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WHAT ARE CRANNOGS'! 

Crannogs can be dellned as wholly or largely 

artifkial circular or oval islands in lakes. They 

were usually built of dumped layers of peat, 

brushw.ood, heavier limbers, si one and soil, 

and many were originally surrounded by a 

palisade or fence of closely-set vertical timber 

and roundwood posts. 

CRANNOGS 

Crannogs arc among the most evocative and intriguing archaeological sites found 

in the Irish landscape. The quiet, abandoned appearance of crannogs as they survive 

today - as small. tree-clad islands in lakes or as stone cairns and earthen mounds 

;lJ"()lllld lake-shores "" bears little resemblance to what observers a thousand years ago 

would have seen, when many crannogs were busy, prosperous lake dwellings. 

Irish archaeologists have barely begun to explore the lllany functions that they 

served. Some may have been defended farmsteads, where men. women and children 

\'ould have lived and worked in safety. \Ve also know that many Cnlnllogs were royal 

n~sidences, where kings, surrounded by their retinue of stewards, warriors, 

naftslllell, labourers and slaves, would have resided at certain timcs of the year, for 

fcasting and carousing or for negotiating political settlements. Other crannogs may 

have been llsed only as places for metalworkers or other craftsmen to practise their 

lrades. It is also possible that somc crannogs were llsed by local communities as 

Il'fugcs from raiding armics, or as placcs to store valuable objects. 

Studying crannogs 

('ranllogs are particularly important to archaeologists because their waterlogged 

('(lllditioll means tha1 rich, complex archaeological deposits are often preserved. 

!\']udern scientific archaeological excavation techniques can reveal abundant evidence 

j()r wooden houses, palisades and pathways, as well as thousands of metal, glass, 

wtlodcn, bone and leather artefacts buried in their domcstic and industrial rubbish. 

!kcallsc crannogs are usually waterlogged, ancient plant remains, seeds, beetles, 

.!I!illlal bone and other clues to past economies and living conditions are also there to 

11(' discovered. 
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CRANNOGS 

Undoubtedly the golden age of crannog scholarship was during the late 

nineteenth century, when Irish antiquarians busily described. sketched and dug inlO 

crannogs all around the Coulltry. Many crannogs were discovered during the large­

scale arLerial drainage works and wetland reclamation projects then going on in 

Ireland's lakeland regions. As lake levels were lowered. many small islands and 

cairns emerged from the water and these were found to have evidence for ancient 

settlement. 

For example. between 1839 and 1848, Sir William Wildc recorded the exciting 

archaeological discoveries being made by local labourers on the crannog of Lagore. 

Ilear Dunshanghlin, County Meath. Other scholars or this time. such as Willialll 

Wakenli.ln and George Kinahan, were particularly active, and ventured further al"icld 

into the Irish landscape where they systematically surveyed and described these 

cJ"anJlogs and lake-dwellings. 

This scholarly interest in lake-dwellings was a Europe-wide phenomenon. Swiss, 

German and Scollish antiquarians of the time were also excited by the rich 

archaeological deposits being found in their own countries' lake villages and island 

dwellings. By 1886, Irish antiquarians had discovered at least 220 crannogs. In that 

year, the Sligo landlord Wil!iam Grcgory \Vood-Martin published a major book 



C RAN NOG S 

entitled The Lake Dwellillgs of Ire/al/d or al/ciell! laClfsrrille habitatiol/s of Erill 

COl1l1ll0 1l ly called cmll/wgs. 

For several decades afterwards, fewer Iri sh antiq uari ans cont inued crannog 

resea rch, but then a major leap forward came in the 19305, when the Ameri can­

funded '-Iarvarcl Archaeo logical Expedition callle 10 Ire land and excavated three 

major s ites: the crannogs known to archaeologists as Ballinderry crannogs No. 1 and 

No. 2 (the first of wh ich is in County Westmeath and the second in County Offal y), 

and Lagore crannog in C Olllll y Meath. 

T hese excavat ions had a major impac t on Irish archaeology generall y, as they 

demonstrated the importance of sc ientifi c excavation techniques and they produced 

very Jarge co ll ec tions o r finds, many of which continue to influence the interests of 

Iri sh archaeo logists. In recent years, Iri sh crannog resea rch has been thri ving in 

various ways, through a combinat ion of arc haeolog ica l survey and excavalion and 

underwater investigati ons. 

Even after 160 years of study (s ince Lagore cranllog was first vis ited by William 

Wilde in 1839), howeve r, Iri sh archaeologists remain puzzled and intrigued by many 
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aspects of the archaeology of cralll10gs and 

lake-dwe"llings. Perhaps aftcr all this time wc 

have only started properly to explore the 

archaeology of these enigmatic sites. so that 

many discoveries and surprises await us in the 

years ahead. 

Crannogs through the centuries 

The origins and chronology of Irish cranllogs 

are still not very well understood, but wc do 

know that people have bcen living by Ireland's 

!ake~shorcs since earliest times. There is good 

evidence for lake-shore settlements in the 

Mesolithic (7000-AOOO BC) and Neolithic 

(4000·"·2500 BC) periods and in the Broll/"e Agc 

(2500-600 BC). However. cral1l1ogs as wc know thcm wcre only built from the Early 

Medieval (AD 500-1200) period onwards, beginning in the late sixth and early 

scventh. centuries A.I), as has been shown by scientilk tree-ring dating of timbers 

from crannogs in Antrim, Fermanagh and Down. 

We do 110\ know why people began 10 build crannogs and other lake-dwellings, 

but we can surmise that il was due to a combination of political instability, climatic 

deterioration and population increase which made it necessary for <In anxious people 



Itl defend their kin and property on 

i.\ulatcc! islands. 

Cralll10gs were being built III 

Sl:olland at a slightly earlier period, in 

lilt' third 10 fifth centuries AD, and it has 

!Wl'n suggested that the idea of building 

;lml living on artificial defended islets 

was first introduced into Ireland by 

Illeans of the strong contacts between 

the people of nOrlh-CaSI Ireland and 

suuth-wcst Scolinnd. Perhaps crannogs 

Wl:rc built just because it was the 

fashion. as wealthy fanners, lords and 

I\ings became interested in acquiring the 
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stalus and prestige that would have accrued to the owner of such a highly visible and 

dillicull-to-conslruct island settlement. 

Once built, crannogs could have been occupied for widely varying periods ~ for 

wceks, months, or centuries. Indeed, some crannogs may only have been lodges for 

use in the warm, dry months of summer, while others may have been permanent 

l\~sidences for people who chose to stay out on the island a!1 year. Some crannogs 

;lppear to have been built, lived on and then abandoned very quickly. Craigywarren 

LTannog in County Antrim and Bofeenaun cr<lnnog in County Mayo arc both small 

sites that appear !O have had single-phase occupations. llsed for perhaps only ten to 

lifteen years. In contrast. other sites were occupied for at least several generations. 

Ballinderry crannog No. I was occupied for much of the seventh celllllry, while 

I~allinderry cran!log No. 2 had two phases of use in the late tenth and early eleventh 

l"<..'!lturics Al). 

There is also good ardwcological and historical evidence which suggests that 

scvenll Irish crannogs witnessed very long periods of use and reconstruction before 

their final destruction or abandonment. Moynagh Lough \vas inhabited for at least 

\wo hundred years (in the seventh and eighth ccnturies AI). while Lagore crannog 

was probably occupied for an even longer period (from the sixth to the eleventh 

century AI). 
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Most crannogs were occupied in the Ear!y Medieval period (J\i) 500- I 2(0). a 

period of profollnd internal social and economic change in lrcland. and there may 

well havc been significant dillerenccs in the fUllction Hnd role of crannogs at 

different timcs. Perhaps the earliest Cr<lllllogs in the sixth and seventh ccnturies were 

mostly small. defended homesteads. enclosed within small. lightly built wooden 

palisades. which may have been the residences of local lords or wealthy farmers and 

craftsmen. In the eighth century. however. some erannogs could have evolved into 

ccntres of greater social and political importance, being gradually enlarged and 

enclosed within larger tilllber palisades and allracting itinerant metalworkers. 

There is certainly evidence for what we might ca!! 'mcga-crannogs' (sLlch as 

Lagorc. Moynagh Lough. Ardakillcll. Rathtin<lun) by the ninth and tenth centuries. 

These were probably the large. \Ve!l~dcfendcd lake-dwellings of regionally powerful 

kings. which were inhabited by a socially diverse. wealthy cOlllmunity with far-Hung 

10 trading: contacts throughout Ireland and north-western Europe. 



CRANNOGS 

There is also good archaeological and historical evidence Ihat crannogs were 

used throughout the LaIc Medieval (1200-1534) and Early Modern (1534-1650) 

periods, when lhey st;!l"vcd as lordly residences, as defended strongholds in times or 
danger, as storehouses for ammunition, gold and silver and as prisons and hospitals. 

Indeed the Irish word Crallll()g, meaning a small island built with young trees, is only 

lIsed in the native Irish annals from the thirteenth century onwards. From this tillle 

OIL the destruction of crannogs during storms, high winds and military raids is 

frcqllcmly mentioned in the annals. There is also tree-ring dating evidence, from 

siles in Fermanagh, that oak palisades were being built 011 crannogs in the late 

fiftecnth and early sixteenth cenlllries. 

During the Tudor rc-conquest of Ireland (1555-! 603), it is clear that the 

destruction of Gaelic Irish crannogs was considered a vital task by English forces, 

wilo recognised them as hot-spots of rebellion and resistance and llsed cannon, lire 

and troops in often costly baLllcs against their defenders. E:ven after this phase of 

destruction and the waning of the Gaelic Irish social order. many crallllogs remained 

ill use as fishing platforms, vegetable gardens or as refuges for vagabonds into the 

eighteenth century. Indeed, some crannogs are still used by duck-shooters and 

fishennell today. 

Where crannogs are found 

Tlw archaeological surveys being carried out by the National MOlluments Service in 

tile Republic and by the Environment and Heritage Service in Northern Ireland 

',ilow that there are at least 1200 known crannogs on the island of Ireland. However, 

hUlldreds, if not thousands, of other erannogs and lake-dwellings probably remain 

lu he recorded in Ireland\ lakeland regions, undiscovered because they arc 

-,lIhmcrged under water, hidden under marshy vegetation or buried in waterlogged 

1"1:IYs and peats. 

Crannogs and lake-dwellings arc. by definition, typically found only in those 

Iq.',ions of Ireland abounding in lakes and fells: the midlands, west and north-west. 

{'r;lllllogs are particularly concentrated in the lakelands of the drumlin bell, which 

IlIllS across coullties ivlonaghan, Cavan, Leitrim and Fermanagh. There are lesser 

1Illlllhcrs of crannogs in the sOllth midlands, east and north-east. although as it happens 

Ihis is where Irish archaeologists have traditionally concentrated their research. 11 
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CRANNOGS 

Crannogs tend to be found in smaller lakes, possibly because the exposed shores 

or very large lakes like Lough Rce. Lough Derg or Lough Erne were too windswept 

and stormy. 

Crannogs were sometimes built in shallow water along the lake-edge, where 

Ilatural shoals and slight rises would have served as a llseful foundation. 

Occasibnally they can be fOllnd out in deeper waler. maybe hundreds of metres out 

from the lake-shore, where much more labour and effort would have been needed to 

raise a mound of wood and stone. Cranl10g builders would have had to make a 

choice between isolation and ease of access according 10 local social and 

political circumstances. 

Irish and Scottish crannogs. like ringforts and stone forts, were generally a 

dispersed form of rural settlement. This contrasts with the prehistoric and Early 

ivlcdieval lake villages and dcfended fortresses of central and eastern Europe, where 

large communities lived together in villages on the lake-shore. Nevertheless, we can 

envisage an occasionallooscly connected community of Irish lake-shore chvcllcrs, as 

crannogs can be found in small groups or as sites located at regular intervals along 

lake shores. However, we do not know whether sLlch groups of crannogs were all 
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built and inhabited at around thc samc time, or whether they were built as it sequence 

of sites over time. Also, crannogs wcre merely the wetland seHlcmellts of wider local 

and rcgional territories; other people would also have been living within sight of 

these islands on the neighbouring dryJands. 

How crannogs were built 

or the j 200 known erannogs in lrelamL our knowledge of the construction 

techniques used to build them is mostly based on the evidence from the eight or nine 
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sites that have been excavated to modern standards. Most of Ihese excavated 

cranllogs arc in the north-east. midlands and cast of the island, where limber, 

brushwood and peat were the main local building: materia!. In other regions or 

localities. surveys indicate that cranllogs were predominantly built of mounds of 

boulders and stones, occasionally llsing VCrLical wooden posts. Many of these 

bouldCJ' mounds retain linic evidence for wooden slructllrcs, although these 

could h<lvC been eroded and washed away over the centuries leaving only the 

rubble behind. 

Cranllogs vary widely in size: some arc mere islets measuring about 10-15 

Illdres in diameter (for example Craigywarrcll and Ballindcrry crannog No. J), 

while much larger crannogs arc also know!} (such as Moynagh Lough, Ballindcrry 

crannog No. 2 and Lagore), often enclosing an internal circular or oval spacc 

Illcasuring 30·--40 metres across This range in sill' Illay be related to the wealth and 

needs of their inhabitants, the length of timc thc cranllogs \vcre occupied or the 

particular function they played in the settlement landscape. Sometimes a small islet 

(.'i-Sm diameter) call be found right beside a much larger crannog. Perhaps the larger 

islands were domcstic settlements and their neighbouring islets were used only as 

fishing platforms or as safe places for iron-working and other processes requiring the 

lise of furnaces. 

Building a Cnlnllog must have been a laborious. even a dangeroLls. task, requiring 

Illany weeks or months of work to gather together the raw materials and then put 

Ihem in place. i\ large team of labourers working from dug-out boats or rafts could 

ha vc first laid a substantia! foundation of planks and cleft limber beams on the lake­

hed, anchoring or retaining them in place with vertical wooden piling. The crannog 

Fig. Hi2. 
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was then built up by depositing successive layers of peal. heather, brushwood, 

timber and stone onto the slowly rising surface of the mound. The sides of the 

crannog cairn or mound would have been retained by a wooden revelment or 

palisade driven down into the lakcbed around the site. Some crannogs, such as 

Ardakillcn in County Roscommon and Lough Faughaul1 in County Dowll, appear to 

have been enclosed within low stone walls, perhaps built during their medieval 

phases of occupation. 

olld had {/ double Houses Oil crannogs 

PO,l't wolf, 111'0 We know very little about the type of wooden structures that were built on Irish 
hearths (lnd 

sleepillg (lreo.l" 

II/arked Ollt wilh 

posts, It \I'as 

almost certainly (I 

'royal 'dwelling, 

(Journal of the 
Royal Society of 

Antiquaries 
of Ireland) 

crallllogs, Indeed, some crannogs such as the recently excavated crannogs at 

Bofce!lHUn, County Mayo have little or no evidence for houses, Many crannogs may 

not have been dwclling places at all, but merely artificial mounds to mark tcrritorial 

boundaries or routeways, 

It is true that houses have been clearly identil1ed in a few of thc excavated 

crannogs, such as Ballinderry crannog No. 

• 

and Moynagh Lough. At Moynagh 

Lough, a multi-period cr<!nllog 

has been excavated, on which 

there were at least thrce large. 

circular wooden houses in 11w 

seventh and eighth centuries 

,\D. Significantly, one of 1I1cs(' 

houses was exceptionally large, 

measuring at least \1 m ill 

diameter, Tbis was obviously <Ill 

important dwelling (a king', 

feasting house, perhaps), with :1 

double post-and-wattle wall, 

Iwo stone-lined hearths alld 

rows of posts which divided il 

up into separate sleeping arca:-. 

CO//fd. p.33 
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,J, P/I: A cairn of 

he 
stonl! covered ill 

frees is all that 

or appears 011 the 

as slIlface wday of 

rhis cr(ll/lIog 011 
to 

Lough !ldee/agh, 

. 1 Co. RosCOllllllon. 

Buried withilllhis 

caim 'here is 
probably we/{-

preserved 

5h cl'ideJ/ceoJ 

borh ils Ea rly 
at Medieval (l lId 

ly Late Medieval 

al 
OCClIlHllioJl 

(Aidan 

O'SulliwlII ) 

:d 
PI 2, 

~h Arclwc%gisls 

19 re/l/l"I/il/gJrom 

:h rheir inspec/ ioll 

of a C/"{/ lIIwg Oil 

e, Lollgh Cam, Co. 

le Sligo il/ 1952. 

" 
MallY prehiswrit' 

lake-dwelling.l" 
5e (llId Early 

e, IHedicl'td 

cr(/l/l/ogs IF(! /"{' 
III 

rerca/ed whell Ill(' 

In wolers dropped 

's after dmilll/ge 

scheme.l" 01/ fhi.l" 
a Joke {lIlhe rillle. 

11, (Depl. of 

,d Arclwc%gy. 

it 
NUl Col\ray) 

17 



PI 3: A CHlIIlIOg 

coim 1I'ith its 

clII /sell'a), lies 

exposed ill 

shallow II'ater 

Ileal' the shore fII 

AIIIU/gose, Co, 

MOllaghall . Not 

aI/ oJthese lake-

dll'ellillg,\' were 

COllstructed ill 

illaccessible 

10Cflliolls. mul 

proximity to goo(1 

flg ricultlll'{lllalld. 

Jor gardell illg 011(1 

cflllle pastil re. 

wOllld have beell 

(Ill ill/porralll 

il/jl/lellce 0 11 their 

siting, (D(ichas ­

the Herilflge 

Sel1' ice) 

P14; Aerial 

plwlOgmph oJ (j 

possible Cl'tlllllOg 

011 Louch-lIa­

cmllogl,. Fail' 

Head. Co. Alltrill/. 

n'is isllllld is 

el/closed within (I 

:)'!olle \1'(11/ of 

III/knowl/ dme. bllt 

life 0 11 stolleJorrs 

wO/lld IU/I'(' beel/ 

l'elY similar to life 

0 11 a Cl'(llll108' 

(£lIvirollmellf (lm/ 

Heriwge Service. 

DOE(NI)) 

C R ANNOGS 
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PI 5: All Early 

Medicml 

lIIu/til '(ll/are 

rillg[orl 011 {/ 

drlfmlill hilllll 

Lisleitrim, Co. 

Armagh overlooks 

a slI/al/lake 

lI'ilhill which 'here 

isajillcEar/y 

Medieml 

cnll/llog. 

Crmlllogs could 

/wve/llll cl iollctf 

liS perm{/lIellf 

dwellings, 

slimmer lodges 

or evell bolt-holes 

ill the Early 

Medieml 'royal' 

sell/emellt 

/(mtisclIIJe. 

(E/lvirol/mellt allt! 

Heriwge Service. 

DOE (NI)) 

P16: A crwlIlog 

011 LOIISh 

Mce/agh. Co. 

Roscommon 
illustrates hall' 

1II(lIIY o/these 

siles wOllld "m'e 
been fairly 

inaccessible 

except by bOllt. 
slIggestillg film 

some could hm'e 

heel/used/or 

refl/ge allt! 

de/ellce. 
(Chris Corlelt) 



PI 7: A slIIall 

crmll/og 0/1 

Lollgh More. 

Bofeell(llf/l, Co, 

M a)'o, recelllly 

dmed TO Ihe early 

lIilllh Cel/lllr)' AI). 

Arc/weological 

excal'arioll,\' 

by Ihe /ri .vh 

Archaeological 

Wetlalld Vllil ()II 

Ihis i.solmed sile 

ill(/icale Ihm il 

III[IY hm'e beell 

1II0sll), IIsed 

forilVl/ ­

working, (Irish 

Arc/we%gic[t1 

Wel/(/Iul Ullil, 

VeD) 

P/ 8: A C/"mll/og [/I 

ROHes POilll, 

Co. Sligo, wilh a 

.Hone C(III.I'el1'ay 

zigwggiJlg 011110 

il, Slolle and 

limber callseways 

were oflell IIsed fO 

res/l'iCI access 

/0 Ihese lake­

dll'el/illgs, making 

rhem easier 10 

defelld againsl 

people lIIifmlliliar 

wilh rite rwisls 

lIIlll IlIms oflhe 

rOlllewa)'. 

(ViclOr lJuckley) 
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PI 9: Recellt 
(Irc/l(Ie%gical 

exc(/I'{I1;01/5 by 

) ohll Bmdfey at 

M OJllagh LouCh 

Cl"mlllag. Co. 

M el/III haw! 

rel'ca/ed ill/pUr/am 

evidence Jor (/ 
1II1111i-IJCriod lak(! 

dwelling. occllpied 

f romfhe J\'lesolilhic 

10 the lIilllh eel/lllr)' 

AD. Tile Early 

Mediem/ cram!Og 

\\'as enclosed 

lI'ilhilll'(lriolls 

rypeJ ofll'OOllell 

palisades durillg 

'he eigllll! (lml 

njllT/! cellful'ie.\' AD, 

eOlls/mctet/ o/boll! 
rO/l/1dll'ood lInd 

cleft oak limbel: 

(i o/m Bradley) 

PI/O: Ul1derll'afer 

p!JolOgrap" oJ (I 
lI'ell-presen'ed oak 

I'OI/Iulwood post ill 

,he murky II'aler.<; 

of! Goose 1.5ltmd, 
Lolfgh EII/lel/, Co. 

iVeSlme(llh. This 

pa/i.wt/e !/(IS been 

dated to ,he Ime 

lIilllll 10 early 

rel1l11 cell/uries At). 

(Crallllog 

Archaeological 

Project) 



PIlI: Post-aml ­

u,at/le I)(II/els llml 

/)l'IIslIII'ood 

spec/oclllar/y 

preserved ill the 

rich,orgallic 

tiel)osilS oJlhe 

E'ar!y J\tlediel'(tI 

cralll/og(l/ 

MO)'I1(/8h LOi/gh. 

Co, Mealh, The,~e 

Jlrllc(tJres l/fo'e 

provil/ed m/lcll 

imeres/ing 

ill/ormoriol1 011 

the clwrac/er (jnd 

exploilatiOIl 

o/II'()()(lIalltis ill 

the period, 

(John Bradley) 

PI 12: A CI'(lIl11og 

011 LOllgII Digh. 

Co, Fermallagh, 

1I';lh its timber 

revelmems 

alld 1)(lli,wde,~ 

pokil/g "l) 0111 

o/ tlle wale/: 

Delltll'OchrOllo­

log ical or /fee­

rillg datillg 

studies have 

illdicmed thllt 

cral1llOg,~fil'Sl 

swrt to be 

COl/sfl'llCfed ill 

Ire/ami oiler {/II 

80 year period ill 

the /tue sixth (/11(1 

early se l'emh 

cell/uries AD, 

(C/ail'c Foley) 

C RANNOGS 
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.'\\ , .' I ..... 
.\ \' ''. 

PI J 3: The II'ell· 

known crwmog 

recolIs/nu:lioll VI/ilt 

illlhe 1970 ... a/ 

Craggmll/oll'ell. 

Co. Clare. lis 

"ollse.~. post-tll/d­

walt/e plliisade 

(llId size give (I 
reasol/ably good 

impressioll ofll'hal 

sOll/e oJthese 'ake­
(/wellings 11/(1)' /uwc 

looked like ill the 

Early kledievaf 

fll1d LlIIe M edieval 

period. (Sluml/o/l 

Herirage (tllll 

Bal/qllets) 

Pt 14: lv/odem 

crmmog 
recQlIsrmcrioll (If 

UISler History 

Park. Ileal' Oll/agh, 

Co. Tyrol1c. 1/ is 

likely C/"t1/lIIogs 

\IIouh! h(lve beell 

occllpiel/ ,hrollgh 

,he Il'imcl: 

allhollgh I/O doubl 

.\'{mClI/m{ repair 

1I'00tld hove beell 

IICCeSSlll)' after 

storms alld 11'(We 

dOli/age. (Uls/er 

Hisrol)' Park ) 
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PI 15: M(){ierl1 

reconstructioll of a 

cl"lIl/l/og (If Nmiol/al 

Heritage Park, 

Fenycarrig, Co. 

We,\ford, blHed 

Oil the excm'(/fetl 

(IIY:lllIeological 

evidel/cefmm 

MOyl/agh LOlIgII, Co. 

Meath. AI/imal bOlle. 

food If(ls fl' (IIul other 

rubbi.\·" II '{U often 

tllmll'l/ outside the 

Cl'{IIlI1og palisade. 

These '//IiddellS' 

pmvide villll 

illformatioll 01/ early 

diet alld economy. 

(N(IIiOlwl Heritage 

Park, Fenycarrig. 

Co. lVe,\ford) 

PI 16: Recol1struction 

uflll/ Early Mediel'lIl 

rOlllldllOllse lIf 

NatiOl1al Herif(lge 

Park, Fen),c{llTig, 

Co. Wexford. base{IOII 

exclll'ated el'itlellce 

frolll lHoYl/agh LOllgh 

C/'{II/IIog. HIe post­

alld-waffle walls l/Illl 

,hatched roof give a 

good illdicllfioll oflhe 

lIlJpelll'{IIICe of these 

hOllses, whicll wOllld 

hllve beel/usedfor 

sleepillg. cookil/g (llltl 

some cmfts. (Natiollal 

Herifllge Park, 

Ferrycarrig, Co. 

IVexford) 
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PI 17: Early 

Mediel'fll 

1,/ollgllsl1O,.es 

from CramlOg 

61, R(l/hr;I/(f//II , 

Co. Sligo, (/ sire 

excm'lIIed by 

Joseph Rajlel )' 

ill/he 19505. 

Plollgh il"Ol/s 

have OCClISiOlUdly 

beel! /01111(/01/ 

CI"{IIIIIOgS, 

possibly 

si.t:llifyillg ,IIm 

wlll/able/anllillg 

eqlfiplllell/ll'{/S 

kept 011 i.\'!tlluls 

for pro/eelioll. 

(Ban), RoJrel )" 

UCO) 

PI /8: ROlm), 

qllerllstolle 

/raglllf!lIIs 011 (/ 

cl"{/IlI/og 01/ lidl)' 

Lough. Co. 

RoscolI/lI/on, 

These quem­

stolles were IIS(!l/ 

for grilldillg CO /"ll 

lIJIlI illdicate IlIe 

dOllles/ie ntl/llre 

of OCCIIPlIIioll 011 

Ihis sile ill the 

past. (Ail/lilt 

O'S"II/I'{III ) 
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PI 17: £arly 

!Hediel'lll 

I,/ollghslwres 

from CHIIII/Og 

61. RlIIlllil/{11l1/. 

Co. Sligo. a sife 

eXC{ll'{lIel/ by 

)o.\"eph Rafler), 

ill the 19505. 

Plollgh irolls 

hlll'e occasiol/ally 

beell fOlllld 011 

c/'(///IIogs. 

l,ossiMy 

sigllifyillg IIwl 

l'lI/lIable/armillg 

eqlfipmel/ll\'(ls 

kepi 011 is/autis 

for proteerioll. 

(Barry Raftel)'. 

UCD) 

PI 18: Rorm), 

qllerllsrone 

fmgmellls 0// a 

erG/mog 0 11 7illl)' 

LOIICh. CO. 
ROSCOIIIIIIOII. 

J1lese quem· 

stones were IIsed 

for grilldillg com 

l/J1l1 illdiclIIe Ihe 

domestic nMure 

oJ OCCIII)(lIioll 011 

this sile ill/he 

1)(lst. (Aidall 

O'SIIIIi"(lII) 
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PI 19: Early 

Medi('l'(d 

\I'oodworkillg axes 

/1'0111 Lough Cam, 

Co, Sligo, glll"ered 

by Jo.~ep" Ra/tel)' 

and OIfler 

fll'clweologisl.\' 

durillg the 1950:; 

II'helllake 

levels were 

ar/ijic:ially drOIJped. 

\\loodll'ol'killg lOolJ, 

illC/utlillg axes, 

c"isels, gOllges fllld 

adzes orejrequellt 

fillds 011 Irish 

CI'{/IIIIOgS, as ,fie 

palisade.\', houses 

ali(I other structures 

1I'0uld /ulI 'e lIeedel/ 

cOlu/ml! l'elJail: 

(Ba,.ry Rlif/ery, 

UCD) 

PI 20: A IeIl1h­

cell/lil y gaming 

board (Iecomred ill 

Scalldill(ll' joll 01'/ 

style/ollllti 011 

Ballim/elTy 

CI'(///l/og No, I, Co. 

H'eslmelll". This 

alld Je l'em/ other 

fillds/lVm the site 

s IIIU:esll"lII its 

ill!",biUlI/ts had 

close cllltllm/. 

politica/ mu/ 

eCOllomic COII/(lcts 

lI'il" Viki,l,f: Dublin. 

(NlIIiol/a/ M llse/ IIII 

a/ lrelalld) 

C R A NN OGS 
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O ... ,-.. __ -,, ___ --------.!.!;IOCIll 

P121: Early 

Medicl'(i/ iron 

JadleJ/"Om 

Crollnog 61. 

Rarlt,ilulIIlI, Co. 

Sligo. possibly 

usedJor glass 

workillg or other 

;1U/lIStIY. SOll/e 

c r(ll/JIogs lIIay 

IUlI'e sen'cd (IS 

high-status craft 

cenTres parronised 

by killgs al/d //sed 

by/hell/as 

locatiolls/or fhe 

rediSlribl/lioll of 

goods {/trough Ihe 

wider social 011(1 

economic 

falldscape. (Ba r ry 

RaJtel)" UCD) 

PI 22: Bone Trial 

piece from Lagore 

Cl"o/lIIog. Co. 
Meath. There is {/ 

mllge of evidence 

Jor brol/ze (llId 

glass lVorking 

from Irish 

CI"lIIIIIOg5, al/d 

bOllc objecls like 

,his wo/ild hal'I! 

beel/usedJor 

working Oll [ 

desiglu be/ore 

their aPIJ/icfllioll 

0/1 metal. 

(Nmiol/a/ 

MI/sel/ll/ of 

lrelal1d) 
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PI 23: l1eb-/Jllckle 

oJ Se l'ell fh 10 

eiglllll cellllll)' AI) 

t/ateJmm L"gore, 

CO. M etlflt. 

I1roocltes. l)im. 

buckles (/lId orller 

hiRII-.\·t(llIIS item.\' 

o/Iu'rsol/a/ 

at/ol'llmellf !tOI'(! 

heelljul/luloll 

several cmllllog.\'. 

(Na/ iol/al 

MlIsellmoj 

Ire/and) 

PI U: £(lrly 

M et!iewll bone 

combsfivlII 

wlriOIlS phases oj 

occllpmioll 011 

Crmll/og 6 / , 

R(II!t/i//{//III. Co. 
Sligo. BOlle, 

leatller mul 

woodworking. the 

J/Ulllllj(/Cfllre oj 

le.rliles al/d OIher 

crafts were all 

praclised 011 

cmllllog.\·. as they 

were (1/ orlter 

secul(lr (llId 

ecclesiastical 

selllell/ems. 

( Barr), Raftery, 

UCD) 

28 
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PI 25: Early 
!'vIediel'{lf ietll/Jer 

slloesfram 

C/"ml/1og6/, 

LUllgh Cartl. 

Co. Sligo. (Ban), 

Rafter),. UCD) 

PI 26: 7i11() lilly 

glass Fessels of 

sel'ellfh eel/lllr)' 

dme imported 

illlo /re/and/mm 
lIor/hem Ell/ope. 

lV!OJlUl8h Loll8h 

ermmog. Co. 

l'vl earh. III/portell 

pouery. glass 

al/d mew/work 

occasiol/ally 

OCCUI" 0/1 Irish 

erOlmogs, 
illdicfllillg rhe 

!ar jflfllg trading 
COI//(/cts betweell 

Early M ediel'(/I 

Ire/and (I/ld 

Europe. (Narional 

iVl l/scUII/ of 

Ire/alld) 

29 



PIll: All 
eighth cell",r)' 

bookshrillefoulld 

/IIu/ent'Mer 

beside a Crtlllllog 

011 Lough Kil/ole, 

Co, /AIlRiOI'lI, 

CJ'(Iimogsmay 

have beell 

used (IS stlfe 

place,l' to keep 

ecclesiastical 

me/(llwork dllrillg 

the II/rblllelll 

years ofrhe early 

lIilllh cellflll)" 

whell bOlh Irish 

(ll/d Vikillg (1rIllies 

It'erel'aidillg 

mOl/asteries 

mill churches, 

(Nmiolla/ MUJelllll 

of Ire/a//d) 

Pll8: A // il1l11 IQ 

lell/ftcelll llry 

brollze 

eccle,I'iaSlica/ 

/wlld-beflfOlmd ill 

waleI' offa ,stolle 

cail'lI Cl'(ll/IlOg 

knolt'lI as ClIslle 

Is/alld, Lolfg" 

Lelle. Co. 

WeSllllcalh. J1,is 

object I//ay a/so 

IU/l'e beell stored 

olllhe iJ/wulfor 

safekeepillg, 

(Nmio//al Museum 

of I reland) 
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PI 29: Eiglllll to 

1/;11111 cemllry 

copper-alloy wine 

srraillerfOlllld 011 

May/arg cr(lllllog, 

Co.Alllr;m. 

Although This l/1a)' 

well have been 

(Ill ecclesiastical 

item, il eollld 

also have been 

IIsed by Ihe 

weal,hy secula r 

illhabitams of 

'he site. (National 

Musculi/of 

Irelaml) 

PI 30: Detail of 

Richard Bar,lelfs 

pictorial iliaI' of 

(11/ Irish C/"{IIIIIOg 

IIl1derllftack by 

ElIglishforces ill 

1602. Crml/logs 

were used ill/he 

161110lld 17,11 

cellfllries by the 

Gaelic lords as 

place.s 10 store 

gold, sill'cl; 

{lIIllIIlmiliOI/. or 

(lJ dwellings/or 

IrOops,IJrisOJle/"s 

al/d woul/ded. 

Theirdestrucliol1 
(/u/'illg the Nine 

Years' lVar largely 

broughl/he 

/radiliollo/ 
C/"(l}/IIog dwelling 

/0(111 Cl/d. 

(Nm;olla/ Library 

of Ire/aI/d) 



PI 31: 'Crwl/1og 

wore/rolll 

Ballydoolollgh 

Cl'(lIIlIOg, Co, 

Ferll/anagh This 

{H)e oJ crude, 

"Mh'i' pOflery 

//sed Jor cooking 

is oftenJollnd 011 

c/'{lIIl1og.\' in 

IlOnh-wesl 

/relalld mul i,{ (Ill 

illdicator oJ 

occllpmion 011 

these site.\' ill the 

Lille Medieml 

period. (Nmioll(ll 

MIIJellll/oJ 

Ire/aI/d) 

PI 32: Cr(lIIlIogs 

\I'ere IIOT ollly 

deJended 

slrollgllOlds/or 

times 0/1\'(11; Ihe)' 

were also lordly 

residellces and 

sllllllllerlodges ill 

times oJI)eace. 

Riclwrd Barllell 

also ill/mm/ed 

C/'{/I/IIogs illlhis 

map o/Monaghall 

101l'1I.IU'il/g/olds 

ill/hell/aplO 

symbolise lite 

II'(//1Silion/rom 

Ihe e(u'lier Gaelic 

/'lira/ /tlll(hcape 10 

Ihe lIew English 

phllller 1011'11. 

(Naliol/al Libral), 

oJ lre/alld) 
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It is impossible to recognise allY 

definite house structures amongst 

the thousands of vertical posts 

scattered across Lagore cranllog, but 

it is certain that similar large 

dwelling's would have been present 

on this important royal site. 

Certainly, Irish crannogs had 

houses on them in the early 

seventeenth century. These small, 

thatched, rectangular or oval slnlC­

lures can be clearly seen in the maps 

of cralll10gs on Lough Roughan, 

County Tyronc, and on a lake in 

CRANNOGS 

County Monaghan by the English cartographer Richard BarLlclt. The archaeologist 

Richard Warner has suggested that some Irish Early Medieval cranllogs could have 

been dominated by a single massive structure, whose side-walls consisted of the 

posts that we normally consider to be the site palisade. 

Palisades 

Palisades are usually interpreted either as a structural feature to prevent the cairn 

slumping outwards or as a defensive enclosing clement. These wooden palisades 

vary in size and strength. At Craigywarren CnlllIlOg, there is only a light enclosing 

palisade of widely spaced rOllllclwood posts. with lillle sign of repair or 

reconstruction. At Lagore crannog, which was occupied over hundreds of years. i1 is 

obviolls that there were several consecutive palisades of piles. posts and planks. 

Defended entrances through which pathways led into the internal dwellings are 

also known, for example at Ballinderry cran!log No. I and Moynagh Lough. Some 

crannogs also have an outer palisade, consisting of a loosely spaced ring of posts 

several metres out from the site. This feature could have been intended as a 

breakwater to protect the island from wave erosion. It could also have been to 

impede any enemies attacking by boat (see Fig. I). 

Fig. 14: Delai/ (~r 

Rich(ln/ BUrI/ell'.\' 

depiclioll (~r(f 

C}'WII/og occl/pied 

ill 1602. nle 

piClorio/ ilia/> 

c/('(lI'/Y shows 

Ill(/{ liIe ('/'{II/I/og 

(hrellel's \\'erc 

/il'ing ill .1'1//0// 

1IIIIIehed house.I'. 

surrollllded by (/ 

{ws/-al/d-II'alf!!' 

pa/isade, ()!lwr 

t'l/iglll(l{ic 

.1"/i'IIC/fln's wilhill 

II1(,CI'(IIlIIog 

rell/oill to /)(' 

exp/ailled. 

(NmiO/w/ LibraI'\' 

(!/'fre/ulld) 
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Fig. 15: The J:"lIr/y 

Medll'ml Sill' (~r 

Ballil/(!eny 

cmnnog No, 2, 

Co. GHaty IlIIdel' 

e.\HII'aliollhYllw 

HUI"l'lIrr/ 

Archaeological 

E\jJediriol/ in tlie 

1930s. The :;ile 

was enclosed 

H'flllill (/ 

slIbs/al/fial 

l\'Oodelll'ati.wde. 

(Procecdings of 

the Royal Irish 

CRANNOGS 

Access by boat or causeway 

Cranllogs could occasionally be approached by means of Slone or timber causeways. 

These arc often ingeniously constructed, weaving erratically oul to the si le, and 

these sudden turns would have baffled and endangered any strangers approaching 

the sites with violence in mind. 

Vlhere no c,Hlseway existed, the only access to <l cranllog would have been by 

boat. Consequently, several cranllogs have wooden slipways where boats could have 

been drawn up, safe from the effects of wind and wave. Dug-out boats were found at 

Lagore and Ballinderry crannog No. 2 and lllallY crannogs are known to have dug­

out boats lying beside them. 

Academy) LIFE ON Cl~ANNOGS 
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Fanning and domestic economy 

Crannogs would have served as the dwelling places of men, women and children, 

and for most of them, daily life would have revolved around the hours of work spent 

in producing and preparing food and raising their families. The diet of the crannog 

dwellers would have been based on the milk, eggs, grain and meat produced on the 

farmland around the cntnl1og. While deer, fish and wildfowl could have been trapped 

by the lake, and cerLain plant-foods, Iluts and berries could have been gathered, these 

wild foods would have been only an occasional supplement to the daily diet. 

Despite their apparent isolation in a waterlogged landscape, Irish crannogs would 



have been surrounded by an intensively 

managed agricultural landscape of 

farmsteads. 11clcl-systems and roulC­

ways dispersed through a largely open. 

cleared landscape. Cattle herding 

would' have been of great social 

and economic importance in the 

surrounding licJds: land values were 

measured in terms of cattic and the size 

of a herd was the measure of a farmcr's 

slat us. Such livestock as chickens, 

sheep, pigs and goats would also hnvc 

been kept. some of them perhaps 

herded by the children of the crannog. 

Wooden buckets and bowls found 

CRANNOGS 

011 crallnogs were probably used by women for milking cattlc, and for making bUller 

and cheese. Indeed, sdentific analyses of the caule bones from Lagon: and Moynagh 

Lough indicate that such work was the chief agricultural activity that sustained the 
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CRANNOGS 

crannog community. Dairy cows predominated in the herds: male calves were killed 

ofT at a young age and cows were only slaughtered when past their prime. Although 

it would have been impossible to house cattle within crannogs, they may have been 

sited at particular parts of lakes to control prime pasture on the neighbouring 

drylands. Byres and corrals on the lake-shore would have protected the herds from 

wild animals and raiding rivals . 

It is worth remembering that the wealthier or more powerful inhabitants of 

crannogs might not themselves have farmed the surrounding land, but could have 

depended on client farmers to provide them with meat, dairy products, grain and 

other foodstuffs. The ancient laws of Ireland (the 'Breholl Laws') describc just such 

a relationship between kings, lords and their dependants. Indeed, the study of the 

agricultural economy of crannogs may have been skcwed by our conccntration 011 

the royal Crall!logs o/" Lagore, Ballinderry crannogs No. 1 and No. 2 and 

Moynagh Lough, whcre the periodic 'royal' feasting may have totally biased thc 

archaeological evidence in favour of higb-status foods and delicacies. 

While crannogs may have been deliberately built on sites adjacent to the best 

cattle grazing land, vegetable gardens and fields of arable crops could also have been 

cultivated at suitablc locations. Plough irons, including both coulters and 

ploughsharcs, have been found at Lagore and Ba!!inderry crannog No. I. Reaping 

hooks or sickles have been fOllnd at Lagore, 

as well as billhooks. i\ wooden shovel is 

known from Moynagh Lough, while a 

possible iron spade-tip was found at 

Ballinderry crannog No. 2. 

We also have actual physical evidence of 

crops, as a deposit of carbonised oats and 

barley was found at Lough Faughan crannog 

in County Down, suggesting that these 

foods were stored on the site and burnt by 

accidental fire. Wheat straw, possibly used 

for flooring, was found in a mass of organic debris at Lagorc. Stone rotary querns 

(handmills for grinding corn), whole and fragmentary, are a common find on Irish 

36 cral1110gs and were no doubt used for making flour for the crannog inhabitants. 



Craft and industry 

It is likely thal cranllog-dwe1!ers 

were largely self-sufficient in 

terms of domestic crafts. I! is clear 

from the waterlogged remnants of 

wood fOllnd on many sites that 

alder, oak, yew, hazel and willow 

were all-important raw materials 

for woodworkers and carpenters. 

Crannogs typically produce a 

rangc of wooden artcfacts, sueh as 

lathe-turned bowls, carved tubs, 

stave-built buckets, spoons and 

ladles and occasionally pieces of 

decorated wood. 

Interestingly, a few crannogs, 

such as Lagon;: and Moynagh 
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~ 
Lough, have also produced some evidence for lathe­

turning waste (the wooden 'cores' left after the bowls are 

complete). This suggests that wooden bowls may have 

been produced act uall y on-site , Ll sing easi ly assembled 

pole-lathes. Wooden bucket stave blanks were found at 

Moynagh Lough , suggesting that some coopering was 

being carried ou t there. Souterrai ll -ware pottery (from the 

sixth to the lenth centuries AD) and everted-rim ware 

pottery (from the fifteenth and s ixteenth centuri es ,\D) is 

also occasionally found on northern cranllogs . 
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Bone-working and antler-work ing was al so apparently 

a cOlllmon craft on c ran nogs. Comb-makers in Early 

Medieval Iri sh society had low status, so fi nds ind icati ng 

th is perhaps sugges t the range of soc ia l classes present at crannogs. Rath linaull 

c ran nog in County Sligo, excavated in the 1950s by Joseph Raftery, produced a fine 

co llection of bone combs and the large bone assemblages in crnn nog lllidde ns were 

probably treated as a ready supply of raw mate rial. 

We also know that tex tiles were produced on certain crnnllogs us ing wooden 

distaffs and spindles for spinni ng and looms fo r weav ing. Frngments of fi ne 

texti les , woo l and ha ir have been found on several crannog sites. A poss ib le loom 

fragment was found al Lough Faughaun , while other weav ing implements were 

fou nd at Lagore. 
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Leather working must have been practised on some sites as shoes, scraps of 

leather and a wooden shoe-last were found at Lagorc, while iron tools for scoring 

leather are known from Lagore and Ballinderry crannog No. J. 

Some cranllogs, like mallY ringforts and monastic sites, appear to have been 

places where small-scale copper and iron-working was carried out. Lagorc and 

Moynagh Lough cr<lllllogs produced the clay crucibles used for melting copper and 

adding tin 10 make brollze artefacts. Mould fragments, in which brooches. rings, pins 

and other ornamcllted objects were cast, arc also a familiar f-1nd from CJ"anllog sites, 

Fig. 23: Rmll;,e 

:::.ooJl/orphic 

pelllwllI!lo/" 

bmo('hIOIIIU/ 

Oil Ba/finder!".\' 

craHl10g No. 2, 

Co. lI'eSfll1(;lIlh. 

Cmllllog.\'. like 

rillg/orfs, t!/fl'1I 

produce (I rallge 

(!j'high-s[{/[IIS 

dress Orll(//l/ell[.I'. 

(Na/iol1(1/ 

Mllselllllt!!· 

/re/wld) 

Fig. 24: BOlle 

lIIo/ij'piecefmll1 

MOYllagh l.ollgh 

Cmllllop. Co. 

Memh. This sife 

prodllced illllch 

evidcncefo/"oJl· 

sire mew/working, 

illc/llding 

.Iimlllces, cop!>t'!" 

illgo/s. ("/"lIcihles 

liS I\"e// as clay 

mould-I·. /Jolle 

1II00(/"pil'(,I'S \\"('re 

lIsed/f)r working 

0111 (ll1d pmcfisillg 

deco}"a{il'e 

designs. (John 

I3l"(1d/ey) 

39 



Fig, 25: A II/odem re" 

C/WClOr (~rE(J/"/y 

Medi('\'(//l\'m:!ill"l' 

laclics alld dress al 

//wcmnllog 

}"('COIISII"IIC/ioll ill the 

N(//follal Heri/ugc 

purk, al fcrrrc(/I"rig, 

Co, lVe4ord. Sl\'ords, 

"hie!d~h(l.,",e.\" (the 

II/e/a/ !;m!'!-s!raf'N! 

./i¥JI1I part (?tu I!"oodcn 

shield) and sjJ('(//"/leads 

al"eji'eljlll'l1fly/oll/uloll 

Cl"lIIlIIOgS (llId are 

less 1'011111/011 011 

o/lIer secu/fI/, or 

I'ccfesiusliclIl 

.1'('11/('1111'111 sile,I', 'lilt'.\" 

i"dieme 1/1(1/ soldiers 

IIndllwl"c('Il(/l"iI'SlI'Ou/d 

11(1\'(' been I"esidel/l Oil 

mall.\" siu's, II'M/e 

(1lwcks 011 Cf(1I/1I0gS 

(In' also (~fi('// 

II/elllioned ill/he 

('(lrty Irish (/I/I/u/s, 

(Na/iolla! Neri/age 

Park, FCI"IYC(ll"rig, 

Co, We,~/iml) 

CRANNOGS 

and finds of 'motif pieces' show how their intricate designs were worked OUI by 

skctclling or fine carving OJl discarded bones, 

Crannogs were also used for small-scale iron working, Un processed iron ore, 

slag and iron bloom were found at Lough Faughauil crannog, iron slag was 

recovered from B,lIlindcrry cnHll10g No, I ,lIld iron furnace bOllOlllS were found <1t 

Lagore. Indeed. an early ninth century crannog at 130fccnaull in County Mayo 

produced no evidence for occupation, but only iron slag and stone mortarS. 

suggesting that it was a specialist sill' used ill iron working, It may have been 

situated to exploit local bog or even mined ores as t!lere is evidence of mines 

in the vicinity, 

It is possible that some Early Medieval cranl10gs were important centres for line 

metalworking ane! other specialist crafts, Indeed. the Scottish crannog expert 

lan l\1orrison has suggested that Moynagh Lough could even be seen as a 'high­

security island industrial estate' because of the range and quality of evidence found 

on that site, These crannogs may have acted as production centres and markets for 

the wider rural setllemcnt and economic landscape, 

Metalworkers, artisans and craft workers resident on the crannog could have 

been under the protection and patronage of a local king, In exchange for the food 

and raw materials coming in to the crannog, there would have been high-quality 

goods and olher artefacts going out of the lake-dwelling and into the surrounding 

landscape, Indeed, these items could have been distributed amongsl the loc,1i 

eomllluni(ies as a means of recognising and strengthening the social and political 

ties betweeJl the king and the surrounding 

nobles and wealthy farmers, 

Attack and defence 

Crannogs \vOldd have been a good place 

to take refuge during the sudden, 

lightning raids that were lypical of early 

Irish warfare. as the surrounding water 

and the wooden palisade would have 

discourilgcd any but the most determined 

of attackers, Early Medieval weaponry 
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(swords. spears. axes and the iron bosses of wooden shields) is c0111monly found 011 

crannogs (in contrast 10 other scllJclllcnl types) indicating the presence of warriors 

on these lake-dwellings. 

There arc also ll1any Early Medieval and LaIc iv1cdicval annalistic references 10 

raids on crannogs. during which they wen:: sacked, burned and abandoned. For 

example. wc know from these sources that Lagorc crannog, County rV1cath was 

attacked Oil several occasions between the seventh and tenth centuries :\1). Early 

Medieval kings could also have used cranllogs as bases for aggression against 

hostile neighbours. 

The excavations at Lagorc produced, apart from the unusually large number of 

weapons. a large amount of human bone derivcd from the decapitated corpses of 

men, women and children. Human bones. some with evidence for hacking or 

wounding. have also been found at Ba!linderry crannog No. I in County Westmeath, 

Ardakillcn crannog in County Roscommon and at Killyvil!a Lake in County 

Monaghan. The incidence oJ"human bones from crannogs which show such evidence 

for pre-mortem violence could also be taken as evidence for the execlltion of slaves 

or hostages and their ritual deposition as a gory sacrificc into thc water. 

Eamonn Kclly has suggested [hal erannogs may have been used as safe places to 

store ecclesiastical metalwork during the ninth century, when Viking raiders were 

marauding through the Irish midlands and north-west lake lands. This is because an 

cighth to ninth ccntury book-shrinc, a chalicc and paten, a cross, as wcl! as hand­

bells have all been rccovered from crannogs. For example, an eighth [0 ninth century 

book-shrine, chalice and paten were found Ileal' Lough Kinale crannog in County 

Longford, all eighth-century processional cross was found oil a crannog in Tully 

Lough in County Roscommon, and ninth to tenth century bronzc hand-bclls have 

also bcen found Ilcar cranllogs in Lough Enncll and Lough Lcnc. 

Crannogs were llsed by Irish rebels against English rule in the early modern 

period. Muskets, armour, halberds, lead bullets and moulds for making bullets, all or 
sixteenth and seventeenth century date, havc been found on several sites. Indeed. the 

variolls English military descriptions of failed assaults 011 cralll10gs during the Nine 

Years' War (1594-1603) indicate how difficult it must have bcen to attack these 

fortilled lake-dwellings successfully. 
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Crannogs and early Irish society 

The settlement landscapes of eady Ireland were organised in ways that reflect the 

highly slralillcd and hierarchical nature of their contemporary societies. IL is 

ullsllrprising then that Eady Medieval crallllogs, like ringforls and monastic 

settlements. show evidence of having been occupied by a range or social classes. 

The presence of slaves or hostages on some crannogs may be suspected from the 

discovery of iron collars with chains on Lagorc crannog and beside Ardakillcn 

cranllog in County Roscommon. There might also have been variolls other unfree 

and free social classes present on a cranllog, including the men and women who 

would have herded caule, pigs and sheep, ploughed the land and re-built and 

repaired the crannog's palisades, pathways, hOLlses and other structures. Carpenters, 

blacksmiths and other metalworkers, some of thelll of relatively high social slalus, 

might h,'!\'e occasionally been present 011 a lake-dwelling, while people proficient in 

lesser trades, sueh as weaving, bone-working and other crafts, may also have lived 

and worked on these islands. 
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t 
It is also very likely that some Irish cJ"annogs were the high-status residences of 

kings and their families. servants and retinue. Lagore. County Meath, Cro-Inis, 

County Westmeath and Island Maci-Iugh, County Tyrolle have al! been historically 

identified as royal crannogs. while the dwellings and artefacts from Moynagb Lough 

suggest that it 100 was a royal site. The presence or exotic items on several other Irish 

44 crallnogs (such as E-ware pottery from western France. Mcrovingian glass and 
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Frankish weaponry from northern Europe, silver fl"o)ll Hiberno-Norsc Dublin 

and Anglo-Saxon England) testifies to the wealth and status of their royal 

inhabitants IO(L 

A parLiculi:lrly important royal settlement complex is to be seen on the western 

shores of Lough Enncll, County Wcstlneath. where Dll!l na Sciath ring fort (the royal 

seat of Maclscchnaill, of the Clann Cho!m,iin kings of the southern Uf Neil1 dynasty) 

overlooks Cn')-Inis crannog (the royal crannog). Probable royal cranllogs and 

ringforts call be seen close together on several other lakes, sllch as al 

Lisleitrim, County Armagh, Levi!l<lllree, County Mayo and Coolure Demesne, 

County Westmeath. 

11 should also be possible to explore links between royal crannogs and that other 

important force in the Early Medieval Irish selllcll1cnt landscape, the church. By the 

eighth century it was an important element in Irish society and it is not surprising 

that there is a range of evidence for contacts between crannog dwellers and local 

church authorities (for example, the ecclesiastical metalwork described above, the 

proximity of monastic enclosures to crannogs, and so on). It is obvious that the 

spatial and functional links between crannogs and ecclesiastical settlements would 

repay more research. 

It is not clear as yet whether royal crannogs were permanent residences or 

temporary lodges, as mobility was an important aspect of early Irish kingship. The 

king may only have staycd on his crannog during his tour through thc local territory, 

and could have gatherered his nobles and wealthy farmers around him for the 

occasional banquets associated with kingship. The large amounts of pig and calllc 

bone from cranllog excavations at Lagore and Moynagh Lough may be evidence for 

sllch communal feasting. The king eould also have stayed on his crannog when he 

was gathering horses and troops for a hosting. 

However, while the king may have only been 'on-site' at certain times of the year. 

it is possible that the 'royal crannog' could have been the permanent dwelling of the 

king's rC1<liners, herdsmen and artisans who would have maintained it through the 

winter storms. 
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MODERN CRANNOG RECONSTRUCTIONS 

National Heritage Park (Fcl'l'ycarrig) 

Fcrrycarrig. County \Vcx!'ord 

Tcl. 053 20733 

Opening times: April-November. daily 09.30-! 8.30 

CRANNOGS 

A large. well-made cranllog reconstruction, based on tile recently excavated 

8tll-century crannog levels at ivloynagh Lough, County Meath. i1 has a palisade, 

boat quay and scve.rallarge circular hOllses. 

Craggaunowcn 

Kilmurray, Sixlllilcbriclge, County Clare 

Tc1.061367178 

Opening times: April- October. daily 10.00--6.00 

The Craggaullowcn cnmllog reconstruction is based on several excavated and 

surveyed sites and was built in the 1970s. It has an enclosing posl-and-waHlc 

palisade, a gang-plank. twO circular houses and a gale tower. 

Ulster History P<lrl{ 

Cull ion, Lislap. Omagh, County Tyrone 

Tcl. 01662648188 

Opening times April-September 10.30-18.30 

The Ulster History Park crannog has a post-and-wallle palisade. with intcrnal 

structurcs consisting of both a circular and a rectangular house. There is 

also a gang-plank, the outline or another hOllse, and a pole-lathe is set up 

within the site. 
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CRANNOGS 

OTHER TITLES IN THE SERIES: 

The Bend of the BO)'IlC (CJeraldinc Stout, 1997) 

"'Early Celtic Art in Ireland (E<l1110nn P Kelly, 1993) 

"'Early Irish Communion Vessels (Michac! Rynn. 20(0) 

Early Irish Monasteries (ConIc!\) Manning, 1995) 

Exploring the Burren (Gcorgc Cunninghlllll, ! 998) 

"'The Fcnians (Michacl Kenny, 1994) 

Ireland's Archaeology from the Air (Tom Conciit, 1997) 

Irish Castles and Fortified Houses (David Swectman, 19(5) 

Irish Dancing Costume (Martlla Robb, 1998) 

"'Irish Furniture and 'Voodcraft (John Teahan, 1994) 

Irish High Crosses (Roger Stal!ey, 1996) 

Irish Prehistory: An Introduction (Anna Brindley, 1995) 

Irish Round Towers (Roger Stalley, 2000) 

Irish Shrines and Reliquaries of the Middle Ages (Raghnall 6 Floinn, 1994) 

Irish Wrecks of the Spanish At'mada (Laurcnce F!anagan, ! 995) 

Megalithic Art in Ireland (Muiris (YSullivan, John Scarey, 1993) 

Metal Craftsmanship in Early Ireland (Michael Ryan. 1993) 

"'The Road to Freedom (Michael Kenny, 1993) 

*The 1798 Rebellion (MichacJ Kenny, 1996) 

'~Sheela~na~Gigs (Eamonll P KcJ!y, 1996) 

Stone Circles in Ireland (Se,ll1 () Nuall{].in, 1995) 

'''alled Towns in Ireland (John Braclley, 1995) 

"'here Has Ireland Come From? (Frank Mitche!L 1994) 

"'Pllblished by COllllfry /-JolIsr ill associatioll with the N({tio/1al Mllseum qf !re/ant! 




