailed study area No. 1. 
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 Map 7.5. Detailed study area No. 3. 
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Map 7.6. Detailed study area No. 4. 
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